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C H A P T E R  6

THE CRUCIFIED JESUS AS  

LORD AND MEDIATOR

On the basis of the historical reconstruction of Jesus’ ministry, passion, and 
death presented in the previous chapter, we may now turn to the question 
of the theological and salvific significance that Jesus’ first followers came to 
ascribe to those events. $is is the question that we will examine in this and 
the following four chapters. 

Precisely where in the New Testament we should look first in order to 
begin to reconstruct the ways in which Jesus’ first followers interpreted his 
death is an extremely difficult question. $e letters of Paul are the oldest of 
the New Testament writings, and thus take us back closer in time to the years 
immediately following Jesus’ death. As we noted in Chapter 1, however, when 
he alludes to Jesus’ death, Paul uses brief formulas that are open to a wide vari-
ety of interpretations. $is is true of the other New Testament letters as well, 
including especially the letter to the Hebrews, where allusions to Jesus’ death 
are particularly frequent. Because these formulas lend themselves to having all 
sorts of ideas read back into them, including the various interpretations con-
sidered in Chapter 1, it is extremely problematic to take them as a starting-
point for understanding how Jesus’ first followers interpreted his death.1

$e four Gospels, which include a great deal of material that predates 
Paul’s letters, provide by far the most information of all the New Testament 
writings regarding what took place in Jesus’ last days and hours. $ey also 
include many other allusions to Jesus’ sufferings and death in the narratives 
that precede their accounts of Jesus’ passion. Nevertheless, they seem to con-
tain relatively little theological reflection on the salvific significance of Jesus’ 

1. Albert L. A. Hogeterp, for example, questions taking Paul’s letters as a starting-point for considering the 
earliest eschatological beliefs among Jesus’ followers due to the historical distance between Paul and Jesus, and 
the fact that the missionary contexts in which Paul worked and wrote were distinct from those of the earliest 
believers (Expectations of the End: A Comparative Traditio-Historical Study of Eschatological, Apocalyptic, and 
Messianic Ideas in the Dead Sea Scrolls and the New Testament; STDJ 83; Leiden: Brill, 2009, 115-16). On this 
same basis, it could be argued that Paul’s interpretations of the cross arose to some extent independently from 
those that developed among Jesus’ first followers immediately following his crucifixion. In contrast, Martin 
Hengel sees Paul’s writings as the preferred starting-point for understanding the earliest interpretations of 
Jesus’ death among his followers due to their earlier date (!e Atonement: !e Origins of the Doctrine in the New 
Testament; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1981, 70-71). Hengel’s approach is criticized by Joel B. Green, who asks 
whether texts outside the Pauline corpus might represent better the thought of the earliest Christians. Green 
chooses to begin with the Gospels in order to attempt to reconstruct “a pre-canonical passion narrative” (!e 
Death of Jesus: Tradition and Interpretation in the Passion Narrative;  WUNT 2/33; Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 
1988, 3-6).
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death. Instead, they focus primarily on the conflicts between Jesus and the 
Jewish authorities, as well as the circumstances surrounding his passion and 
crucifixion. Furthermore, because of their later date, to take the Gospels as a 
starting-point would require some type of historical reconstruction in order 
to determine the content of the earliest traditions preserved by Jesus’ followers 
in the years immediately following his crucifixion, prior to the composition 
of Paul’s letters. Because of the complexities involved in such a task, reach-
ing a consensus on which material dates back to the earliest years is virtually 
impossible. $e book of Acts contains a number of passages that supposedly 
present the earliest preaching of Jesus’ followers following his death, com-
monly referred to as the kerygma, yet Acts was probably written relatively late 
in the first century and, like the Synoptics, seems to contain little theological 
reflection on Jesus’ death.2

$e best approach, and the one that I will follow here, seems to be that 
of examining these writings together as a whole. Because they proceed from 
different circles and a variety of places and times, any elements that appear 
in more than one source have a high probability of being older. In essence, 
such an approach involves applying to the New Testament as a whole the cri-
terion of multiple attestation used by historical Jesus scholars.3 $e assump-
tion is that there is a greater probability that the ideas that appear repeatedly 
throughout the various strands of the New Testament writings date back to 
an earlier tradition than it is that those ideas arose and developed indepen-
dently of one another in different contexts, although of course this latter pos-
sibility cannot always be ruled out. To be sure, this approach is not without 
its own possible pitfalls, including especially that of reading back from one 
writing into another ideas that are foreign to it. $e fact that the books of 
Matthew, Ephesians, Hebrews, and 1 John, for example, all relate Jesus’ blood 
to the forgiveness of sins does not necessarily mean that the authors of these 
writings understood that relation in the same way (Matt. 26:28; Eph. 1:7; 
Heb. 9:6—10:14; 1 John 1:7). To complicate matters further, the manner in 
which each of these writings relates Jesus’ blood to forgiveness may have been 
different from the way in which that relation was viewed by Jesus’ first follow-
ers in the years immediately following his death.

In spite of these difficulties, I believe that the approach I have cho-
sen offers us the best possibility of reconstructing faithfully in broad terms 
the beliefs of Jesus’ first followers regarding the salvific significance of his 

2. On the problems of attempting to use Acts or Paul’s epistles to reconstruct the earliest kergyma, 
see especially Brevard S. Childs, Biblical !eology of the Old and New Testaments: !eological Reflection on the 
Christian Bible (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 219-25. For arguments in favor and against the historicity of the 
speeches in Acts, see especially Colin J. Hemer, !e Book of Acts in the Setting of Hellenistic History (WUNT 49; 
Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1989), 415-27; Osvaldo Padilla, !e Speeches of Outsiders in Acts: Poetics, !eology, and 
Historiography (SNTSMS 144; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 16-41.

3. On the criterion of multiple attestation as it has been applied to studies of the historical Jesus, see 
especially John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, Vol. 1: !e Roots of the Problem and 
the Person (New York: Doubleday, 1991), 174-75; Gerd $eissen and Annette Merz, !e Historical Jesus: A 
Comprehensive Guide (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998), 116-17.
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death. However, because Jesus’ followers interpreted his death on the basis 
of their beliefs regarding who Jesus was, how he related to God, and what he 
had done prior to his death, it is important to examine these beliefs before 
beginning to address the ways in which they came to interpret Jesus’ suffer-
ings and death.

JESUS AS LORD AND CHRIST

Of all the claims made regarding Jesus by his first followers, the one that is 
by far the most well-attested is the affirmation that he is Lord and Christ or 
Messiah. Although these titles may have been applied to Jesus prior to his 
death, their widespread use does not seem to have taken place until after the 
first believers began to proclaim that he had risen from the dead. Even if these 
two titles had been applied to Jesus during his lifetime, the way in which they 
were understood undoubtedly changed following his crucifixion.

Of course, it is impossible to know precisely what happened early on the 
Sunday after Jesus was crucified and in the days immediately following his 
crucifixion and burial. Whether or not one is convinced by arguments in 
favor of the historicity of Jesus’ resurrection such as those put forward by N. 
T. Wright and other scholars ultimately depends on one’s presuppositions 
regarding what is and is not possible from a historical perspective.4 Due to 
the complexities involved in any attempt to answer this question, I will not 
address it here. In fact, I do not regard the resolution of this question as vital 
to the task of reconstructing the belief system of Jesus’ first followers. For our 
purposes here, what really matters is not whether Jesus actually rose from 
the dead or in what sense he did so, but what his first followers believed had 
taken place. In this regard, there can be no doubt that most of those followers 
were firmly convinced that he had risen from among the dead (ek tōn nekrōn). 
$e evidence that the New Testament provides in support of the existence of 
this conviction among Jesus’ first followers is so strong that its historicity can 
scarcely be doubted.

$e belief that God had raised Jesus from among the dead undoubtedly 
transformed the way that Jesus’ first followers saw him and understood his life 
and death. $at belief was also tied together closely with the claim that Jesus 
had ascended into heaven and was at God’s right hand. Perhaps the most 
important consequence of these beliefs was that the first believers continued 
to regard Jesus as a living person who in some sense remained active among 
them and would eventually return from heaven to bring in God’s reign. On 
the basis of the experiences of Jesus that they had had prior to his death, their 

4. See N. T. Wright, !e Resurrection of the Son of God, Vol. 3 of Christian Origins and the Question of God 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003). For other scholarly considerations of this question, see Petr Pokorný, !e Genesis 
of Christology: Foundations for a !eology of the New Testament, trans. Marcus Lefébvre (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 
1987), 142-56; Dale Allison Jr., Resurrecting Jesus: !e Earliest Christian Tradition and its Interpreters (New 
York: T & T Clark, 2005), 198-375; John Dominic Crossan, !e Historical Jesus: !e Life of a Mediterranean 
Jewish Peasant (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1991), 391-416.
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conviction that he had been raised from among the dead led them to proclaim 
and confess him as Lord and Messiah or Christ.5  

$ere can be no question that this confession lay at the heart of the belief 
system of Jesus’ first followers. $roughout the New Testament, the content 
of their faith is frequently summarized in these terms.6 Jesus is continually 
referred to simply as “the Lord,” and this designation appears repeatedly in 
conjunction with both Jesus’ name and the title “Christ,” which by Paul’s day 
had already been virtually transformed into a second or proper name for Jesus.7 

Due primarily to the wide variety of beliefs regarding the Messiah that 
existed in the first century CE, Jesus’ first followers may have understood the 
designation Christ in a number of different ways. Had they rejected outright 
the ideas that many Jews associated with this title in either its Hebrew or 
Greek form, they would not have accepted its use to refer to Jesus. At the 
same time, most scholars would agree with Nils Dahl that when Jesus’ first 
followers spoke of Jesus as the Messiah, they understood this title differently 
than many other Jews of their day. For Jesus’ followers, it was primarily Jesus 
who defined the title, rather than the title defining him.8 

It seems clear that Christ was considered primarily a royal title.9 $e des-
ignation “son of David” is repeatedly applied to Jesus throughout the New 
Testament writings, often in conjunction with “Christ.”10 As the Messiah or 
Christ, it was expected that some day Jesus would reign and exercise power 
and dominion over others in the way that monarchs do. For this reason, Jesus 

5. On the development and use of the title of “Lord” as applied to Jesus in the years immediately following 
his death, see especially Larry W. Hurtado, Lord Jesus Christ: Devotion to Jesus in Earliest Christianity (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 179-84.

6. See especially Matt. 16:16; Mark 8:29; Luke 2:10-11; 9:20; John 9:22; 11:27; 20:31; Acts 2:36; 5:42; 
10:36; 11:20; 17:3; 18:5, 28; 1 Cor. 8:6; 12:3; 2 Cor. 4:5; Phil. 2:11; 1 Pet. 3:15; 1 John 5:1.

7. On this point, see David E. Aune, “Christian Prophecy and the Messianic Status of Jesus,” in !e 
Messiah: Developments in Earliest Judaism and Christianity. !e First Princeton Symposium on Judaism and 
Christian Origins (ed. James H. Charlesworth et al.; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 404-6. Aune argues that 
“the messiahship of Jesus is simply assumed in the NT epistolary literature,” in contrast to the Gospels and 
Acts, where it is “a matter of central concern” (405). $is is to be expected if the Gospels and Acts reflect the 
thought of an earlier period.

8. Nils A. Dahl, Jesus the Christ: !e Historical Origins of Christological Doctrine (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1991), 17-20. Elsewhere in the same work, Dahl argues that what led to the transference of the title “Messiah” 
to Jesus was the titulus on the cross, rather than Jewish concepts of the Messiah or the belief that Jesus had been 
raised (58). For a summary of scholarly discussion on the subject of how the title of Christ came to be applied 
to Jesus and what was meant by it, see especially Paul van Buren, According to the Scriptures: !e Origins of the 
Gospel and of the Church’s Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 13-18. According to van Buren, “the 
claim that Jesus was the Messiah was not a part of the early gospel, but its presupposition” (24).

9. According to Donald Juel, “$e little evidence that Jewish tradition knew of a non-Davidic Messiah 
is relatively late” (Messianic Exegesis: Christological Interpretation of the Old Testament in Early Christianity; 
Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988, 142). In principle, of course, the term meshiach could refer to any anointed leader. 
$e Dead Sea Scrolls seem to mention what might be called a priestly or Aaronic Messiah, yet this idea is not 
attested elsewhere. Even if the Scrolls do contemplate an Aaronic Messiah, the allusions to a Davidic Messiah 
are more numerous. See James VanderKam, “Messianism in the Scrolls,” in !e Community of the Renewed 
Covenant: !e Notre Dame Symposium on the Dead Sea Scrolls (ed. Eugene Ulrich and VanderKam; Notre Dame, 
IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1994), 211-34.

10. See especially Matt. 1:1; 15:22; 20:30-31; 22:41-45; Mark 12:35-37; Luke 1:32, 69; 2:11; 20:41-44; 
John 7:42; Acts 13:33-37; Rom. 1:3-4; 2 Tim. 2:8; Rev. 5:5; 22:16. 
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is also called “king” in many New Testament passages, although Jesus’ first 
followers appear not to have been entirely comfortable with the application 
of this latter title to Jesus.11 

$e designation of Jesus as kurios also seems to have carried royal con-
notations. In principle, kurios could refer to any type of authority figure.12 
$e common usage of this title in antiquity as a designation for the God of 
Israel raises the question of how those who called Jesus kurios understood 
his relation to Israel’s God. In a number of passages in the New Testament, 
it is not entirely clear whether the term should be taken as alluding to God 
or to Jesus.13 Generally, however, Jesus’ status as Lord is seen as placing him 
above all powers and authorities in heaven and on earth except that of the one 
God.14 $e use of the title Lord to refer to Jesus implies that he stands in a 
unique position in relation both to God and to other human beings. $e same 
is true of the title Son of God, which is applied to Jesus throughout the New 
Testament writings.

Recent scholarship has stressed that the use of all of these titles to desig-
nate Jesus represented an implicit critique and rejection of the rulers of the 
time, including particularly the Roman emperor.15 $e Roman imperial ideol-
ogy and propaganda touted Caesar, not only as the supreme lord over all on 
earth, but as one who enjoyed a special and unique relation to the divinity. In 
a limited sense, he was even regarded as divine.16 To some extent, the manner 
in which Jesus’ first followers used the titles of Lord, king, and Son of God 

11. See Dahl, Jesus, 36-37.
12. On Paul’s use of the title kurios, see James D. G. Dunn, !e !eology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1998), 244-52. Dunn notes that “the most significant way of speaking about Christ for Paul is 
indicated by the title kyrios, ‘Lord’” (244). On the use of kurios to refer to Jesus in the Synoptics, see Simon 
J. Gathercole, !e Preexistent Son: Recovering the Christologies of Matthew, Mark, and Luke (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1998), 243-49.

13. See, for example, 1 Cor. 2:16; 3:5; 5:5; Eph. 2:21; 5:17; 2 $ess. 3:16; 1 Tim. 1:14; 2 Tim. 1:18; 2:22; 
Heb. 12:14; James 5:7-15. On this point, E. P. Sanders observes: “It is sometimes difficult to know when by ‘the 
Lord’ Paul means God and when he means Christ” (Paul: !e Apostle’s Life, Letters, and !ought; Minneapolis: 
Fortess, 2015, 713). On the problems resulting from the use of kurios in the New Testament, and especially 
Paul’s letters, to refer both to the God of Israel and to Jesus, see J. A. Ziesler, Pauline Christianity, rev. ed. 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 35-41.

14. See especially 1 Cor. 8:6; Phil. 2:9-11; 1 Tim. 6:15; Rev. 17:14; 19:16. On this point, see Dahl, Jesus, 20.
15. Some of this critique was no doubt also aimed at other rulers, such as the Herodian kings. Craig 

Evans, for example, suggests that the parable of the wicked tenants in its original form may have constituted 
a critique of the Herodian dynasty and presented Jesus as one who exercises a style of kingship that contrasts 
with the “oppression and ruthlessness” of the Herodian rulers (“Reconstructing Jesus’ Teaching: Problems 
and Possibilities,” in Jesus in Context: Temple, Purity, and Restoration; Bruce Chilton and Evans; AGJU 39; 
Leiden: Brill, 1997, 174-75). On this point, see also Tat-Siong Benny Liew, Politics of Parousia: Reading Mark 
Inter(con)textually (BibInt 42; Leiden: Brill, 1999), 81-94.

16. On the idea of divinity as applied to Caesar and Augustus, see especially George Heyman, !e Power 
of Sacrifice: Roman and Christian Discourses in Conflict (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 
2007), 45-93. Heyman notes that, in Latin, the Roman emperor was referred to as “a divus and not a deus” 
(xviii). For more on what has been called the “imperial cult,” see also Neil Elliott, “Paul and the Politics of 
Empire: Problems and Prospects,” in Paul and Politics: Ekklesia, Israel, Imperium, Interpretation. Essays in Honor 
of Krister Stendahl (ed. Richard A. Horsley; Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2000), 17-39; Justin 
K. Hardin, Galatians and the Imperial Cult: A Critical Analysis of the First-Century Social Context of Paul’s Letter 
(WUNT 2/237; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 23-81.
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to refer to Jesus thus set both him and them in opposition to Rome and its 
emperor.17 Warren Carter, for example, has shown how Matthew’s Gospel 
repeatedly contrasts Jesus’ lordship with that of Caesar. Matthew “presents a 
social challenge in offering a different vision and experience of human interac-
tion and community,” as well as a “theological challenge” in that it contests the 
imperial propaganda regarding the sovereignty of Caesar. For Matthew, Jesus 
is the one who “forms a community by calling people to follow him as the one 
who manifests God’s empire.”18 

Numerous passages from the other New Testament writings also implicitly 
contrast Jesus with the Roman emperor and can even be interpreted as pro-
claiming Jesus as “the true Lord or ‘emperor’ of the world.”19 Jesus is presented 
as the king of kings and Lord of lords who, unlike earthly rulers, will reign 
forever (1 Tim. 6:15; Heb. 1:8; Rev. 1:5; 11:15; 17:14; 19:16). Paul regards 
Jesus’ name as being above every other name (Phil. 2:9). $e letter to the 
Ephesians affirms that God put his power to work “in Christ when he raised 
him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places, far 
above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name 
that is named, not only in this age but also in the age to come” (Eph. 1:20-21). 
In Colossians, it is in Christ rather than in the emperor that the fullness of 
the divinity dwells (Col. 1:19; 2:9). $ere Jesus is also proclaimed the head of 
all other rulers and authorities (Col. 2:10; cf. 1:16). Similar claims regarding 
Jesus’ supreme authority are repeated in passages such as Matt. 28:18 and 1 
Pet. 3:22. In addition, certain terms related to Jesus’ lordship, such as euag-
gelion and parousia, seem to have been taken from imperial contexts.20 In Acts, 
Paul and Silas are accused of “acting contrary to the decrees of the emperor, 
saying that there is another king named Jesus” (Acts 17:7).21 Numerous pas-
sages from the Gospel of John also seem to stress the superiority of Jesus in 
relation to the Roman emperor.22

17. See Robert Jewett, “Response: Exegetical Support from Romans and Other Letters,” in Paul and 
Politics, ed. Horsley, 66-71; Richard A. Horsley, “Rhetoric and Empire and 1 Corinthians,” in Paul and Politics, 
ed. Horsley, 90-93; N. T. Wright, “Paul’s Gospel and Caesar’s Empire,” in Paul and Politics, ed. Horsley, 166-
70; Warren Carter, Matthew and Empire: Initial Explorations (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 
2006), 57-74; Demetrius K. Williams, “Paul’s Anti-Imperial Discourse of the Cross: $e Cross and Power in 1 
Corinthians 1–4,” SBLSP 39 (2000): 811-17. For a perspective on this question that is somewhat different, see 
Michael J. $ate, “Paul and the Anxieties of (Imperial?) Succession: Galatians and the Politics of Neglect,” in 
“In Christ” in Paul: Explorations in Paul’s !eology of Union and Participation (ed. $ate, Kevin J. Vanhoozer, and 
Constantine R. Campbell;  WUNT 2/384; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014), 209-41.

18. Carter, Matthew and Empire, 52-53; see also 62-89, 169-70.
19. Horsley, “Rhetoric,” 92. See, for example, Rom. 1:2-4; 1 Cor. 15:24-28.
20. Dieter Georgi, for example, writes: “By using such loaded terms as evangelion, pistis, dikaiosyne, and 

eirene as central concepts in Romans, [Paul] evokes their associations to Roman political theology” (!eocracy 
in Paul’s Practice and !eology, trans. David E. Green; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991, 83).

21. As Max Turner has shown, the idea of Jesus’ kingship is stressed not only in Acts 17:7, but throughout 
the book of Acts as a whole (Power from on High: !e Spirit in Israel ’s Restoration and Witness in Luke-Acts; 
JPTSS 9; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996, 290-97).

22. See especially the works by Warren Carter, John and Empire: Initial Explorations (New York: T & T 
Clark, 2008) and Lance Byron Richey, Roman Imperial Ideology and the Gospel of John (CBPMS 43; Washington, 
DC: Catholic Biblical Association of America, 2007).
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Nevertheless, to speak of Jesus in these terms involved more than merely 
positing him as an alternative or competing emperor or ruler. Jesus was 
regarded as exercising his lordship in a way that contrasted sharply with that 
of authorities such as Caesar. $e imperial ideology proclaimed Caesar as 
supreme benefactor of all, and claimed that the peoples subjugated by Rome 
were better off under Roman rule, which brought peace, security, prosperity, 
justice, and salvation for all.23 Such claims seem clearly to have been rejected 
by Jesus and his first followers, along with many other Jews and subjugated 
peoples. Among Jesus’ followers, Jesus was confessed as the one who was to 
bring true justice and salvation to the world.24 

Jesus’ Lordship for Others

$e New Testament texts repeatedly stress that Jesus defined his role in terms 
of serving others. In this regard, he is seen as distinct from other lords and rul-
ers, who presented themselves as servants of others when in reality they were 
serving themselves and their own interests. In Luke 22:25-27, for example, 
Jesus tells the disciples: 

“$e kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those in authority over them 
are called benefactors. But not so with you; rather the greatest among you must 
become like the youngest, and the leader like one who serves. For who is greater, 
the one who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one at the table? 
But I am among you as one who serves.” 

Yong-Sung Ahn, reacting to the work of David Lull and Paul Walaskay, 
finds in this passage the idea of Jesus as the “servant-benefactor” for whom 
the rulers in the Roman world serve as an anti-type.25 According to Ahn, this 
passage and others from the same Gospel constitute a critique of the Roman 
patron-client system, and present Jesus as promoting a “religious/political sys-
tem” that stands as an alternative to the Roman imperial system.26 Similarly, 
in the Last Supper scene in John 13:3-16, after Jesus washes his disciples’ feet 
and affirms that he has done so as their “Lord and teacher,” he commands 
them to serve one another in the same way. $e same emphasis is found in 
Paul, who affirms in Phil. 2:1-11 and other texts that “Jesus, not Caesar, has 
been a servant and is now to be hailed as kyrios.”27 

Perhaps the most notable passage in this regard is Mark 10:42-45, which 
probably served as the basis for the quote from Luke’s Gospel just cited above. 
$ere Jesus tells his disciples: 

23. On these ideas, see Carter, Matthew and Empire, 20-34; Brigitte Kahl, Galatians Re-Imagined: Reading 
with the Eyes of the Vanquished (PCC; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2010), 192-99.

24. On this point, see especially Neil Elliott, !e Arrogance of Nations: Reading Romans in the Shadow of 
Empire (PCC; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2008), 59-85.

25. Yong-Sung Ahn, !e Reign of God and Rome in Luke’s Passion Narrative: An East Asian Global Perspective 
(BibInt 80; Leiden: Brill, 2006), 162-67.

26. See ibid., 147-97.
27. Wright, “Paul’s Gospel,” 174. Cf. Rom. 15:8.
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“You know that among the Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rul-
ers lord it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them. But it is not so 
among you; but whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, 
and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all. For the Son of Man 
came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.” 

As this last passage stresses, more than anything else, it was Jesus’ death 
that demonstrated his willingness and commitment to seeking the well-being 
of others. In New Testament thought, while other lords and rulers may claim 
to be seeking the well-being of others, none compares to Jesus in being will-
ing to endure hardships, abuse, and humiliation, and to sacrifice everything, 
even his own life, to attain that end.28 It was this love for others that was 
believed to set Jesus not only apart from other lords and authorities, but above 
them, making him far superior to them.29

$is irony is reflected in numerous New Testament texts. In the eyes of the 
world, the mere fact that Jesus was crucified makes him “like the rubbish of 
the world, the dregs of all things,” to use a phrase from Paul’s writings (1 Cor. 
4:13). $e proclamation that a crucified man had been exalted to God’s side 
as Lord of all was regarded as scandalous and foolish by non-believers (1 Cor. 
1:23). As many scholars have stressed, crucifixion was the most humiliating 
and agonizing form of execution, generally reserved for slaves and rebels.30 
Ironically, however, in the eyes of the first believers, this was what made Jesus 
far greater than any other human authority figure. According to Paul, Jesus is 
now enthroned as Lord, before whom all knees will some day bow, because 
he sought the interests of others rather than his own, emptying himself, tak-
ing the form of a slave, and humbling himself even to the point of death on a 
cross (Phil. 2:1-11). Jesus’ passion and death demonstrate more than anything 
else his boundless love for others and his full commitment to their salvation. 
No matter how strongly the “rulers of this age”—both human and demonic—
attempted to dissuade him from his commitment to serve others, even to the 
point of crucifying him, they were unable to do so (Acts 4:26-27; 1 Cor. 2:8). 
In his passion and death, therefore, Jesus showed himself to be stronger than 
the forces of evil and injustice. In that sense, he defeated them.

28. Undoubtedly, as Oda Wischmeyer has shown, the idea that kings and rulers are to serve their subjects 
is not unique to the New Testament, but is found in other Jewish, Roman, and Hellenistic sources in antiquity 
(“Herrschen als Dienen—Mark 10,41-45,” ZNW 90 [1999]: 34-43). In Jesus’ day, however, it was evident 
to virtually all that those rulers who claimed to be seeking only the interests of their subjects were in fact 
motivated primarily by personal interests, since this is what their actions demonstrated and how power worked.

29. $e accounts of Jesus’ temptations in Matt. 4:1-11 and Luke 4:1-13 also stress the idea that Jesus 
rejected the possibility of attaining a position of power and authority over all without enduring the suffering 
and death that would result from the giving of himself to and for others. On this point, see Jeffrey B. Gibson, 
!e Temptations of Jesus in Early Christianity ( JSNTSup 112; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), 105-
18. Gibson notes that passages such as Jesus’ refusal to give the Pharisees a sign in Mark 8:11 and his lack of 
response to the mockers who tell him to come down from the cross in Mark 15:2 also reflect the idea that Jesus 
refrains from engaging “in the sort of triumphalistic, despotic and imperious activities that throughout Mark’s 
Gospel he condemns and sets himself against” (194-95).

30. On this point, see especially Martin Hengel, Crucifixion in the Ancient World and the Folly of the 
Message of the Cross (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977); David W. Chapman and Eckhard J. Schnabel, !e Trial and 
Crucifixion of Jesus: Texts and Commentary (WUNT 344; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015), 451-754.



 Jesus as Lord and Christ 377

$ese ideas are particularly prominent in the Gospel passion narratives, 
which stress Jesus’ total commitment to God’s will, his refusal to give in to 
the unjust authorities, and his dignity and majesty as king in the midst of 
the humiliations he endured. His silence demonstrates his refusal to dignify 
the proceedings against him by participating in them, since to attempt to 
defend himself before them would be to recognize their right to judge him 
(Matt. 26:63; 27:14; Mark 14:61; 15:5; Luke 23:9; John 19:9). During those 
proceedings, Jesus is mocked as a king, dressed in royal garb, crowned with 
thorns, and given a reed as a scepter (Matt. 27:27-30; Mark 15:16-20; John 
19:1-3). In both the process against him and his crucifixion he is derided 
and acclaimed “King of the Jews” (Matt. 27:29, 37, 42; Mark 15:18, 26; Luke 
23:38; John 18:36-39; 19:14-15, 19-21). In contrast to James and John, who 
wish to sit at Jesus’ right and left hand when he comes in his kingdom, those 
who “sit” at his right and left hand are two criminals who join others in taunt-
ing him (Matt. 20:21-23; 27:38; Mark 10:37-40; 15:27, 32).31 To those who 
make fun of him, it seems absurd that Jesus might carry out the act of power-
ful kings such as Nebuchadnezzar and Caesar in tearing down the temple, 
or follow Solomon and Herod in raising up a new one (Matt. 27:40; Mark 
15:29-32). John even has the crowd state explicitly, “Everyone who claims to 
be a king sets himself against the emperor” ( John 19:12).

Both Donald Juel and Frank Matera have shown how royal imagery per-
vades the Markan passion account. $rough his repeated use of irony, Mark 
has Jesus’ adversaries proclaim him as king and enthrone him.32 Matthew also 
stresses the “fundamental contrast and conflict” between Jesus and Pilate, pre-
senting Jesus as the ruler who “proclaims and embodies God’s empire.”33 John 
Carroll and Joel Green observe that, in John’s Gospel, “the trial before Pilate 
and the crucifixion scene constitute the enthronement of a king,” and that 
the “majestic figure of Jesus dominates the Johannine passion account, as it 
has the whole Gospel.”34 According to Jerome Neyrey, in their portrayal of 
Jesus’ passion, the Gospel narratives must be seen in the context of the “honor 
culture” of that time, where “stoic endurance of physical pain denotes courage 
and honor”; thus “the gospel inculcates an ironic point of view that death and 

31. On this contrast, see Adela Yarbro Collins, Mark: A Commentary (ed. Harold W. Attridge; Hermeneia; 
Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 748.

32. Juel, Messianic Exegesis, 94-95; Frank J. Matera, !e Kingship of Jesus: Composition and !eology in Mark 
15 (SBLDS 66; Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1982). $is idea is also stressed by T. E. Schmidt, who argues that 
Mark’s crucifixion narrative as a whole is designed to parallel the elements of a Roman triumphal procession 
(“Mark 15:16-32: $e Crucifixion Narrative and the Roman Triumphal Procession,” NTS 41 [1995]: 1-18). 
On this point, see also Allan T. Georgia, “Translating the Triumph: Reading Mark’s Crucifixion Narrative 
against a Roman Ritual of Power,” JSNT 36 (2013): 17-36.

33. Carter, Matthew and Empire, 159; see also 162-63. On these ideas in the passion accounts of all three 
Synoptics, see Frank J. Matera, Passion Narratives and Gospel !eologies: Interpreting the Synoptics through their 
Passion Stories (TI; New York: Paulist, 1986), 34-59, 121-35, 213-19; Timothy Luckritz Marquis, “Crucifixion, 
State of Emergency, and the Proximate Marginality of Jesus’ Kingship,” in Portraits of Jesus: Studies in Christology 
(ed. Susan E. Myers;  WUNT 2/321; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2012), 99-123.

34. John T. Carroll and Joel B. Green, !e Death of Jesus in Early Christianity (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 
1995), 91-92, 99-100.
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shame mean glory and honor.”35 According to this idea, the greatness of Jesus 
as king lies precisely in his willingness to endure humiliation, shame, torture, 
and mocking, since this shows him to be stronger than those who heap insults 
on him.

$e same themes appear elsewhere in the Synoptic Gospels. Jesus appears 
as king and as an authority figure precisely when he is most humble. 
Nevertheless, as Carter notes, this meekness and humility involve “compassion 
and service” that contrast with the rulers who “prefer rule and domination.”36 
In Jesus’ “royal procession” into Jerusalem, he chooses to ride on a lowly 
donkey (Matt. 21:1-9; Mark 11:1-10; Luke 19:29-40; John 12:12-15). $e 
irony of this supposedly “triumphal entry” is striking. Elsewhere, when Peter 
proclaims Jesus Messiah or Christ, Jesus immediately affirms that he will 
endure suffering and a humiliating death, much to Peter’s dismay (Matt. 
16:21-23; Mark 8:31-33). In the Lukan birth narrative, Jesus is born as 
savior, Lord, and Messiah in the most humble of circumstances and in the 
lowly village of Bethlehem, where poor shepherds come to pay homage to 
him (Luke 2:1-20).37 

$e proclamation of Jesus as crucified elsewhere in the New Testament 
reflects the same ironies. $e sermons in Acts in which Jesus is proclaimed 
Lord and Christ make no attempt to play down Jesus’ crucifixion at the 
hands of the oppressive authorities, but on the contrary announce it boldly 
(Acts 2:23, 36; 4:10; 5:30; 10:39; 13:27-29). Paul not only stresses the “folly” 
of the cross, but proclaims as Lord one who was “crucified in weakness” 
by the rulers of this world (1 Cor. 1:18—2:9; 2 Cor. 13:4).38 $e letter to 
the Colossians claims that through the cross, Jesus “disrobed the rulers and 
authorities and made a public example of them, triumphing over them” (Col. 
2:15). $e book of Revelation presents the one who reigns as “Lord of lords” 
and “King of kings” in the form of a lowly lamb who has been slaughtered 
(Rev. 5:9-14; 17:14).

In the thought of the first believers as it is reflected in the New Testament, 
God raised Jesus and exalted him to his right hand, not only after he had 
given up his life for others, but because he had done so. $ere is thus a causal 
relationship between his willingness to suffer death on a cross and his exalta-
tion, which was God’s response to Jesus’ faithfulness unto death. While this 
relationship is implied in a number of passages, especially in the speeches of 
Acts, two passages in particular stress this connection explicitly. In Phil. 2:5-
11, after describing how Jesus “emptied” and “humbled” himself to take the 
form of a slave on the cross, Paul continues: “For that reason (dio) God also 

35. Jerome Neyrey, “‘Despising the Shame of the Cross’: Honor and Shame in the Johannine Passion 
Narrative,” in Social-Scientific Approaches to New Testament Interpretation (ed. David G. Horrell; Edinburgh: 
T & T Clark, 1999), 166-67; for Neyrey’s entire argument, see 153-67.

36. Carter, Matthew and Empire, 128-29. 
37. On Luke’s presentation of Jesus as king in his passion account and the other parts of his Gospel, see 

Matera, Passion Narratives, 213-19.
38. See Williams, “Paul’s Anti-Imperial Discourse,” 811-16.



 Jesus as Lord and Christ 379

highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name” (v. 9).39 
Similarly, the author of Hebrews affirms that Jesus is “now crowned with glory 
and honor because of the suffering of death” (Heb. 2:9; cf. 5:7).40 $e same idea 
seems to be behind the repeated claim that the lamb who was slaughtered is 
“worthy” to receive acclamation, power, wealth, and glory (Rev. 5:9-14). Jesus 
does not exalt himself, but rather is exalted by God as a consequence of his 
obedience unto death to God’s will and his total commitment to the salvation 
of others (Heb. 5:4-10). Richard Longenecker in particular has shown the 
intimate connection between the application of various Christological titles 
to Jesus in the New Testament and the idea that Jesus was willing to give up 
his life on the cross in love for others. $ose titles “are founded ultimately on 
the early Christians’ conviction regarding the full obedience and entire faith-
fulness of Jesus of Nazareth....”41 Jesus is acclaimed Christ, Lord, and king 
precisely because he dedicated himself to serving God and others.

For this same reason, numerous New Testament texts see not only Jesus’ 
resurrection as his coronation as king and his enthronement as Messiah and 
Savior, but his passion and crucifixion as well. $is idea is particularly stressed 
in the Fourth Gospel, where Jesus’ being lifted up on the cross is at the same 
time his glorification and his lifting up into heaven ( John 12:32-33; cf. 3:13-
14; 8:28; 13:31-32; 17:1-5).42 Donald Senior, for example, notes that in the 
Johannine passion narrative, “each of the deadly details of the execution ritual 
are transformed and receive a new meaning: the crucifixion is the ascent of a 
throne; those crucified with Jesus are his retinue; the placing of the inscription 
becomes the proclamation of Jesus’ royal status,” and “the multiple languages 
of the inscription and the public site of the execution insure the universal 
transmission of Jesus’ message....” $is gives the entire crucifixion scene a 
“sense of triumph.”43 

One can find the same idea in the Synoptics as well, though it is presented 
in more subtle fashion. During Jesus’ appearance before the Sanhedrin, as 
he is about to be condemned as deserving of death, he tells the high priest 

39. It is common to claim, as Larry W. Hurtado does, that in Phil. 2:9 “the ‘therefore’ makes Jesus’ 
humiliation in some way a basis or grounds for God’s extraordinary exaltation of him” (How on Earth did Jesus 
Become a God?: Historical Questions about Earliest Devotion to Jesus; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005, 90). As 
I shall argue further on, however, strictly speaking, for Paul it is not Jesus’ humiliation itself that leads to his 
exaltation, but the love he showed in giving up his life for others in the way he did. $e point Paul is stressing 
in the immediate context is that believers must show love to one another (Phil. 2:1-5). For Paul, what pleased 
God was not Jesus’ humiliation per se, but his willingness to endure all things on behalf of others in love.

40. Once again, it is misleading to affirm that Heb. 2:9 communicates the idea that “Christ’s ‘suffering of 
death’ is the ground, basis, or reason for God’s action in exalting him....” (Paul Ellingworth, !e Epistle to the 
Hebrews: A Commentary on the Greek Text; NIGCT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993, 155). For the author of 
Hebrews, God exalted Jesus, not simply because he suffered and died, but because he gave his life seeking the 
salvation of others in order to bring them to glory out of love for them (Heb. 2:9-10).

41. Richard N. Longenecker, “$e Foundational Conviction of New Testament Christology: $e Obedience/
Faithfulness/Sonship of Christ,” in Jesus of Nazareth: Lord and Christ: Essays on the Historical Jesus and New 
Testament Christology (ed. Joel B. Green and Max Turner; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 488; see 475-88.

42. On this point, see Neyrey, “Despising,” 151-59, 166-67.
43. Donald Senior, !e Passion of Jesus in the Gospel of John (Pass 4; Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 

1991), 104-5.
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that “immediately” or “from now on” he will be at God’s right hand of power 
(Matt. 26:64; Luke 22:69). $e centurion at the foot of the cross recognizes 
and confesses Jesus as God’s Son precisely at the moment he breathes his 
last (Matt. 27:54; Mark 15:39).44 $us it is Jesus’ death that reveals his divine 
sonship. In Luke’s Gospel, the rebel hanging on the cross next to that of Jesus 
recognizes that Jesus is to “come in his kingdom” (Luke 23:42). Earlier in the 
same Gospel, Jesus is said to set out for Jerusalem not so much to die there 
as to be “received up” (Luke 9:51) and accomplish his “exodus” (Luke 9:31). 
In Matthew and Mark, Jesus’ enthronement in glory is said to depend on his 
drinking the “cup,” a clear allusion to the cross (Matt. 20:21-23; Mark 10:37-
40). According to passages such as these, it is in and through his passion and 
death that Jesus attains his exalted position as Lord and Son of God.

Nevertheless, it is important to note that the purpose of Jesus’ exaltation 
to a position of power and authority through his death and resurrection is 
presented in terms of making it possible for him to bring about the salvation 
promised to Israel and the nations. $is salvation is consistently seen as lying 
in the future rather than something already accomplished by Jesus in death. 
Numerous New Testament passages allude to Ps. 110:1 to affirm that, now 
that he has sat down at God’s right hand, Jesus is in the process of subjecting 
all things under himself (Matt. 22:44; Mark 12:36; Luke 20:42-43; Acts 2:34-
36; 1 Cor. 15:24-28; Heb. 1:13). Other passages from the New Testament 
speak of his ongoing activity on behalf of believers from his exalted position 
in heaven. He intercedes to God for them, while at the same time accompa-
nying them with his presence to strengthen, comfort, and shepherd them.45 
$erefore, through his death Jesus is raised and exalted as Lord, not for his 
own sake, but for the sake of others. Like his death and because of his death, Jesus’ 
lordship is “for others,” whom he can now serve from his exalted position at 
God’s side in heaven.

Not only does the manner in which Jesus attains his lordship contrast with 
that of other lords, rulers, and authorities, but the way in which he exercises 
that lordship also sets him apart from all others. While other lords operate 
through intimidation, striking fear into others so as to impose their dominion 
over them by force, Jesus establishes his reign by serving others humbly and 
calling them to serve him by serving God and others as he has done. $is 
leads to the creation of a community characterized by the same traits that we 
find in Jesus. As Robert Jewett notes, for example, in stressing that “its Lord 
is the crucified one, not the emperor,” Paul “wishes the new community to be 

44. Collins notes that the centurion’s affirmation is not only “ironic in the dramatic sense,” but anti-
imperial, due to the common use of theou huios to refer to the Roman emperors (Mark, 767-69).

45. See especially Matt. 18:20; 28:19-20; Rom. 8:34; Heb. 2:18; 4:14-16; 7:25; 1 John 2:1-2. $e idea 
that the exalted Jesus remains active from heaven is particularly prominent in Acts; see Robert F. O’Toole, !e 
Unity of Luke’s !eology: An Analysis of Luke-Acts (GNS 9; Wilmington, DE: Michael Glazier, 1984), 38-61. 
On the idea of the ongoing presence and activity of the risen Jesus in Paul’s letters, see Chris Tilling, Paul’s 
Divine Christology (WUNT 2/323; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2012), 147-54. $e Fourth Gospel also stresses 
the glorified Jesus’ ongoing activity among his followers, especially in the Last Supper account ( John 13–17).
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marked by persuasion rather than coercion.”46 Numerous passages in the New 
Testament present Jesus as a “meek” and “gentle” Lord, yet as Carter rightly 
insists, “to be meek is not to be passive,” but to act “compassionately in service” 
to others.47

Curiously, among Jesus’ followers the noble title “Lord” became a term of 
endearment.48 $is was contrary to the common use of the term in antiquity, 
where monarchs and rulers were imposing figures to be feared rather than 
loved. Undoubtedly, they were often acclaimed, idolized, and revered for their 
power and achievements and generally presented as benefactors of the people 
under them. Public expressions of support, recognition, gratitude, and even 
affection for such leaders was also common. Nevertheless, it would have been 
rare to speak of such authorities “loving” their subjects in the same way and 
to the same degree that Jesus as Lord was said to love the members of his 
community of followers and human beings generally. Even among those who 
believed he had been exalted to God’s side with full power and authority, 
Jesus continued to be seen as a warm, caring, and intimate figure rather than 
a cold, distant, imposing monarch. One can hardly imagine anyone speaking 
of an emperor or king, for example, in the way that Paul does when he refers 
to Jesus as the one “who loved me and gave himself for me” (Gal. 2:20), and 
recalls the “tender affection” (splagchnois) of Christ (Phil. 1:8). In Ephesians, 
Jesus is presented not only as the one who loves believers and gave up his life 
for them, but also as the one who “nourishes and tenderly cares” for them, like 
a husband for a wife (Eph. 5:2, 29). $us, even when the first believers spoke 
of submitting to Jesus, obeying him, and worshiping him as sovereign Lord, 
they continued to understand their relationship to him as one of intimacy and 
mutual affection.

Undoubtedly, there are passages in the New Testament that claim that 
Jesus will some day come to impose his dominion by force, removing other 
rulers from their thrones and destroying their power.49 Yet it is precisely the 
opposition between Jesus and the “rulers of this age” that make it necessary 
for this to take place. Because those other rulers were corrupt and oppres-
sive, lording it over others and practicing injustice, their reign was seen as an 
obstacle to the alternative reign of true justice and shalom that Jesus sought to 
bring for the good of all. $erefore, Jesus’ destruction of the rival powers was 
thought to be aimed at the liberation of those oppressed. What would lead 
Jesus eventually to impose his rule was not any type of self-interest or lust for 
power and domination, but the same absolute commitment and dedication 

46. Jewett, “Response,” 71.
47. Carter, Matthew and Empire, 128. 
48. One can observe a certain intimacy and affection in the use of the word “Lord” for Jesus in passages 

such as the following: Luke 5:12; 7:6, 13; 10:39-41; 19:31; 22:33; 24:34; John 6:28; 11:2-3, 21; 13:25, 36-37; 
20:2, 13, 18, 20, 25; 21:7-8, 12, 15-17; Acts 10:33; 11:20-24; 14:3; 1 Cor. 16:19-23; 2 Cor. 12:8; Gal. 1:19; Phil. 
3:8; 1 $ess. 3:12; 1 Tim. 1:12-14; 2 Tim. 4:17. 

49. See, for example, Matt. 13:41-43; 18:29-31; Luke 1:68-75; 13:23-30; 1 Cor. 15:24-25; 2 $ess. 1:7-10; 
2:8; Rev. 1:7.
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to the well-being of others that had led both to his ministry and to his death 
on the cross.

Because that commitment and dedication to others was the characteristic 
that defined Jesus’ lordship more than anything else, no one could rightly 
call Jesus “Lord” without assuming that same commitment and dedication 
to the well-being of all. If Jesus had lived and died seeking nothing but the 
wholeness of others, by definition, to submit to him obediently as one’s Lord 
meant dedicating one’s life to that same objective. Even if one questions 
Rudolf Bultmann’s understanding of salvation as involving primarily a new 
self-understanding on the part of believers, one must recognize the truth of 
his affirmation that “[t]o understand another person as Lord correspondingly 
means to have a new understanding of oneself, as standing in the service of that 
Lord and attaining one’s own identity in such service.”50 $is involved becom-
ing a “slave” or “servant” of Christ and of God together with Christ.51 

Yet once again, contrary to the slavery practiced in the ancient world, this 
“slavery” was not something imposed on believers by force and violence, but 
something they embraced freely and joyfully. Because Jesus himself had been a 
“slave” of God and others, and in a sense remained so even after his glorifica-
tion as Lord, those who became his “slaves” obeyed him as Lord by dedicating 
themselves to serving God and others in the same way. $ey became “slaves of 
justice” (Rom. 6:12-13, 16-22). If Jesus their Lord had come, not to be served, 
but to serve others, then they too were to serve others. Paradoxically, like other 
lords in his world, in a sense Jesus as Lord demanded that others submit to him 
and serve him, yet the service he required of his “slaves” was precisely that they 
become slaves to others, as he had been. $is slavery toward others did not, 
however, involve obeying the selfish or despotic dictates of those whom they 
served, but seeking the well-being of all in the way defined by Jesus, even when 
this meant speaking out prophetically against injustices. Jesus’ followers thus 
believed they were to obey God and Jesus rather than those whom they served. 
Ironically, at the same time, those who became “slaves” in reality were made truly 
free, adopted as God’s children so as no longer to be in slavery, and accepted by 
Jesus as friends rather than slaves.52 Like Jesus, they were paradoxically slaves 
and free or slaves and lords at the same time, yet in different senses. While all 
things belonged to God, all things were theirs as well (1 Cor. 3:22-23).

$e result of this counterimperial and countercultural way of understand-
ing lordship and slavery was an alternative community that was also conceived 
of in ways that ran counter to the predominant concepts of the time. If by def-
inition it was impossible to call Jesus “Lord” without submitting obediently 
to his same way of being in relation to others as his “slave,” then of neces-
sity the community of all of those who confessed Jesus as Lord assumed the 

50. Rudolf Bultmann, Faith and Understanding, trans. Louise Pettibone Smith (ed. Robert W. Funk; New 
York: Harper & Row, 1969), 236.

51. See Matt. 10:24-25; 20:24-28; 23:11; Mark 9:35; 10:41-45; Luke 22:26; Rom. 1:1; 6:22; 1 Cor. 9:19; 2 
Cor. 4:5; 6:4; Gal. 1:10; 5:13; Phil. 1:1; Col. 4:12; 2 Tim. 2:24; Tit. 1:1; James 1:1; 1 Pet. 2:16; 2 Pet. 1:1; Jude 1.

52. See, for example, John 8:31-36; 15:15; Rom. 6:20; 1 Cor. 9:1, 19; 2 Cor. 3:17; Gal. 4:6-7; 5:1, 13. 
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same commitment to one another’s well-being that their Lord had embodied. 
According to Carter, this idea is present in Matthew’s Gospel, where “claims 
about the emperor as the agent of the gods’ sovereignty, presence, and bless-
ings collide with claims about Jesus as God’s agent.... [T]he collision of these 
claims about Jesus with claims about the Roman imperial system and the 
emperor functions to contest Roman imperial claims, to challenge and sub-
vert their legitimacy, and to point to an alternative understanding, community, 
and set of practices for followers of Jesus.”53 As Neil Elliott has argued, the 
same manner of thinking is found in the letters of Paul, which speak of the 
establishment of communities of discernment, resistance, and solidarity that 
challenged the ideologies of privilege and power that were characteristic of 
Rome’s empire.54

Justice, Jesus’ Lordship, and the Reign of God

Today, of course, many would regard as problematic the idea that believers are 
to submit obediently to Jesus as Lord. Richard Horsley, for example, writes 
regarding Paul’s proclamation regarding Jesus: 

In offering his assembly an alternative to Caesar, Paul in effect presented Jesus 
Christ as the true emperor, the true Lord and Savior who was in the process of 
subjugating all things to himself. Such imperial language could only reinforce 
relations of subordination within the assembly. It would not have been difficult 
for the emergent monarchic polity of the Christian movement to appeal to and 
build on Paul’s imperial counterimperial language. Already in the deutero-Pauline 
letters the implications of such language for relations within the movement and 
its adjustment to the dominant social order are abundantly evident. In its imagery 
of Christ as the true emperor, the Christian church was already well prepared for 
its own establishment under Constantine.55

Carter has raised some of the same concerns with regard to Matthew’s pre-
sentation of Jesus’ message of God’s reign. According to Carter, the idea that 
God would defeat Rome and establish a new empire under his own sovereignty

co-opts and imitates the very imperial worldview that it resists! For Rome and 
God, the goal is the supreme sovereignty of the most powerful. For both, the 
scope or extent of their sovereignty is the cosmos. Both appeal to the divine will 
for legitimation. Both understand the establishment of their sovereignty to be 
through a chosen agent and by means of the violent overthrow of all resistance. 
Both offer totalizing perspectives. Both demand compliance. Both destroy ene-
mies without room for the different or noncompliant. Both recognize that those 
who welcome its sovereignty benefit from it.... Imperial rule typically presents 
itself as benign, especially for its immediate beneficiaries.... Ironically, and regret-
tably, the Gospel ultimately envisages the replacement of one imperial ideology 
with another.56 

53. Carter, Matthew and Empire, 59; cf. 106-7, 159.
54. Neil Elliott, Liberating Paul: !e Justice of God and the Politics of the Apostle (Minneapolis: Fortress, 

2006), 189-226.
55. Horsley, “Rhetoric,” 93. 
56. Carter, Matthew and Empire, 89-90, 107; see also 129.
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Further on in the same work, Carter adds: “Imperialism—the effort to 
exert control over others, whether their land, resources, or lives, whether 
national, ethnic, political, militaristic, economic, social, cultural, religious, per-
sonal—has not disappeared from the human community.”57 Carter also criti-
cizes the idea that, at Jesus’ return, “God will destroy all those not committed 
to Jesus.” $is turns the God of mercy into “an oppressive tyrant, like Herod 
and Pilate, ready to smash to pieces all who do not comply.”58 He asks: “But 
is violence to be the final word in imposing God’s empire? $at would make 
God nothing other than a copy of any emperor.”59 For Carter, we must instead 
“reconceive God’s future action in a way that the Gospel does not do, not 
in terms of violence and imposed and dominant power but in terms of life-
giving service and merciful action.”60 $is would involve an understanding of 
God that leads people and nations to turn away from their violent militaristic 
ways, cancel debts, redistribute wealth, care for the needy, and “abandon the 
way of domination” in order to instead “embrace that of service.”61

Similarly, in his analysis of Mark’s Gospel, Tat-Siong Benny Liew writes 
that, “from Mark’s presentation of Jesus as God’s son and heir, and thus the 
authoritative interpreter of God’s will, ‘Satan’ becomes anyone who does not 
share the mind, or obey the thoughts of Mark’s Jesus. Not only do these crude 
methods of polarization further fuel the absolute authority of Mark’s Jesus, 
they also lead to a duplication of the insider-outsider binarian.”62 Elsewhere 
Liew affirms:

Presenting an all-authoritative Jesus who will eventually annihilate all opponents 
and all other authorities, Mark’s utopian, or dystopian, vision, in effect, duplicates 
the colonial (non)choice of “serve-or-be-destroyed”.... Despite the Gospel’s invo-
cation of the Deity and its rhetoric that polarizes things divine and human (8:33; 
11:30), it, like most human power systems, promotes “a hierarchical, punitive, and 
tyrannical concept of ruler and ruled, while claiming that it was all for the best” 
(Sinfield, Faultlines, 167).63 

Liew then continues:

Authority is (over)power(ing); and it demands the submission of everybody, and 
thus also the annihilation of those who do not submit. In other words, vindication 
must become vindictive. $e problem is that by defeating power with more power, 
Mark is, in the final analysis, no different from the “might-is-right” ideology that 
has led to colonialism, imperialism, and various forms of suffering and oppression. 

57. Ibid., 172.
58. Ibid., 176.
59. Ibid., 178.
60. Ibid., 178.
61. Ibid., 178. Carter recognizes, of course, that in Matthew’s Gospel, the imposition of God’s will by 

violent means has as its goal the destruction of evil and the establishment of a world of justice: “Salvation 
comprises membership in a people that embodies and anticipates and celebrates the establishment of God’s 
loving sovereignty, God’s empire, over all, including the destruction of oppressive governing powers like 
imperial Rome” (178).

62. Liew, Politics, 102.
63. Ibid., 104. $e reference is to Alan Sinfield, Faultlines: Cultural Materialism and the Politics of Dissident 

Reading (Oxford: Clarendon, 1992).



 Jesus as Lord and Christ 385

Mark’s Jesus may have replaced the “wicked” Jewish-Roman power, but the tyran-
nical, exclusionary, and coercive politics goes on.64

Undoubtedly, there is much truth in these criticisms. $roughout the his-
tory of Christendom, the proclamation of God’s sovereignty or reign and 
Jesus’ lordship, as well as the call for all to submit obediently to God and to 
Jesus, have without question frequently led to oppression, violence, exclusion, 
and the domination of some human beings by others. Countless injustices 
and atrocities have been committed and even justified in the name of Jesus 
and the God he is said to have called “Father.” In many contexts, the doctrine 
of the sovereignty of God and the lordship of Jesus has occasioned untold suf-
fering for women, children, the weak, the poor, the marginalized, and people 
from countless communities, groups, societies, and nations.

What must be asked, however, is whether the problem lies with the notions 
of God’s sovereignty and Jesus’ lordship in themselves, or with the way that 
these notions have been interpreted. I would argue that the difficulties raised 
by scholars such as Horsley, Carter, and Liew can be addressed by affirming 
two basic ideas. First, both Jesus and the God he proclaimed must be seen as 
being truly and fully committed to wholeness, justice, and well-being for all 
people equally and without exception. As we have seen in the previous chapters, 
there is a firm biblical basis for such a conception of God and Jesus. If God 
and Jesus are viewed in this way, then under no circumstances can God or 
Jesus be regarded as oppressive or tyrannical, as if God or Jesus sought to 
exert power and authority in the world for their own sake. Rather, all that 
God and Jesus have done and continue to do is for the sake of human beings 
collectively and the world in which they live. Such a view of God and Jesus 
does not promote the idea that “might is right.” Instead, what is right is that 
all people live in solidarity in the way God desires and commands for their 
own well-being.

If Jesus and the God he called “Father” are conceived of as always acting 
purely out of love for humanity as a whole, then all that Jesus and his God 
have done and will do must be seen as aimed at establishing their reign of jus-
tice, equity, and shalom for the good of all. To submit to Jesus as Lord, there-
fore, is to be committed to justice and shalom for all, as Jesus and his God are. 
All those who share that commitment are in effect doing God’s will, sharing 
in God’s reign, and following Jesus, even if they do not actually confess Jesus 
as Lord or call the God he proclaimed their Father. To affirm this is not to 
make “anonymous Christians” of people of different faiths and cultures who 
are committed to practicing what is truly loving, right, just, and equitable, but 
merely to maintain that all who live in that way are doing God’s will in the 
way that Jesus taught and embodied.

According to such an understanding of God’s reign and Jesus’ lordship, 
what ultimately concerns God and Jesus is not that human beings believe 

64. Liew, Politics, 107.
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in Jesus and in God as his Father, but that they be committed to the way of 
life and the type of community, society, and world that Jesus sought to bring 
about. When Jesus calls others to believe in and follow him, he does so, not 
for his sake, but for theirs, since his desire is that all may come to live in rela-
tions characterized by the same type of love and solidarity that Jesus himself 
embodied in life and death. As Horsley, Carter, and Liew affirm, no human 
ruler or authority can rightly be said to act purely out of love and concern for 
the good of others. $e same is true of any human being in general. In New 
Testament thought, however, Jesus and the God he proclaimed are funda-
mentally different from any human ruler or authority in that regard.

$e second idea that must be stressed when considering the New 
Testament teaching regarding the sovereignty of God and the lordship of 
Jesus is that no human being or human group represents or speaks for God or 
Jesus exclusively. $e oppression and injustices to which Horsley, Carter, and 
Liew allude are the result of the claim that certain people represent or speak 
for God in a way that others do not. For example, Horsley’s affirmation that 
“imperial language could only reinforce relations of subordination within the 
assembly” is true only if certain members of the assembly are told to be sub-
ordinated to others in the same way that they are to be subordinated to God 
and Jesus. Undoubtedly, there are New Testament passages that reflect such 
an idea.65 In principle, however, if it is maintained that all people equally are to 
be subject to God and Jesus, including all those who form part of an assembly, 
then there is no reason why the proclamation of God’s sovereignty or Jesus’ 
lordship should lead to “relations of subordination within the assembly.”

Nor is there any reason why the “imagery of Christ as the true emperor” 
should lead to the type of church established under Constantine. On the con-
trary, the claim that Christ is the true emperor would preclude anyone such 
as Constantine claiming the same authority over others that Christ possesses 
as God’s Son. To proclaim any other human being to be “the true emperor” 
to whom all are to be subject would be blasphemous; such a person would be 
usurping a position that belongs to Christ alone. It is therefore inaccurate to 
claim that the ideas of God’s sovereignty and Jesus’ lordship in themselves 
inevitably lead to hierarchical structures in which some human beings must 
submit obediently to others.

Furthermore, because all human beings and the systems, institutions, and 
empires they construct are inevitably sinful and corrupt, no human reign can 
truly be considered to be entirely just or to promote the well-being of all. For 
the same reason, no human being or group has the right to demand absolute 
obedience from others, or to seek to dominate and subjugate others through 
the use of coercion and violence in the name of God or the common good. 

65. $e clearest examples of this idea are found in passages such as Eph. 5:21—6:9 and Col. 3:18-
22, where women, children, and slaves are exhorted to be subject to their husbands, parents, and masters 
respectively (cf. 1 Tim. 2:11-14). $e words of Paul in Rom. 13:1-8 and 1 Cor. 11:3-16 also seem to convey the 
notion that certain human beings are to be subject to others in the same way that they are subject to Jesus or 
God, though many have proposed alternative readings of these passages aimed at questioning such a notion.
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Nor do any have the right to identify themselves fully with God and justice, 
and on that basis demonize others or deem them enemies of God who need 
to be destroyed or subdued. While violence is often necessary to constrain and 
counter evil in the world, any use of violence among human beings will itself 
always be sinful and unjust, at least to some degree, and must be acknowl-
edged as such. $ings such as militarism and social inequity can never be 
justified in the name of Jesus and the God he called “Father.” 

If Jesus and the God he proclaimed, however, are fully identified with 
wholeness, justice, and well-being for all people equally without exception, 
then Jesus and God are not acting oppressively when they demand that 
human beings also act in justice and love, seeking the well-being of all. In 
that case, the obedience that God and Jesus demand is not simply obedience 
to themselves, but obedience to the practice of justice and solidarity. If God 
and Jesus are to establish a world in which justice and shalom for all will some 
day prevail fully, they must also act against evil and seek to bring all human 
beings into conformity with God’s will. By definition, this cannot be done 
by force, violence, or imposition, but only by giving human beings freedom, 
while at the same time insisting that they use that freedom for the good of all 
and attempting to convince and enable them to do so. It is also important to 
stress that, in New Testament thought, no person or group can claim to know, 
represent, or embody God’s will fully, since that would involve occupying a 
place that belongs solely to God and God’s Son Jesus. None have the right to 
define God’s will for others unilaterally, since only God can define God’s will. 
All that human beings can do is to seek to discern that will together through 
dialogue and a common commitment to the well-being of all.

To affirm all of this is not to say that the New Testament proclamation of 
God’s reign and sovereignty and of Jesus’ lordship is not problematic. I would 
argue, however, that as long as God and Jesus are fully identified with the 
principle of justice and shalom for all people equally without exception, the 
notions of God’s sovereignty and Jesus’ lordship do not in themselves promote 
unjust, tyrannical, or polarizing relations among human beings. In fact, when 
rightly understood, those notions cannot promote or justify injustice, since 
by definition an all-powerful and all-loving God who is fully committed to 
justice and shalom for all cannot practice or promote injustice or oppression. 
For that reason, anything that is unjust or oppressive will by definition be 
contrary to the sovereignty of God and lordship of Jesus, and any who prac-
tice or justify injustice and oppression in the name of Jesus and the God he 
proclaimed cannot rightly claim to be living under Jesus’ lordship or submit-
ting obediently to God.

Strictly speaking, therefore, the problem is not with the concepts of God’s 
sovereignty and Jesus’ lordship per se, but with the way that those concepts 
can be and have been used to promote injustice, inequity, and the oppression 
of some human beings by others. To use those concepts in that way runs con-
trary to all that Jesus and the reign of God he proclaimed stood for. However, 
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because human beings—including all who call themselves Jesus’ followers—
are by nature sinful, unjust, and oppressive, those who proclaim God’s sover-
eignty and Jesus’ lordship will inevitably at times do so in ways that are also 
sinful, unjust, and oppressive, even when they seek only to do good. In fact, 
any theological concept or idea that contributes to justice and human well-
being in some contexts can have the opposite effect in other contexts, or be 
misused to oppress others. In order to be faithful to Jesus and the God he 
called “Father,” therefore, what is necessary is that his followers constantly 
strive to proclaim God’s reign and Jesus’ lordship in ways that promote whole-
ness for all, even though they will never be entirely successful in that endeavor.

Jesus’ Death in Light of His Lordship

$e understanding of Jesus’ lordship just presented provides the basis neces-
sary to begin to consider the manner in which Jesus’ first followers came to 
understand the salvific significance of his death. From their perspective, what 
Jesus had lived for was precisely to bring into existence the kind of alterna-
tive community described above. Due to his dedication to this objective, Jesus 
had come into conflict with the authorities and powers of this age. Out of 
self-interest, these authorities and powers had come to oppose what Jesus 
proclaimed, sought, and represented, and therefore looked to silence him by 
putting him to death. In the face of this threat, however, Jesus remained com-
mitted to that objective, in obedience to the will of his Father. As a result, he 
was put to death and accepted that death for the sake of others. $ese “others” 
included those whose lives would be transformed as they came to form part 
of the community he had lived and died to establish, as well as all who would 
be served by that community. 

According to Jesus’ first followers, Jesus’ objective had been not only to 
bring this community into existence, but also to define it forever as a commu-
nity in which all would follow Jesus as Lord and be fully committed to doing 
God’s will as he had, living for God and others. At the same time, as he went 
to his death, Jesus had sought to be raised from the dead so that he might con-
tinue to live as Lord on behalf of others and thereby bring about their salva-
tion. All of this was what Jesus had not only died for, but also what he had lived 
for. And precisely because he had been willing to die for what he had lived for, 
through death he had attained his objective of establishing that community of 
followers committed to doing God’s will. At the same time, he had attained 
their salvation. $at salvation was now certain to come through him, thanks to 
God’s response to Jesus’ faithfulness and dedication—a response that took the 
form of raising him from among the dead and exalting him as Lord over all out 
of love for all. Now that the crucified Jesus had been enthroned at God’s right 
hand of power, there could be no doubt that the promises of salvation God had 
made of old would be fulfilled through him.

$e conviction that God had raised Jesus and exalted him to his right 
hand, therefore, played a vital role in leading Jesus’ first followers to see his 
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death as salvific. From their perspective, it was clear that Jesus had died as a 
consequence of his commitment to seeking the salvation and well-being of 
others in accordance with God’s will. $ey believed that this was the reason 
why he had desired to be established as Lord over all. As he had gone to his 
death, he had sought that God raise him to a position of power, not primar-
ily for his own sake, but for the sake of others. Only by receiving “all power and 
authority” from God could he bring about fully the salvation of others (Matt. 
28:18). As Paul states in Rom. 14:9: “For to this end Christ died and lived 
again, so that he might be Lord of both the dead and the living.” $is lordship, 
however, was thought to depend on an act of God, since God alone could 
raise the dead and confer such an honor on Jesus. 

Of course, from the perspective of Jesus’ first followers, God had not only 
raised and exalted Jesus following his death, but from the very beginning had 
sent him to carry out a ministry of service to others. God had also guided 
and accompanied Jesus throughout his ministry. When that ministry had 
led those in power to oppose Jesus and threaten to put him to death, God 
had willed that Jesus give up his life rather than seeking to save it. $e rea-
son for this was self-evident: had Jesus sought to be delivered from death or 
attempted to escape the cross in some way, he would have been acting solely 
out of a concern for himself and his own life, rather than out of concern for 
others. How could Jesus expect others to stand firm in the face of opposition 
and persecution had he not been willing to do so himself ? How could he 
expect his followers to be fully committed to seeking the well-being of others 
if he himself had not been willing to do so to the very end, no matter what 
the consequences? How could Jesus ask God to bring about the salvation of 
others if, when faced with the threat of death, Jesus himself had sought his 
own salvation rather than that of others?

Jesus’ first followers would have made similar observations when viewing 
Jesus’ death from the perspective of God. If God had sent Jesus to bring about 
in others a total commitment to his will so that they might attain salvation 
through such a commitment, then it was necessary not only for Jesus to be 
willing to give up his life in order to accomplish that task, but for God himself 
to let his Son be put to death. Had God intervened to rescue Jesus from death, 
then God would have shown himself to be more concerned for his own Son 
than for the salvation of others. If God’s objective was to form a worldwide 
community of people fully dedicated to the well-being of one another and 
others in love through Jesus, then God himself had to be fully dedicated to 
that objective, no matter what the cost. In Paul’s words, God “did not with-
hold his own Son, but delivered him up for all of us” (Rom. 8:32).66

Because Jesus had dedicated himself fully to carrying out the task given 
him by God, and had even been willing to give up his life in faithfulness and 

66. Alexander Weihs has argued that the idea that God gave Jesus up to death also appears implicitly in 
other New Testament passages that speak of Jesus being “handed over” or “delivered up” (Die Deutung des Todes 
Jesu im Markusevangelium: Eine exegetische Studie zu den Leidens- und Auferstehungsagen; FB 99; Würzburg: 
Echter, 2003, 308-31).
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obedience to God’s will, it could also be said that Jesus “merited” becoming 
Lord in order to save others. Had Jesus not been willing to die for others, he 
would not have shown himself to be worthy of being raised to God’s right 
hand as Lord for others. How could he be worthy of reigning as Lord on 
behalf of others if, when faced with death, he had instead turned in on him-
self and sought to save his own life? How could he now intercede to God for 
others from God’s side in heaven and expect God to respond favorably to that 
intercession if, at the moment of truth, he had ceased to be concerned for oth-
ers and instead cared only about himself ?67 

Of course, most of these ideas are not stated explicitly in the New 
Testament writings. Nevertheless, they are the logical consequence of the 
basic beliefs we find affirmed throughout those writings. As we shall see in 
the following chapters, including especially Chapter 10, they also provide the 
background necessary to make sense of the brief formulas used to speak of 
Jesus’ death running throughout the New Testament.

JESUS AS MEDIATOR

As we saw in Chapter 4, both the Hebrew Scriptures and the second-temple 
Jewish writings we possess speak of mediator figures designated by Israel’s 
God to act on his behalf in relation to his people, and to act on behalf of his 
people in relation to him. In particular, this was the task assigned to the priests, 
who carried out their role as mediators by offering up to God the prayers and 
sacrifices God had ordained in the Mosaic law, and by communicating God’s 
will to the people. Although all of the priests took part in this mediating 
activity, they did so under the leadership and supervision of the high priest, 
who was the most important of the mediators designated by God through the 
law.68 In ancient Israel, monarchs were also seen as mediating figures, though 
their task consisted primarily of implementing God’s will among the people, 
rather than interceding before God on behalf of the people. Of course, it was 
also thought that God might speak and act through other human agents, such 
as prophets or healers who received their authority from God directly. Among 
Jews in the first century, a number of individuals came to be viewed in this 
way, including not only Jesus and John the Baptist, but also other prophetic-
charismatic figures and the Teacher of Righteousness mentioned in the Dead 
Sea Scrolls.69 In addition, a variety of heavenly mediators are mentioned in 

67. Rom. 8:34; Heb. 7:25; 1 John 2:1.
68. On the concept of mediator (mesitēs) in ancient thought, the Hebrew Scriptures, and the New 

Testament, see Albrecht Oepke’s entry, “ ,” in TDNT 4: 598-624. For a summary of the state 
of the Jewish priesthood in Jesus’ day, see especially Edwin K. Broadhead, “Jesus and the Priests of Israel,” in 
Jesus from Judaism to Christianity: Continuum Approaches to the Historical Jesus (ed. Tom Holmén; LNTS 312; 
London: T & T Clark, 2007), 127-30. Broadhead notes that “the priestly leadership of Israel in the time of 
Jesus was never monolithic, and it was never exclusive” (130). 

69. On these figures, see Ekkehard W. Stegemann and Wolfgang Stegemann, !e Jesus Movement: A Social 
History of its First Century, trans. O. C. Dean Jr. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1999), 162-67; E. P. Sanders, Judaism: 
Practice and Belief, 63 BCE–66 CE (Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1992), 342-43; Craig A. Evans, 
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second-temple Jewish writings, most of whom are angels or archangels.70 
Moses in particular was considered to have been the mediator par excellence 
between God and God’s people Israel.71

Whether or not some of his followers saw Jesus as fulfilling uniquely or 
definitively the role of mediator between God and human beings prior to his 
death in Jerusalem,72 the New Testament leaves no doubt that his first fol-
lowers came to view him in that way shortly after the events surrounding his 
death. More than anything else, the manner in which the title “Son of God” 
is applied to Jesus throughout the New Testament indicates that Jesus was 
believed to be in a unique relation to God, and thus to represent God in a way 
that no other human being did or could.73 

Jesus’ Authority as Mediator

Almost all of the New Testament writings provide evidence for the existence 
of the belief in Jesus’ unique role and authority as mediator between God and 
human beings. In the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus is presented as acting on God’s 
behalf in relation to others in a number of ways. While all of the Gospels see 
Jesus’ work of healing as empowered by God, Luke in particular stresses this 
point. Luke’s account of Jesus’ ministry begins with Jesus reading Isa. 61:1-2 
in a synagogue at Nazareth (Luke 4:16-21). In this way, Luke presents Jesus 
as the one anointed by God’s Spirit to bring good news to the poor, release 
those in bondage, give sight to the blind, and set the oppressed free. $e idea 
that God is behind all that Jesus does is stressed in several of Luke’s healing 
accounts, where the crowds respond to Jesus’ acts of power by praising God 
and proclaiming what God has done, rather than what Jesus has done (Luke 
8:39; 9:42-43; 17:12-15; 19:37). In the sermons of Acts, Luke repeats the idea 

“Aspects of Exile and Restoration in the Proclamation of Jesus and the Gospels,” in Exile: Old Testament, Jewish 
and Christian Conceptions (ed. James M. Scott; SJSJ 56; Leiden: Brill, 1997), 300-305.

70. On ancient Jewish beliefs regarding agent figures, both human and transcendent, see George W. E. 
Nickelsburg, Ancient Judaism and Christian Origins: Diversity, Continuity and Transformation (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 2003), 89-108; Andrew Chester, “Jewish Messianic Expectations and Mediatorial Figures and 
Pauline Christology,” in Paulus und antike Judentum (ed. Martin Hengel and Ulrich Heckel; WUNT 58; 
Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1991), 17-89.

71. $is is particularly emphasized in the Testament of Moses; see Robert A. Kugler, “Testaments,” in 
Justification and Variegated Nomism, Vol. 1: !e Complexities of Second Temple Judaism (ed. D. A. Carson, Peter T. 
O’Brien, and Mark A. Seifrid;  WUNT 2/140; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2001), 195-96.

72. R. David Kaylor, for example, argues that Jesus did not teach his disciples “to consider him an 
intermediary, but rather to imitate him in approaching God without intermediary” (Jesus the Prophet: His Vision 
of the Kingdom on Earth; Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1994, 197). Although in the Synoptics Jesus 
does not speak of himself as mediator between others and God, the notion that Jesus fulfilled a mediatorial 
role would seem to follow naturally from Jesus’ ministry of teaching and healing, which reflected the idea that 
he had a unique relationship with God and was able to mediate God’s blessings to others.

73. $e use of the title “Son of God” varies from one author to another in the New Testament. On these 
differences, see Richard N. Longenecker, !e Christology of Early Jewish Christianity (SBT 2/17; London: SCM, 
1970), 98-99. $ere Longenecker concludes that, “while Son of God very soon came to signify divine nature, it 
was probably used in a more functional manner by the earliest Jewish believers to denote Jesus’ unique relationship 
with God the Father and his obedience to the Father’s will.” Longenecker also notes that Paul uses “‘Son of God’ 
only three times and ‘the Son’ twelve” (98). Of course, Jesus’ divine sonship is stressed particularly in the Fourth 
Gospel. On the use of the “Son of God” title in the Synoptics, see Gathercole, Preexistent Son, 272-83.
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that God was at work through Jesus in his ministry (Acts 2:22; 10:36-38). $e 
Fourth Gospel also stresses not only that Jesus was sent by God, but also that 
all of Jesus’ work is at the same time the work of God ( John 5:19-23, 36; 7:28-
29; 9:3-4; 10:37-38; 14:10-11; 17:3-4). $e same Gospel continually affirms 
that Jesus’ words and teachings are not his alone, but those of his Father, in 
whose name and on whose behalf Jesus speaks ( John 6:45; 7:16; 8:26, 40; 
12:49; 14:24; 15:15). $e idea that Jesus’ activity is at the same time the activ-
ity of God himself is assumed in many other passages from the Gospels, even 
when that idea is not mentioned explicitly.

All of the Gospels also emphasize the notion that God bestowed Jesus 
with a unique authority during his ministry. $is authority allowed him to 
speak and act in God’s name, to subdue evil spirits, and to equate following 
and obeying him with following and obeying God himself. In Matt. 11:27, 
Jesus proclaims that “all things” were handed to him by his Father and there-
fore that “no one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the 
Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.” 
$e claim that to know Jesus is at the same time to know God is especially 
prominent in the Fourth Gospel ( John 8:19; 14:7-11; 16:3).

Closely related to this authority to speak and act as God’s representative 
and reveal God’s will is the authority to judge others and enable access to God 
for others. Several passages in the Synoptics affirm the idea that one’s relation 
to God depends on one’s relation to Jesus. In Matt. 7:21-23, Jesus states, “Not 
everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but 
only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven. On that day many 
will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out 
demons in your name, and do many deeds of power in your name?’ $en I will 
declare to them, ‘I never knew you; go away from me, you evildoers.’” Here 
one’s entrance into God’s reign is dependent on Jesus’ approval. A similar idea 
appears in Matt. 10:32-33, where Jesus tells the disciples, “Everyone there-
fore who acknowledges me before others, I also will acknowledge before my 
Father in heaven; but whoever denies me before others, I also will deny before 
my Father in heaven.” Luke presents a slightly different version of both of 
these sayings, which suggests they are both from the common source Q (Luke 
12:8; 13:25-27). Following Peter’s confession of Jesus’ messiahship in Mark 
and Luke, Jesus affirms, “$ose who are ashamed of me and of my words, of 
them the Son of Man will be ashamed when he comes in his glory and the 
glory of the Father and of the holy angels” (Luke 9:26; cf. Mark 8:38). All 
three Synoptics include the account of the paralytic healed by Jesus in which 
Jesus declares the man’s sins forgiven (Matt. 9:1-8; Mark 2:1-12; Luke 5:17-
26). To whatever extent this account is historical, and in whatever way Jesus’ 
words there are interpreted, it reflects the same idea that Jesus has the author-
ity to declare who is and is not forgiven and accepted by God.74 

74. On this discussion, see Gathercole, Preexistent Son, 57-58; E. P. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1985), 38-40, 200-202, 273-74.
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While these passages imply that the judgment God will pronounce 
regarding each person depends on Jesus’ approval or disapproval of that per-
son, other passages take the further step of presenting Jesus himself as judge. 
In Matt. 25:31-46, Jesus is portrayed as the Son of Man who will judge peo-
ple from all the nations on the basis of how they treated those in greatest 
need, who are identified with Jesus himself. Similar ideas appear elsewhere in 
Matthew and the other Synoptics as well (Matt. 7:21-23; 13:41-43; 24:30-31; 
26:64; 28:18; Mark 13:26-27; Luke 12:8-9; 21:27-28).75 In Acts 17:31, Luke 
has Paul proclaim that God “has fixed a day on which he will have the world 
judged in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed, and of this he has 
given assurance to all by raising him from the dead.”

$e Fourth Gospel also speaks of judgment as a task of both God and 
Jesus and claims that God has given Jesus the authority to judge all people 
( John 5:19-30; cf. 8:16). Elsewhere in the Fourth Gospel, Jesus tells his dis-
ciples that God will respond favorably to the petitions they make to God in 
Jesus’ name ( John 14:13; 16:23-24; cf. 11:22; 15:7; Matt. 18:19). At the same 
time, the risen Jesus himself may also grant petitions addressed to him ( John 
14:14). In the book of Acts, the apostles pray both to God and to Jesus and 
perform many mighty acts “in Jesus’ name” (Acts 3:6, 16; 4:10, 30).76 $e idea 
behind these and other passages in the New Testament is that Jesus’ name has 
authority because of his unique relation to God, who responds favorably to 
those who invoke him through Jesus.

In the Gospels, the strongest affirmation of Jesus’ authority as mediator is 
found in John 14:6, where Jesus tells $omas: “I am the way, and the truth, 
and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” Here access to 
God is limited to those who approach God through Jesus, though this does 
not necessarily mean that those who have not known Jesus or have rejected 
him can have no access to God. Rather, it can be understood merely in the 
sense that Jesus is the one whom God has designated as mediator so that all 
may now have access to him. In Acts 4:12, Luke presents essentially the same 
claim in the words of Peter before the Jewish authorities: “$ere is salvation 
in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among mortals 
by which we must be saved.” $e clear implication is that Jesus is the only 
mediator through whom one may obtain fully God’s blessings of salvation. 
Once again, however, this does not necessarily mean that any who do not 
confess Jesus will not be saved, but only that all those who will be saved will 
attain that salvation through Jesus, rather than through some other savior or 
mediator.

In a couple of passages from his letters, Paul also claims that some day 
Jesus will judge all people (1 Cor. 4:4-5; 2 Cor. 5:10). While for the most 
part Paul follows Jewish tradition in seeing judgment as a task that ultimately 

75. On this idea in the Synoptics, see Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 142-46.
76. On the allusions to Jesus’ “name” in Acts and other New Testament writings, see especially Hurtado, 

Lord Jesus Christ, 197-206.
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belongs to God, at times Paul implies that the mediation of Jesus plays a role 
in enabling believers to be judged favorably by God. In Rom. 8:34, after stat-
ing that no one can make any charge against those chosen by God, Paul writes: 
“It is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand of 
God, who indeed intercedes for us.” Paul also mentions “the confidence that 
we have through Christ towards God” (2 Cor. 3:4; cf. 1 Pet. 1:21), and pres-
ents Christ as the one who will save believers from God’s wrath (Rom. 5:9). 
In Rom. 2:16, Paul even attributes to God and Jesus simultaneously the act of 
judging all people by affirming that God will judge the secret thoughts of all 
“through Jesus Christ.” 

Similarly, the letter to the Ephesians points to Christ as the one through 
whom believers “have access in one Spirit to the Father” (Eph. 2:17-18). $ose 
who are in Christ “have access to God in boldness and confidence through 
faith in him” (Eph. 3:11-12). $e author of Hebrews presents the exalted 
Christ as a heavenly high priest who “is able for all time to save those who 
approach God through him, since he always lives to make intercession for 
them” (Heb. 7:25). Other passages from Hebrews also present the risen Jesus 
as a high priest through whom believers are able to approach God confidently 
(Heb. 4:14-16; 10:19-22).77

Although the Gospels do not explicitly present Jesus as fulfilling the 
mediatorial role traditionally associated with Israel’s high priests, a number 
of scholars have pointed to passages in which this idea seems to be implicit.78 
$e heavenly intercession of Jesus is explicitly mentioned in 1 John 2:1-2: 
“if anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the 
righteous; and he is the propiatiation (hilasmos) for our sins, and not for ours 
only but also for the sins of the whole world.” Several of the New Testament 
epistles also speak of believers offering up prayers and spiritual sacrifices to 
God through Jesus (Eph. 5:20; Col. 3:17; Heb. 13:15; 1 Pet. 2:5). Of course, 
the most explicit affirmation of Jesus’ role as mediator in the New Testament 
is found in 1 Tim. 2:5: “For there is one God, and one mediator between God 
and human beings, the human being Jesus Christ.”

Behind all of these claims regarding Jesus’ unique role as mediator before 
God is a certain logic that has often been overlooked. If in New Testament 
thought it is necessary to approach God through Jesus, this is because Jesus is 

77. As David M. Hay observes, in developing the idea that Jesus was exalted to be high priest, it is likely 
that the author of Hebrews was drawing on Psalm 110, which speaks of the one exalted as “Lord” to God’s 
right hand as a priest of the order of Melchizedek (Glory at the Right Hand: Psalm 110 in Early Christianity; 
SBLMS 18; Nashville: Abingdon, 1973, 149-50).

78. Donald Senior sees a possible allusion to the idea of Jesus as high priest in John 19:23, where Jesus’ 
robe is said to have been “seamless,” noting that Josephus speaks of the high priest’s vesture in the same 
terms (Passion of Jesus in John, 106). Alan R. Kerr also points to a number of Johannine passages that possibly 
represent Jesus as fulfilling the role of the high priest (!e Temple of Jesus’ Body: !e Temple !eme in the Gospel 
of John; JSNTSup 220; London: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002, 314-70). Timothy C. Gray argues that the 
Davidic king could also be seen as a high priest and claims that this idea is present in Mark’s Gospel (!e 
Temple in the Gospel of Mark: A Study in its Narrative Role;  WUNT 2/44; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008, 
88-89). Many have seen an allusion to the idea that Jesus becomes high priest at his death in the accounts of 
the tearing of the temple veil in Matt. 27:51, Mark 15:38, and Luke 23:45.
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regarded as the one who reveals and defines God’s will fully and completely as 
God’s Son. According to passages such as Matt. 7:21-23 and Luke 13:25-27, 
only those who do God’s will are acceptable to God. Yet because it is through 
Jesus that God makes his will known in unique fashion, it is those who submit 
to Jesus’ teaching and lordship who approach God properly.

$ere is thus a reason why access to God is said to be through Jesus alone. 
In ancient Jewish thought, the reason why Moses was able to function as 
mediator before God on behalf of the Israelites was that he was God’s chosen 
instrument to bring about a people who would live according to God’s will. In 
the same way, the unique mediatorial role Jesus’ first followers ascribed to him 
had as its basis the belief that Jesus had been chosen by God to reveal God’s 
will and bring people into conformity with that will. As we saw in Chapter 
4 with regard to the role of mediators in ancient Jewish thought, these two 
aspects were thought to be interdependent and inseparable from one another. 

In other words, for the authors of the New Testament writings, the basis 
upon which Jesus acts as mediator in relation to God on behalf of others is the 
activity that he carries out on behalf of God in relation to those to whom God 
has sent him. If God heeds Jesus’ intercession on behalf of others, it is because 
those on whose behalf Jesus intercedes are those who have acknowledged him 
as the one who represents and speaks for God. By definition, such acknowl-
edgment involves a commitment to do God’s will as God has defined that 
will through Jesus. If one must confess Jesus as Lord and receive his approval 
in order to be acceptable before God, it is because, as God’s Son, Jesus has 
received from God the task of establishing a community of people committed 
to living as God desires. $e claim that God has given Jesus the authority to 
judge others is derived from and dependent on the idea that Jesus commu-
nicates and embodies God’s will. $erefore, to submit to God is to submit to 
Jesus as Lord and obey him. 

Many scholars would argue, of course, that the sayings attributed to Jesus 
in the Gospels regarding his future role in the judgment of humanity do not 
go back to Jesus himself, but instead originated in the communities formed 
by his first followers. While Jesus may have believed that he represented and 
spoke for God in some unique or special way, he would have had to have a 
very exalted view of his own person or to have conceived of himself as supe-
rior to all other human beings in some sense in order to claim that he would 
some day judge all people, and that one’s relation to God depended on one’s 
relation to Jesus himself. Once again, the presuppositions with which one 
approaches the Gospel accounts will determine whether or not one believes 
that Jesus viewed himself in that way. Even if he did not, however, once his 
disciples came to believe that he had been raised and exalted to God’s right 
hand as God’s Son, it was logical for them to come to the conclusion that 
he had been constituted as the mediator through whom it was necessary to 
approach God, and that he had received from God the authority to judge 
all people.
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$ese beliefs regarding Jesus, then, placed him not only above other pro-
phetic figures such as John and political figures such as the Roman emperor,79 
but also above the Jewish religious hierarchy, including particularly the Jewish 
high priest. Because the priests were thought to mediate God’s forgiveness to 
the people and mediate as well the access of the people to God, once Jesus’ 
followers came to see him as the one whom God had seated at his right hand 
to serve as the mediator who was far above any other mediator, it was natural 
for them to claim that Jesus now fulfilled the role that the law had previously 
assigned to Israel’s priests and the high priest in particular. God was now to be 
approached through Jesus rather than through other priestly mediators.

Obviously, however, Jesus had not been a priest or of priestly lineage. As 
the letter to the Hebrews notes, he was of the the tribe of Judah rather than of 
the priestly lineage associated with the tribe of Levi (Heb. 7:14). During his 
lifetime, Jesus had also not performed any of the priestly tasks at the temple 
at Jerusalem. However, once his followers came to believe that Jesus had been 
installed in heaven as one who had immediate access to God in a way that no 
earthly high priest ever did, it was inevitable that they would also ascribe to 
him the tasks traditionally assigned to the high priest—not only that of offer-
ing up prayers and sacrifices on behalf of the people God had placed under 
him, but also that of serving as the one through whom those people offered up 
to God their own prayers and sacrifices. Furthermore, the idea that Jesus was 
superior to the high priest would also lead to the belief that the prayers and 
sacrifices offered up by Jesus and through him were superior to those offered 
up by the high priest.

Jesus’ Death and His Role as Mediator

At some point, the beliefs of Jesus’ first followers regarding his mediating 
activity from God’s side at heaven came to influence the way in which they 
interpreted his death. As we have noted above, because Jesus was thought to 
have offered up his life to God seeking forgiveness and salvation for others, it 
was natural for his followers to see his death as sacrificial. $e fact that Jesus 
had been put to death by others, who had shed his blood, also meant that his 
death could be seen as comparable to the way in which sacrificial animals 
were slaughtered at the temple. If Jesus actually spoke the words Paul attri-
butes to him at the Last Supper over the bread and wine in 1 Cor. 11:24-25, 
his allusions to the giving of his body and the pouring out of his blood on 
behalf of others would also have led his first followers to interpret his cruci-
fixion in sacrificial terms. In any case, because Jesus had offered up his own 
life rather than that of a sacrificial animal, he could be understood as having 
fulfilled not only the role of high priest, but that of sacrificial victim as well. 

79. As Scott D. Mackie notes, the idea that access to God is through Jesus could also be seen as anti-
imperial, since it involved the implicit claim that Jesus had replaced the Roman emperor as pontifex maximus of 
the empire (Eschatology and Exhortation in the Epistle to the Hebrews;  WUNT 2/223; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
2007, 148-49, commenting on passages from the epistle to the Hebrews).
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As the letter to the Hebrews demonstrates, these beliefs would lead to the 
claim that the sacrifice Jesus had presented to God was far greater than the 
sacrifices presented by the priests, who did not offer up to God their own 
lives, but only the lives of animal victims. At the same time, Jesus’ resurrection 
and exaltation to God’s side would then be understood as God’s acceptance 
of Jesus’ sacrifice on behalf of others. Such a belief would lead Jesus’ followers 
to regard his offering of himself as far superior to the offering of the animal 
victims presented at the Jerusalem temple, since those animals did not enter 
into God’s presence in heaven in the way that Jesus had.

What is absent from the early tradition recorded in the New Testament 
writings, however, is the idea that in his last hours Jesus had offered up the 
type of prayer that the high priest offered to God when he presented sacrifices 
to God. In addition, Jesus’ execution on the cross did not seem to provide any 
basis for the notion that in his death he had fulfilled some type of mediat-
ing activity on behalf of others. Undoubtedly, the Gospel passion narratives 
include a number of prayers attributed to Jesus. $e most important of these 
is Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane shortly before his arrest (Matt. 26:36-44; Mark 
14:32-41; Luke 22:39-46). Yet this prayer is presented in terms of a petition 
for God to spare him from the “cup” or death he was to endure, and does 
not involve any type of intercession on behalf of others. In the context of 
the Last Supper in the Gospels of Luke and John, Jesus prays that Peter be 
strengthened so as to resist Satan (Luke 22:31-32), and asks God to be with 
his disciples and others who would come to believe in him after his death 
( John 17:6-25); yet no petition for divine forgiveness on behalf of others is 
mentioned in those passages. $e only such petition attributed to Jesus in his 
last hours occurs in Luke 23:34, where Jesus prays from the cross, “Father, 
forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.” $ere are doubts 
as to whether these words originally formed part of Luke’s Gospel.80 In any 
case, this petition embraces only those involved in the act of crucifying Jesus. 
Nowhere in the tradition do we find attributed to Jesus anything like the peti-
tion ascribed to Eleazar in 4 Macc. 6:30: “Make my blood their purification, 
and receive my soul as an offering on their behalf (antipsuchon autōn).”

It is possible, of course, that the saying attributed to Jesus in which he 
speaks of giving his life as a “lutron for many” (Mark 10:45; Matt. 20:28) and 
the words he was remembered to have pronounced over the bread and wine 
at the Last Supper led his first followers to see his death as an act of media-
tion on the part of others. Even if this is the case, however, what must have 
played an even more significant role in the development of the belief in Jesus’ 
mediating activity on behalf of others in his death was the interpretation his 
followers gave to the ministry he had carried out, and the way in which they 
believed Jesus had faced his death. Whatever Jesus may have said regarding 

80. On this question, see especially Raymond E. Brown, !e Death of the Messiah: From Gethsemane to 
the Grave. A Commentary on the Passion Narratives in the Four Gospels (ABRL; New York: Doubleday, 1994), 
2:975-81.
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the significance of his death would have been understood against the back-
ground of the way in which he had lived and died.

When they looked back at Jesus’ ministry, it must have been obvious to 
his first followers that Jesus had dedicated himself to seeking the salvation of 
others, as we saw in Chapter 5. $ey would have regarded this salvation as 
embracing a number of different aspects, including things such as physical 
well-being, social justice and equity, the deliverance of people from powers, 
practices, and persons that oppressed them, and the establishment of healthy 
and just relationships in people’s daily lives. $e salvation that Jesus was 
thought to have sought for others, however, was also understood in escha-
tological terms as the attainment of the blessings that God had promised to 
bestow on Israel and other nations. Obviously, what impeded this salvation 
was human sin and evil. People needed to be saved from their own sinful acts, 
the sins of others, the sinful structures that existed, and the powers of evil 
present in individuals, society, and the spirit world. For salvation to become 
a reality, it was necessary for people to repent and change their ways and for 
God to intervene from heaven to deliver people from the powers to which 
they were thought to be subject. When his disciples looked back on the min-
istry Jesus had carried out, they recalled the manner in which he had dedi-
cated himself to bringing people to live, behave, and think differently, while 
at the same time seeking that God act to fulfill the promises of salvation that 
he had made of old.

It would have been logical for Jesus’ first followers to come to the conclu-
sion that, if Jesus had lived for these things, he must also have died for them. 
In fact, it was his commitment to seeking the salvation of others that had ulti-
mately led him to go up to Jerusalem, teach in the temple, take action against 
the commercial activities being carried out there, and stand firm against those 
who opposed his work on behalf of others. When faced with the possibility 
that the authorities might take action against him and perhaps even have 
him put to death, Jesus had not backed down from the work he was doing, 
but had carried on in that work boldly and undauntedly. His followers would 
therefore have interpreted his death as the consequence of his dedication to 
the objective of making it possible for others to attain the salvation he desired 
for them, in obedience to God. 

Upon reflection, Jesus’ first followers must have come to the conclusion 
that, if Jesus had faced death in this way, then during his last hours and min-
utes he must have commended to God not only his own life, but also the 
salvation of others to which he had tirelessly dedicated himself. If this was the 
case, then they would have understood Jesus as in effect presenting a petition 
to God as he went to his death in which he asked God that the salvation he 
had sought for others throughout his life might become a reality fully some 
day through him. In essence, this is the activity of a mediator, who intercedes 
to God on behalf of others. $ey may also have thought that Jesus sought, 
not only that God act to bring about the salvation of others to which Jesus 
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had dedicated himself, but that God enable Jesus himself to accomplish that 
salvation by raising him from the dead, thereby making it possible for him to 
complete the task he had begun. Furthermore, because it was human sin that 
constituted the obstacle to that salvation, Jesus’ death would also be under-
stood as a petition that God forgive the sins of those whose salvation Jesus 
sought, and also bring about in them the change of life necessary for them to 
be saved. In other words, Jesus had died, as he had lived, seeking that God save 
others from their sins.

Whether or not the lutron-saying in Mark 10:45 and the words over the 
bread and wine ascribed to Jesus at the Last Supper are regarded as authentic 
in some form, it seems beyond doubt that they formed part of a very early 
tradition. While these sayings can be interpreted in the sense that Jesus’ death 
would benefit others by virtue of some intrinsic consequence that would result 
from it, they can also be understood in the sense that Jesus was offering up his 
life seeking that God act to bring about the salvation of others to which Jesus 
had been dedicating himself. In order that he might bring that salvation to 
pass, Jesus had also sought to be exalted to God’s side. For Jesus to seek these 
things from God for others was in effect to intercede to God on their behalf. 
Once again, this would be seen as comparable to the type of mediation carried 
out by the priests, who also offered up to God sacrifices together with prayers 
asking for forgiveness, blessings, and salvation for the people. 

On the basis of these ideas, it seems clear that Jesus’ first followers would 
have come to see his death as an implicit petition to God for the salvation of 
others. $is petition would have been viewed as a supplication, not only that 
God forgive and save others through Jesus, but also that God bring about 
in others through Jesus the life of conformity to his will necessary for their 
salvation. $is new life would be the result of the instruction, revelation, and 
example Jesus had given in the past, his continuing activity through the Holy 
Spirit once he had been raised, and the hope that his future coming inspired 
in believers. Jesus’ petition would be that all of this activity in relation to oth-
ers would contribute to their transformation. As is evident from the New 
Testament, this mediating activity would be seen as something Jesus had car-
ried out both in his death and as something he continued to carry out fol-
lowing his exaltation into heaven. In fact, almost all of the New Testament 
passages cited above that present Jesus as a heavenly mediator also contain an 
allusion to his death in the immediate context (Rom. 8:32-34; Eph. 2:13-18; 
1 Tim. 2:5-6; Heb. 7:25-27; 10:19-21; 1 John 1:6—2:2).81

If the first believers viewed Jesus and his death in these terms, the ques-
tion arises as to how they came to regard others considered mediators in the 
Judaism of the day. It is evident from the Gospels that they viewed Jesus as 
greater than John the Baptist and, from what we have seen above, superior 

81. $e same connection between Jesus’ death and his ongoing heavenly mediation may be present in Heb. 
5:7-10, which speaks of Jesus offering up prayers and supplications in his death in the context of the argument 
that God constituted Jesus as high priest to offer sacrifices for others.
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to the Roman emperor and the Jewish priests and high priest as well.82 For 
this reason, his mediation in relation to God would probably have been seen, 
not only as superior to that of other mediator figures, but also as annulling or 
replacing their mediating activity. Otherwise, Jesus’ followers would have had 
to believe that they attained God’s blessings and forgiveness in part through 
Jesus’ mediation and in part through that of others.

To underscore this point, we may consider the question of whether Jesus’ 
first followers would have participated in the annual Day of Atonement rites 
carried out at the temple at Jerusalem. For those believers who resided in 
Jerusalem or could travel there, this would probably have involved attending 
those rites at the temple. For those unable to be present in Jerusalem, such 
participation would have involved observing the prescriptions mandated for 
the observance of that day for all Jews, such as confessing their sins and turn-
ing toward Jerusalem to pray at the same time that the sacrificial rites were 
being performed there. Because Caiaphas occupied the high priesthood until 
the year 36 CE, the same high priest whom Jesus’ first followers regarded 
as largely responsible for Jesus’ unjust condemnation would have been the 
one carrying out the Day of Atonement rites and entering into the Holy of 
holies in the years immediately following Jesus’ death. After Caiaphas, the 
high priesthood was occupied by other sons of Annas, who was also believed 
to have played an important role in the process against Jesus.

Would Jesus’ first followers, then, have believed that they obtained the for-
giveness of sins and God’s favor by means of their participation in the Day of 
Atonement rites carried out under Caiaphas in the Jerusalem temple? Would 
they have thought that God looked with favor on the prayer and sacrifice 
of Caiaphas as high priest on behalf of Jews such as themselves? $is seems 
extremely unlikely. It also seems unlikely that they would have believed that 
their sins were forgiven in part on account of Jesus’ past and present mediating 
activity, and in part on account of the mediating activity of high priests such 
as Caiaphas and Annas’s sons. Furthermore, if they no longer ascribed the 
same value to the Day of Atonement rites performed by those high priests, 
they would most likely have also had to rethink the value of other sacrificial 
rites carried out in the temple, not only by the high priest but by other priests. 
If in their mind they now obtained divine forgiveness by means of Jesus, who 
had offered himself up to God on their behalf and now interceded for them 
from God’s side in heaven, of what use could the sacrifices and prayers offered 
up by the priests in the Jerusalem temple be to them? As we shall see in 

82. $e idea that God offered the forgiveness of sins through the risen Jesus would not only imply that 
Jesus had replaced the Roman emperor as pontifex maximus of the empire, as noted above, but would also 
contrast Jesus with the Roman emperor in that the emperor alone enjoyed the privilege of granting clementia 
to those who had committed some wrong against Rome. Susanna Morton Braund has pointed out that, from 
a Jewish perspective, such clementia could be seen as being roughly equivalent to the forgiveness of sins (“$e 
Anger of Tyrants and the Forgiveness of Kings,” in Ancient Forgiveness: Classical, Judaic, and Christian; ed. 
Charles L. Griswold and David Konstan; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012, 88-92).
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Chapter 8 of this work, at most they would have seen those rites as anticipat-
ing what would take place in Jesus and pointing to him as their fulfillment.

Jesus’ first followers would have considered Jesus’ mediation as superior to 
that of the Jewish high priests such as Caiaphas for a couple of reasons. First, 
throughout his life and in his death, Jesus had shown himself to be morally 
superior to the leaders of Israel. In contrast to those leaders, many of whom 
were regarded as corrupt and power-hungry, Jesus had embodied virtues such 
as truth, justice, purity, and a concern for the well-being of others. $e love 
for others he had shown in life and death contrasted sharply with the greed 
and ambition of the Jewish authorities. Second, by virtue of his exaltation to 
God’s right hand as well as his divine sonship, Jesus enjoyed a proximity to 
God that no other mediator possessed. A number of passages from the New 
Testament writings speak of God being “pleased” with Jesus as his Son (Matt. 
3:17; 12:18; 17:5; Mark 1:11; Luke 3:22; Col. 1:19; 2 Pet. 1:17). In fact, God 
had raised and exalted Jesus precisely because God had been so pleased with 
the love for others that Jesus had manifested in life and death.

Jesus’ death, therefore, would have been understood as being “for others” 
in the sense that he had gone to his death asking that God allow and enable 
him to continue carrying out his mediatorial role on behalf of others, and 
perhaps even carry that role out in a greater way. Believers would also affirm 
that Jesus had given himself up for the sins of others, both in the sense that 
he had gone to his death seeking God’s forgiveness and acceptance of others 
in spite of their sins, and in the sense that he had desired to be exalted to a 
position at God’s side from where he might continue to carry out his mediat-
ing activity on behalf of others and enable them to leave behind their sinful 
ways. Jesus’ resurrection and exaltation would be understood as a favorable 
divine response to the intercession he had made on behalf of the salvation of 
others. In this sense, when God raised and exalted Jesus, God could be said to 
have granted salvation in definitive and irreversible fashion to all who would 
follow Jesus, since nothing could now prevent Jesus from returning in power 
to deliver his followers from the present evil age and inaugurate God’s reign.

The Need for Jesus’ Mediation

One of the questions that this understanding of Jesus’ role as mediator raises 
is why any mediating activity on his part would have been considered nec-
essary. Why could God not simply save people and forgive them their sins, 
independently of Jesus? Why had it been necessary for God to hand Jesus 
over to death and for Jesus to offer up his life? Questions such as these would 
have been answered in a way that is very different from the way in which 
Christian theologians have traditionally responded to them. As we saw in 
Chapter 1 of this study, in penal substitution views, the argument for the 
necessity of Jesus’ death has traditionally been rooted in a certain understand-
ing of God’s nature: because God is perfectly just, it was impossible for God 
to forgive sins freely. For this reason, it was necessary for Jesus to intervene, 



402 THE CRUCIFIED JESUS AS LORD AND MEDIATOR 

undergoing the punishment due to human sin and exhausting God’s wrath at 
that sin. In this case, Jesus’ work as mediator was ultimately necessary for God’s 
sake, in order that God might save human beings without contradicting God’s 
nature or compromising God’s justice.

$e logic of the first Christians would have been quite different. $e argu-
ment for the necessity for Jesus’ work as mediator would have been grounded, 
not in the need for God’s perfectly righteous nature to be satisfied, but in 
the need for human beings to put away the sinful conduct that destroys their 
well-being, as well as the need for them to come to practice the justice, righ-
teousness, and love that God desired and commanded of them for their own 
good. God’s love for human beings would not allow God simply to tolerate 
sin without acting to deliver them from their sinfulness.

In Jewish thought, throughout history, God’s first and primary reaction 
to sin had always been to call people to repentance and obedience through 
his prophets so that they might return to the way of life that would enable 
them to enjoy the blessings God desired for them. When the people failed to 
respond properly, God continued to send prophets and chastise or discipline 
the people in various ways in order to move them to return to him. Only after 
God’s repeated efforts had failed to accomplish his purposes did God become 
wrathful and act against those who persisted in practicing evil, seeking to 
restore justice for the good of all.

According to Jesus’ first followers, after centuries of sending prophets 
and showing patience with Israel and the nations, God had finally sent his 
own Son to make it possible for people to live according to his will. In New 
Testament thought, this was Jesus’ primary task: to bring about in others the kind 
of life God desired and commanded for the good of all. Jesus was to accomplish 
this task, not only by means of his teaching and example, but also by actively 
opposing sin and evil and enabling others to do the same. Although he had 
died as a result of his dedication to this task, he had redefined for others what 
it meant to be committed to doing God’s will in order to bring about that 
same commitment in them.

Of course, it was not only Jesus’ activity in the past, present, and future that 
was thought to enable others to live as God desired, but also God’s response 
to Jesus’ activity, which consisted of raising and exalting him so that he might 
continue to be active bringing others into conformity with God’s will, in large 
part through the Holy Spirit. $is response gave assurance to all people that, if 
they were committed to living according to God’s will as Jesus had been, they 
too would be raised from the dead so as to participate in the life of the new 
age. Furthermore, since all of Jesus’ activity had also been the activity of God 
through Jesus as his obedient Son, ultimately it was not only Jesus who had 
made it possible for people to be brought into conformity with God’s will, but 
God himself. $e result of all that Jesus had done and all that God had done 
through Jesus was the new, alternative community that God had intended to 
bring about through Jesus his Son. By consecrating himself fully in life and 
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death to the creation of that community, Jesus had not only made it possible 
for it to exist, but had also stamped and defined it forever as a community in 
which all would live in the same love seen in Jesus, guided by God’s Spirit.

Nevertheless, in the minds of Jesus’ followers, it was not yet possible for 
them to live in perfect conformity with God’s will as God desired. In a sense, 
whenever they sinned, they found themselves subject to God’s disapproval 
again, since God’s love would not allow God simply to overlook their sinful-
ness due to the harm which that sinfulness caused them and others. As had 
been the case in ancient Israel, the people’s persistence in sin made the work 
of a mediator such as Moses or the high priest necessary. In Jesus, God had 
provided both Israel and the nations with the ultimate and definitive mediator 
who had full divine power and authority to bring about in others the way of 
life God had always desired to see in all. Jesus’ mediating activity in relation to 
God on behalf of others, however, had as its basis his past, present, and future 
activity aimed at bringing about in them the way of life God desired and 
commanded. It was thought that God had responded favorably to Jesus’ peti-
tion for forgiveness on behalf of his followers due to God’s expectation that, 
as a result of Jesus’ past, present, and future activity, they would continue to 
be empowered to leave behind their sinful behavior and become new people.

$is, then, is the logic behind the claim that Jesus’ activity as mediator was 
necessary. While it can rightly be said that, in the minds of the first believers, 
God’s strict justice required that Jesus serve as mediator on their behalf due 
to their sin, this was because in principle God refused to accept them in their 
sinful condition, not for his own sake, but for theirs. Both his demand that they 
live according to his will and his gift of Jesus to them as mediator would thus 
be seen as an act of love on God’s part. $rough his Son, God had provided 
a way for them to be brought into conformity with his will for their own 
good, and had also graciously given them a mediator who might render them 
acceptable to him in spite of their ongoing sinfulness.

$ese ideas provide the background necessary for understanding properly 
the New Testament passages considered above that present Jesus as mediator 
on behalf of others. God had sent Jesus to carry out the ministry that he did 
in order to establish the new, obedient people God desired to see, composed 
not only of persons belonging to Israel, but persons from the gentile nations 
as well. $e reason Jesus had lived and died was not because God needed Jesus’ 
life and death to save human beings, but because those sinful human beings 
needed to be brought into conformity with God’s loving will for their own 
well-being and that of others. $e consequence of Jesus’ work on behalf of 
others had been his death, yet his death had also been the means by which the 
community of believers had been established. Once people had been brought 
into that community and had begun to have their lives transformed there, 
Jesus interceded to God on their behalf, asking God to forgive and accept 
them in spite of the fact that they had not yet come to live fully in accordance 
with God’s will. Besides asking God’s forgiveness for them, Jesus was also 
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thought to ask God to strengthen, guide, and protect them, just as he had 
prayed for his disciples during his ministry and in his last hours. In addi-
tion, of course, Jesus would be thought to intercede, not only on behalf of 
believers, but also on behalf of all those who had not yet come to form part 
of the community under him. Nevertheless, in both cases, the basis for Jesus’ 
petition would be essentially the same: that God accept and forgive all those 
who would be committed to living according to God’s will as defined through 
Jesus, in spite of the fact that they were still far from achieving the kind of 
obedience God sought to see in them out of love for them and others.

In New Testament thought, then, the reason why no other person or 
“name” could serve as a means to approach God was that, as God’s Son, Jesus 
alone was capable of bringing about in others conformity to God’s will as the 
one who understood, embodied, and revealed that will fully. Because even 
believers remain sinful, rather than approaching God directly, they must do so 
through Jesus. If there is only “one mediator between God and human beings, 
the human being Jesus Christ” (1 Tim. 2:5), this is because there is no other 
human being more capable of bringing about in others the life God desires 
and commands for their own good.

For the same reasons, in the New Testament, the prayers and “spiritual sac-
rifices” that are most pleasing to God are those offered to him through Jesus 
(Heb. 13:15; 1 Pet. 2:5). While God may graciously and mercifully accept 
the prayers and expressions of love of any who approach him with a sincere 
heart, including both those who acknowledge Jesus as Lord and those who 
do not, those prayers and expressions of love are never in perfect conformity 
with God’s will because those who offer themselves up to God remain sinful. 
For their own sake and the sake of others who are harmed by their sin, God 
desires that those who offer up themselves and their prayers to him be free of 
sin. However, because this is beyond their possibilities, God grants them Jesus 
to bring about in them the life he desires, and then, on the basis of that new 
life, he accepts their prayers and offerings when they approach him through 
Jesus. When believers pray in Jesus’ name, they identify themselves as his fol-
lowers, and this makes them and their prayers pleasing to God.

In his role as mediator, then, Jesus provides assurance to God that those 
on whose behalf he intercedes are being brought to live in accordance with 
God’s will. As 1 John 2:1-2 states, even when they fall into sin, believers can 
have certainty that God will forgive them and put away his wrath at their 
sins, since their Lord, “Jesus Christ the righteous one,” serves as their advocate 
before God, assuring God that as they live under his lordship, they will be 
transformed into the obedient people God desires. $e same logic is behind 
Rom. 8:34 and the passages from Hebrews that speak of Jesus interceding 
on behalf of believers so as to enable them to approach God confidently and 
without fear (Heb. 4:14-16; 7:25; 10:19-22). In New Testament thought, 
while believers know themselves to be loved unconditionally by God, the fact 
that they still fall into sin might prevent them from drawing near to God with 
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confidence and trust. However, because Jesus intercedes to God on the basis 
of the new life he is bringing about in them through all of his past, present, 
and future activity, those who adhere to Christ can be sure that, in spite of 
their sinfulness, God accepts them.

Paul’s affirmation in Rom. 5:9 that Jesus will save believers from God’s 
wrath must be understood on the basis of the same ideas. As Paul states at 
the outset of Romans, God’s wrath is directed against all who practice injus-
tice and suppress the truth regarding his loving will for all (Rom. 1:18). In a 
sense, all without exception are sinners devoid of righteousness (Rom. 3:9-
19). According to the teaching of Paul and the first believers, God intends to 
destroy sin and evil some day, along with all those who insist on practicing 
that sin and evil, so that justice and shalom can prevail on earth. Because those 
who submit to Christ as their Lord are being enabled to live as God desires 
and commands, when that day of wrath comes, Christ will deliver them from 
that wrath.

A proper understanding of these ideas also makes it possible to understand 
why Jesus’ ongoing intercession on behalf of believers was thought to be nec-
essary, in addition to the offering of himself that he had made on their behalf 
in his death. As the letter to the Hebrews maintains, both Jesus’ offering of 
himself on behalf of others and God’s acceptance of that offering were one-
time events that could not and need not be repeated (Heb. 7:27; 9:12, 26-28; 
10:9). By raising and exalting Jesus, God had granted forgiveness, acceptance, 
and salvation once and for all to all those who would live under Jesus’ lordship 
so as to be brought into conformity with God’s loving will.

According to the thought of Jesus’ first followers, however, although their 
adhesion to Jesus as Lord provided them with certainty regarding their ulti-
mate salvation, they continued to need God to guide and correct them in 
their daily life on account of their ongoing sin. $e letter to the Hebrews, 
for example, speaks of God chastising or disciplining believers in the present 
for their own good (Heb. 12:3-13). Because they were unable to live without 
sin, they still needed Jesus to continue to intercede for them, not only so that 
God might forgive them the sins they still committed, but also so that they 
might be enabled to progress in their perfection, rather than falling away or 
succumbing to temptation (Heb. 4:14-16; 6:1-12). It was necessary for them 
to depend on God’s grace at all times by continually drawing near to God 
through Christ. Jesus’ ongoing intercession on their behalf from God’s right 
hand gave them assurance that God would continue to forgive and accept 
them and accomplish his will in them so that they might obtain his blessings, 
both in the present world and the age to come.
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