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BAPTISM BY JOHN

AT THE JORDAN RIVER

We don’t know the exact year. Luke 3:1 says it was the 
fifteenth year of the Roman emperor Tiberius, around the year 
A.D. 29. John “the baptizer” started baptizing people in the river 
Jordan just a few miles east of Jerusalem. Dating things in the 
ancient world is complicated, so this is not a slam dunk.

Tiberius was the second Roman emperor (A.D. 14–37), after 
Augustus (31 B.C.–A.D. 14). You may remember that Augustus 
was emperor when Jesus was born. Perhaps you’ve heard the 
verse at Christmas, “In those days Caesar Augustus issued 
a decree that a census should be taken” (Luke 2:1). Our best 
guess is that Jesus was born sometime around 6–4 B.C. because 
Matthew 2 says Herod (the Great) was still king, and Herod the 
Great died in 4 B.C.
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That means Jesus would have been about thirty, maybe a little 
older, when he showed up at the Jordan River to be baptized 
by John (Luke 3:23; see John 8:57). It is a little irritating not to 
know these things for certain, but that’s just the way it is with the 
evidence we have. What was John doing out there in the middle 
of nowhere, baptizing? Jesus presumably came all the way from 
Galilee to see him, to participate. It’s about a three-day journey. 
Jesus must have agreed with most or all of what John was saying 
to go through and be baptized by him.

The Gospels tell us that John the Baptist was “preaching a 
baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (Mark 1:4). 
The Jewish historian Josephus presented John’s message in 
more general terms. John was urging the crowds to become 
more virtuous: “Herod [Antipas] killed John who was called 
the Baptist, even though he was a good man and was merely 
calling the Jews to join him in baptism, provided that they were 
developing in virtue and being just to one another and acting 
right toward God. Only in this case did John think God would 
accept this baptism. Their souls needed already to be purified by 
justice before baptism would cleanse their bodies—it was not 
something that would otherwise forgive their sins.”1

It’s hard for us to get into the heads of John or the crowds. 
We’ve heard so much in church and other places. What would 
we have thought if we had been in those crowds who came to 
see John and maybe get baptized? I think we would have heard 
something distinctly political, both in John’s message and in 
the symbolic action of baptism. It is no coincidence that a new 
Herod, Herod Antipas, arrested John and eventually beheaded 
him. He was no fool.
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For example, where was John baptizing? He was baptizing 
on the east side of the Jordan River, right around the place where 
Joshua had led Israel to occupy the land.2 In the light of the 
rest of John’s message, it was all too easy to see that John was 
preparing Israel for its restoration as a free kingdom.

The goal of repentance was to get the hearts of the people of 
Israel ready for the return of God’s kingdom on earth, which those 
coming to John would invariably have understood to be a restored 
political kingdom of Israel. It is again no coincidence that the 
Gospels remember John in the light of Old Testament passages like 
Isaiah 40:1–3. While New Testament authors do not always read the 
Old Testament in context, the context of Isaiah fits John’s message: 
“a voice of one calling in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way for the 
Lord, make straight paths for him’” (Mark 1:3, quoting Isa. 40:3). 

The original context of Isaiah 40 was the return of Israel 
from captivity in Babylon. Babylon had destroyed Jerusalem 
and taken many Israelites back as slaves. But in 538 B.C., a new 
conquering king—Cyrus, king of Persia (see Isa. 45:1)—let go 
those Jews who wanted to return. Isaiah 40 originally was about 
making a straight line through the desert home to Jerusalem from 
Babylon. Flatten the hills, lift up the valleys, and straighten out 
any crooked roads because we’re going home!3

So if we were there with John by the Jordan, I think we would 
have heard similar overtones in what he was doing. In a sense, 
Israel was still in exile.4 The Romans were in control. These 
texts in Isaiah point toward Israel regaining its kingdom and 
being restored (see Acts 1:6).

John probably also criticized the current leadership of 
Jerusalem. His message of repentance was a message of hope for 
those who would join him in repentance. But it was a message 

Baptism by John
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THE ESSENES

There were three main Jewish groups at the time of 
Jesus: Pharisees, Sadducees, and Essenes.The Sadducees 
were upper-class, priestly families who generally were 
in the leadership of the temple and Israel.The Pharisees 
were popular, legal experts in Jerusalem who were 
greatly admired by many Jewish people for their piety 
and knowledge of God.

The Essenes probably arose in the second century 
before Christ. They believed that the temple was not 
being run properly and were stricter than the Pharisees 
in how they observed the Jewish law. Some, though 
not all of them, actually removed themselves from the 
rest of society and formed their own community on the 
northwest side of the Dead Sea, not far from where John 
the Baptist baptized. Many were celibate, and being a 
member meant giving all possessions to the community.

The Essenes were more “apocalyptic” than the other 
Jewish groups. They believed God was going to come 
quickly from heaven to judge the Romans and the rest 
of Israel. Angels and demons played a significant role in 
their understanding of the world, and they emphasized 
hell more than other groups. Most experts believe that 
the New Testament actually alludes to stories in some 
of the writings the Essenes considered to be Scripture  
(for example, 1 Pet. 3:20–21; 2 Pet. 2:4; and Jude 6, 14–15).
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of judgment for everyone else, including the current leaders in 
Jerusalem and people like Herod Antipas. For them it was a 
message of impending doom.

John was baptizing people, dipping Jews in the river Jordan 
to symbolize the washing of their sins. I would have heard the 
message: We Jews need to prepare ourselves for what is coming. 
We need to clean ourselves to be ready or else we’ll be swept up 
in the judgment along with everyone else. 

Such ritual washings were a normal part of Jewish life. There 
were miqvaot, baptismal pools, all around Jerusalem. There were 
some at the temple, for example. You purified yourself before 
offering sacrifices. A Jewish group that lived down by the Dead 
Sea had a miqveh at each entrance to their camp. They belonged 
to a Jewish group called the “Essenes.” You walked down one 
side unclean and came up the other clean. If I had seen John as 
an onlooker, I probably would have pegged him to be an Essene.

One key difference about John’s baptism was that his dipping 
wasn’t something you did every once in a while when you 
needed to become clean again. His baptism wasn’t something 
you did each year or each month. This was a preparation for a 
one-time event, the coming judgment of God on the world. It 
was a one-time preparation for the coming restoration of Israel, 
God’s coming kingdom.

Part of that message was also the arrival of a new king, a 
new “Son of David” to resume ruling Israel just like the kings of 
old. This “anointed one” or Messiah (“Christ” in Greek) would 
be an intimate part of the restored kingdom. Now, it may take 
a little doing to get into the heads of the people alongside the 
Jordan and what they were expecting in a messiah, because not 
everyone was. 

Baptism by John
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First, the people by the river were not expecting the Messiah 
to be divine in the way we use that word. True, there were Old 
Testament texts that referred to kings like Solomon as the Son 
of God (2 Sam. 7:14) and other texts that used exalted language 
of the kings of Judah on various occasions (see Ps. 2:7; 45:6–7; 
89:27; 110:1). But no one took these verses to mean that the king 
was literally a god or that the Messiah would be a god. They 
took it poetically.

It was perhaps the Essenes who first started expecting God 
to anoint some special people in the process of restoring Israel. 
Some of their key documents looked forward to two “messiahs,” 
two anointed ones. One would be the new king of Israel; the 
other would be the new priest of Israel. But the group called 
the Sadducees wasn’t looking for a new king. For them, Israel 
had done just fine with the high priest basically in charge for 
five hundred years. They controlled the temple, and kings only 
served to diminish their existing power.5

As for the rest of Israel, from time to time revolutionaries 
would crop up, probably with hopes of turning out to be the 
new “anointed one” of Israel. Acts mentions some of them—
Judas the Galilean, Theudas (Acts 5:36–37), and someone we 
know only as “the Egyptian” (21:38). A book called Psalms of 
Solomon, especially chapter 17, strongly hopes for a messiah to 
come and destroy the Romans.6 But we can’t say how prevalent 
the expectation of a messiah was at the time John baptized. 
Obviously, he believed a king was coming.

It is important to recognize that the Jews at the time of Jesus 
largely didn’t read the verses of prophecy the way we often do 
in church and Sunday school. The New Testament authors, by 
and large, read the Old Testament “spiritually” rather than for 
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what the words originally meant. It was only after the fact that 
Christians saw most of these Old Testament verses the way we 
do now. It was not obvious to all the people of that time that the 
Old Testament taught that a messiah was coming. It certainly 
was not obvious to them that he would come in the way we now 
believe Jesus did.

We know what happened to John the Baptist. Herod Antipas, 
the son of Herod the Great, arrested and then beheaded him. 
Rulers don’t take nicely to those who announce that another 
king is coming who is going to replace their kingdom with a 
better one! In Matthew, Mark, and Luke, which are sometimes 
called the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus did not start proclaiming the 
kingdom until John was arrested.

But the impact of John the Baptist seems to have continued 
for decades after he died. For example, there were some people 
who were still following his teaching at Ephesus in Acts 18–19. 
The first is Apollos in Acts 18:24–28, some twenty-five years 
later. He was instructed in the “way of the Lord” and proclaimed 
the coming of Jesus, but was only aware of the baptism of John. 
Apparently, John the Baptist must have proclaimed “the way of 
the Lord.” It is interesting that both Isaiah 40 and Malachi 3 use 
the word way. These are the passages the Gospels refer to in 
relation to John’s prophetic ministry. So it is not a stretch to say 
that John must have proclaimed quite literally “the way of the 
Lord” as one of his key messages.

Followers of the Way were thus individuals who believed 
John’s message—whether they believed in Jesus or not. Apollos 
could have been a follower of the Way and known little about 
Jesus. What he knew was John the baptizer’s prediction that the 
“anointed one,” the Messiah, was coming. The Gospels also 

Baptism by John
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remember this message as part of what John proclaimed: “The 
one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not 
worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals” (Mark 
1:7 NRSV).

Acts 19:1–7 reinforces this interpretation. Paul found certain 
“disciples” at Ephesus. These individuals knew only the baptism 
of John. They did not seem to know much of anything about 
Jesus. When Acts calls them “disciples,” it must not mean 
followers of Jesus but followers of the Way, followers of the 
movement started by John the Baptist.

For Acts, receiving the Spirit is the big distinction between 
the two movements. The Jesus movement was part of the Baptist 
movement. Both were followers of the Way. But the Jesus 
movement believed Jesus was the Messiah John predicted, and 
it involved the Holy Spirit. Jesus’ followers received the Holy 
Spirit. At some point, John’s baptism became distinguished from 
baptism “in the name of Jesus,” so much so that Paul had the 
followers of the Baptist get re-baptized so they would receive 
the Holy Spirit in Acts 19.

The gospel of John indirectly supports this interpretation. 
One of the intriguing features of the gospel of John is the extent 
to which it downplays John the Baptist in relation to Jesus. John 
never actually mentioned John the Baptist baptizing Jesus. John’s 
presentation implies that the Baptist’s mission was basically 
over once Jesus arrived (see 1:36–37; 3:30). Only John’s gospel 
tells of Jesus’ followers baptizing at the same time as the Baptist. 
Finally, in contrast to Matthew 11:14, the gospel of John denies 
that John the Baptist is Elijah (John 1:21).

Why would the gospel of John downplay John the Baptist so 
much more than the other Gospels? A possible answer is that, as 
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we see in Acts 18–19, there were followers of John the Baptist 
at Ephesus who not only did not follow Jesus, but who opposed 
the Jesus movement, who opposed the idea that Jesus was the 
Messiah. John and Acts are thus written in such a way as to make 
it clear that Jesus is the one John predicted.7

So not only did John proclaim the coming judgment of God 
and the potential restoration of political Israel, but he was one 
of those Jews who also predicted the coming of a king to rule 
Israel in this coming kingdom, the Messiah.8 In preparation, he 
called Israel to repent and to wash themselves in the Jordan, 
symbolizing the washing and forgiveness of their sins.

What a massive movement he must have started! We do not 
know much about it apart from those of his followers who went 
on to believe Jesus was the Messiah John was predicting. But at 
the time, his movement must have paralleled that of Jesus and 
may have been even bigger. Some in this movement of the Way 
may have known little about Jesus at all. It must not have been 
clear at the time that John endorsed Jesus as the one he predicted.

In fact, we can read passages like Matthew 11:2–6 as the 
Baptist having had some uncertainty. John was in prison but sent 
some of his followers to ask Jesus if he was the one. The things 
he was doing made him a prime candidate. But John must not 
have been entirely certain.9 Perhaps John was expecting Jesus to 
be more “political” and “military” than he was.

What is clear is that all four gospels see Jesus’ ministry in 
continuity with that of the Baptist. In Matthew, Mark, and Luke, 
Jesus was baptized by John, which indicates that Jesus at least 
mostly endorsed John’s message. As many Jesus scholars have 
argued, this fact has enormous implications for how we understand 
Jesus’ own mission and message.10 We must understand Jesus’ 

Baptism by John
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words not as wise sayings a philosopher might offer, but as words 
spoken against this historical background.

REFLECTIONS ON JOHN

Probably the thing that strikes me most about John the Baptist 
is how much differently things must have seemed to him than 
they seem to us. Our understanding of John as the “opening act” 
before Jesus arrived is crystal clear. John was also clear that the 
Messiah would follow him, but John probably wasn’t expecting 
the Messiah to be crucified.

John probably was looking for the almost immediate restoration 
of Israel as a political kingdom with its own king. Even after Jesus 
rose from the dead, his followers were still expecting this sort of 
kingdom (Acts 1:6). Some of the New Testament may still look 
to such a kingdom of Israel after Christ returns (see Rom. 11:26). 
While a nation of Israel was restored in 1948, it is not a kingdom 
that affirms Jesus as Messiah, which, from a New Testament 
perspective, would be an essential part of a truly restored Israel. 

Later Christians took John’s message and made it universal, 
which may be what God wants us to do as well. For example, 
John’s message was only directed at Jews. It is doubtful the 
thought ever occurred to him that a Gentile might be baptized. 
We now see his message of baptism played out in Christian 
baptism, where, rather than prepare for the restoration of Israel, 
we act out our inclusion into God’s eternal kingdom. 

For the moment, this kingdom is not a political but a spiritual 
kingdom. We live in two kingdoms: the kingdom of our God and 
the kingdom of this world. Our loyalty is solidly to the first, and 
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we choose it over the second when the two are in irresolvable 
conflict. But we also live in the second kingdom and we “give 
back to Caesar what is Caesar’s” (Mark 12:17).

The situation with baptism is slightly different for us than 
it was with John. When the movement started, no one was 
baptized. He called all Israel to baptism, even those trying to 
keep the covenant. After all, he was looking to the repentance 
of a whole people, even more than mere individuals. This is one 
reason we can participate in confessions of sin in church even 
when we have not intentionally done wrong all week; it is a 
corporate confession of the church as a whole.

Now we have children born into families of faith. Many 
Christian traditions baptize children born into Christian homes, 
to claim them for Christ from the beginning. They baptize them 
even though they believe the children will have to make it their 
own later in life. Others focus on the individual and want the 
child to wait until he or she can understand at least a little of 
what baptism signifies. 

When we look at how different our situation is than John’s, 
it is a bit sobering to wonder how much of what we think we 

have figured out might be a little off on the details or out of 
perspective. Certainly we believe that something unique was 
happening at the time of Jesus, a new revelation that will never 
come again. Someone might also point out that we now have the 
New Testament, which transcends the misunderstandings of any 
one early Christian.

But if we’re honest with each other, Christians probably 
disagree more with each other today over what the Bible means 
than the early Jesus followers disagreed with each other. It calls 
for a certain humility. And it calls us back to first principles. 

Baptism by John
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Jesus would both express and model the two basic principles 
of Christian life, to which all our specific beliefs must submit. 
These are the twin principles of completely surrendering to 
God’s will and of concretely loving all others and treating them 
as we would want others to treat us.

JESUS AT THE JORDAN

What did Jesus choose to know when he was on earth? I 
personally believe Jesus “played it by the rules” of humanity 
while he was on earth. We as Christians believe Jesus existed 
before he came to earth and was born of a virgin named Mary.

Further, one of the central creeds of Christianity says that Jesus 
was “eternally begotten of the Father, begotten, not made.”11 For 
the first four hundred years or so after Jesus, Christians wrestled 
with exactly what the divine aspect of Jesus was. They finally 
concluded that Jesus was fully God, just like God the Father and 
God the Holy Spirit. One God exists in three distinct persons, 
one of whom is Christ.

If that belief doesn’t twist your brain into a pretzel, they also 
concluded that he was fully human as well—100 percent divine 
and 100 percent human. How can someone be both fully human 
and fully divine? Christians believe Jesus remains fully human 
even now in heaven.

However, while he was on earth, Jesus seemed to have limited his 
power and knowledge in certain ways. First, he significantly limited 
his location. As far as we know, Jesus was never in two locations at 
once while on earth. By contrast, God the Father and the Holy Spirit 
are always present everywhere. But Jesus mostly walked.
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Second, Jesus seems to have limited his power while on 
earth. Mark 6:5–6 says of Jesus in Nazareth that “he could not 
do any miracles there, except lay his hands on a few sick people 
and heal them. He was amazed at their lack of faith.” Now 
Mark does not say whether Jesus could have forced miracles on 
them anyway. It simply indicates that the rules Jesus followed 
depended on the faith of those he healed. It indicates that Jesus 
at least did not function with omnipotence—all power—while 
he was on earth.

In fact, when the Devil tempted Jesus in the desert, one of the 
temptations was to give him authority over everything he could 
see from a high mountain (see Matt. 4:8–9). The implication 
is that Jesus did not choose to have this authority at that time. 
The Devil at that time continued to rule in the earthly realm. 
Jesus refused to bow down to him (4:10), and the end result in 
Matthew is that all authority was given to Jesus by God after he 
rose from the dead (28:18). 

Finally, Jesus limited his knowledge while he was on earth. 
The clearest statement of this comes when Jesus was talking 
about the precise timing of his own return to earth. He said in 
Mark 13:32, “About that day or hour no one knows, not even the 
angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father” (emphasis 
added). This is a clear statement that while Jesus was on earth, 
he did not know everything. We might say as Christians that 
although he could have known everything because he was God, 
he chose not to know everything as a man.

But this raises an interesting question: When did Jesus 
know he was the Messiah? When did he know he was God? 
For example, what did Jesus know when he was two years old? 
Was he precocious, in human terms? Did he ever make mental 

Baptism by John
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mistakes when counting fish? Did he ever forget to meet up with 
his mother at an agreed time?

If he was truly human, did he ever make mental mistakes, 
simply based on the finitude of the human mind? If so, does it 
say something about what needs to be atoned for or, rather, what 
doesn’t need to be atoned for? If Jesus made mental mistakes, 
then they must not be sins, and if they are not sins, would they 
need atonement? 

Did the infant Jesus know he was Messiah? My hunch is that 
he didn’t. My hunch is that as a fully human person he passed 
through the developmental stages any human passes through. 
When did he realize he was Messiah? Could it have actually 
been at his baptism? Could Jesus even have realized it when 
he heard God’s voice from heaven, saying, “You are my Son, 
whom I love; with you I am well pleased” (Mark 1:11)?

FOR FURTHER REFLECTION

1. In what ways did people at the time think differently about 
John the Baptist and the Messiah than the ways you think about 
them, particularly if you have grown up going to church?

2. In what ways would you say John the Baptist prepared the 
way for Jesus as Messiah?

3. Do you think you have Christianity all figured out? What 
are some blind spots you might have in what God is up to?

4. What do you think it means to say that Jesus was fully 
human? Do you think he made any mental mistakes?



CONFLICT OVER AUTHORITY

Conflict seems an almost inevitable part of human life. Even 
those who try to please everyone eventually get into conflict when 
the people they want to please are pulling in different directions. 
“You can’t please all the people all the time.” Sometimes no 
matter what choice you make, you’re going to upset someone—
even if you make no choice at all.

Jesus experienced conflict. Most of the time, Jesus didn’t go 
looking for the conflict; it came to him. In that sense, Jesus is not 
a model for “in your face” zealotry. Conflict seems inevitable, 
but the only time Jesus sought out conflict was when he threw 
over the tables in the temple.

Jesus’ ministry in Galilee started in Mark 1 with a barrage of 
miracles. After he was baptized and tempted, he called followers 

7
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and began to heal and cast out demons. He healed Peter’s mother-
in-law and a man with leprosy. He cast out an unclean spirit on 
the Sabbath and went off alone to pray.

Perhaps it is no surprise that Mark 2 then records a number 
of conflicts that came to Jesus. As Jesus exercised his spiritual 
power and authority, it was only to be expected that it would 
cause some problems with those in formal positions of spiritual 
authority. The first conflict in Mark came when Jesus declared 
that the sins of a paralyzed man were forgiven (Mark 2:1–11). 
Certain teachers of the law didn’t think this was appropriate. 
Only God can pronounce sins forgiven.1

Some aspects of this conflict are puzzling to me. Didn’t 
the priests at the temple regularly pronounce sins as forgiven 
after people offered their sacrifices? Didn’t John baptize for the 
forgiveness of sins, with the expectation that those who were 
baptized would be forgiven? Even today, when people truly pray 
for God’s forgiveness, wouldn’t most pastors have confidence to 
say that their sins are now forgiven?

At the least, Mark was implying that Jesus had the authority 
of God. And Jesus certainly backed up that idea by healing the 
paralytic. He showed that he was not only declaring the man 
forgiven, but also had the spiritual power to substantiate his 
authority.2

The Jews had a place in their view of the world for prophets, 
individuals with authority from God even though they were not 
in official positions of power. Prophets brought words from God 
that spoke to current situations. The teachers of the law were 
already in the house listening to Jesus. We don’t know if they 
were there as skeptics or if they were genuinely curious about 
whether Jesus was a prophet.
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What we know is that Jesus did something that did not fit with 
their understanding. They thought he was blaspheming. He was 
associating too closely with the functions of God. Perhaps they 
genuinely didn’t think humans could do such things. Or maybe they 
thought Jesus was the wrong human to be pronouncing such things.

They were faced with the choice to either alter their understanding 
or find some way to continue believing what they already believed. 
The clear impression we get is that most teachers of this sort were 
not ultimately interested in accepting Jesus’ authority. That left 
them needing to explain how Jesus could do the miracles he did. 
The answer was to attribute his spiritual power to Satan.

“By the prince of demons he is driving out demons” (Mark 
3:22). The teachers of the law could not deny his power, so they 
denied the source of his power. Jesus told them that this was a 
serious accusation. They were saying that the power of God was 
actually the power of Beelzebul, of Satan. Jesus described such 
a thing as an unpardonable sin. It was not a sin against Jesus but 
a sin against the Holy Spirit (3:28–29).

Jesus told them that it doesn’t work that way. Satan can’t 
cast out Satan without diminishing his own power. “If a house 
is divided against itself, that house cannot stand” (3:25). The 
problem was not with Jesus, but with them.

Who were these teachers of the law? Mark doesn’t identify 
them as Pharisees, and this is just as well, since the Pharisees 
were primarily located in Jerusalem.3 Jesus also was not in a big 
city, just in the seaside village of Capernaum. Most likely, then, 
these were local individuals who played some official teaching 
role in the synagogue.

We should not be too quick to condemn these teachers. We 
know so much about Jesus in hindsight. To them, Jesus was 
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a miracle worker they definitely needed to check out. But he 
probably didn’t fit their preconceptions of the kind of man God 
would choose. Wasn’t he born under suspicious circumstances? 
Wasn’t he an artisan who worked with wood and such—on the 
lower end of society to be sure?4 

Some opposition is sincere and some comes for dubious 
reasons. Perhaps these teachers were completely sincere in 
their opposition to Jesus. Admittedly, it doesn’t feel that way 
as we continue to read the gospel texts. It feels like they were 
intimidated by someone whose authority called their knowledge 
and authority into question. And rather than step back and submit 
to someone greater, they used their energies to oppose him.

Opposition usually involves more than just disagreement 
over the issues. There are usually personal dimensions involved. 
Sometimes we are jealous of others and what we perceive as their 
advantages or good fortune. Sometimes we feel embarrassed by 
them because their strengths seem to expose our weaknesses. 
Sometimes they make us feel insecure in our position or habits 
of living. Sometimes such insecurity has a legitimate cause, and 
sometimes it is unfounded.

Others just enjoy opposing others. Some people have a lust 
for power and opposing others is their way of gaining more. No 
one must stand in the way of their ambition. It’s not clear to me 
that the teachers of the law in Mark were of this sort.

Finally, there are a few people who genuinely oppose others 
because they believe the ideas or actions of another person 
are dangerous. They can be right or they can have a zeal not 
based on knowledge (see Rom. 10:2). At least some of Jesus’ 
opposition probably was sincere, but a great deal more probably 
was not.
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The opposition didn’t seem to bother Jesus. He didn’t often 
go looking for opposition; it came to him. He simply conducted 
his mission. He didn’t feel threatened by the opposition. He 
was confident in what he did. In the case of the paralytic, he 
substantiated his claim to forgive sins by healing the man. 

We may also face opposition and conflict as we try to do 
God’s will. Unlike Jesus, we may sometimes be in the wrong. 
There is a time for us to examine ourselves and see if we are 
on the right path. We must ask ourselves: Are my motives pure, 
or am I on a self-serving mission? Do I genuinely understand 
God’s will, or is my own zeal not based on knowledge? We may 
not be able to see ourselves clearly and need to seek out trusted 
friends who can be honest with us.

But we should not always second-guess ourselves either. 
When we have done our best to know God’s will, we should 
move forward with it as best we can. We should not do so with 
an attitude. Looking down on those who disagree with us is a 
sign that our motives are not pure. Rather, we should have a 
peace that is not distracted by opposition.

There was a time when Jesus counseled his disciples to “shake 
the dust off your feet” and move on (Matt. 10:14). You cannot 
change someone else’s heart. God usually allows them to resist. 
It is not about winning, but about being faithful. We cannot 
always get everyone on the same page. There is a time to move 
forward with those who are with us and a time when enough 
are against us that we should move on and shake the dust off  
our feet.
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THE PHARISEES

The Pharisees were one of the three main Jewish 
groups at the time of Christ, alongside the Sadducees 
and the Essenes. They were known for their emphasis 
on purity and their zeal for following the Jewish Law 
as they understood it. Their “tradition of the elders” 
was the large number of traditions about how to keep 
commandments like “Honor your father and mother” or 
“Remember the Sabbath day.” Although the Pharisees 
were strict, not all of them were hypocrites, and some 
of them believed in Jesus while remaining Pharisees  
(see Acts 15:5).

One of the chief ideas they were known for was their 
belief in resurrection, especially physical resurrection.  At 
times, this belief could arguably take on a revolutionary 
dimension. Nevertheless, there were different “schools” 
of Pharisee, some of which were passive and fatalistic 
in approach (see Acts 5:34–39). After the destruction 
of the temple in A.D. 70, some Pharisees became the 
political leaders of Israel and the chief competition with 
Christian Judaism. Although Judaism was much more 
diverse before the destruction, it seems likely rabbinic 
Judaism and what we now think of as Judaism largely 
emerged from the Pharisees.
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CONFLICT OVER VALUES

Jesus’ first conflict in Mark was about his authority to forgive 
sins. His second conflict followed almost immediately. Some 
scribes and Pharisees objected when Jesus accepted an invitation 
to eat with tax collectors and sinners (Mark 2:14–17).

Jesus’ values often seem to have put him into conflict with 
the leaders around him. Again, Jesus did not go looking for these 
conflicts. They arose in the context of his going around on his 
mission. When he valued people over the rules and customs of 
the time, it got him into conflict.

What were these rules? It was common to call some of them 
the “traditions of the elders.” For example, the Pharisees asked 
Jesus in Mark 7:5 why his followers ignored traditions about 
how to wash their hands. Jesus pointed out that the Pharisees’ 
priorities were out of whack. They paid a lot of attention to their 
traditions and missed the blatant values of Scripture.

As an example, Jesus mentioned how some individuals used 
traditions about dedicating things to God in order to get out of 
taking care of their parents. They simply said, “All the resources 
I would have used to take care of my parents belong to the Lord,” 
and then they couldn’t take care of their parents (see 7:11–13). 
“Sorry, Dad and Mom. I gave away all your food and clothes to 
God.”

This sort of legal maneuvering in the service of injustice is 
exactly the kind of thing that angers us today. A person may 
know how to use the technicalities of the rules to get out of 
doing the heart of why the rules are there in the first place. Some 
institutions get bogged down with bureaucratic nonsense and 
process, and never actually accomplish anything. We hate it in 
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government, when it seems like nothing ever gets done or when 
a criminal goes free on some technicality.

It is easy to place the blame on the fact that these Pharisees were 
following human traditions rather than the Bible. That is an element 
of the passage. They were following “merely human rules.” What 
is harder to see is how often we do exactly the same thing.

There is a certain personality that is driven to clarify the 
details, to do away with ambiguities. If you tell me I must honor 
my father and mother, then what does that look like? What if 
my father is abusive? What if my mother is an alcoholic? Is it 
always honoring to obey your parents? I don’t want to disobey 
the commandment, so what exactly do I need to do in each 
circumstance? If I am not to kill, then is capital punishment 
killing? What about war? Is killing in war a violation of the 
commandment? These are exactly the sorts of questions that the 
“traditions of the elders” tried to answer. Some Pharisees were 
probably strict because they wanted to make sure they were 
doing the right thing. Others no doubt enjoyed the rules a little 
too much and became legalists who lost sight of the point.

People who are wired to ask and answer these sorts of 
questions can be helpful. They’re the kinds of people we want to 
help us organize an event or keep our financial records. They’re 
detailed people who can make the difference between a good idea 
that never happens and some great contribution to the world.

And we should not be too quick to criticize how many rules 
the Pharisees had. The Law in the Bible may have had 613 rules, 
according to popular count. But we have far more traffic rules. 
Does everyone in the car have to wear a seat belt? How far do 
I have to stay behind the car in front of me or when should I 
turn off my bright lights because of oncoming traffic? Rules 
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can come with good intentions, and they can also take over and 
strangle the life out of us and others. 

It is at this point that Jesus turned to the question of attitude. 
Some Pharisees, like so many Christians, lost sight of the main 
point. It comes down to our hearts. Evil comes from the inside 
out, not from the outside in. What you eat can’t make you unclean 
in any meaningful sense. Uncleanness is a matter of a person’s 
heart or intentions. Out of the heart come the evil things that truly 
defile us (Mark 7:21–23).

This is Ethics 101. Here Jesus gave the core fundamentals 
of what is important to God. Yes, the specifics of what we do 
can be important. If I kill someone, that is significant, no matter 
why I did it. But God’s evaluation of me is solely based on my 
intentions. Did I intentionally kill the person? Why did I do it? 
Was I trying to protect someone? Was I negligent?

Notice that what I know is the least important element in 
the moral equation. The implication would seem to be that my 
specific beliefs are the least important aspect of who I am as I 
stand before God. Paul also said that “everything that does not 
come from faith is sin” (Rom. 14:23). Far more important than 
what I believe is that I act with complete commitment to God in 
relation to what I believe.

Wrong beliefs can be harmful to myself and others, to be 
sure. It is important not to harm or wrong others—even with 
good intentions. But in the long run, my attitude is the first and 
most important order of business as far as morality is concerned.

This is the recurring critique of the Pharisees in the Gospels.5 
Jesus didn’t criticize the Pharisees for being strict. He didn’t 
have a problem with their tithing a tenth of various spices (see 
Matt. 23:23). The problem was that they missed the important 
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aspects of the law: justice, mercy, and faithfulness. In fact, the 
individuals in view here used the technicalities of the law to get 
out of keeping these core values. While the purpose of taking an 
oath is to guarantee someone else that you are telling the truth, 
some apparently swore by things they thought didn’t count so 
they could give the appearance of telling the truth while still 
lying. So they swore by the temple or altar instead of the gold in 
the temple or the sacrifice on the altar (Matt. 23:16–19).

This approach to morality is called hypocrisy, putting on 
a good show on the outside while having nothing of value on 
the inside. One of the most striking images Jesus gave in this 
chapter is that of “whitewashed tombs”—clean on the outside 
but inside are “full of the bones of the dead” (Matt. 23:27). 
So it is all too easy to give the appearance of doing all the 
right things when in reality one’s heart is far from God (see Isa. 
29:13; Matt. 15:8).

In the end, it all boils down to the twin love commandments 
the previous chapter explored: love God and love neighbor. We 
are faithful to God, centering our lives around his interests and 
values more than around ourselves. And we know that his values 
more than anything else are to love one another (1 John 4:7–8).

Justice in a Jewish context was not only about making 
sure wrongdoers were punished. That’s what we mean by the 
word justice. In a Jewish context, justice was about making 
sure those like widows, orphans, and the poor were taken 
care of. When Micah 6:8 said that the Lord required Israel to 
“act justly,” the prophet was thinking about things like having 
“dishonest scales” (6:11). The prophet was thinking of the rich 
who cheated the people of Israel (6:12). It is from passages  
like this one in the Prophets that the phrase social justice comes.
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The teachers of the law that Jesus railed against were unjust 
in similar ways to those the prophets indicted. At one point, 
Jesus said that these people “devour[ed] widows’ houses” (Mark 
12:40) at the same time they made lengthy prayers and enjoyed 
the most important seats in synagogues and banquets (12:39). To 
clean the inside of their cup, they needed to be generous to the 
poor (Luke 11:41).

One of the most fascinating parts of Matthew 23 is the fact 
that these Pharisees, although they acted exactly like those from 
the past who persecuted the prophets, somehow thought they 
were different from those who persecuted the prophets. “You 
say, ‘If we had lived in the days of our ancestors, we would not 
have taken part with them in shedding the blood of the prophets’” 
(23:30). It’s something we need to be careful about today—that 
we don’t find ourselves opposing Jesus’ values while thinking 
we are standing up for him.

An important moment in my own spiritual pilgrimage was 
Easter morning in 1987, when I read through the book of 
Galatians. It dawned on me that my “rule-oriented” approach to 
Christianity was not that of Paul and Jesus. Imagine my surprise 
to realize that my way of thinking about God was actually much 
more like that of Paul’s and Jesus’ opponents!

So when my forebears criticized Martin Luther King, Jr. 
for being a law-breaker, they were on the opposite side of 
Jesus. Jesus would have seen the injustice of forcing African-
Americans to sit at the back of a bus and would have eagerly 
broken human laws in favor of the divine principle. The example 
he has left us is of someone who followed human rules when 
they were innocuous, but who ignored them when a matter of 
injustice was involved.
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A second application is to “major on the major,” not to “major 
on the minor,” as the saying goes. What is important? When you 
are focused on what is truly important, you will make exceptions 
when it is appropriate. You will see when it is appropriate to 
ignore purity rules or Sabbath laws. Jesus said at one point, “If 
any of you has a sheep and it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will 
you not take hold of it and lift it out?” (Matt. 12:11). The “rules” 
are meant for our good, and most of them are not absolute rules, 
meaning that there are exceptional situations.

Finally, it’s bad to be a hypocrite. A hypocrite is someone 
who wants to look like he or she has Jesus’ values but is only 
putting on a show. The outside looks clean, but the heart is evil 
and full of the bones of the dead. Some of us don’t even realize 
we are hypocrites. The human heart has an amazing capacity for 
self-deception. Often we cannot change ourselves, but coming 
clean with ourselves about our true motives is a first step. God 
and others can bring us the rest of the way.

CONFLICT WITH THE STATE

Thus far we have looked at some conflicts Jesus had over 
his authority and some conflicts he had over differing values. 
In this final section, I want to look at the way Jesus engaged 
the secular authorities of his day, especially the Romans. Jesus 
didn’t get into conflict with the powers of the “state” until the 
end of his earthly mission, but he had some things to say along 
the way.

One of Jesus’ most famous sayings on this topic comes in 
Mark 12, when some individuals were trying to trick Jesus. They 
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asked Jesus, “Is it right to pay the imperial tax to Caesar or not?” 
(12:14). If Jesus said no, they could perhaps get him in trouble 
with the Romans. If Jesus said yes, then perhaps they could get 
him in trouble with those who thought he was the Messiah, the 
king of the Jews.

Jesus asked to see a coin and gave his well-known response: 
“Give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s” 
(12:17). The saying drives a strong wedge between matters 
of God and matters of the secular government, as if they are 
two distinct kingdoms that have nothing to do with each other. 
Unsurprisingly, different Christians have seen in this passage 
slightly different models for how Christians should engage the 
culture around them.6

Some have taken Jesus to imply a kind of isolationist position, 
as if Christians should not get involved in broader culture or 
politics. The Amish would be an extreme example of this 
approach, but there are Christians who refuse to vote or engage 
political issues today. Some Christians have traditionally been 
“conscientious objectors” who do not participate in the wars of 
a country. Those things are the realm of Caesar and a Christian 
should stay out of them.

Others have taken a different tact. Jesus seemed to say to 
pay the tax. In a fascinating story in Matthew 17:24–27, Jesus 
indicated that Peter should not have had to pay the temple tax. 
But to avoid trouble, he told him to go fishing. In the mouth of 
the fish he caught was a four-drachma coin, with which Peter 
paid the tax for himself and Jesus.

So some would say we are in two “kingdoms” at the same time. 
They have nothing to do with each other, and they are in conflict 
with each other. It is impossible to reconcile the two, so our lives 
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are full of contradictions. The lives we live in the secular world 
don’t fit with the lives we live in the spiritual realm.

Both of the above approaches seem extreme. If we look more 
closely at what Jesus might have meant, there is first the matter 
of coinage and money. The world of Galilee was primarily an 
agrarian world and a world of trade. In our world today, we 
cannot escape using money. But in Jesus’ world, money might 
easily be seen more as a foreign element, the stuff of taxes and 
foreign powers: The coin with Caesar’s face has nothing to do 
with God. Give it back to Caesar.

The words of John 19:11 to Pilate capture the situation well: 
“You would have no power over me if it were not given to you 
from above.” In the background of Jesus’ conformist approach 
was surely the belief that God was going to come and judge the 
Romans in due time. As Paul would later put it, “What business 
is it of mine to judge those outside the church? . . . God will 
judge those outside” (1 Cor. 5:12–13).7

So the ethic Jesus taught in relation to secular authorities was 
an “interim ethic.” I don’t mean that it was an ethic only for 
while he was on earth, but an ethic only for the time until he 
would return to earth from heaven. There would be a time for 
confrontation of the worldly powers. But God would take the 
lead, and now was not the time.

The biblical authors were addressing a situation where it 
was not likely that the structures of society would change. The 
presumption of the New Testament and Jesus is that you will be 
in the position of the weak and disempowered. Jesus’ ethic is 
thus an ethic for the oppressed and powerless in society.

Most reading this book are not in that kind of situation. 
Jesus largely advocated nonviolent conformity to the will of the 
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Romans. “If anyone forces you to go one mile, go with them two 
miles” (Matt. 5:41). “If anyone wants to sue you and take your 
shirt, hand over your coat as well” (5:40).

Walter Wink famously suggested that these were actually 
actions of nonviolent resistance.8 By responding in these sorts of 
ways, you shame the person. “If anyone slaps you on the right 
cheek, turn to them the other cheek also” (5:39). You thus force 
the person to strike you back-handed, an allegedly shameful way 
to hit someone.

But Matthew 5 puts these comments in the category of not 
getting revenge. The Old Testament law says, “Show no pity: 
life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for 
foot” (Deut. 19:21). But Jesus said, by contrast, “Do not resist an 
evil person” (Matt. 5:39), and the next paragraph is about loving 
one’s enemies. The attitude Jesus advocated here is not one of 
defiance—not even nonviolent defiance—but conformity with 
loving hope toward one’s oppressor.

What might Jesus or Paul say if they were addressing a 
democratic society today or one where the state was less unjust? 
This is the difficult task we face together of working out faith in 
a world that is much different than that of Jesus. We have to “test 
the spirits” carefully when people (like me) make suggestions.

Jesus would probably tell us to be very, very careful when we 
try to wade into the world of politics and power. You’ve heard the 
saying, “Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.” 
It’s not in the Bible, but it fits the sense we get in the Gospels that 
the vast majority of the humans in power in the story—except 
for Jesus—were morally questionable. The high priest, Pilate, the 
Jewish leaders—they are not the ones to model oneself after. Sure, 
there were some with power who were true seekers. Nicodemus, 
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Joseph of Arimathea, the centurion—they were the exceptions. 
But in general, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a 
needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God” 
(Matt. 19:24). And wealth is a form of power.

Christians believe that although Christ had all power, he 
“emptied himself” of that status and willingly took on the form 
of a servant (Phil. 2:6–7). Paul said we are to serve each other this 
way as believers. And we should not too quickly dismiss Jesus’ 
instructions to the rich young man when he told him to “Go, sell 
everything you have and give to the poor” (Mark 10:21). How 
easy it is for us to slough off this statement as just something for 
this one man. Jesus’ trajectory away from money and possessions 
was completely consistent throughout his ministry.9

Yet we do see individuals with significant resources and 
possessions in Scripture. While we need to linger longer on the 
warnings of Jesus and the New Testament against wealth, it is 
true that this trajectory is not absolute. Those with power can do 
good in this world and in the kingdom. God can use a pagan king 
like Cyrus to accomplish his will (Isa. 45:1). There is a time for 
the Christian statesman and the Christian patron.

I think of the curious statement Jesus made in Matthew 10:16 
to be “as shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves.” A snake 
has power. Surely that’s why we fear them so much, especially 
in places where rattlesnakes, cobras, or black mambas reside. 
The dove has no thought of harming others. It hardly has any 
sense of its own danger.

The two images together are striking: to have the power to 
harm but to be harmless. This must be Jesus’ philosophy of 
power. There is a rare person who can have immense power yet 
use it for good. We may all think we would be the exception. The 
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ambitious Christian will no doubt gladly smile, raise his or her 
right hand, and say, “Yes, I seek power only to do good.” But it 
will not be true in the vast majority of cases.

By contrast, the earthly Jesus modeled for us what it looks 
like when we are out of power or it is not God’s will to use what 
power we have to bring change to the structures of society. Some 
have argued that Jesus gave us an example for all times and 
all situations. They argue that Christians should never engage 
in violence such as war and that a person should never strike 
another, even in self-defense.10 God is the one who fights for us. 
We are not to fight for ourselves. Even then, God’s fighting is 
full of love for all individuals involved.

These voices are important because they more correct than 
incorrect. The usual responses to them are also well-known: 
“What about Jesus throwing the money-changers out of the 
temple?” Some have argued that Jesus only used his whip to 
drive out the animals from the temple court, not the people (John 
2:15).11 As honorable as this interpretation is, it seems based 
more on wishful thinking than the text (Mark 11:15).

It seems that Jesus could become righteously angry and act 
accordingly. And although this was only one occasion in an entire 
ministry without violence, it showed that force was an option on 
some level. Nonviolence was not an absolute for him, even though 
it was the default, the standard for the vast majority of cases.

But we should never use force to advance our own territory 
or ambition. And we always should use nonviolent means to 
resolve situations first. The goal of war for a Christian is not to 
devastate the enemy but to protect one’s own or others.

“There is a time for everything,” Ecclesiastes 3:1 says, and 
verse 8 includes “a time for war and a time for peace.” When 
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Jesus was on earth, he indicated it was not time to war against the 
Romans. It was a time to conform to their games, pay their taxes, 
and get on with the more important mission of the kingdom. Does 
that mean there is not a time to fight back or work aggressively 
for governmental change? Probably not.

Wisdom is knowing when it’s time for what. Should we work 
for justice in the world? Should we speak out for the oppressed? 
Surely the spirit of Jesus says yes. The prophets did. They spoke 
out for the oppressed and against the oppressors. Note that they 
did not speak out primarily against sin and violations of law—
those were more the complaints of the Pharisees and Jesus’ 
opponents. The prophets primarily prophesied for people, not 
against law violation.

Standing up for others is always a clearer Christian value 
than standing up for ourselves. Jesus was standing up for others 
when he cast out demons. He was standing up for the excluded 
of Israel when he overturned the tables of the money-changers. 
But isn’t there a time to stand up for yourself as well?

A person can choose to take oppression and thus do it from a 
position of strength, of choice. There is surely a time to submit 
to suffering. When I am the powerful one and someone with less 
power is striking out at me, there will often be no need for me 
to retaliate. Jesus changed the rules when he made the question 
one of loving my neighbor. The rule is not, “Make sure justice is 
done,” but, “How may I help you?”
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FOR FURTHER REFLECTION

1. Do you see a difference between Jesus being someone 
who came into conflict because others didn’t like what he was 
doing and him being someone who seemed to thrive on getting 
into conflict? What kind of a person are you when it comes to 
conflict? Are you fooling yourself?

2. When do you think it is best to walk away from conflict, 
even when you think the opposing side is wrong? When is 
compromise the “Jesus thing” to do? Are you honest with 
yourself about your role in conflict? Are you like Jesus, where 
trouble comes to you, or if you were honest would you have to 
admit that you are a troublemaker?

3. How nonviolent do you think Jesus would have us be? Is 
there ever a time when you think Jesus would want you to strike 
back? What do you base your thoughts on?

4. How dangerous to your spiritual health would you say it is 
to have money or power?
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