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For some time now it has been claimed - rightly I think - that a "new quest" for the historical 

Jesus is under way. [1] 

 

Overwhelmingly, the historical Jesus now sought is Jesus the Jew, Jesus who can be 

demonstrated to fit into the increasingly well-known environment of first century Judaism.    

 

Such scholars are sociologically aware as well as knowledgeable in the history of the period. 

They often tend to locate Jesus in one or other of the streams of the Judaism of that period. 

Jesus is seen as a Pharisee or a zealot or an Essene. [2]  

 

Although, as the following sample shows, unanimity is lacking as to their opinion of Jesus' 

identity, the "new quest" scholars tend to classify Jesus as some kind of rabbi or prophet. 

[3]  For Vermes (1973) Jesus was a Galilean charismatic rabbi, "Jesus the just 

man...zaddik...helper, healer..teacher and leader."  Wilcox (1982) saw Jesus as a hasid, a 

devout rabbi broadly, but not uncritically, part of the Pharisaic movement.  E.P. Sanders 

(1985) determined that Jesus was an eschatological prophet of a soon-to-appear kingdom. 

 Horsley and Hanson (1985), for their part, regarded Jesus as some kind of a prophet - an 

oracular prophet or a sign prophet. [4] 

 

It can be said that among the "new quest" scholars there is a significant if not dominant 

weight of opinion which views Jesus in humanistic terms as no more than a "charismatic" 

figure of first century Judaism and not as the NT confesses him to be, the incarnate Son of 

God. [5]  

 

Such low views of Jesus' identity are by no means new.  In the eighteenth century the 

German scholar Reimarus reached broadly similar conclusions. [6]  Indeed, as early as the 

third century after Christ, the anti-Christian polemicist Porphyry wrote   

 

Jesus is to be honoured as the wisest of men;  

he is not to be worshipped as God.  [7] 

 

In reply, orthodox believers might point to the many confessions of Jesus as the Son of God 

within the Epistles [8] and also to the Gospels' clear presentation of Jesus to the reader in 

those terms.  [9] The rejoinder - typically - would be that the early church transformed the 

"Jesus of history" into the "Christ of faith."  In effect, this would mean that Jesus as he was is 

significantly different from the Christ whom believers came to confess and worship.  The 

liberal scholars suggested that there was a ditch or gap between the Jesus of history and the 

church's Christ.  

 

How was the Jewish Jesus of history transformed into the Christ of the church's faith ? The 

answer the liberal scholars gave could be summed up in just one word: "hellenization." 

[10]  Hellenization means to make a person or a culture "Greek." Since the time of Alexander 

the Great (died 323 B.C.) Greek culture had permeated the eastern Mediterranean region. 

 Greek religious culture believed in "gods many and lords many," as the Apostle Paul noted 

(1 Corinthians 8:5). It was by a "hellenizing" process, so these scholars argued, that the 

historical Jewish Jesus - the charismatic rabbi/prophet - came to be confessed by the church 



in exalted and hellenistic terms as "Son of God" and "Lord."  This is because the notion of 

"sons of God" and "Lord" were deemed to be part of "hellenistic" but not Jewish culture of 

the period in question.  [11] 

 

If, in turn, one were to ask by what means or by whom did this process of the "hellenizing" 

of Jesus take place, the answer given by many would be: just one man - Paul, apostle to the 

Gentiles.  By way of illustration, one recent author has evocatively entitled his book about 

Paul The Mythmaker: Paul and the Invention of Christianity. [12] But this is only to declare - 

in dramatic terms - what many, scholars and non-scholars alike have believed, namely that 

Paul was in fact the "mythmaker," the inventor of Christianity in the form in which it came to 

be received by the western world.  This opinion was expressed by the popular medium of 

Scorcese's movie version of Kazantzakis' novel, The Last Temptation of Christ.   

 

These scholars have certainly got one thing right - Paul is indeed critical to our 

understanding.    

 

I now want to argue exactly the opposite case, however, that Paul's letters - so far from being 

the bridge from a Jewish to a "hellenistic" Jesus - are, in fact, a roadblock to such ideas. 

 Here I could develop a case from what Paul himself wrote; his letters are historically the 

earliest written part of the New testament. Instead, however, I will concentrate not on Paul's 

own words but to words earlier than his which he quotes within his letters, in particular to 

words within First Corinthians, words - which says - he "received" from those before him. 

[13]  

 

First Corinthians, written c. 55  is not the earliest letter to refer to such "received" 

information, to "traditions."  The two Thessalonian letters, written c. 50, use the critical 

"tradition" vocabulary, suggestive of pre-Pauline material that Paul, in turn, had verbally 

"handed over" to the Thessalonians (2 Thessalonians 2:15; 3:6; 1 Thessalonians 2:13; 4:1). 

Among this pre-Pauline, un-Pauline [14] material the teaching about the unheralded nature of 

the parousia clearly originated in the teaching of the Master (1 Thessalonians 5:2; Matthew 

24:42; Luke 12:39; [15]  cf.1 Thessalonians 4:15).     

 

The most probable moment Paul "received" such information was after his conversion at 

Damascus in the context of his baptismal instruction. 

 

Before proceeding further, two important related chronological facts should be noted.  One is 

that about seventeen years separated the first Easter A.D. 33 [16]  from Paul's arrival in 

Corinth in A.D. 50.  [17] Both these dates are now widely supported through research, the 

former in particular by two Cambridge astronomical scientists, Humphreys and Waddington. 

The other chronological fact is that fourteen years separates Paul's conversion from the 

beginnings of formal mission work among the Gentiles (Galatians 2:1,9).  If to this period of 

fourteen years we add the two or three years it must have taken for Paul to reach Corinth we 

arrive at approximately the same span as between Jesus' Easter and Paul in Corinth - about 

17 years. [18]   If we regard Paul in Corinth in A.D. 50 as a fixed point and work back from 

there we conclude that Paul's conversion occurred very close in time to the first Easter, in all 

probability within less than a year of it.     

 

Thus, contrary to widespread belief, Paul the Jew, Paul the Pharisee is actually a very early 

convert to Christ and he was converted on a road between Jerusalem and Damascus, only 

several days distant. Paul is not a Greek converted many years later at a place geographically 

and culturally remote from Israel.   

 

This closeness in time between Paul's conversion and the historic Jesus - which is not often 

given the weight it deserves - has two profound implications for the integrity of those 

traditions which Paul was to "receive." First, traditions about Jesus formulated within the 



Jerusalem church in so brief a period are unlikely to have been distorted precisely because 

the period was so brief.  [19] Second, it would be incredible if such traditions did not reflect 

the mind of the Master who had been so recently with the disciples.   

 

Turning now to traditions embedded within1 Corinthians, which - explicitly or implicitly 

[20]  Paul had "received" - we note four teachings:    

 

i. The husbands and wives among God's holy people should not separate, but if they do, they 

must remain unmarried or else be reconciled (7:12-13; Mark 10:2-10).  

 

ii. Those who proclaim the gospel should get their living through the gospel (9:14; Luke10:7; 

Matthew 10:10).  

 

iii. On the night of his betrayal Jesus spoke words and took actions with a loaf and a wine 

cup which pointed to his death for his disciples, words and actions, he said, they were to "do 

in remembrance of [him]"  (11:23-26; Mark 14:22-25).  

 

iv. A four-part  formula was the basis both of the apostles' proclamation and the church's 

credo (15:11), namely:  

that Christ had died for the sins of his people according to the scriptures,  

that he had been buried, [21] 

that he had been raised on the third day according to the scriptures  

and that he had appeared to persons listed on a number of occasions (15:3-5).   

 

The closeness in time of these traditions to Jesus makes it probable that they reflect Jesus' 

own teachings and self-disclosure in the following areas:  

 

1. Jesus saw himself to be the Messiah of Israel whose mission was in fulfillment of the Old 

Testament Scriptures.  

 

2. Jesus regarded his death as the instrument by which he dedicated the Twelve forgiven, to 

God as the seed of the new covenant people of God.  Since the "three day" tradition is deeply 

rooted in the sayings of Jesus it is likely that he foresaw his resurrection after "three days." 

 [22]   

 

3. Jesus envisaged his continuing covenant people "remembering" him in a cultic meal.  

 

4.  Jesus foresaw a continuing covenant people whose families would observe a stringent 

marital code.  

 

5. Jesus anticipated ongoing work of mission and therefore of missionaries and their need to 

be financially supported through their work.   

 

But these teachings about Jesus from the earliest faith community, the Jerusalem church - 

which we regard as historically secure because of the brevity factor and which almost 

certainly reflect or are consistent with Jesus' own view of himself and his mission - are very 

different from the reconstructions of the scholars within the "new quest" school who 

diminish Jesus, regarding him as nothing more than a charismatic rabbi or prophet, lacking 

uniqueness of any kind. [23]  Doubtless there were numerous other such teachings "received" 

by Paul from the Jerusalem church and "handed over" to the Corinthians.  It was only 

because of aberrations regarding the practice of the Lord's Supper and of belief in regard to 

the resurrection of the dead that caused Paul to rehearse those matters in 1 Corinthians.  It is 

reasonable to argue that there were many other "traditions" about Jesus and from the 

Jerusalem church which are unmentioned because there was no pastoral need to do so. 

 



In passing, it is worth noting that in the general period of Jesus there were a number of 

"charismatic" leaders with substantial followings - e.g. Judas the Galilean,  Barabbas the 

revolutionary, Theudas the prophet - in each case their movements ceased with deaths of the 

leader.  By contrast the followers of Jesus continued as a movement after his death.  There is 

no break in continuity between Jesus and the disciples from the ministry period and the birth 

of the first church in Jerusalem. Our argument here is that the early tradition referred to by 

Paul corroborates the general picture of Jesus presented in the gospels as opposed to the 

humanist reconstructions in the minimizing stream of the "new quest."   

 

More could be said.  One could point, for example, to the Aramaic words - abba, mara [24] 

 - embedded in Paul's letters. These words - because they are in the vernacular Aramaic - 

reflect the influence of the earliest Jewish faith community on the apostle Paul in critical 

aspects of Christ's identity ("Son of God" and "Lord") which are supposedly of Hellenistic 

cultural influence. But these words reflect the Aramaic - not the Hellenistic origin - of Jesus 

(1) as the "Son" of his Abba, Father and (2) as the "Lord" who was invoked marana tha 

"Lord, come [back]."   [25] While the dating of Paul's exposure to these aramaisms about 

Jesus is less secure than the traditions embedded in 1 Corinthians,  along with with those 

traditions they point consistently to a Jewish not a Hellenistic well-spring.  That well-spring - 

almost certainly - was the Jerusalem church, which in turn - because of the brevity factor - 

must have been sourced by Jesus himself. These words strongly imply that Jesus was 

invoked as Mara and the God of Israel as Abba, his Father. Prayer to the Father was through 

the Son, in whose name the Amen - another Aramaism - was uttered. [26]  Reconstructions 

of Jesus merely as a charismatic rabbi/prophet of first century Judaism cannot explain these 

pre-Pauline Aramaisms which individually and together imply an early, "high" Christology, 

which are specifically un-hellenistic, but Jewish, in character.   

 

This line of argument serves to point up the importance of Paul.  It should not pass unnoticed 

that not only are the "received" traditions from and about Jesus very early, going right back 

to the immediate aftermath of Jesus and beyond that to the ministry of the Master himself, 

Paul's letters are themselves early. Indeed, their earliness is not in dispute.  Whatever the 

uncertainties of dating the Gospels-Acts, the letters of Paul are almost universally agreed to 

have been written c. A.D. 48-65.  The importance of Paul is that his letters and the non-

Pauline, pre-Pauline traditions from and about Jesus which Paul had "received" stand as a 

roadblock against whatever heterodox views of Jesus may be raised against him.        
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