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n recent years we have seen an increased interest in the

life of Jesus among a variety of sources, both secular
and religious. National television networks broadcast spe-
cial documentaries heralding the latest research into the
historical study of Jesus. News magazines devote major
articles and even precious cover space to the historical Je-
sus. Newspapers popularize the labors of the scholars,
announcing good news of great joy concerning who Jesus
really was. The media heralds appear on the cultural hori-
zon always in season—the week before Christmas and the
week before Easter. If you missed it last year—or the year
before that—do not fret; another round is as certain as
Christmas, or Easter, or the morning paper itself.

More likely than not, the bottom line in all these pro-
nouncements on the historical Jesus is that what we read
concerning Jesus in the New Testament should not be
taken to be historically factual; rather, scholars in this en-
deavor would have us understand that the accounts in the
New Testament are the church’s rendition, not history’s
recounting, of Jesus. A spectrum of evaluative judgments
are made on the quality of the church’s rendition, scholar
by scholar taking a position on the relative historical mer-
its of the New Testament. At one extreme is the opinion
that the New Testament accounts of Jesus are early Chris-
tian tales fabricated by His early followers, much like the
“cleverly devised myths” of 2 Peter 1:16. At the other ex-
treme is the view that the accounts were not motivated by
deceit but by the genuine beliefs of the early Christian
community. Yet apart from the evaluations, the consensus
among this band of scholars is that the actual life of Jesus
and the actual person Jesus were historically quite differ-
ent from the New Testament reports thereof.

There is a definite band of scholars dedicated to the “his-
torical study” of Jesus, called the Jesus Seminar; but the
historical study of Jesus is an endeavor that engulfs more

than the members of the Jesus Seminar. While the Jesus
Seminar captures most of the media attention, and thereby
the appetites of the masses, the much larger conglomera-
tion of biblical scholars in this endeavor does not often
concur with the proclamations of the Jesus Seminar, and
many of them outright reject the Seminar as a noisy side-
show. The entire endeavor of investigating the historical
Jesus, including some of the less scholarly activities, has
been informally called “the quest for the historical Jesus,”
and it is this title that I parody in the title of this article.

The Quest for the Historical Jesus is actually the English title
of a book by Albert Schweitzer, published in 1906, that re-
lates the progress in scholarship on the historical Jesus up
through the time of its publication. Schweitzer details and
analyzes the quest since its inception in the work of Her-
mann Samuel Reimarus (1694-1768) through its final
critic prior to Schweitzer, William Wrede (1859-1906). In
the final analysis, Schweitzer identifies the quest up until
that time as either a “thoroughgoing skeptical” or “thor-
oughgoing eschatological” endeavor and decides that
neither approach had adequately served to make the an-
cient Jesus any more historical than He ever was prior to
the quest (398-399). Schweitzer’s book actually served as a
clean end to the first quest for the historical Jesus in that it
clearly demonstrated that each of the histories of Jesus up
until that time was shaped more by the philosophical ideal
of its researcher than by the historical facts that could actu-
ally be ferreted from the documentary sources.

A period of scholarship then ensued in which historicism
was abandoned in favor of a thoroughgoing “keryg-
matic” interpretation of Jesus. This approach, champi-
oned by Rudolf Bultmann and his pupils in the middle
third of this century, sought to understand Jesus as
purely the Christ preached by the apostles and held to by
the early church, rather than as the historical figure who
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lived some decades before them. What mattered less
were the historical gleanings that could be gathered from
rigid historical research. Of tantamount importance was
the Christ preached by the apostles, even if that preach-
ing could not be backed up by hard facts from a histori-
cal study of the life of Jesus. The cross and the resurrec-
tion were the real essence of
Christian faith and the genu-
ine symbols of God’s inter-
action with humankind, and
these were the capital of the
apostles and the church. Cer-
tainly the Christ of the ke-
rygma presupposed the his-
torical Jesus, but it did not
require the historical Jesus as
its object. Christian faith,
they contended, is not di-
rected at the historical Jesus
but at the Christ preached
by the ancient church.

t was not long, however, before even some of Bult-

mann’s own students began to feel queasy with this ap-
proach and inaugurated a “new quest” for the historical
Jesus. Ernst Kédsemann particularly sensed the inherent dan-
ger in ignoring the historical Jesus completely and recog-
nized it as perhaps a veiled docetism. This new quest sought
to ground the kerygmatic Christ, and by extension to define
and limit Him, in what could be ascertained concerning Je-
sus through historical methods. The intent of this endeavor
was to find “the germ of the kerygma of Christ already in
the preaching of Jesus” by ultimately stripping away what
was clearly Jewish or clearly influenced by early Christian
heresies (Theissen and Merz 8).

Yet the second quest was nevertheless a theological one and
therefore, to many, not purely historical enough. Hence, a
third quest has been initiated in the last few decades that
attempts to discover a Jesus not defined by the admixture
of history and theology but a Jesus perceived from a broad
range of non-theological vantage points. By definition,
these non-theological views of Jesus focus on possible ways
that Jesus could have lived as a human being in Palestine
two thousand years ago; they cannot take into account be-
liefs concerning the divinity of Christ, whether they are
grounded in fact or not. At first often offensive to a pious
mind, the views of Jesus suggested by scholars of the third
quest are generally attempts to make sense of the unique-
ness of Jesus via recourse to the social and political
institutions in place in Jesus’ day. It has been suggested
that Jesus was in fact a magician (Smith), a claim made less
startling when one realizes that probably this was exactly
what His contemporary opponents also thought. Others
view Him as a Jewish miracle worker, one of a number of
such characters known to exist at the time of Jesus’ life

A JESUS OF HISTORY
IS A COMPLEX OF NOTIONS DEFINED
BY THE ACTUAL LIFE OF JESUS,
BY THE NATURE OF HISTORY ITSELF,
AND, YES, BY FAITH. IN THE END,
| BELIEVE THAT THE CHRIST OF FAITH
IS INDEED THE REAL ESSENCE
OF THE GENUINE JESUS OF HISTORY.

(Vermes). Much effort has been expended attempting to
align Jesus with the Palestinian Cynics, but in more ways
than not His life and ways were contrary to those of the
Cynics rather than like them. Then, of course, there is the
“eclectic” view of Jesus that weaves many of these views
together and sees Jesus as a subversive cynic who used
magic, miracles, and free meals
to divert people to Himself;
but as in any other field, when
things “go eclectic,” it is gen-
erally evidence of a lack of a
unifying theory that binds all
the data together and an indica-
tion that endeavors are adrift
and aimless.

The quest for the historical
Jesus, in all its three stages, is
an attempt to get back to the
Jesus who really was. For
some, the interest is purely
historical, and little attention
is paid to what the church ultimately believes concerning
Jesus. Hence, the theological qualities of Christ are pat-
ently put aside. But to many others who have engaged in
the quest, the interest is to find a historical Jesus who
could be believed on in the millennia following His life
and death. These, not wishing to abandon faith, attempt
to find a Jesus who can be believed on and can still be
fully understood as a genuinely historical figure. For
them, the theological aspects of Jesus are made to at least
correspond to the historical ones, and the view of Jesus
that results is one that answers to faith in God as well as
to confidence in historical research.

My own interest in this, though I cannot say that I am on
the quest for the historical Jesus, is to find an acceptable
mediation between history and faith. Yet mine is more a
quest for the Christ of faith. We cannot deny that there is
a Jesus of history, but a Jesus of history is not a simple
idea; it is not just an accurate historical picture of the life
of Jesus, ferreted from the available sources. A Jesus of
history is a complex of notions defined by the actual life
of Jesus, by the nature of history itself, and, yes, by faith.
In the end, I believe (an expression of faith) that the
Christ of faith is indeed the real essence of the genuine Je-
sus of history (an expression of historiography). In other
words, the object of our faith is the Jesus Christ of history
in the truest senses of what history actually is. It is to
these senses of what history actually is that we must now
turn our attention.

History and Life

The term the histovical Jesus, or the Jesus of history, relies on
what we understand history to be. The issue is not as trivial
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as it may seem at first. First reactions tell us that history is
the story of the past, and in its all-encompassing way this is
actually quite true. But upon closer inspection even this
simple definition is loaded with complexities. First of all,
there is a distinction between the past and accounts of the
past. History can be used to designate both. The series of
events, the parade of persons, and the manifestations of
ideas that have appeared in the past are history in one
sense. Yet these have receded from us in time and are in ac-
tuality not accessible to us in any real sense. As we consider
them, all that we have recourse to is evidence of them, in-
direct sources that may be very good indications of how
things really were or very bad distortions thereof. History
in this sense of the term is not something we actually pos-
sess, nor is it something we can actually acquire. The
history that we actually possess is history in a second sense
of the term. It is the history that we do, not the history that
was. It is the history that we write, out of as careful an in-
vestigation of the history that was, derived from the
evidence that remains, imperfect as it may be. As disap-
pointing as the realization may be, this is all the history we
actually have. It is the only history that exists for us, and
hence, it is history in the only pragmatic sense of the term.

Second, history as “the story of the past” is fraught with
immense complexities. There is perhaps a multitude of dif-
ficulties that a historian encounters when he or she “does
history,” but, as Gerd Theissen has pointed out, three very
major ones come to the fore immediately: historical source
criticism, historical relativism, and historical remoteness
(149). These pitfalls are due to the inaccessibility of history
in the first sense to the historian doing history in the sec-
ond sense. The first of these pitfalls relates to the quality of
the evidence that we have from the past. What we know
about the past comes down to us primarily through writ-
ten accounts, and these suffer from a variety of imperfec-
tions. Historical documents can be linguistically ambigu-
ous or even unintelligible; they reflect only the imperfect
knowledge of the witnesses who wrote, not a full story
that may not have been available to the witnesses who
wrote or that some witnesses may never have written;

more subtly, they reflect a set of criteria that the witnesses
employed in selecting what they felt was worthy of report-
ing, and very possibly their criteria may have been faulty.
But at an even deeper level, historical sources must be scru-
tinized, and the process of scrutiny is itself quite imperfect.
On this point, Edward Hallett Carr, a modern historian
and philosopher of history, offers this analogy:

The facts [of history] are really not at all like fish on the
fishmonger’s slab. They are like fish swimming about in a
vast and sometimes inaccessible ocean; and what the his-
torian catches will depend partly on chance, but mainly
on what part of the ocean he chooses to fish in and what
tackle he chooses to use—these two factors being, of
course, determined by the kind of fish he wants to catch.
By and large, the historian will get the kind of facts he
wants. History means interpretation. (26)

Besides the problems with historical sources, there are
the problems of historical relativism and historical re-
moteness. What was important in the past, and thus what
gave some events or some persons relevance at the time,
may not be important to us today or may not have the
same relevance to us now. For example, the little ditty
“Humpty-dumpty sat on a wall; Humpty-dumpty had a
great fall” amounts to no more than a children’s nursery
rhyme to us today; but in its own day it served as a politi-
cal statement. We need not discount the value of its
current relevance, but we must remember that relevance
today was probably not in the thoughts of those who in-
habited the past. Theissen reminds us that the past is
remote to us and that we must avoid the danger of mod-
ernizing it to fit our situation today.

The quest for the historical Jesus has been a quest for
Jesus in the first sense of the term history. It has been
an attempt to get back to the Jesus of the past as He
“really was.” But at best, all we can hope to achieve is the
Jesus of history in the second sense of the term. Let us
call Him the Jesus of the historians, so that we may
clearly keep the senses distinct and may clearly admit our

THE QUEST FOR THE HISTORICAL JESUS
HAS BEEN AN ATTEMPT TO GET BACK TO THE
JESUS OF THE PAST AS HE “REALLY WAS.”
BUT AT BEST, ALL WE CAN HOPE TO ACHIEVE

IS THE JESUS OF THE HISTORIANS, SO THAT
WE MAY CLEARLY KEEP THE SENSES
DISTINCT AND MAY CLEARLY ADMIT
OUR LIMITATIONS.
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limitations. I do not diminish the value of what the histo-
rians are attempting to do, but I do wish to stress that no
matter how hard we try, a “historical Jesus” in no way per-
fectly matches the Jesus of the past; instead, a “historical
Jesus” is a written Jesus, a preached Jesus, a recounted Je-
sus, a Jesus at least once removed from the actual past by
the process of remembering
and telling. Again, as disap-
pointing as the admission
may be, this is all the “his-
torical Jesus” that we actually
have, and for this to be of
any profit to us, we must ac-
cept it as it is and understand
what it means to us.

hat then does a histori-

cal Jesus, in this proper
though perhaps disappointing
sense, mean to us? That de-
pends on what we understand
the meaning of history to be.
Here we need the reflections of the eminent historians on
the matter. I have already referred to Carr, whose book on
the subject bears to us as its title the simple question: What
is history? Another historian, Marc Bloch, whose approach
to history defined the annales school of the earlier part of
this century, couches the question in the words of a child:
“Tell me, Daddy. What is the use of history?” (3). Carr and
Bloch are historians of very different persuasions, and I
draw on them not only because they offer substantial reflec-
tions on the meaning of history but also because in spite of
their diversity in method and orientation, their respective
understandings of history are quite similar. Bloch and Carr
both agree that meaning in history is not merely an under-
standing of the past but also an understanding of the pres-
ent. Bloch exhorts us to understand the present by the past
and the past by the present (39-43). Apart from the intellec-
tual pleasantries to be derived from it, the study of the past
should ultimately be capable of “giving us guidance,” of
helping us “to live better” in the present (11, 10). But in or-
der to properly understand the past, we must apply to it
what we know about the present, for there is a “solidarity of
the ages” that makes what we now know concerning the
human condition relevant to what once was (43). Histori-
ans would do well to remember, as Bloch does for us, the
words of Henri Pirenne: “I am a historian. Therefore, I love
life” (43)." This fellowship between past and present is the
meaning of history. Carr is even finer in this appreciation of
the interplay between past and present. “To learn about the
present in the light of the past means also to learn about the
past in the light of the present. The function of history is to
promote a profounder understanding of both past and pres-
ent through the interrelation between them” (86). Else-
where he writes, “Great history is written precisely when the
historian’s vision of the past is illuminated by insights into

HISTORY IS AN ENDEAVOR IN LIVING;
THUS, JESUS, IF HE
IS TO BE HISTORICAL AT ALL,

THAT IS, IF HE IS TO BE HISTORIC AND NOT
MERELY'A REMOTE AND PAST ACTUALITY,
MUST HAVE RELEVANCE
To THE HERE AND NOW.

the problems of the present” (44). Here are Bloch and Carr,
on past and present, and the meaning of history, in one sen-
tence.

We must admit that the Jesus of history is, for all practical
purposes, the Jesus of the historians, and the Jesus of the
historians is the Jesus who is
relevant to the present as well
as to the past. Even if it were
possible to know perfectly the
historical Jesus in the first
sense of the term Jistory, the
knowledge would do us little
good since we ourselves do
not live two thousand years
ago. For our present situa-
tion, it is the historical Jesus
in the second sense who prof-
its us, the Jesus who has been
interpreted by His recounters
in view of their present. (I
mean here particularly the
apostles.) We can never be freed from the interpretive na-
ture of history. But would we ever want to be freed from
it in the first place? We do not care about history simply
because we want to know about the past; rather, we care
about history because we want to understand the present
and have some clue about the future. What value is there
in perceiving the relevance of Jesus within His own his-
torical context unless we go on to perform the additional
task of relating that perception to our own context? His-
tory is an endeavor in living; thus, Jesus, if He is to be
historical at all, that is, if He is to be historic and not
merely a remote and past actuality, must have relevance to
the here and now. The Jesus of history is the Jesus who
lived and died and, for many, who rose in the past, and
who for these reasons is significant in the present.

History and Faith

If we allow that the Jesus of history is the Jesus of the his-
torians, one question comes to mind immediately: What
is the relationship between the Jesus who lived two thou-
sand years ago and the Jesus of the historians, in whom
we believe in today? This may be the chief question of all
questions that are raised after we consider the quest for
the historical Jesus. But there is a larger issue that must be
addressed before this final point can be satisfactorily han-
dled. The larger issue is this: What is the relationship
between history and faith? How one handles this matter
determines, to a large extent, where one settles in the
quest for the historical Jesus.

he relationship between history and faith became an is-
sue very early on in the original quest for the historical
Jesus. I have mentioned Hermann Samuel Reimarus, who,
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Schweitzer claimed, began the quest for the historical Jesus.
His work on the subject was a secret one that remained in
manuscript form throughout his life, for he feared that the
very radical nature of his assertions would only do him
harm. In a nutshell, Reimarus believed that much of what
was handed down to us concerning Jesus was the clever fab-
rication of His disciples, who feared the loss of a lifestyle
that had entailed very little work. Fragments of Reimarus’s
controversial material were published after his death by G.
E. Lessing (1729-1781), the most explosive appearing in
1778. Lessing, who in practicality broke the quest for the
historical Jesus upon the world, took up the issue of history
and faith at that time. Gerd Theissen repeats G. E. Lessing’s
lament regarding the tension between history and faith:
“This, this is the yawning gulf which I cannot cross, how-
ever frequently and seriously I have attempted to jump it. If
anyone can help me across, he should do so; I beg him to, I
beseech him. He will earn a heavenly reward” (Theissen
148).% Lessing is characterizing the “gulf” between neces-
sary truths of reason (“notwendige Vernunftwahrheiten”),
which we can hold to universally, and contingent truths of
history (“zufillige Geschichtswahrheiten), which come to
us accidentally and imperfectly. His contention is that neces-
sary truths of reason cannot be proved by contingent truths
of history. In other words, universal truths, which lie at the
heart of any religious system, can never be proven by re-
course to historical research, for historical research is never
perfect and never complete. While Lessing claimed that he
did not agree with the skeptical views of the fragmentist, he
was certain of his own contention, and the implication is
that the accounts of Jesus by the early disciples in the New
Testament cannot form the basis of faith since these ac-
counts are endeavors in the contingent realm of history.

A little over a century later the same issue became prominent
in the work of Martin Kihler (1835-1912). Kihler came to
much the same conclusion as Lessing but did so for com-
pletely different reasons; hence, the implication in his
assertions is markedly different from that of Lessing. Kih-
ler contended that an accurate historical picture of Jesus
was an impossibility. Not only are the sources, primarily

the Gospels, too scant, but they were never intended to be
historical texts in the first place. Certainly much can be
learned about the life of Jesus from a reading—even a
deeply analytical one—of the Gospels, but on the whole,
the Gospels will never yield a picture of Jesus that would
suffice as an acceptable biography of Him (48). For Kihler
the purposes of the Gospels are other than historical, and
for this reason use of them as a historical basis for faith is
wrongheaded. Whereas Lessing rejected the Gospels be-
cause historical truths, being contingent, could never prove
cogent truths of reason, Kahler accepted the Gospels be-
cause they offered something other than historical truths.
A major tenet of each man’s position, however, is the same
striking assertion: history cannot and does not support
taith. And upon careful reflection, this does indeed become
manifest.

Kahler asks, “Why do we seek to know the figure of Je-
sus?” Ultimately, it is because we believe that, while Jesus
is very much like us, He is more importantly other than us
(58-61). Historical research can at best tell us how much
Jesus was like us, but faith alone can tell us how much He
was other than us. History, as a scientific system, must
confine itself to natural laws and natural phenomena, and
if that were all that we could admit concerning Jesus, there
would be nothing for faith to respond to. Faith does not
answer to things that are visible, to things that are natural.
History, however, tells us as much as it can about what
happened in the past on the level of natural phenomena.
When history has painted as complete a picture as it can,
even if we can trust that the picture is full and accurate and
perfectly trustworthy, what we will find is not something
that we can believe in but only something that we can be
assured actually happened. History has no way to account
for what is not seen, for what lies spiritually behind the
scenes of what happens physically. History has no way to
contribute a view of what faith is concerned with, that
which is beyond nature and beyond sight. In Kihler’s view,
the results of historical research will yield us a historical fig-
ure, who may be quite superior to us in many respects but
who nevertheless is much akin to us. Such a figure will not

HISTORY HAS NO WAY TO ACCOUNT FOR
WHAT IS NOT SEEN, FOR WHAT LIES
SPIRITUALLY BEHIND THE SCENES OF WHAT
HAPPENS PHYSICALLY. HISTORY HAS NO WAY

TO CONTRIBUTE A VIEW OF WHAT FAITH
IS CONCERNED WITH, THAT WHICH IS
BEYOND NATURE AND BEYOND SIGHT.
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require our faith to believe in Him, and it is faith that we
are seeking to establish in our lives if we desire to call our-
selves believers in God and in His actions among
humankind. In its most reduced sense, Kihler’s view is not
unlike Lessing’s at all.

History, in the sense of what
actually happened in the past,
has slipped away from us and
is beyond our actual grasp.
And history, in the sense of
how we remember and relate
the past, is imprecise and sub-
ject to a multitude of weak-
nesses that leave us always
doubting its ability to give
us an accurate and complete
view of the past. But the
deeper “flaw” is that history,
in either sense, does not de-
liver to us anything that we
can believe in, except perhaps
itself as the object of belief. This is not to denigrate the
writing of history as a vain and futile endeavor. It is only
to point out the boundaries of history and faith, which
are nothing less than the boundaries of nature and na-
ture’s God.

History and Jesus

Historical criticism in the quest for the historical Jesus
has produced a substantial level of skepticism concerning
the Jesus who lived and died two thousand years ago. On
the other hand, from the inception of the quest there has
been a substantial level of skepticism concerning historical
criticism and its ability to give us an adequate and satis-
factory account of the life of Jesus. Amid all the skepti-
cism engendered, one begins to wonder about the
relevance of the historical Jesus to us today. If we attempt
to probe Him, we will find that our tools cannot traverse
the years and that our picture of Him is distorted and not
completely trustworthy. If we think that we can probe
Him deeply enough, we will ultimately end up with
someone who does not command our faith. For persons
of faith, is there relevance in the Jesus who lived and died
and rose from the dead two thousand years ago? Rudolf
Bultmann and his students have said, No. For them, the
resurrection does not need to be a historical fact since the
spiritual reality of it is what is most important. Faith pre-
supposes that Jesus lived and died and rose, but faith is
not focused on the historical incidents; it does not take
them as its object. Rather, faith looks alone at what God
does, which is beyond history.

But we need not fall to that extreme. The Bultman-
nians, recognizing the insufficiencies in history for

THE DEEPER “FLAW” IS THAT HISTORY
DOES NOT DELIVER TO US ANYTHING THAT
WE CAN BELIEVE IN....THIS IS NOT TO
DENIGRATE THE WRITING OF HISTORY....
IT IS ONLY TO POINT OUT THE BOUNDARIES
OF HISTORY AND FAITH, WHICH ARE NOTHING
LESS THAN THE BOUNDARIES
OF NATURE AND NATURE’S GOD.

faith, characterized the Gospels as highly mythologized
accounts that conformed to patterns of religion in the an-
cient world, and they therefore tended to ignore them.
But if we discover that the Gospels do not serve well as
historical sources, it does not mean that they have no rele-
vance at all. Kihler believed that the Gospels, and by
extension the life of Jesus as
we know it in them, had
great relevance; only the rele-
vance was not evidentiary.
Kahler writes:

The reason we commune with
the Jesus of our Gospels is be-
cause it is through them that
we learn to know that same
Jesus whom, with the eyes of
faith and in our prayers, we
meet at the right hand of God,
because we know, with Luther,
that God cannot be found ex-
cept in his beloved Son, be-
cause he is God’s revelation to us, or, more accurately and
specifically, because he who once walked on earth and now
is exalted is the incarnate Word of God, the image of the
invisible God—because he is for us God revealed. (60-61)

Hence, for Kahler the relevance of the Gospels lies in
their ability to tell us about the Christ with whom we fel-
lowship spiritually today. Every detail of that ancient life
is relevant to this present fellowship, not in a way of re-
membering Him but in a way of demonstrating Him.

History and Christ

It is tempting to think that Christianity is a historical re-
ligion because it is based on a historical figure and relies
on historical records. We may wish to say that we believe
in Christ because we believe in the historical veracity of
the Gospel events. But many who first disbelieve the Gos-
pels come to believe in Christ and later accept the Gospels
as fact. For them history is secondary to faith. They en-
counter a Christ today who gains their acceptance on a
level that is not aided by historical research.

Certainly Jesus was a historical figure, and certainly His
disciples committed to paper their impressions of His life and
work. But just as certainly they interpreted His life and
work, as well as His death and what transpired thereaf-
ter, and committed their interpretation to paper. In doing
so, they made history as well. The tendency among re-
searchers involved in the quest for the historical Jesus has
been to discount the worth of the interpretive process
that became the New Testament. If Jesus were not who
we believe Him to be, that is, God incarnate, it would
be altogether fitting to discount the value of the New
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Testament. But if Jesus is God incarnate, we have a differ-
ent set of criteria at work, which, we should expect, did
not cease to operate when He rose from the dead. In-
deed, we should expect this operation to have continued
in His disciples, and this gives to their interpretive pro-
cess great validity. The documentary sources now acquire
tremendous worth, not as historical evidence but as testi-
monies to the life of Jesus both before and after His res-
urrection. If) as faith confirms to us, there is a divine
operation at work both in the life of Jesus and in the life
of the church that came into being after His resurrection,
what would be most relevant to us is not a view of Jesus
prior to His death on a purely historical level, but the
view of Jesus that benefits from the divine operation after
His resurrection.

This is, of course, the position that Kihler takes, relying
on the distinction between the Jesus of history and the
Christ of faith. For Kihler, it is the Christ who is
preached that is the real Christ, not the historical Jesus
that the historians can ferret out from the Gospel narra-
tives. Kihler has been criticized for placing Christ under
the authority of the preachers so as to rescue Him from
the authority of the historians.®> But Kihler is not placing
Christ in the hand of just any preachers; he is not allow-
ing Christ to be defined and determined by all pulpits
across time. This may indeed be much worse than what
the historians may do with Him. Rather, the Christ
preached is the Christ preached by the apostles and ren-
dered in the New Testament. It is for precisely this reason
that Kihler speaks of the “historic biblical Christ,” “his-
toric” because of His great relevance for us today,
“biblical” because of His complete revelation in the
preaching of the apostles as recorded in the Bible. I be-
lieve that Kihler is correct.

Our quest for Jesus is determined by the kind of persons
we are. If we are not persons of faith, we will necessarily
be interested in the historical Jesus and we must honestly
lay aside the layers of interpretation added upon His life.
This is a most challenging quest, for as I have said

throughout, the sources concerning the historical Jesus are
scant and of limited quality.* If we are persons of faith, his-
torical research is of limited value to us (though not
completely void of value) for the reasons I have given
above. Ours is a quest for the Christ of faith. This too is a
challenging quest, for it is supported by the preaching of
the apostles as recorded in the New Testament, and this
preaching requires a very careful study of texts that can
mean different things to different people. In a sense, we
have simply pushed criticism off the historical Jesus and on
to the historic, biblical Christ. Now it is the interpretations
that must be scrutinized, not particularly for their veracity
but for their full meaning. As the history of the church has
indicated, this is certainly the more difficult quest.

In this quest for the Christ of faith, our only hope can be
in the same divine operation that we believe operated in
the life of Jesus and in the interpretive process of the New
Testament. We must hope that the operation continues in
our quest. As persons of faith we can believe that the op-
eration continues. What we lack, however, is a way to
validate the operation in our own day. We could certainly
be deceived in our understanding of who the Christ is in
whom we should believe, just as all others before us could
have been deceived. But history, that ever-turning wheel
that moves across the ages, somehow (I know it is God
who operates!) validates. It allows us to look back and
know that they were right or they were wrong, but it does
not allow us to know that we are right or we are wrong. It
is humbling to have to trust in God for the present and to
always fear that we may make a grand mistake, but it is
this fear and humility that keeps us always relying on Him
whose Spirit leads us into a deeper knowledge and appre-
ciation of the Son who manifests Him for all time. ~ [£d]

Notes

Bloch, who wrote while serving in war, is quoting from
memory and offers no citation. I have not attempted to track
down the original quotation since whether contrived or true, in
the mouth of Bloch, it bears sufficient authority.

IN THIS QUEST FOR THE CHRIST OF FAITH,
OUR ONLY HOPE CAN BE IN THE SAME DIVINE
OPERATION THAT WE BELIEVE OPERATED IN
THE LIFE OF JESUS AND IN THE INTERPRETIVE

PROCESS OF THE NEW TESTAMENT. WE MUST
HOPE THAT THE OPERATION CONTINUES IN
OUR QUEST. AS PERSONS OF FAITH WE CAN
BELIEVE THAT THE OPERATION CONTINUES.

October 1998
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2“Historical Skepticism and the Criteria of Jesus Research,”
quoting “Uber den Beweis des Geistes und der Kraft” in K.
Wolfel (ed.), Lessings Werke III. Schriften II. Frankfurt: Insel,
1967. 312.

3Colin Brown, lectures delivered at Fuller Theological
Seminary, July 1998.

4Of note for this sort of
quest is Theissen and Merz’s The
Histovical Jesus.
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The Present Chrirt

his book [Hebrews], having the concept that all the positive things are heavenly, points us to the very Christ

who is in the heavens. In the Gospels is the Christ who lived on the earth and died on the cross for the accom-
plishing of redemption. In the Acts is the resurrected and ascended Christ propagated and ministered to men. In
Romans is the Christ who is our righteousness for justification and our life for sanctification, transformation, confor-
mation, glorification, and building up. In Galatians is the Christ who enables us to live a life that is versus the law,
religion, tradition, and forms. In Philippians is the Christ who is lived out of His members. In Ephesians and Colos-
sians is the Christ who is the life, the content, and the Head of the Body, the church. In 1 and 2 Corinthians is the
Christ who is everything in the practical church life. In 1 and 2 Thessalonians is the Christ who is our holiness for His
coming back. In 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus is the Christ who is God’s economy, enabling us to know how to con-
duct ourselves in the house of God. In the Epistles of Peter is the Christ who enables us to take God’s governmental
dealings administered through sufferings. In the Epistles of John is the Christ who is the life and fellowship of the
children of God in God’s family. In Revelation is the Christ who is walking among the churches in this age, ruling
over the world in the kingdom in the coming age, and expressing God in full glory in the new heaven and new earth
for eternity. In this book is the present Christ, who is now in the heavens as our Minister (8:2) and our High Priest
(4:14-15; 7:26), ministering to us the heavenly life, grace, authority, and power and sustaining us to live a heavenly
life on earth. He is the Christ now, the Christ today, and the Christ on the throne in the heavens, who is our daily sal-
vation and moment-by-moment supply. (Recovery Version, Heb. 1:3, note 4)
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