JESUS’ MISSION

AND THE OLD TESTAMENT

Part 1 Jewish Expectations and John the Baptist
Jesus knew He had been sent.  This awareness of a purpose and a mission seems to have developed alongside His consciousness of being the Son of His Father, even from a young age, as Luke 2:49 states.
  But it became crystal clear at His baptism.  It was the knowledge of what His mission would entail, that led to the struggle in the wilderness. No sooner had He returned from that costly victory over the testings of Satan, than He declared the manifesto of His program in the Nazareth synagogue with a word from the prophets “The Lord has anointed (commissioned) me …” From then on nothing could stand in the way of what He was conscious of having been sent to do.  To do His Father’s will was His very food (John 4:34).

What then was His mission?  What did He think He was sent to do?  There are two ways of approaching an answer.  One way is to look at the kind of expectations that surrounded Jesus in the Jewish society of his day.  If the Messiah were to come, what did people think would happen?  The gospels do make plain that Jesus did not fit all these expectations.  Nevertheless, He was as much aware of them as any of His contemporary Jews would have been.  And in so far as they had scriptural roots, He must have been deeply influenced by them and would have sought to interpret His own mission and ministry in relation to them.  The other way is to look at the sayings and actions of Jesus Himself to see how He portrayed His own identity and mission.  These two ways of approach interlock and overlap in many ways.

JEWISH EXPECTATIONS AT THE TIME OF JESUS
The sources for knowing what Jewish expectations were at the time of Jesus, are found in intertestamental literature, a by no means homogenous collection comprising narrative, poetic, apocalyptic and more, taken from different ages and sources.  The strongest strand widely evident in these writings in Jesus’ day was a forward look with desperate hope to the restoration of Israel.  God would intervene in world affairs to vindicate His people, liberate them from their oppressors and restore them to their rightful place as His redeemed people.  They used the language of exile to describe their current situation.  Even though the Jews had come back to their land in the sixth century BC, many believed the exile had not ended as they were still an oppressed people in their own land under Roman domination.  So the hopes of restoration, originally expressed by the prophets in terms of return to the land, were applied to the hope of ultimate freedom from their enemies.  This hope was sometimes linked with the arrival of the Messiah, or God’s direct action, or the expectation of a new Jerusalem and/or a new temple.

Alongside this central expectation, was the belief that after, or as part of, the restoration of Israel, there would be an ingathering of the nations to become part of the people of God with Israel. The fate of the nations had an ambiguity about it in Jewish expectations.  On the one hand, there were many predictions that they would be judged and destroyed as the enemies of God and His people.  On the other hand, there was the belief that the judgement of the nations, like the judgement of Israel itself, would be a purging judgement after which salvation would be extended to the nations as they would be gathered into the future people of God.

Both these aspects of Jewish expectation at the time of Jesus (the restoration of Israel and the ingathering of the nations) had deep roots in the Old Testament.  As regards Israel, even the prophets with the sternest words of judgement on Israel held out the hope of restoration beyond that judgement.  And from the exile onwards that hope grew stronger and clearer.  It can be seen in Jeremiah’s “Book of Consolation” (30-34), Ezekiel’s vision of the new land and temple (40-48) and in Isaiah’s descriptions of new creation and redemption (40-55).
As for the nations, God’s purpose for them was clearly portrayed as ultimate inclusion with His restored people.  The coming of the King to Jerusalem would mean peace and universal rule for the nations (Zechariah 9:9ff).  When God would act to restore Zion and reveal His glory, then the nations would also gather to worship Him (Psalm 102:13-22)
 
Old Testament prophecies concerning the future of Israel are interwoven with prophecies about the future of the nations also.  There is even a comparable “ambiguity” of judgement and hope.  Israel is to be sifted in judgement virtually to extinction, yet Israel will be redeemed and restored (Isaiah 26:9).
 Likewise the nations are to be judged and destroyed as enemies of God, yet the nations are to be gathered in to share in the salvation and inheritance of the people of God (Isaiah 24,34; Micah 4; Joel 3).  In Zephaniah, the punishment of the nations is set parallel to the judgement on Jerusalem, as too the restoration of Jerusalem (3:14ff) has universal overtones for the nations (3:9).  The dividing line between judgement and salvation is not a line that runs between the nations and Israel, but through both of them.  Just as there will be a ‘remnant of Israel’ so there will be ‘survivors of the nations’ (Isaiah 45:20ff; 16:19ff; Zechariah 14:16ff).  The Old Testament sees both together (the purified and believing, obedient remnant of Israel along with those of the nations who respond to the appeal to identify with Yahweh and His people) as the eschatological future people of God.

So Jewish hopes at the time of Jesus focused primarily on the restoration of Israel, with the closely attached implications for the nations.  The restoration of Israel and the ingathering of the nations were seen in eschatological terms as the final great act of God, the Day of the Lord.  The two things would be part of the same final event that would usher in the new age, but the restoration of Israel was logically and chronologically expected first.

JOHN THE BAPTIST

Into this atmosphere of eschatological hopes ‘there was a man sent from God whose name was John’ (John 1:6).  As the records of his preaching show, he regarded his mission as one of winnowing and sifting the nation by his call to repentance so that they would be prepared for the coming purging and restoration.
  His mission was to identity, through his call for repentance and baptism, the remnant of Israel, who, by responding, were destined for cleansing and restoration as the true, eschatological people of God.  His ministry would in this way prepare the ground for the imminent intervention and arrival of God Himself, as the quotations from Malachi 3:1 and Isaiah 40:3 make clear (Mark 1:2f).  This was how his life’s work was summed up in advance by the angel who announced his conception to his astonished father (Luke 1:16f).
So from a different perspective, we can see how Jesus, by accepting John’s baptism, accepted and agreed with his message and recognised his significance for the fulfillment of the hope of Israel.  Jesus queued up with the crowds coming to the Jordan.  With no need of personal repentance or cleansing He nevertheless identified Himself with those who wanted to be right with God, obedient to His will, and to see the coming of His kingdom.  He joined those who were longing for the restoration of Israel.  That was His hope too, and more than that, His personal mission.

All the gospel accounts begin their accounts of Jesus’ ministry with His baptism by John.  The fact that Jesus accepted and endorsed the ministry of John the Baptist and launched His own ministry from it shows that Jesus also saw His own mission in terms of the fulfillment of the great expectations of the restoration of Israel.  If John was the one who had been sent to prepare Israel for its eschatological restoration by God Himself, then Jesus was the One who had been sent to accomplish it.

This study is principally a summary of Knowing God through the Old Testament by Christopher J. H. Wright (InterVarsity Press. Downers Grove IL. 1992) pp.136-142
1 ”Why were you searching for me?” he asked. “Didn’t you know I had to be in my Father’s house?”


2  “My food,” said Jesus, “is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his work.”


3    Isaiah 49:5f; 56:1-8: 60:10-14; 66:18-24


4    Amos 9; Micah 2,3; Isaiah 35; Jeremiah 16, 25:15ff; 30 - 33  


5    Matthew 3:7-12





