JESUS’ MISSION

AND THE OLD TESTAMENT

Part 2 Messiah and Son of Man
THE MESSIAH

The Father’s words at Jesus’ baptism, “This is My Son, whom I love; with Him I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:17) identified Him as the Son of God in the sense of the Davidic king whose rule was celebrated in Psalm 2. This psalm was already interpreted messianically at the time of Jesus.  Whatever else the messiah would be or do, it was popularly agreed he would be the son of David.

The term “Christ” is the Greek form of the Hebrew word for “messiah” (mashia). It is used rarely in the Old Testament and Jesus not only hardly used it, but told others not to use it either.
  The term does occur in Daniel 9:25,26.  In the context of a visionary prophecy of the long term future for God’s people, an “anointed one” will come and will bring a climax to God’s purposes, “to finish transgression, to put an end to sin, to atone for wickedness, to bring in everlasting righteousness, to seal up vision and prophecy and to anoint the most holy” (NIV footnote: Most Holy Place or most holy person) (9:24).
Before this, the word is not used in a predictive sense in the Old Testament.  That is, there are no texts specifically predicting a future “messiah” using such plain wording. 
The idea of anointing people for specific tasks was common in Israel.  To anoint someone with oil was symbolic of setting them apart for a particular role or duty with authorisation.  Priests were anointed with a special sacred oil.  Kings were anointed at their accession (or beforehand sometimes as with David).  Prophets were also regarded as anointed ones, which may have been literal in some cases.  The basic idea was that the anointed person was set aside and equipped by God and for God, so that what he or she did was in God’s name, with the help of God’s Spirit, under God’s protection and with God’s authority.

Why didn’t Jesus publicly embrace the title “Messiah”?  His own Father’s voice confirmed His identity as the messianic son of David.  He claimed from His earliest preaching to be anointed by the Spirit of God (Luke 4:18,19 quoting Isaiah 61).  He accepted Peter’s confession of faith at Caesarea Philippi (Matthew 16:16,17).  He identified Himself as such to the woman at the well in Samaria (John 4:25f).  And when challenged on the point in His trial, He did not deny that He was the Messiah and went on to add further definition to it (Mark 14:61,62).  Nevertheless it is striking that on several occasions when those He had healed or blessed in some way acknowledged that He was the Messiah, He urged them not to spread it around.  It is further noteworthy that of all the figures and titles in the Old Testament relating to the coming eschatological deliverer of Israel, the one Jesus used least was that of the Davidic, kingly Messiah.  Although it was used about Him, He never used it of Himself.

The most probable reason for this reticence is that the term had become so loaded with the hopes of a national, political and even military Jewish restoration that it could not carry the understanding of His messiahship which Jesus had derived from a deeper reading of the scriptures.  A public proclamation of His own messiahship would have been understood by His contemporaries with associations that were not part of Jesus’ concept of His mission.  If Jesus really was the Messiah, then these contemporaries knew exactly what they expected of Him.  But what they expected and what Jesus intended, were not the same.  He had no intention of being a conquering king, militarily or politically.

This is not to say that Jesus did not see Himself as a conquering King or that He disassociated Himself from Jewish hopes of restoration. The whole thrust of both Old Testament and post Old Testament expectation was that God would act to restore Israel. The difference between Jesus and His contemporaries was not if Israel would be restored, but how it would happen and what it would mean.  Jesus’ announcement of the arrival of the kingdom of God in the present had political and national consequences for the old order of Jewish society that were too radical and final for its leaders to tolerate and would lead them to having Him executed as a political threat.

The Messiah came to usher in the new age, but the new age meant the death of the old age.  He came to achieve the restoration of Israel, but that could only come about after the fires of judgement and purging. Jesus saw His society heading for that terrifying judgement.  Much of His preaching had that urgent note of warning and impending disaster.  But the deeper awareness of His own messiahship lay in that He believed Himself called to take Israel’s judgement on Himself, but on a different level.  The Messiah was a representative figure. In a sense, He was Israel.  Their destiny was His and His was theirs.  On one level national and political Israel was heading for destruction.  But on another level, in the Messiah, they would suffer judgement and then the restoration that God (not the religious/political leaders) planned.

This is why as soon as the disciples came to accept that Jesus was the Messiah, He immediately began to teach them of His impending death and third day resurrection.
 That was how the Messiah they now haltingly recognised, intended to accomplish the restoration they expected of Him.  It isn’t surprising then that they couldn’t grasp His meaning until after the events of the cross and resurrection.  Like everybody else in Palestine (except the Romans) they were hoping for the redemption of Israel.  In Jesus, they thought they had the answer to their dreams.  They were both right and wrong in this – right, in that He was the Messiah, but just as Israel’s restoration lay the other side of judgement, so, in His person, it was necessary for “the Christ (Messiah )… to suffer these things and then enter into His glory”  (Luke 24:26).  The Messiah’s resurrection was Israel’s redemption.

It is not surprising then that during His earthly ministry, Jesus muted His messiahship because of misunderstanding among even those who believed in it, but after the resurrection, the disciples went about enthusiastically proclaiming that Jesus truly was the Messiah, with a new understanding of what that meant.

THE SON OF MAN



If Jesus was reticent about using the name of Messiah, the reverse was true of His favourite term for Himself, “the Son of Man.” It is not really a title, but a frequently used expression in the Hebrew Bible (ben-‘adam) as a poetic alternative for the word ‘man’ (e.g. Psalm 8:4; 80:17; Isaiah 51:12).  It means “a human being” with an emphasis on human weakness and even mortality.
  

In the Galilean Aramaic that Jesus spoke, the equivalent expression had a similar meaning, often being used as a way of speaking of oneself (rather like the English use of “one” instead of “I” or “me”). It was probably self-effacing. Interestingly, Matthew when “borrowing” from Mark, where “Son of Man” has been used, changes the wording using “I” or “he” in his own wording.

The “Son of Man” was not a messianic title in the inter-testamental Jewish writings.  This meant that by using it of Himself, Jesus could avoid the misunderstandings of other familiar messianic titles, and give this title a meaning based on His own true perception of who He was and what He had come to do.  But because it lacked a clear, pre-fixed meaning, people were left perplexed.  They asked Jesus about ‘the Christ’ and He answered them about ‘the Son of Man.’  Because the disciples preached Jesus as the Christ and as the Son of God after the resurrection, the term “Son of Man” is used almost exclusively in the New Testament by Jesus of Himself. The only exceptions are Stephen’s vision in Acts 7:56, Hebrews 2:6 (quoting Psalm 8:4) and Revelation 1:13 and 14:14 (which are allusions to Daniel 7:13).
The term is used 30 times in Matthew, 14 times in Mark, 25 times in Luke, and 13 times in John.  Apart from some distinctive uses in John, the Son of Man sayings fall into three broad categories:

(1) where Jesus uses it when talking about His then present, earthly ministry.  These sayings tend to speak of His authority - over sin, or sickness or even nature (e.g. Mark 2:10,28).
(2) those which speak of the Son of Man suffering rejection, dying and rising again, which significantly come after the disciples began to recognise Jesus as Messiah (e.g. Mark 8:31; 9:31; Luke 9:44).
(3) the largest group, where the Son of Man is talked about coming in eschatological glory, sometimes with the clouds (representing deity), sometimes to act as judge on God’s behalf (e.g. Mark 14:62; Matthew 13:41f; 19:28).
Taken together, these three categories encapsulate how Jesus saw His own identity as well as how He envisaged His immediate and long term destiny.  He was the one, firstly, entrusted with authority in His ministry, which He exercised over sin, disease, death, nature, and even over such fundamental ordinances of the Law as the Sabbath.  The use of this authority led Him into conflict with the existing authorities, which led to His rejection and death.  But beyond suffering and death lay the vindication of the resurrection and the exercise of heavenly authority.

There is little if any doubt that the term “Son of Man” is drawn predominantly from the book of Daniel.  In chapter 7, Daniel sees the kingdoms of this earth portrayed as ravaging beasts, given the freedom to oppress the people of God (“the saints of the Most High”). When the saints are almost at the point of extinction the scene changes (7:9).  Instead of a picture of human history at ground level, we are transported into the presence of God (“the Ancient of Days”) seated on His throne.  There a human-like figure, described as “one like a son of man,” comes into the presence of the Ancient of Days, the beasts are stripped of authority and destroyed, and dominion, kingdom and authority are given to the son of man and the saints forever.

This “son of man” has a double point of reference.  Firstly, he appears to represent the saints – the human people of God in history.  The parallelism between verse 14 where authority and kingdom are given to the son of man, and verse 18, where the kingdom is given to the saints, is unmistakable.  The son of man in the vision represents or symbolises the saints.  From this perspective, the figure fitted perfectly with Jesus’ identification of Himself with Israel.  As the Son of Man, He represented them.  He shared their experience.

But on the other hand, the son of man in Daniel 7 is closely associated with God Himself.  Daniel sees Him “coming with the clouds of heaven” (7:13), something constantly associated with deity.  He is given authority, glory, power and worship, and His kingdom is eternal (7:14).  Some Greek versions of Daniel 7:13 actually identify the Son of Man with the Ancient of Days.  This tradition reminds us of Revelation where the description of Jesus in glory is a combination of the reference to the Son of Man and virtually a direct quote of the description of the Ancient of Days in Daniel 7:9f (Revelation 1:7,12-16).
At His trial when asked if He was the Messiah, Jesus did not deny it, and immediately went on to claim that His accusers would see the Son of Man in divine glory “coming on the clouds of heaven” (i.e. in the presence of God Matthew 26:63f).  The association of Himself as the Son of Man exercising this divine prerogative was enough to clinch the verdict against Him on the grounds of blasphemy.

By casting Himself in the role of the Daniel 7 Son of Man, Jesus was claiming to represent the true people of God, the saints of the Most High.  But He was standing in the presence of the High Priest, Caiaphas, who officially occupied that very role, and before the Sanhedrin, the representative court of Israel, in Jerusalem, its holy city.  Before these people and in that place, Jesus was claiming to be the Son of Man in the full Daniel 7 sense, the One whom God would vindicate and entrust with supreme authority.  He was claiming to inaugurate the salvation and restoration of the people of God, to be the One who would be presented on their behalf to the Ancient of Days.  He was the One who would receive eternal dominion and authority to act in judgement.  And just as the son of man in Daniel 7 brought an end to the beasts (the enemies of the son of man and saints of God), so Caiaphas and the Sanhedrin were by implication being pictured as those who opposed God and whose end was sure.  It’s no wonder then that Caiaphas tore his robes, cried “blasphemy” and called for the death penalty.

This study is principally a summary of Knowing Jesus through the Old Testament by Christopher J. H. Wright (InterVarsity Press. Downers Grove IL. 1992) pp.142-153
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