The Meaning of Jesus: Two Visions
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Part VI: The Birth of Jesus
Chapter 11: N. T. Wright

Born of a Virgin?
Birth Stories: minor in NT, but have become test case for: miracles, beliefs about truth of Bible, views of sexuality, views of incarnation
virginal conception rather than virgin birth

Move is from convictions about Jesus to stories of birth, not from birth to convictions about Jesus

The Birth Narratives: complex, only Matthew and Luke
Matthew: from Joseph's viewpoint; Jesus fulfills God's presence, Davidic undoing of exile; questions of genealogy, Bethlehem, Herod, star, flight into Egypt
Luke: from Mary's viewpoint; allusions to OT; birth is challenge to pagan power; birth at Bethlehem; census?

The Virginal Conception

Matthew and Luke agree at this point

Three stages of argument:

1. God at work to bring Israel's story to climax "in new creation from the womb of the old"

2. No pre-Christian tradition about virgin birth of messiah

3. Invention of the stories would have implied a complex birth of an idea with no visible parentage
No proof is possible either way, but the stories seem appropriate to other convictions.

Chapter 12:  Marcus Borg

The Meaning of the Birth Stories

Familiar and powerful stories (Christmas)
Not historically factual, but profoundly true literary creations (virginal conception, star, wise men, shepherds, birth in a stable), metaphorical narratives using religious imagery to express central truths about Jesus

Why Not Historical (not history remembered)
1. Tradition of remarkable birth is relatively late
· Not in earliest (Paul) nor in Mark or John

· Either not yet developed, or not considered important enough

2. Striking differences between Matthew and Luke's stories: e.g.

a. Genealogy of Jesus: Matt: thru Joseph and David/Solomon to Abe; Luke: thru Joseph, Nathan to Adam

b. Home of Mary and Joseph: Matt: Bethlehem; Luke: Nazareth

c. Birth visitors: Matt: "wise men" follow star; Luke: angels herald shepherds to manger

d. Herod' Plot: Matt: killing of infants; Luke: not present

e. Use of Hebrew Bible is different: Matt: "prediction"/ fulfillment; Luke: echoes especially in hymns

3. Stories seem composed as overtures reflecting central themes of each gospel

Major similarities
· Names of parents, birth under Herod, residence in Nazareth

· Conception by the Spirit

· Birth in Bethlehem (either true, or arose from Davidic associations?)

The Truth of the Birth Stories (metaphorical narratives)
· Light in the Darkness: Jesus is the light who brings light into this world
· A Tale of Two Lordships: Jesus is true Lord, both existential and political, not the Herods or the Caesars, i.e. lord of my life, lord of the world

· Virginal Conception

Remarkable births part of tradition: by grace God makes good on impossible promises

What happened in Jesus was "of God"
An early Christian narrative confession of faith and affirmation of allegiance to Jesus as the decisive disclosure of God

The "story of Christ being born within us through the union of the Spirit of God with our flesh" in the present

Part VII: He will Come Again in Glory
Chapter 13:  Marcus Borg

The Second Coming Then and Now
Expectation of second coming part of Christian tradition 
Associated with thought about "end of the world" and differences about its timing

The Second Coming in Early Christianity
Expectation of second coming in New Testament documents from earliest to latest
Examples: Paul (1 Thess 4); Mark 13; Revelation; 2 Peter 3:4,8

The Origin of the Belief
Prevalent "apocalyptic eschatology": expectation of imminent dramatic divine intervention in public and unmistakable way including vindication of God's elect people (cf. Psalms of Solomon 17)
1. From Jesus himself? Coming of kingdom and coming of Son of Man language gets transferred to expectation of Jesus imminent return

Jesus expected the kingdom of God; the early church expected Jesus

2. From the Community (Borg):  apocalyptic eschatology and expectation of second coming of "son of man" emerge in early Christian community after Easter

It is inference growing out of :

· Easter experience of resurrection as "end-time" event

· Conviction of Jesus as Lord

· Tumultuous Jewish history of the first century including destruction of temple in 70.
The Second Coming Today
Early Christians were wrong about the end being near

· NOT the case: they got the belief right, but their timing was just off

The belief in an imminent and public (visible and localized) return of Christ in a second coming is a mistaken belief of the early community

· RATHER: notion of second coming seconds the Easter affirmation: Jesus is Lord

· The lords of this world do not have the last word (Revelation)

· The last judgment: how we act in history does matter: have we lived compassionately?

· Cf. Advent: in symbolic and spiritual sense second coming of Christ is about the coming of the Christ who is already here.

Chapter 14: N. T. Wright

The Future of Jesus
Cf. Jesus and the Victory of God: coming of Son of Man is about exaltation, not return; apocalyptic metaphor signifying the vindication of God's people after their suffering
It is about the "plans of the creator God for creation as a whole?

The Future of the Good Creation
Neither abandonment of this world, nor building the kingdom here and now
God intends to create new heavens and new earth: as the flower is to the seed (cf. Revelation, Romans 8)

Creation is good and will be reaffirmed at the last

The Future for a Rebellious World
Two affirmations: the created order is good; evil is real and potent
· Avoid dualism which seeks to escape the world and creation

· Avoid pantheism which assumes absorption into the great all-divine cosmos

"Eternal life" actually means "the life of the age to come" 

The New Testament hope is about a world enhanced and made joyful by the removal of evil

The Future for Humans
Resurrection does not simply mean "life after death"
Resurrection demands and New Testament envisages an act of new creation with a new mode of physicality

"heaven" is not a location/destination nor a disembodied existence, but a new world in which heaven and earth are joined – God's dimension of day-to-day reality

Thy kingdom come "on earth" as it is in heaven

The Future of Jesus
The language about "second coming" is a set of signposts pointing to the truth about God's future
· God's promise to renew heaven and earth has already happened in incarnation, death and resurrection of Jesus: Jesus is prototype and pioneer who has "gone before."

· Jesus is Messiah and Lord who as part of God's new creation brings justice, peace, holiness and life to world and stands as judge of injustice, oppression, wickedness, and death

· In fulfillment of return of YHWH to Zion, Jesus will be personally present as the loving and redeeming center and agent of God's new creation

The root image is "parousia": Jesus' presence within God's new creation

The Early Church and the Future 
Beliefs about end time grow out of Jewish apocalyptic expectation

· Cf. I Cor 15: we will be transformed, death swallowed up in victory 

· Resurrection of Jesus divides expectation into two "moments":
· The church lives between the first (Jesus' resurrection) and the second (the final resolution) of God's victory over death and transformation of the physical world.

· Cf. 1 Thess 4: taken metaphorically denoting change of natural body into spirit-animated body as part of vindication and victory over death

Metaphors express complex truth: when the heavenly dimension is unveiled, Jesus will be visibly and tangibly with us, dead will be raised, living transformed, and all share in his new humanity in a transformed world.

These final events might occur at any time (cf. Mark 13:30)
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