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A Question of Definition
“Identity” can mean different things.  In psychological perspective, as “self identity” it can mean how we see ourselves, who we think we are.  But there is also what we can term “public identity,” the way(s) we are identified by others, largely based on the impact and perceptions of what we may say and do, and of what is reported about us.  Actually, of course, controversial figures can have more than one public identity, even conflicting ones.  As illustration from childhood comes to mind.  I grew up in Clay County, Missouri, the home area of Jesse and Frank James, and my childhood memories include my great grandfather’s enthusiastic and approving stories about their bold exploits, their shooting ability, how they were pursued mischievously  by the Pinkertons, and how the unarmed Jesse was traitorously shot from behind in his own home by the cowardly Bob Ford.  On one occasion, I told my great grandfather that in school we were taught that the James boys were mere outlaws and thieves, and he responded, “Oh yeah, some folks think that, but I can’t see why; all they ever did was rob railroads, banks, and Republicans.”  


I have been asked to offer some reflections on the implications of early Jesus-devotion for “the identity of Jesus,” drawing upon the nearly twenty years of research and analysis that lie behind my 2003 book, Lord Jesus Christ:  Devotion to Jesus in Earliest Christianity (hereafter LJC).  In that book, the time frame is approximately 30-170 CE, the period after Jesus.  But, one of the four major “forces and factors” that prompted, drove, and shaped Jesus-devotion in that period is “Jesus”.  For the purposes of that book, however, “Jesus” primarily designates the impact of Jesus, the effects of his activities, and what responses and judgments about him he seems to have generated.
  In that discussion, I contend that the most economic and plausible explanation for the centrality of Jesus’ significance in the proclamation and devotional life of the religious movement that arose so vigorously and so quickly after his execution is that he had already become a figure of some notoriety and polarizing effect among his contemporaries in Galilee and Judea, having generated both strong allegiance and bitter enmity.  In this presentation, I explore this a bit further, attempting to infer critically what earliest Jesus-devotion may tell us about the public identify of Jesus.
Framing the Approach
Before we explore details, however, it will be important to frame matters briefly, that is, to provide a rationale for the approach that we will take.  Why should we think it likely that there is any direct connection between the activities of the historical figure Jesus and the rich and rather remarkable devotion to him that characterizes the Christian movement afterward?


The first consideration is chronological.
  With others in the last several decades, I have shown that an unprecedented pattern of devotion to Jesus as the unique agent of divine power and salvation is already conventional in the earliest period of the Jesus movement to which we have any access, and most likely began within the first few years, at the latest.  In support of the latter assertion, I contend that the zealous enmity of Saul of Tarsus against the young Jesus movement, which drove him to urgent Phinehas-type efforts to “destroy” it (his own term) were all likely provoked by what he then regarded as deeply offensive, outrageous devotion to Jesus that in his mind threatened the religious integrity of the Jewish people.  This means that this objectionable devotion to Jesus was already being practiced before Saul’s own famous religious re-orientation, which is commonly dated to sometime within two or three years after Jesus’ crucifixion.  In any case, in the earliest extant letters of Paul the Apostle, written 20-25 years after Jesus’ death, an impressive devotion to Jesus is already in full flower, more presumed than explained.  As Martin Hengel observed with characteristic verve, “one is tempted to say that more happened [in terms of this development in Jesus-devotion] in this period of less than two decades [i.e., ca. 30-50 CE] than in the whole of the next seven centuries.”
  So, the chronological proximity to the time of Jesus’ own activities makes it reasonable to consider their contribution to this Jesus-devotion.  

It is also important to note that the Jesus-devotion reflected in Paul’s letters appears to have been shared with the Jewish-Christian predecessors and contemporaries of his own churches.
  Indeed, Paul directly asserts and promotes a sense of religious commonality between his own converts and their Jewish co-religionists, for example in fundamental Christological components of their proclamation (e.g., 1 Cor. 15:1-7), in facing opposition for their Jesus-devotion (e.g., 1 Thess. 2:14-16), and in the cultic action of “calling upon the Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 1:2), which he portrays as the universal identifier of gentile churches and Judean churches.  This promotion of religious and cultic continuity is also reflected in his deliberate usage of key Aramaic terms that must be drawn from Judean Christian devotional practice, Abba in prayer to God (Rom. 8:15; Gal. 4:6), and Maran atha in cultic appeal to Jesus (1 Cor. 16:22), and still more powerfully in his extended efforts to raise a large financial collection for the Jerusalem church.  We know that Paul had his differences with some other Jewish believers, because Paul says so explicitly, and indicates what these differences comprised.  It is, therefore, relevant also to note that there is no indication that the sort of Jesus-devotion that he promoted among his churches was among the points of contention with those other Jewish believers. 

So, both the chronology and the demographics of early Jesus-devotion indicate that the heavy thematizing of Jesus in proclamation and practice did not emerge slowly, or comprise some major revision of the Jesus movement resulting from such alleged factors as growing numbers of gentile converts, supposed “Christ cult” circles in Antioch, or some supposed secondary-stage experiment in creative myth-of-origins making, with little connection to Jesus himself.
  (Imagination has it proper place in critical historical work, but not as a substitute for attending to the evidence.)  In a number of previous publications, I have laid out a fuller case that we are dealing with phenomena that appeared remarkably early, were characteristic among Jewish as well as gentile Christian circles, comprise a devotional-pattern without true contemporary analogy or precedent, and that Jesus is

Indeed, for all the earliest known versions of the Christian movement, devotion to Jesus is the defining and distinguishing feature, even the hypothesized circles to whom some ascribe Q, who supposedly did not thematize Jesus’ death and resurrection.  That is, for them all, regardless of their specific emphases, Jesus was the main element in their own religious identity, both as individuals and as groups.  (In my view, this is not sufficiently recognized in much current study of early Christianity as a social phenomenon.)  To be sure, the known expressions of “post-Easter” Jesus-devotion all represented a considerable escalation beyond what may have characterized the stance of even Jesus’ most enthusiastic followers in the period prior to his death.
  But the historical evidence indicates strongly that there was also some connection, and that it is legitimate to explore what this remarkable devotion to Jesus suggests about the figure himself, his impact and “public identity”.
Looking Backwards
One aspect of the changed dimensions and nature of Jesus-devotion in the post-Easter period involved Jesus becoming much more the explicit centre of the proclamation and beliefs of his followers, his own person thematized in their message.  But, though distinguishable from Jesus’ message and teaching in this explicit focus on his particular significance (e.g., as Messiah, exalted Lord, etc.), I submit that early Jesus-devotion is not altogether disjunctive with prior developments.  Indeed, I contend that this explicit emphasis on the personal significance of Jesus strongly indicates that in his own lifetime Jesus himself had already become for many “the issue”, a polarizing figure whose personal validity was deeply controversial.  In turn, the particular focus of earliest Christian devotion on Jesus is best accounted for historically as reflecting (with some significant escalation to be sure) this prior polarizing effect of his activities.  
Though the focus in Jesus’ teaching and proclamation was on the “Kingdom of God”, it is clear that his own personal validity quickly became the unavoidable correlative question for those who heard him (or heard of him).  Obviously, unless what Jesus taught/proclaimed was already self-evident and unremarkable truth for his hearers, they would have been required to form a judgment about him as an inescapable part of assessing his message.  In fact, we have rather strong confirmations of this in the sharply differing stances taken toward Jesus reflected in the Gospels.

For instance, all indications are that already in the setting of his own activities, Jesus was the central figure in a group linked with, and identified with reference to, him.  He appears to have been the leader of a body of fellow Jews who responded to his preaching and functioned as his disciples and associates in his project.  That is, this group did not apparently emerge spontaneously or casually as a group of like-minded people might form a reading circle or an association of mutual interests; they acted in response to him, his message the impetus for their answering commitment.  Among those who responded positively to him, there were some who are reported as having left their regular work and relationships to become assistants in his itinerant ministry.  Such a move indicates a very strong response to Jesus’ message and also a notable personal commitment to the validity of Jesus, at least as true herald of God.
On the other hand, it is rather clear that some other contemporaries took a sharply negative view of him.  The most powerful indication of this is, of course, his arrest and execution.  Several specific matters should be underscored to grasp adequately import of these events.  
First, Jesus’ death was not a lynching but a sentence carried out by the governmental authority of that time and place.  Whatever the connivance by Temple authorities, and whatever the opposition to Jesus by others (e.g., Pharisees over halalkhic matters), Jesus’ death was by the order of that judicial authority, the governor Pilate.  In LJC, I have engaged views that it all happened as a tragic mistake or over-zealous police action, curious suggestions that need not occupy us further here.
Second, it is significant that Jesus’ punishment was execution.  It seems from accounts of how other trouble-makers were treated that execution was by no means the only response.  For example, Josephus relates a story of another Jesus who prophesied the destruction of the Temple, and was flogged brutally, but judged a harmless fanatic and let go.  Obviously, Jesus was deemed a more serious offender, and generated a more negative view of himself.
Third, it is also noteworthy that Jesus’ execution was by crucifixion.  As Hengel has shown, crucifixion held a particular significance in the Roman arsenal of measures available to inflict a death-sentence.  Crucifixion was used against non-citizens and, in particular, those deemed in some way a serious and direct offender against Roman authority.
  Crucifixion is fully compatible with the charge against Jesus recounted in the Gospel narratives:  “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews”.  Moreover, as Nils Dahl argued cogently decades ago, the best explanation for the emphasis on Jesus’ messianic significance in earliest Christian proclamation is that he had been executed as a messianic/royal claimant.  Once convinced of his resurrection, his followers took it as divine vindication and authorization to make the claim more emphatic and central thereafter.
Fourth, Jesus was apparently the only one of his group arrested and executed.  It is interesting that none of his followers was seized, not even among those who appear to have been most prominent and closely connected with his activities.  If the aim had been to destroy a potentially dangerous social or political movement, one would assume that a more effective approach would have been to round up all the key ring-leaders and dispatch them once and for all.  So, the fact that Jesus was the only one they sought indicates that the authorities behind Jesus’ arrest and execution saw Jesus in particular as the problem, the offender, the danger, and they believed that executing him would suffice.
I have confined the preceding discussion to some of the phenomena that are virtually uncontested among scholars:  Jesus’ activity as a salient herald and teacher, the formation of a group around him, the bitter opposition that he generated, his arrest and execution (and his alone among his group) by the governing authority, and surprisingly soon after his death followers confidently proclaim him as the promised Messiah and unique bearer of divine authority.  My key point is that these phenomena all indicate that the question of Jesus’ personal validity, what to make of him, was unavoidably central even during his own ministry.  Jesus’ “public identity” was inescapably a consequent and controversial matter arising from his activities.  

Thus, I think that Dom Crossan’s characterization of Jesus mission as promoting as a “brokerless kingdom” is a bit simplistic and therefore misleading.  We may not be able to speak with critical confidence of Jesus’ own intentions or inner view of himself; but we can more assuredly characterize something of the responses to him among his contemporaries, and these responses all reflect a particular concern with him.  Many things are possible historically; critical historical work means judging what is more probable among the possibilities.  In the case before us, if Jesus intended that no particular significance be attached to his person, then, in light of the phenomena that we have surveyed briefly, I think we would have to say that he was either regrettably and curiously unsuccessful as a communicator of his intentions, or that both his enemies and his closest followers were in sharply contradictory ways remarkably dense, and rashly misguided.  Surely, the more probable inferences from these sharply polarizing effects of his activities are at least that his “public identity” was a significant matter in his own context, that his activities and teachings were such to have generated controversy about him, and that likely he cannot have been unaware of these things.
Implications of Post-Easter Jesus-Devotion
Let us now consider features of the devotion to Jesus that mushroomed so quickly after his death, to inquire what further inferences we might make relevant to Jesus’ “identity”.  In the interests of the time remaining, I shall have to be selective and brief.


My first observation is that all the earliest “Christological rhetoric” is framed in terms and categories drawn from the biblical and early Jewish traditions.  The claim that Jesus is Messiah is an obvious instance.  However much the identification of the crucified Jesus as Messiah required a re-configuring of notions about what the term designated, the early Christian messianic claim also presupposes and speaks specifically to hopes that come from a distinctively Jewish background.  Likewise, the resurrection claim is phrased in distinctively Jewish terms.  Though not all Jews believed in a future resurrection, it is clear that such a belief was in the first century CE distinctively a feature of Jewish tradition, and then those influenced by that tradition.  The strong eschatological character of the religious outlook of earliest Christian circles is another related earmark of the Jewish setting in which it emerged.  Paul’s reference to Jesus as raised by God and the one “who delivers us from the wrath to come” (1 Thess 1:9) is an expression of this outlook, and it is all the more interesting that it features in a letter addressed to gentile believers who “turned to God from idols.”

This passage and many others in the New Testament and other Christian writings of “earliest Christianity” indicate that this strongly biblical and Jewish color characterized the christological rhetoric promoted among gentile Christian circles as well as Jewish-Christian circles, and continued to be the dominant mode of christological discourse for many decades.  Moreover, this biblical and Jewish character of early christological rhetoric represents a certain continuity and connection with Jesus’ own social and religious context.  This in turn gives some further justification for asking how post-Easter Jesus-devotion may reflect something of the “identity” of the historical figure of Jesus.

My second observation is in earliest Christian devotional language and practice Jesus’ exalted status is expressed with reference to the one God of biblical/Jewish tradition, and with an evident concern to avoid a di-theistic stance.  This produced an apparently novel and remarkable “mutation” in more typical Jewish religious outlook and practice that I have dubbed “a binitarian devotional pattern.”  I give some key examples of its expression.

Jesus’ post-Easter high status is characteristically ascribed to the action of God.  This is true even in those writings that also present views of Jesus as “pre-existent”.  In Paul’s letters, for instance, it is characteristically God who raised Jesus from death, exalted him to heavenly glory (e.g., Philip. 2:9-11; Rom. 6:4; 8:11; 2 Cor. 4:14), and has put all things in subjection to Jesus (1 Cor. 15:27).  I have deliberately cited passages in the later undisputed letters of Paul, to show that this view remains consistent in Paul across the time of his letters.  Despite the strenuous efforts of Dunn and a few others, most of us still think that Paul held a view of Jesus as somehow “pre-existent” (e.g., Philip. 2:6-8; 2 Cor. 8:9), so this understanding of Jesus as raised and exalted by God to a new glorious status cannot be taken as some primitive and “low christology”, some early adoptionist christology that later gave way to belief in Jesus’ pre-existence.  In Hebrews as well, Jesus is both the pre-existent agent of creation and also the one now/newly installed in unsurpassed honor, reflecting God’s glory and being (Heb. 1:2-4).  Even in GJohn, where Jesus is still more emphatically the human manifestation of the divine, pre-existent Logos through whom the world was made (1:1-5), and Jesus speaks of his own pre-incarnate glory (17:5), we also have the firm view that Jesus’ present glorified status results from God’s action (e.g., 17:1-5).


In these and other passages, Jesus’ glorious nature and status stem from God’s exaltation and designation of him; and the glory manifest in Jesus is God’s own.  So, e.g., Paul refers to “the glory of the Lord [Jesus]” (2 Cor. 3:18) and “the gospel of the glory of Christ who is the image of God” (2 Cor. 4:4), but in same context then also refers to “the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (4:6).
   To cite another representative text, in 1 Peter 1:21 the claim is that God raised Jesus from death and “gave him glory”.  

Likewise, although NT authors refer to Jesus’ sufferings and death as freely the outcome of his own choices and as expressions of his redemptive love (e.g., Gal. 2:20; Rom. 8:34; Mark 10:45), they can also emphasize that God sent Jesus for redemptive death (Gal. 4:4-5) and that Jesus’ death was an act of God and expressive of God’s own redemptive purpose (e.g., Rom. 3:21-26; 8:32).  That is, without detracting from Jesus’ own volition, earliest Christian texts also make Jesus the agent of God’s purpose in his sufferings and death.

When we examine earliest Christian the devotional practices, we get the same concern to “locate” devotion to Jesus within a commitment to the one God of the biblical tradition.  At least as reflected in the extant texts, prayers of praise or petition, for example,  appear to have been offered characteristically to God (“the Father”) through Jesus or in Jesus’ name, or with reference to Jesus (e.g., 1 Cor. 1:4; 2 Cor. 1:3; Heb. 13:15; John 14:13-14; 16:23-24).  There are also a few reflections of direct appeals to Jesus, either with God (1 Thess. 3:11-13) or to Jesus alone (e.g., 2 Cor. 12:8; Acts 7:59), but by far the dominant pattern of prayer is to God.   
Similarly, although the contents of the overwhelming number of identifiable hymns of earliest Christianity focus on Jesus, they appear to have been sung as part of what I have termed “binitarian” worship directed to God and to Jesus, and/or to God on account of Jesus.
  The much-discussed hymnic passage in Philippia ns 2:6-11 is likely our earliest example.  Here, the universal acclamation of Jesus as Kyrios, which is anticipated in early Christian corporate worship with its ritual acclamation/confessions and in which such hymns functioned, is “to the glory of God the Father” (v. 11).  In the other passages widely thought to derive from hymns (e.g., Col. 1:15-20) we have the same pattern, with Jesus the subject and occasion of the praise, but this praise framed with reference also to God.  Likewise, though set in heaven, the hymns of Revelation 5 include celebrations of Jesus’ redemptive action and exalted status, but these are sung before God’s throne (5:9-14), and culminate in praise offered jointly “to him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb” (v. 13).
Both the entrance rite and the sacred common meals of earliest Christianity were marked by Jesus.  In the case of baptism, this involved the use of Jesus’ name in baptismal formulae (epi tw| onomati Ihsou, Acts 2:38; or en tw| onomati Ihsou, e.g., Acts 10:48), Jesus probably invoked over those baptized (and perhaps also called upon by them) to signify them as brought under his spiritual power and as now part of the elect that gather under his authority.
  And, whether the thematized as the “Lord’s Supper” as in 1 Corinthians 11, or in the royal messianic phrasing in the Didache, the common meal is self-evidently and entirely occasioned by Jesus’ redemptive work and shaped in response to it.  Nevertheless, in all cases in our earliest texts, even where Jesus appears to function similarly to the presiding cult deities of pagan religious meals (an association that Paul seems to make in 1 Cor 10:14-22), the devotion to Jesus expressed is always either explicitly or implicitly with reference to God.  To use one way of referring to the meal, the euxaristia is offered for Jesus and to God. 
Concluding Reflections
I propose that this “binitarian” pattern of earliest devotion to Jesus probably reflects something of Jesus’ own impact as well.  In an earlier portion of this presentation, I argued that Jesus’ activities generated a strong polarization of opinion about him, and that he cannot have been unaware of this.  But all evidence, including the pattern of earliest Jesus-devotion in the “post-Easter” period, further suggests that the key issue over which opinion was polarized was essentially whether to regard Jesus as the valid and authoritative agent of God’s purposes, or as deluded and potentially dangerous, a false prophet and an illegitimate mountebank seeking acclamation as Messiah.  These were the extremes in the spectrum of Jesus’ “public identity”, and there were likely views that fell at various points in the spectrum between these extremes.  But in all cases, he appears to have been identified with reference to the one God, his implicit and explicit claims in words and actions likely presented, and certainly considered, in terms and categories drawn from the biblical/Jewish tradition.  If, as I think likely, Jesus’ public identity tells us something of his own sense of himself (something, not everything!), then that too was framed with reference to the God of his biblical heritage, the God of biblical Israel, the God whom the prophets also heralded as not finally to be stymied in redemptive purposes by Israel’s religious declensions.  I think that Jesus saw himself as sent by God, not simply to remind his contemporaries of this, but to be the personal agent of God’s redemptive actions.  This, I submit, is the most reasonable inference from the nature of earliest Jesus-devotion.
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