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The true Messiah

Jesus has just fed a crowd of perhaps 20,000 or more Mwith five small
loaves and two little fish (John 6:1-13). So impressed are they by this
miracle, they're about to take Him by force to make Him a king (John
6:14-15)—a leader who'll liberate them from Roman occupation. But
Jesus's Kingdom isn't an earthly one (see John 18:36). He slips away to a
mountain, where He can be alone.

The next day finds Him teaching the people. He who has given them

bread tells them, "I am the Bread of Life. .. .. Whoever feeds on my

flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and | will raise him up on the

last day" (6:48,54). But many of His disciples find these words hard to

take. They're looking for a king who'll throw out the Romans. It's now

clear Jesus isn't that kind of Messiah! Many of them forsake Him,

disillusioned (John 6:60-66). But some stay; Peter speaks for them all:

“Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life" (6:68). ‘ ‘

Jesus isn't the Messiah many Jews are looking for. So who is He, then?
Some time later, Jesus asks His disciples this very question: “Who do
people say that the Son of Man is?” (Matthew 16:13). He gets various disciples forsake
answers—John the Baptist, Elijah, Jeremiah or another Old Testament Him, disillusioned.
prophet. Then He asks, "But who do you say that | am?”; Peter—always  But some stay; Peter
one to speak up—replies, “Yc?u are the Chri§t, Fhe Son of the living God” speaks for them all:
(16:15-16). Jesus responds' with these astonishing WOI’d'SZ .. flesh and “Lord, to whom shall
blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven. . ..

you are Peter, and on this rock | will build my church, and the gates of we gO? You have the
hell shall not prevail against it. | will give you the keys of the kingdom of Words of eternal life"
heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and  (John 6:68).

whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” (16:17-19).

What must the disciples—especially Peter—have thought when they

heard this? Jesus is looking forward to the time when He'll build His

Church—a community of believers, born of the Holy Spirit, that will last

for ever. And Peter will have a foundational role. Empowered by the

Spirit, he'll serve as leader of the apostles in the Church's early days.™

Through the preaching of Peter and others, God will open Heaven's

door to those who receive Christ as Lord and Saviour.B!

Many of Jesus's

But we're taken aback by what happens next. Jesus orders His disciples
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"to tell no one that he was the Christ" (16:20). Why does Jesus want His
identity concealed? Because He isn't the kind of messiah that so many
people are longing for—a king who'll lead them in throwing out the
Roman oppressors. Jesus hasn't come to deliver people from political
oppression. He's come to deliver them from their own sin. And only His
death on the Cross can do that. Only after the Cross, and empowered
by the Holy Spirit, will it be appropriate for Jesus's disciples to proclaim
Him the Messiah (compare Acts 2:14-41).

And Jesus teaches his disciples what it really means to follow Him. He
says, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up
his cross and follow me” (Matthew 16:24). The Romans used crosses to
execute people. To ‘take up your cross’ means to go to the place of
death. My 'self'—which makes me the centre of my universe and insists
on my own way—must be put to death. And | must follow Jesus. That's
when life really begins for me—as Jesus says: "whoever loses his life for
my sake will find it" (Matthew 16:25).

The Cross in view

In the final year or so of His ministry, Jesus teaches His remaining
disciples what's really involved in being the Messiah. He begins "to
show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things
... and be killed, and on the third day be raised" (Matthew 16:21). But
Peter takes Him aside, saying, “Far be it from you, Lord!". Jesus
responds with sharp rebuke: “Get behind me, Satan!” (16:22-23). In the
wilderness, Satan tempted Jesus to take the easy road to global power
and glory (Matthew 4:8-10). Now, through Peter, Satan again entices
Him to avoid the cross. Again, Jesus refuses.

Days after Jesus begins to teach His disciples about His death, He takes
Peter, James and John up a mountain. He's "transfigured before them",
his face shines "like the sun"; His clothes become "white as light"
(Matthew 17:2). The Father repeats what He said at Jesus’s baptism:
“This is my beloved Son, with whom | am well pleased”, this time adding
“listen to him” (17:5). Moses and Elijah appear with Him; they probably
represent the Law and the Prophets, which prophesied about Jesus (see
Luke 24:27,44-47). Both men had encountered God's glory on another
mountain (Exodus 34:1-9, 1 Kings 19:9-18)®! Now they're on this
mountain, seeing God's glory shining from His Son.

They talk with Jesus about “His departure, which He was about to
accomplish at Jerusalem” (Luke 9:31). That word "departure" is the
Greek word 'exodos'. Centuries before, Moses led God's people in their
Exodus from slavery in Egypt. Now a new 'Moses', Jesus, will lead people
in another, greater Exodus. That 'exodus' is His death, resurrection, and
ascension into Heaven. Through this exodus, God will release people
from guilt and from slavery to sin. They'll cross over “from death to life”
(John 5:24). This marvellous moment on the mountain was etched in
Peter's memory for the rest of his life (2 Peter 1:17-18).

Final days in Jerusalem

Around 9 months after His transfiguration, Jesus approaches Jerusalem.
It's springtime, a few days before the Jewish festival of Passover. The
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year is probably AD33. He enjoys a meal with His disciples in Bethany,
where Mary anoints Him (John 12:1-8). Borrowing a donkey, He rides
into Jerusalem while jubilant crowds shout, “Hosanna to the Son of
David! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” (Matthew
21:1-11). This fulfils an Old Testament prophecy: “Say to the daughter of
Zion, ‘Behold, your king is coming to you, humble, and mounted on a
donkey, ...." (Matthew 21:5, quoting from Isaiah 62:11 and Zechariah
9:9). Jesus enters Jerusalem as the Messiah, the King of David's
dynasty—not as a freedom fighter on a warhorse, but in peace, as the
humble Servant who will save people through His death. Only days
later, a mob will shout, “Let him be crucified!” (Matthew 27:20-23).
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On a borrowed donkey, Jesus rides into Jerusalem to the jubilation of the crowds
(Matthew 21:1-11). This is a still from a video produced by Lumo Project Films.

The city is crowded with Passover pilgrims. Next day, Jesus goes to His
Father's house, the Temple. Three years earlier, He'd cleared it of
traders. But they'd just set up their stalls again and carried on. So He
cleanses the Temple again (Mark 11:15-17).

Jesus concludes His public teaching, climaxing in His scorching criticism “
of the Jewish religious leaders (Matthew 21:23-23:36). Finally, on the

Mount of Olives, Jesus teaches His disciples about the events in the Jesus teaches His
years after His resurrection until His return to Earth (Matthew 24:1- disciples about His
25:46). He warns them against false prophets and messiahs, and tells coming again—and
them there'll be wars and natural disasters and rampant wickedness.
God's people will be terribly persecuted; many will betray and hate each .. . .
other. But the Gospel will be preached across the globe before the end llgh’t of His coming.
comes. And Jesus foretells the Roman war that will climax in the We're to be

appalling horror of the fall of Jerusalem in AD70 (24:15-22). But that's obedient, faithful,
just a foretaste of the distress that will overwhelm the Earthintheend  alert and watchful
times. And He teaches His disciples about His coming again—and how for His return.

to live in the light of His coming. We're to be obedient, faithful, alert and

watchful for His return.

Growing opposition

From early in His ministry, Jesus faces growing opposition—chiefly from
the Jewish religious leaders (with exceptions like Nicodemus and Joseph
of Arimathea). Now that opposition comes to a head. The Jewish
leaders argue that, if they don't do something about Jesus, “everyone
will believe in Him, and the Romans will come and take away both our
place and our nation” (John 11:48). They fear that Jesus's popularity
might set off a rebellion by the people, which the Romans will
crush—taking away their "place” (probably meaning they'd destroy the

how to live in the
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Temple) and their “nation” (meaning they'd rule the nation directly, not
through the Jewish leaders). And so these leaders would lose their
power and status—and that was the thing they feared most.!

The chief priests and the other leaders gather in the house of the High
Priest, Caiaphas, and plot to arrest Jesus (Matthew 26:3-5). But how can
they arrest Him without the danger of setting off a riot? Then Judas
Iscariot turns up. He agrees with the chief priests to betray Jesus
(Matthew 26:14-16). Judas now watches for an opportunity when the
Jewish authorities can arrest Jesus quietly.

Why does Judas betray the One whom he's travelled with, learned from,
and shared meals with for so long? He must have had ambitions of high
office in Jesus's coming Kingdom—hadn't Jesus promised thrones to all
the disciples (Matthew 19:28)? Perhaps the decisive moment comes
when Mary anoints Jesus in Bethany. She pours the entire contents of a
jar of costly perfume over Him. Jesus says, “In pouring this ointment on
my body, she has done it to prepare me for burial” (Matthew 26:12).

Mary values Jesus as worthy of her most precious possession; Judas
values Jesus as a ticket to position and power. But Jesus has steadfastly
refused to be a political and military liberator. And now He's talking
about His death! Perhaps Judas's treachery is vengeance on Jesus for
failing to be what Judas wants Him to be. Or maybe Judas thinks Jesus's
arrest will force Him to assert Himself and be proclaimed king.”!
Whatever Judas's motive, it seems money plays only a part. He agrees
to betray Jesus for 30 pieces of silver—the price of a slave (see Exodus
21:32). Jesus, who took “the form of a bondservant” (Philippians 2:7 ESV
margin) was valued as a slave. The chief priests, we may presume, paid
Judas out of Temple money—money also used to buy the Temple
sacrifices. Unwittingly, they had just purchased the Lamb whose
sacrifice would fulfil all the Old Testament sacrifices.

Next time

On the evening before His crucifixion, Jesus eats a Passover meal with
His disciples. Later that night, we find Jesus in a garden, "greatly
distressed and troubled" (Mark 14:33). These scenes show us more
about what Jesus's death and resurrection will achieve.

Bible Reading and Question

You may like to read Matthew 16:24-26. Here's some questions to think
about: P> Jesus says, "whoever would save his life will lose it, but
whoever loses his life for my sake will find it". What does He mean by
'saving our lives' and 'losing our lives'? B> Jesus says, "What good will it
be for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul?" (NIV).
How valuable does that make our soul, in other words, ourselves. How
might that impact how we think and how we live?
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