
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

JESUS OUR CONTEMPORARY 

 

 
Woodrow E. Walton 

American Christian College & Seminary 

Oklahoma City, OK 73072-6331 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wednesday, November 19, 2003 

3:15-3:55 P.M. 

 

Evangelical Theological Society 

 

55th Annual Meeting 

November 19-21, 2003 

Atlanta, Georgia 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
JESUS OUR CONTEMPORARY 

 

Woodrow E. Walton 

 

 

 There is a critical flaw, from Renan to the present, in the so-called quests for the 

historical Jesus whether done by the Jesus Seminar on the left, by evangelicals on the right, or 

anyone in the center.  The flaw is in the use of the word “historical.”   That term defines Jesus as 

a figure from the past and not of the present.  His resurrection makes Jesus contemporary.  To 

even speak of an historical Jesus is to treat Him  as though no resurrection ever occurred. 
1
 There 

are those who question the resurrection but they are few.   There is not a Jesus to be recovered 

but a Jesus to be covered as a journalist might record a present occurrence.  Who Was Jesus? is 

the title of a book written by Paul Copan and Craig A. Evans in 2001.
2
  Who of the past still stirs 

controversy as does Jesus?  Who of the past continues to have direct impact upon human lives. 

 The choosing of the title “Jesus Our Contemporary” has no relationship to the book Jesus 

Our Contemporary written by the English minister Geoffrey Ainger in 1967
3
 Ainger‟s book goes 

in another direction from what is here attempted.  Ainger sought to modernize, or up-date, Jesus. 

 The synoptic gospels, as well as the Fourth Evangelist, speak of Jesus as a contemporary.  

The gospel is proclaimed in the present tense, not the past.  Jesus is  known in his 

contempraneity, not his legacy.  Even in the epistles and the Revelation, Jesus is spoken of in the 

present tense, not in the past.     

                                                 
1
Back in 1942 W.A. Smart wrote “At times we think that we have Him securely shut up in his 

first century Palestine, and then we discover him walking beside us.”  The Contemporary Christ  

(New York and Nashville, TN: Abingdon-Cokesbury, 1942), p. 163. 
2
Paul Copan & Craig A. Evans, ed. Who Was Jesus?: A Jewish-Christian Dialogue (Louisville, 

KY: Westminster John Knox, 2001). 
3
Geoffrey Ainger, Jesus Our Contemporary (New York: Seabury Press, 1967). 



 

 

 What is, therefore, attempted is somewhat on the same order as that done by Jaroslav 

Pelikan in his Jesus through the Centuries but with a difference. Whereas  Pelikan relied heavily 

upon paintings and works of artistic expression,  testimonies of people who recognized Jesus as 

contemporaneous to themselves provide the evidence as well as simple logic.  Historical figures 

leave legacies and enduring influences; that is the nature of the past.  Jesus is not just historical; 

he is mega-historical. 

 All prior quests sought after an historical Jesus.  Those who sought after an historical 

Jesus already had an idea of what they were going to find.  John P. Meier, in his third volume of 

A Marginal Jew, admitted that “the „historical Jesus‟ is thus a scientific construct, a theoretical 

abstraction of modern scholars that coincides only partially with the real Jesus of Nazareth.”
4
  

Meier did not leave it at that.  “If the historical Jesus is not the real Jesus, neither is he the 

“theological Jesus” investigated by theologians according to their own proper methods and 

criteria” for the purposes of a christological statement.
5
   

 Harvey Cox and John J. Vincent, in the late 1960‟s and ealy 1970‟s, wrote of the secular 

city and of the secular Christ for secular man. However one makes of the “secular” theologians, 

they saw Jesus as one who calls secular man to discipleship.
6
  In the process Cox, Vincent, and a 

few others modernized him into the secularity of the 1960‟s and 1970‟s      

  He is of both times and the in-between times for He belongs to all times and as such is 

able to communicate in each age.. Ainger, previously referred to speaks of Jesus as one who 

belongs to us “and yet he is the outsider.”
7
   “The personality of Christ,” writes Jack Finegan in 

1952, “looms up above any of the categories in which we try to comprehend him.  We seek to 

understand him as a historical figure, but we know that he is also truly represented in the book 

                                                 
4
John P. Meier, Companions and Competitors, Vol. III of A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the 

Historical Jesus. The Anchor Bible Reference Library (New York: Doubleday, 1991), p.9. 
5
Ibid. 

6
John J. Vincent.Secular Christ: A Contemporary Interpretation of Jesus (Nashville and New 

York: Abingdon, 1968). 
7
Geoffrey Ainger, p. 28. 



 

 

title of W.A. Smart, The Contemporary Christ or in that of Walter M. Horton,  Our Eternal 

Contemporary.”
8
    

 Back in 1949, Martin Dibelius, in his now classical work, Jesus, understood better than 

anyone before or since that “History regards Jesus from an entirely different point of view.”  He 

continued, “The less credence one gives to the Christian records and the more one ranks Jesus‟ 

movement and message as one among many such in the history of time, the more puzzling 

becomes this effect on world history!”
9
   He went on to remark: “The viewpoints of faith and of 

history cannot be simply combined.”
10

 

 In 2000, Leander Keck wrote a book entitled Who Is Jesus? His subtitle is History in 

Perfect Tense.  On the opening page, he explains his intent: “ . . . to speak  of history in perfect 

tense is to consider the ongoingness of something from the past;”
11

 thus the Jesus of  the first 

century still is.  His resurrection assured his continuity into the present and into the future. 

 Who, then, is Jesus, beyond the categories of past or present?  One can very well go to 

the gospel of John, the author of which identifies himself as an eye-witness. In John 14:9, Jesus 

is reported as saying to Philip, “Have I been with you so long and you still do not know me 

Philip? Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (English Standard Version).  That is an 

astounding declaration.  One can set along that statement another statement made by Paul in his  

letter to the church resident in Colosse, “He is the image of the invisible God . . .” (Col. 1:15).  

  In the conclusion of  the book The Man Christ Jesus (1941), John Knox comments that 

the “character and career of the man Christ Jesus” was what led both those who knew Him and 

who later comprised the early church to recognize in Jesus “an event of incalculable magnitude 

had occurred . . . “  It was  “ . . . an event of such magnitude that those who witnessed it could 

                                                 
8
Jack Finegan, Rediscovering Jesus (New York: Association Press, 1952), p. 50. 

9
Martin Dibelius, Jesus. Translated by Charles B. Hedrick and Frederick C. Grant (Philadelphia, 

PA: Westminster, 1949), p. 10. 
10

Ibid. 
11

Leander E. Keck, Who Is Jesus?: History in Perfect Tense (Columbia, SC: University of South 

Carolina Press, 2000), p.1 



 

 

confidently believe that it was nothing less than God‟s supreme disclosure of himself to man. . . . 

In him God had acted to redeem those who would receive him.”
12

 

 This is the beginning place; no other will do.  Dealing with Jesus historically, or 

theologically, reduces Him “to what we can manage to conceive, rather than allowing Him to 

challenge us to open our minds and hearts to his immensity.”  The predisposition is to reduce 

Christ “to what we can cope with, instead of allowing Him to enlarge our apprehension of his 

glory.”
13

   Any apprehension of Jesus lies within the issue of who He  is, not what He is or the 

role he has. Apprehending who Jesus is has nothing to do with his being a Jew , prophet, sage or 

philsopher.  In his commentary on the gospel of Luke, The Compassionate Christ, Walter 

Russell Bowie said of Luke‟s intent: “He wanted to make clear that in Jesus something had 

happened which was of crucial importance not only to the Jew but to the Roman and to all 

mankind.”  Bowie  made the point:  “ In Jesus  something had been done among men and for 

men which had never been accomplished before. There had been  prophets and teachers in earlier 

times who had been authentic witnesses to spiritual truth. But in Jesus--as the Gospel of John 

would say--”The Word became flesh and dwelt among us.”
14

  

  Matthew 1:21-23 records:  “And she will bring forth a Son, and you shall call His name 

Jesus, for He will save His people from their sins. . . .„Behold, the virgin shall be with child, and 

bear a on, and they shall call His name Immanuel‟, which is translated. „God with us.‟”  Who is 

this Jesus?  He is God with us. 

  It was not until Ignatius‟ letter to Ephesus (18:2) that a statement as: “for our God, Jesus 

the Christ was conceived by Mary” would be made. Before that time, Matthew, Luke, Mark, and 

especially the Fourth Evangelist,  understood Jesus in terms of deity and divinity in the sense as 

Paul expressed it even earlier that “God was in Christ” (2nd Cor. 5:19).   In Luke 7:16, which 

records Jesus raising to life the son of a widow, conflicting  reactions are reported. “A great 

                                                 
12

John Knox, The Man Christ Jesus (Chicago, IL:  Willet, Clark and Co., 1941), p. 100. 
13

Alister McGrath, Knowing Christ. Galilee Book (New York: Doubleday, 2002), p. 30. 
14

Walter Russell Bowie, The Compassionate Christ: Reflections from the Gospel of Luke  (New 

York and Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1965), p. 15). 



 

 

prophet has appeared among us!” said some.  Others exclaimed. “God has come to help his 

people!”     

 Murray J. Harris, in 1992, published a rather technical but, nonetheless, informative work 

in which he explored the number of times within the New Testamet where theos (God) is used to 

referred to Jesus
15

  His focus was principally on John 1 and 20:28, Acts 20:28, Romans 9:5, Titus 

2:13, Hebrews 1:8-9, 2 Peter 1:1, and I John 5:20) with an allusion to Psalm 45:7-8, and 

references to other texts.  A discussion of Murray‟s work is side-stepped here but is mentioned 

with the intent to show that Jesus just cannot be dealt with through an investigation of a past 

event having a long lingering legacy.  Despite Ben Witherington, Jr., III‟s work, here is one who 

is more than prophet or seer
16

 or even “sage;”
17

 and these descriptions do not say anything as to 

who Jesus is.  In His own time, no one could agree as to who He is.  The gospels record: “Savior, 

The Christ,” “Son of God,” “Son of man, “Emmanuel,” “Prophet,” “Son of David.”  

 To quote Dibelius again,  “scientific work and Christian faith can be combined in the 

same indiviual; otherwise this book would not have been written. But this individual has to see to 

it that certainties achieved through his faith are not mistaken by him for the findings of 

science.”
18

  By “science” Dibelius means historical inquiry.  We can learn what, when, and how 

about Jesus but it is only through revelation received by faith that we can ever know who He is 

and know the why of the impact that he continues to have century after century.  This writer 

wants to call up Dibelius again to make the case even stronger.   

  

 The importance which such knowledge of the historical reality has even for 

            faith was stressed long ago by the Evangelist Luke when, in dedicating his 

            book to Theophilus, he gave as his purpose in writing it, “That you may 

                                                 
15

Murray J. Harris, Jesus as God: The New Testament Use of Theos in Reference to Jesus (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Baker, 1992). 
16

Ben Witherington, Jr., III, Jesus the Seer: The Progress of Prophecy (Peabody, MA: 

Hendrickson, 1999). 
17

Ben Witherington, Jr., III, Jesus the Sage: The Pilgrimage of Wisdom (Minneapolis, MN: 

Fortress, 1994). 
18

Dibelius, Op.Cit., p. 11. 



 

 

            know the certainty of those things wherein you were instructed.
19

 

 Much of what has been written, and Donald Bloesch has probably done the best 

summation of what has been done in “Jesus” studies,
20

 have been like darts missing the bull‟s-

eye of who Jesus is by their concentration on matters of ethnicity, what he said and how he said 

it, or what role He lived out.  More to the point is the witness of those whose lives were altered 

because of  the impact He had upon their lives; and, also of  moment is the lack of  unity among 

those affected by Him as to who He Is.    It is, therefore, far more advantageous to focus on the 

responses of those whose lives have felt the brunt of his person and therewith transformed. The 

only two this writer knows of who has done this kind of study are  Alister McGrath in chapters 8 

through 12 in his Knowing Jesus published in 2002 by Doubleday and John R. W. Stott in his 

The Incomparable Christ  published in the same year as McGrath‟s but by InterVarsity Press. 

 What McGrath did was carried  into the present by Stott.  McGrath focused on Simon 

Peter, Andrew, James, John, the Samaritan woman at the well, and doubting Thomas.  Stott 

singled out among others Justin Martyr, Anselm, Luther,  William Wilberforce, Toyohiko 

Kagawa,  Roland Allen,  Joni Tada, and addressed Jesus‟ continuing influence into the futue. 

 It was not an historical Jesus who altered Justin‟s life in the second century.  It was not an 

historical Jesus who transformed  Antony‟s or Augustine‟s in the late fourth century, a Blaise 

Pascal in the 16th, a John Wesley in the eighteenth or a C.S. Lewis or Chuck Colson in the 

twentieth.  To speak of Jesus as a peasant Jewish cynic who addresses the oppressed of every age 

and heals and delivers as John Dominic Crossan does simply does not answer the most important 

question “Who Is He?”
21

  Gregory A. Boyd, in his carefully written polemic Cynic Sage or Son 

of God?, declares Jesus to be the resurrected Son of God  and accuses Crossan and Mack as 

building their theories “around the available data” which is an “ illegitimate historical 

                                                 
19

Dibelius, p. 13 
20

Donald G. Bloesch,  Jesus Christ: Savior and Lord. Christian Foundations (Downers Grove, 

IL: InterVarsity Press, 1997), pp. 15-24. 
21

John Dominic Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant (San 

Francisco: HarperSan Francisco, 1992).  



 

 

methodology.”
22

  

 While not historical, Jesus is historic.  This is not to deny his historicity; it is to affirm 

His significance within the course of  human history.  Robert Louis Wilken, professor of  History 

of Christianity at the University of Virginia, recently wrote “For it was not only that Jesus was a 

wise teacher or a compassionate human being who reached out to the sick and needy or even that 

he patiently suffered abuse and died a cruel death, but that after his death God had raised him 

from the dead to a new life.  He who once was dead now lives.”
23

  In the successive years from 

the second century  to the fifth century and beyond that,  the developing christian liturgy  

celebrated a living present Christ. “It is not a memorial meal commemorating something that 

happened in the past.”
24

  In the prayer of thanksgiving, the anaphora in Orthodox worship, there 

is a phrase which reads “And we sinners make remembrance of his life-giving sufferings, his 

death, and resurrection on the third day . . . .”  The Greek word  translated as “make 

remembrance” is not the word that means “recollection” as of a  past event.  The term is 

anamnesis and rendered as “recall” in the sense of  “ever before you.”  This is Keck‟s “history in 

perfect tense.   

 In the letter to the Hebrews, this use of past and present is very much apparent: “For 

Christ has entered, not into a sanctuary made with hands . . . but into heaven itself,  now  to 

appear in the presence of God on our behalf” (Hebrews 9:24).  In a sermon preached in the fifth 

century, Leo the Great, bishop of Rome, remarked:  “Everything that the Son of God did and 

taught for the reconciliation of the world, we know not only as an historical account of things 

now past, but we also experience them in the power of the works that are present.”
25

  In a sermon 

preached by Gregory of Nyssa at the Vigil of the Paschal Celebration of the Resurrection, he 

                                                 
22

Gregory A. Boyd, Cynic Sage or Son of God?: Recovering the Real Jesus in an Age of 

Revisionist Replies. BridgePoint Book (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books/SP Publcations, 1995),p. 293. 
23

Robert Louis Wilken, The Spirit of Early Christian Thought: Seeking the Face of God (New 

Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2003), p. xv. 
24

Ibid. 
25

Sermons 63 (Patrologia Latina 54:356). Quoted by Wilkin, Op.Cit., p. 36. 



 

 

used the phrase “present grace” repeatedly.  Christians of late antiquity, therefore, did not gain 

understanding from examining events from a chronolgical distance but from the perspective of a 

continuous  presence that never left the scene. 

 When one advances into the next millenium and  when Christian mysticism flowered 

between the twelfth and fifteenth centuries,  awareness of  a very contemporaneous Jesus 

persists.  The Christian mystics understood Christian life as a relationship between believers and 

Jesus and which relationship affirms the individuality of the believers.   It is impossible to have a 

relationship with a person from the past.   The very existence of Christian mysticism requires a 

contemporaneous Jesus.  No more telling statement can be made than that made by Julian of 

Norwich sometime about 1373 or 1374  “ . . .his goodness never suffers us to be alone; but he is 

(italics, mine) with us lastingly . . . . “
26

 

 In his 1940 book, Anno Domini, Kenneth Scott Latourette, in reference to Jesus, wrote 

that “the impress of that life, far from fading with the passing centuries, has deepened.”   He 

continued, “Through him millions of individuals have been transformed and have begun to live 

the kind of life which he exemplified.  Through him movements have been set in motion . . . “
27

   

Latourette made an evaluation of the effect of Jesus:  “Gauged by the consequences which have 

followed, the birth, the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus have been the most important events 

in the history of man.  Measured by his influence, Jesus is central in the human story.”
28

  Those 

who belong to the past -- the dead and gone -- have no such abiding influence and impact.  This 

makes the question “Just Who Is this Jesus?” all the more important for no mere mortal has done 

and continues to do as this person Jesus. 

 This is what makes all the propositions of those involved in the quest for Jesus beside the 

point.  They never get around to asking “Who are you, really?” which is to ask “What is it about 

you?” “Who are you, anyway, that you attract so much attention and excite so much 

                                                 
26

Julian of Norwich, Revelations of Love. Edited and Translated by John Skinner. Image Books 

(New York: Doubleday, 1996), p. 174. 
27

Kenneth Scott Latourette, Anno Domini (New York: Harper & Bros., 1940), p.227. 
28

Ibid., p. 227. 



 

 

opposition?”  Historical studies simply cannot answer that question.  Keck comes the closest of 

anyone by asserting that Jesus‟ crucifixon is the prism “through which one looks into that Reality 

called „God.‟”
29

  He is as he was declared to be and is still declared to be; there has been no 

diachronic change to that effect for over two millenium, as per Latourette‟s own statement made 

in 1940.  The impress of Jesus has not since lessened but increased; for what other reason, the 

present hostility toward Christ and His Church? 

  Jesus, therefore,  is who Nathaniel says He is: “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are 

the King of Israel!” (John 1:49).  Nathaniel expresses what He perceives and addresses Jesus 

accordingly.  His very declaration is a stage of awareness advancing from one to another: Rabbi, 

Son of God, King of Israel!  Nathanael is not deifying Jesus.  Jesus is first acknowledged as 

Rabbi, then declared  “You are the Son of God.” The Fourth Evangelist declares light has come 

into the world and Matthew, as recorded in Matthew 4:16, dips back into Isaiah 9:1,2, agrees: 

“the people who sat in darkness have seen a great light.” Nathanael, Matthew, and the Fourth 

Evangelist are not deifying Jesus; it is what they recognize in Him.  This raises an issue that 

Larry Hurtado raises in his recent work Lord Jesus Christ in which he takes issue with the view 

that “the truth of Jesus‟ messiahship and divinity was revealed by Jesus himself.”
30

  The key here 

is the preposition “by.”  Truth always self-authenticates itself.  An act of compassion, a healing, 

a deliverance, a statement that “hits home” are far revelatory more than any self-announcement.  

Jesus did not have to promote himself   Said colloquially, “What you see is what you get.”  Peter 

recognized Jesus for He is: “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.”  It is this writer‟s 

contention that the early Christians did not divinize Jesus as Vespasian did to himself as he lay 

dying: “I must be becoming a God.”  Paul succintly stated in II Corinthians 5: 19 “God was in 

Christ  . . .”   The crucifixon revealed that to be so, and Keck reminds us of that. 

 To declare what is apparent is not the same as registering a subjective feeling but a 

                                                 
29

Keck, Op.Cit., p. 113. 
30

Larry W. Hurtado, Lord Jesus Christ: Devotion to Jesus in Earliest Christianity (Grand Rapids, 

MI; and Cambridge, UK: William B. Eerdmans, 2003), p. 5. 



 

 

response to what is revealed.  “Revelation is not under our control,” reminds Taiwanese 

theologian C.S. Song. “If it is under our control, it is not revelation; it is just our private 

thought.”
31

   Here it is the 21st century and Jesus is still an enigma to many. That is good, and is 

as it should be as who He is is not under our control nor in our powers of exegesis.  It was not 

from exegetical study or historical reconstruction which led Habsa, an early Christian Himyarite 

Arab woman, recorded  in The Book of the Himyarites (p. LXX and p. CV), and  later preserved 

in A. Mingana‟s The Martyrs of Najran, to confess 
32

 

 

Thou Shalt know that not only will I not say 

that Christ was a man, but I worship Him 

and praise Him because of all the benefits 

He has shown me.  And I believe that He 

is God, Maker of all Creatures, And I 

                                                       take refuge in His Cross. 

 

   In the last analysis knowing who Jesus is is not going to be arrived at through historical 

reconstruction and going through past records but through the continuing revelation-- in the 

“perfect tense.”  He is the “Son of God.” and  “we take refuge in His Cross.”  As for Habsa, so 

Jesus is for a Charles Colson, a Joni Eareckson Tada, a C.S. Lewis, and countless others of the 

20th and 21st centuries.    
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C.S. Song, Tell Us Our Names: Story Theology from an Asian Perspective (Maryknoll, NY: 

Orbis Books, 1984), p.97. 
32
Mingana‟s work can be located in the library of Texas A & M University, College Station, 

Texas. 


