What Did Jesus DO?


Sometimes life seems almost incomprehensible.  There are so many people, so many cultures, so many languages, so many religions, so many misunderstandings – it boggles the mind.  There are so many terrible things happening to good people, and good things happening to bad ones.  There is so much hypocrisy, so much cruelty, so much greed.  And in the midst of it all – we Christians struggle to live as Jesus taught us.  


 I used to pray for world peace; now I doubt that it will ever happen.  I used to imagine that fellowship and love would prevail everywhere; now I can’t even imagine it.  I used to believe that we would feed the world’s hungry; comfort those who are hurting; reduce crime and love one another.  I used to be an eternal optimist; now I have become a realist.  And there are times when that hurts.


In spite of my discouragement, however, I must tell you that I don’t blame God for the world’s ills – far from it.  I believe in a loving God.  But I also believe that God has entrusted his creation to us, for better or for worse.  Although we are created in His image, we have been given free will – to make our own decisions, to live as we choose, to conserve or waste, to affirm or condemn, to be generous or selfish.  Too often, we haven’t done a very good job in our stewardship of our world.


But in spite of it all, I find my hope in Jesus Christ.  I know that God sent Jesus into the world to show us how to live.  And Jesus found himself confronting many of the same problems that we still have today, problems that are seemingly insurmountable.


Are you familiar with the plastic bracelets that have the letters WWJD written on them?  They look something like this.  The question that is being asked is “What Would Jesus Do?”  The idea is to utilize Christian thinking when making our decisions.  I find that I prefer the question “What DID Jesus DO?”  With the help of the New Testament, especially the Gospels, I am able to find some answers to that question, and I would like to apply it to some of those problems that I mentioned above.  For me, the question “What would Jesus do?” becomes more understandable when phrased “What Did Jesus Do?”  The Gospels’ message cannot be misinterpreted – mercy, forgiveness, generosity, justice and love.  Let’s take a look at these together.  


John the Baptist was the one who introduced Jesus by baptizing him.  Knowing what we do about John the Baptist, we can assume that this Messiah, Jesus, would be very different from what the Jews were expecting – a king, a ruler, a military leader.  John the Baptist was clothed in camel hair and ate honey and locusts!  Can you just imagine if we served locusts at our after church fellowship?  John had no trappings, no possessions, no presumptions.  In fact, he was a most unlikely prophet.  And yet under his hands in the Jordan River, God’s Spirit descended on Jesus to declare him His beloved Son.   To quote from William Barclay in his book, The Gospel of Mark, “What kind of king was Jesus claiming to be?  He came meek and lowly.  He came in peace and for peace. …He claimed to be the king of peace.  His action was a contradiction of everything that had been hoped for and expected.”


What does this tell us about the importance of power, or wealth, or social standing?  I believe that, from the beginning of his ministry as a human being, Jesus exemplified all that is humble and unassuming.  His lessons were not to be clouded by politics or false idols, as they so often are today.  He lived as a simple man, growing up in the small town of Nazareth, probably working as a carpenter.  As far as we know, he wore sandals and peasant robes; he walked most of the time during his ministry, except when he rode on a donkey.  We don’t even know if he owned a camel!  In Luke 16:13, Jesus says clearly, “You cannot serve both God and Money.”  Please note that Jesus did NOT say that you cannot serve God and HAVE money; he said that you cannot be a servant to both.  He acknowledges that there can be trustworthiness in handling wealth, just as he suggests in Matthew 22:21 that one should pay one’s taxes with the appropriate coins.  The Pharisees sneered at him because of his words, and he answered them by saying, in Luke 16:15, “… God knows your hearts.  What is highly valued among men is detestable in God’s sight.”


Following this picture of simple living, the Gospels give us approximately 23 references to the poor and how we are to take care of them.  This is hardly different from the situation we have today with the homeless, the unemployed, the uninsured, the helpless.  Jesus made a point of saying to John’s disciples in Matthew 11:5, “the good news is preached to the poor.”  In fact, Jesus preached the good news in fields, by the riverbanks, in the towns.  None were excluded; all were welcomed.  Several of his parables teach about the handling of money.  Jesus, in Mark 14:7, stated, “The poor you will always have with you.”  It is still the truth.  Another teaching from Luke 14:13 – “When you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind, and you will be blessed.”  


The apostle Paul continues this theme in his letters, but warns in 1st Corinthians 13:3 that taking care of the poor must be done in a spirit of love or it is meaningless.  How can there be any doubt whatsoever about what God expects from us concerning the poor in our midst?  But the message is not quite as easy to understand as it sounds, for we must look carefully at our intentions, as well as our actions.


In the book entitled UnChristian by David Kinnaman, which many of us began reading in the summer Sunday School class, we are told that a majority of people who are outside the church consider Christians to be hypocritical.  Ouch!  Kinnaman tells us that “the perception of hypocrisy among outsiders has created very real barriers to hearing and understanding the message of Christianity.”  Even in the time of Christ’s earthly sojourn, he sharply criticized self-righteous individuals who claimed to be religious leaders, telling them in Matthew 23:28, “Outwardly you look like righteous people, but inwardly your hearts are filled with hypocrisy and lawlessness.”   This goes back to what I said before, that looking good on the outside, but having selfish motives, is not “doing good works.”  In fact, it seems to me that Jesus was warning us that good works do not come first, but that our love and concern for others leads us to good works.  Even more strongly, those who do good things, but with the selfish motivation to “look good,” are missing the point of Jesus’ teachings.  He explains further in Matthew 6:1, “Be careful not to do your acts of righteousness before men, to be seen by them.  If you do, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven.  So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by men… Your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.”  We must honestly look inside ourselves and examine what motivates us to take certain actions.  That action requires acceptance of what we find, and perhaps gives birth to a determination to change our hearts and minds.  


That said, let’s take a look at perhaps one of the most important and meaningful spiritual gifts – mercy.  As I mentioned at the beginning, mercy is certainly what Jesus taught his disciples and his listeners in the Gospels.  In fact, I believe that love and mercy through the grace of God are the foundation of Christianity.  Although the God of the Old Testament often seems to be a vengeful and angry God, Jesus tells us that His Father is a loving, forgiving and merciful God.  In the Magnificat, or Mary’s Song, found in the first chapter of Luke, Mary says, “His mercy extends to those who fear him, from generation to generation.”  

At this point, I think I would like to add justice to my discussion of mercy.  Jesus, in yet another condemnation of the actions of the Pharisees in Matthew 23:23, says “. . . you have neglected the more important matters of the law – justice, mercy, and faithfulness.”  First, let’s take a look at the biblical definition of mercy:  God’s love to people; when he does not remember the bad things that we do; the love that God shows when he forgives because of Jesus’ death.  And perhaps additional modern definitions:  mercy:  to give help to those who are in need or difficulty; to be kind, especially to those who do wrong; to feel the hurt of others and genuinely express sympathy and provide comfort for those people.
The definition of justice as it is defined in the bible, particularly in the Old Testament:  An attribute of God (Ps. 89: 14) which is to be pursued by his creatures (Mic. 6: 8). God's justice also means his faithfulness to the people of the covenant (Rom. 1: 17).  And secular definitions:  The quality of moral rightness, fairness, equity.


Sorry, I think I got carried away with all those definitions, but they do make it easier for me to understand Jesus’ actions as he dealt with his followers.  Justice with mercy.  Jesus reprimanded the Pharisees (and we certainly have Pharisees today), saying in Luke 11:42, “You neglect justice and the love of God.”   Jesus was implying that justice toward our neighbors is intertwined with the love of God.  God shows mercy even as he demands justice.  Read the parable of the persistent widow in Luke 18.  Jesus uses it to assure his followers that God will bring about justice for all who cry out to him.  In the same chapter of Luke, Jesus mentions robbers, evildoers, adulterers – all issues that we still struggle with today.  But consistently, he emphasizes that what is in one’s heart and mind is truth, and repentance is more important to God than good works.  Thomas A. Langford, in the book Practical Divinity, tells his readers that John Wesley calls this concept “ethical discipleship,” and along with “commitment to human freedom” is our witness to Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord.  


Forgiveness must be included with Jesus’ lessons on justice and mercy.  Can we have any doubt at all about God’s forgiveness?  He sent His son to death on the cross for us!  Can we have any doubt about Jesus’ capacity to forgive?  He loved Peter even knowing of his betrayal.  He told the thief who was on the cross next to him, “Today you will be with me in paradise.”  As he was being crucified, he asked his Father to forgive those responsible, saying, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”  How many times have we refused to forgive another for some small slight or irritation?  How many times have we blamed others for our own shortcomings, or vowed to get revenge, or held a lifetime grudge?  We know that Jesus would be astounded by our attitudes.  He taught us very different lessons.  What did Jesus do?  He practiced justice with mercy, ministered to the outcasts of society, forgave those who crucified him, and he did it all with the greatest love the world has ever known. 

