LIFE OF CHRIST
Jesus of Nazareth (ca. 4 B.C.E. – ca. 30 C.E.) was an itinerant Jewish preacher in and around Galilee who gathered a following principally among his fellow Jews, and who was executed near Jerusalem by the Roman government under a charge of political sedition. He left behind no writings; virtually everything we know about Jesus comes from those who believed he was the long-awaited Jewish “Messiah,” a Hebrew term meaning the “anointed one” who would restore the glory of David’s kingdom and inaugurate a new era of God’s dealings with humanity. In Greek the term for “anointed one” is “Christ.” Whether Jesus claimed this title for himself during his lifetime is debated by scholars.  The principal sources for his life are a series of surviving “gospels” (“good news”) written by Christians from ca. 60 C.E. to ca. 120 C.E.: four inside the New Testament and numerous others that were not included in the Christian canon.  Scholars must try to piece together details of Jesus’ life, accounting for the discrepancies among the gospels and the agendas of their various authors.

Two gospels (Matthew and Luke) claim that Jesus was born in Bethlehem, though they differ on the details of why his family was there. The Bethlehem connection could be later legend in order to tie Jesus to this “City of David,” especially since he was known in his adult life as “Jesus of Nazareth,” not Bethlehem. Nothing is known of Jesus’ activities until he was about age thirty, at which time he is associated in all the sources with an ascetic Jewish apocalyptic preacher named John the Baptist.  After his encounter with John, Jesus embarked on his own career of preaching, healing, and casting out demons throughout Galilee, attracting both admirers and opponents among the Jewish populace. His preaching seems to have focused on the dawning “Kingdom of God,” variously understood in the sources. It appears that he preached an ethic of love for God and neighbor, tied to a view that God was now including in his Kingdom some, like tax collectors and certain repentant sinners, whom others might exclude.  In some year during the reign of the Roman governor Pontius Pilate, who ruled Judea 26-36 C.E., Jesus decided to go to Jerusalem during the politically charged spring Passover festival, where he may have engaged in provocative actions (Mark 11).  It is possible that he and/or his followers were expecting dramatic, universally visible intervention by God to correct the injustices of foreign occupation, based on earlier prophecies in the Hebrew Bible and other pre-Christian Jewish sources (see Zechariah 9, 14, and Luke 24:18-21). Instead, what they got was a crucified Messiah, as Jesus was arrested and put to death through a collaboration of Jewish and Roman authorities. At this point, Jesus’ followers had to choose either to abandon the movement or to reinterpret Jesus in light of the new facts of his death and apparent outward failure.  Many of them early on became convinced that God had raised Jesus from the dead and had then taken him up into heaven, vindicating his life and message.  This set the stage for the spread of the initially Jewish and eventually multi-ethnic religion that would become known as Christianity.  Christians hold that the life of Christ, far from ending in 30 C.E., continues on, and that Jesus will return from heaven some day to judge the living and the dead. 
Sidebar: “Then one [of the disciples], whose name was Cleopas, answered [the stranger, who unbeknownst to them, was actually the risen Jesus], “Are you the only stranger in Jerusalem who does not know the things that have taken place there in these days?. . .The things about Jesus of Nazareth, who was a prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all the people, and how our chief priests and leaders handed him over to be condemned to death and crucified him.  But we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel.” (Luke 24:18-21)*
Bibliography:

Bart Ehrman, Jesus: Apocalyptic Prophet of the New Millenium (New York: Oxford, 1999)
Paula Fredriksen, Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews (Vintage Books, 2000)
E. P. Sanders, The Historical Figure of Jesus (London: Penguin, 1993)  
*New Revised Standard Version of the Bible
