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"JESUS, STRONG IN ACTION AND UTTERANCE" 

 

"Jesus of Nazareth" —- how the name of the place clung to the name of the Prophet! There it was 

in the inscription over the Cross: "Jesus of Nazareth, king...." and in the words: of the Emmaus 

disciples answering the question of the newcomer. It survives in the familiar Christian symbol:- 

INRI, and in Muslim Arabic vocabulary as the synonym for 'Christian.' Doughty in his Arabia 

Deserta reports it frequently among the Beduin. The nasara (sing. nasrani) are those who "be not 

followers, aright of the doctrine of Jesus." The Nazarene country, he adds, is sometimes known as 

Frankistan, the land of the Franks, the traditionally Christian people. 

 "The sect of the Nazarenes" was how St. Paul's accuser described his cause in Acts 24.5. The 

apostle was a "ringleader", in something that had had its origin in Nazareth. The name no doubt 

appealed to those outside the faith, for it had, as Nathaniel well knew, a ring of scorn and reproach. 

Little that was not despicable could be expected of Nazareth. (cf. St. John 1.46.) It was really rather 

ludicrous to put Nazareth and kingship together. So the name held, as part of that general 

opprobrium which was the lot of early Christianity. 

 But in a deeper way, as so often with the scorner, there was something fitting in the association. 

From Nazareth began the ministry of Jesus: in Nazareth it was matured and ripened in the long 

quiet years of carpentry and subjection. Nazareth, too, went out with it in the spoken word, in the 

metaphors of yoke and axe, in the picture of the humble house swept through in search of lost silver 

pieces. Nazareth there in the very title of Jesus is a reminder that even His own city cast Him out. 

His was a prophethood with adversity. 

 The purpose of this Paper is to study the words and deeds of Jesus, as the 'facts' within what 

faith means by the Incarnation. Throughout we shall need to keep in constant view that central 

issue of the nature of Messiahship already pondered in Paper 3. That Crucial theme belonged 

within a setting of teaching and of compassion, from which it drew its point and through which it 

came to the goal.  The final climax, and the choice within it, can only be fully seen if its context of 

word and deed, of teaching and ministering, is truly measured and known. 

 This is the more important since sometimes the Christian faith is held to be insufficiently 

concerned about the teaching of Jesus, in its credal pre-occupation with His Lordship. Or there are 

those who wish to divorce the Cross from the sermon on the Mount and, as it were, concentrate on 

the one to the neglect of the other, according to their prejudice of mind. Properly to meet these 

dangers we must set the whole reality of Jesus the Christ in one integrity of word, deed and 

sacrifice. To do this, simply and truly, is the aim of these pages. The truth that Jesus was much 

"more than a prophet" should not obscure from us the mighty sense in which He was "the prophet 

of Nazareth." Such a procedure is wise inasmuch as the prophetic status of Jesus is precisely the 

one to which Muslims are alive. Perhaps there is something of a case here for the Arabic badu 

proverb: "There are none so little muslim as the Muslimin." All too often also it is when face to 

face with the words and example of Jesus that we have to confess, despite our orthodoxy: "There 

are none so little Christian as the Christians." Do we "know what spirit we are of."?  

 

‘PROPHET’—THE PEOPLE’S WORD 

 



 The passage in St. Luke 24.19 is one of the quite rare occasions when any of the disciples of 

Jesus used the word 'prophet' to refer to Him. It was popular usage and seems to have arisen from 

the crowds. Thus after the story of the raising at Nain, we find the people saying: "A great prophet 

has arisen among us." (St. Luke 7-16), Again, St. Matthew's narrative of the plan to arrest Jesus 

explains that the chief priests feared the multitudes "because they held Him to be a prophet." In the 

comment after the beheading of John, of observers of Jesus' ministry, it is said by some that He "is 

a prophet like one of the prophets of old." (St. Mark 6.14). 

 Our Lord, it is true, takes up the popular usage in borrowing the familiar parable about "a 

prophet being without honour in his own country" and applying it to Himself. (St. Matt. 13.57) We 

may assume that the disciples on the road to Emmaus were adopting this popular way of describing 

Jesus. It may have been that they chose the simplest word out of their very despair about the other 

things for which they had looked in Jesus. 

 What at all events is clear is that this was the least of His titles. While feasible in general terms, 

it is misleading if held to be all that need be said of Him. There are passages where its use belongs 

with a larger context, supplied by such phrases as "the Son of David." Take for example, the Palm 

Sunday entry, where they say: "This is the prophet Jesus of Nazareth of Galilee." (St. Matt. 21.11). 

But with that designation goes the whole setting of "Hosanna to the Son of David" which gives the 

first phrase a fuller sense. 

 Thus while there is danger in an inadequate word if it is thought to be all, it can well be used 

wisely if it says true things familiar to the users' thoughts. For then these may become the starting 

point of the necessary enlargements the term awaits. So many of the things which, as we have seen 

in Paper 5, belonged with all the prophets had their counterpart in Jesus. It was from these very 

prophets (not merely their words but their experiences) that He discoursed in the Emmaus 

conversation, bending His way to their terms. It is important we should try to do likewise about the 

immense Muslim esteem for Jesus as prophet. It can take us, and them, a very long way. Perhaps so 

far that we, and they, may not be able to turn back from the whole — the whole which 

'prophethood' alone does not say. 

 

JESUS, STRONG IN ACTION 

 

 The deeds of Jesus could well be introduced by the familiar invitation: "Come unto Me all ye 

that are weary and heavy-laden and I will give you rest." (St. Matt. 11.28). This was the range, and 

thus the assurance, of His hospitality of heart. Yet surely there is a paradox in the words that at 

once follow: "Take my yoke upon you and learn of Me . . . and ye shall find rest unto your souls," 

It seems odd to invite the weary to take up a yoke, the laden to find rest in further burdens. Could it 

be that the 'weary' here intended are those who have found their weariness in the service of their 

fellows and that what is promised them is a means of shouldering their ministries more strenuously, 

yet also more serenely, in His company? 

 A yoke, after all, is a device for sharing burdens, not for shedding them. For weariness of 

ministry it has no answer: weariness in ministry it will relieve with larger capacities to bear it.  

Certainly what Jesus promised here is no inward ease, for the private relaxation of those who think 

themselves ill-used by circumstance, but rather the peace of a steadied capacity to take the strain. 

 If this is the right sense of the great invitation, it surely chimes in with the whole pattern of 

Jesus' action. The first characteristic of His ministry is just this unstinted openness of soul to men 

and women. "I came to save the world" He said: to do the biggest thing for the greatest. "He made 

no reservation of Himself." "My Father" He said, "is always at work, and so am I." (St. John 5.17). 



This tirelessness of compassion underlies the impressions of urgency and pressure left by the 

Gospels, especially 'St. Mark's. "And straightway" is its common way of moving on to the next 

event: there are no spaces of ease between spasms of action. There is only a constant self-giving 

among a diversity of human fears and sorrows. 

 Take up the study of the Gospels from this angle. See the varied sequence of the needy crowding 

around His pathway and the unfailing movement of compassion towards them. Lepers and blind, 

sick and deranged, infirm and poor these are the measure of His strength of patience and His 

powers to save. "Go and tell John what things you hear and see" was His response to the Baptist's, 

question about His identity and His mission. "The blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the 

lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised up and the poor have the Gospel preached to 

them." (St. Matt. 11.5) Faced with such evidences, who could be "offended."? Yet the comment 

goes: "Blessed is he whosoever is not offended in Me." (v. 6). The words relate, perhaps, to John's 

own perplexieties, languishing in prison, apparently without intervention on the part of Jesus. But 

John, the stouthearted, could surely be relied upon to rejoice from his dungeon in the prosperity of 

his great successor. The words then may have another and more general import. 

 Were there not — and do there not persist — circles of thought or outlook where just this 

Messianic pre-occupation with the pathetic of the world is suspect or deplored? If there are to be 

miracles, they seem to say, let them be sturdier, more rewarding, more political, than these. Why 

should the grand inaugurator of the Kingdom be attended by the weak and the poor, by folk like 

Bartimaeus and the near demented father? "These" as one of our late novelists has said, "are 

unthinkable and only to be approached by the statistician or the poet." It is hardly seemly that a 

retinue of life's offcastes, time's maimed and derelict, should encumber the Prophet. Were He not a 

stronger figure surrounded by His scholars, or His armies, and attended by His prisoners of war, 

His suppliants for ransom? 

 Let us be quite clear that the strength of Jesus is this paradoxical hospitality for weakness: His 

joy is the rescue of the joyless. As the apostle later understood "his strength is made perfect in 

weakness" (2 Cor. 12.9), not simply in the sense that He chooses the lowly for His instruments, but 

that His Kingdom has to do with salvation. It is not looking back in anger, or around with 

contempt: but outward with compassion and inward to the will to love. 

 This is the true measure of its strength, and the heart of Christian theism. Other measures of 

greatness mean a shorter haul, a lighter load, a poorer end. Christianity, by the nature of its Christ, 

is committed, both in theology and action, to the same tests of God which Jesus made the criteria of 

His ministry, "Herein is love" and "love is of God." There is nothing greater than the strength of 

love since all other policies refuse the ultimate demands. 

 There is, however, another aspect of the ministry of Jesus. Truly "He was among men as one 

that served," but there was a perspective and insight in His works of mercy that show Him "strong 

in action" from another angle. There was, if it may so be phrased, the economy of His powers. 

There was truly no economy of Himself, no "reservation" as we said of His readiness to spend and 

be spent, no avoidance of the claims of need. But there was, and needed to be, a priority of spiritual 

purposes. 

 The point is clearest if we see it in the rejection of the first two of the three Temptations in the 

wilderness (following St. Matthew's order.) These had to do with a policy of "stones into bread," of 

solely material plenty, or of a purely credulous kind of allegiance based only on "marvellous 

works." By the exercise of His powers Jesus might inaugurate an economic 'eldorado' in which men 

would enjoy entire physical wellbeing, health and plenty, but without their deepest inward wrongs 

corrected. Or He might astound and amaze men into a sort of credence built only on their being 



spectators of external 'signs' such as a man jumping from the Temple's pinnacle and coming down 

unscathed in the crowded court. 

 These patterns of the use of power might recruit admirers and stir enthusiasm. But they ignored 

regeneration.. By these means no Kingdom of Heaven could properly be sought but only by the 

long sure road of redemption and sacrifice. These must then be the final goals and there must be no 

flinching from them in the subtle attractions of a general philanthropy. Even compassion, true 

though it was, could be tempted into false diagnosis of the deepest things. 

 So Jesus turned away from the temptations, not once only in the desert, but steadily in the 

ministry, whenever the attractive alternatives presented themselves. From this sustained decision 

came the restraint of His activity. He withheld from the cult of idle publicity and held back the 

ardour of those who would so freely have 'advertised' His goodness. "Say nothing to any man" was 

His frequent command (cf. St. Mark 1.44)  It is true that He could not be hid. But how far greater 

would have been the clamour and distraction if He had deliberately cultivated a notoriety such as 

His powers could all too easily have attained in that explosive world. 

 That might have been a flattering pleasure but it would have diverted the ministry into the 

frustration of its ultimate purpose and have byepassed the deepest needs of men. Hence the steady 

refusal of Jesus to be merely a healer, or merely a feeder, of men, or to allow the magnetism of His 

doings to draw Him from the inflexible patterns of Messiahship which we have already studied. It 

is by this resolution we must explain His concentration within Galilee and Jerusalem and His 

reluctance to embark on what might have been a diverting crusade of healing in "the coasts of Tyre 

and Sidon." (cf. St. Matt. 15.24.) The universalising of the Gospel could be safely left to the Church 

while He, by steadfastly setting His face (cf. St. Luke 9-51)) ensured a Gospel of universal reach. 

 It was a decision, we may say, having to do with the bigness of salvation. But that is a note 

which leads us further. Jesus is "strong in action and utterance" by virtue of the relation between 

the two. "Faith and works" we may say is a problem for the Master long before it is an issue for 

theology. What is the bearing of the deeds wrought on the teaching given? In what terms can 

discipleship to truth be linked with experience of active 'mercy.'? This has often been an urgent 

question since in the life of the Church and the Gospel narrative provides the surest answer to it. 

 "You seek me because you ate of the loaves" our Lord said to the crowds in St. John. 6. 26 and 

the meaning plainly is that they were wrong. The remark was a clear reproof, condemning an easy 

or credulous response founded only on the fact that they had been fed. A rejection of this kind of 

adherence is in line with the earlier point about the careful economy of miracle. 

 Yet the works of mercy were clearly tokens and pledges of the Kingdom, its character and 

power. "No doubt the Kingdom of God is come nigh unto you" was His comment on the casting out 

of demons. (St. Luke  11.20).  Compassion active for the sick and .the hungry demonstrated the 

love within the Gospel and sacramentally conveyed the meaning of mercy. As such the deeds 

rightly and truly expressed the faith which awaited allegiance. But they were not themselves to be 

the ground of enlistment. Faith could only be founded in a full and personal commitment requiring 

the whole assent of heart and spirit. Recipients are not by that fact alone sure disciples. This 

patience is the strength of Christ's Kingdom. 

 All this, we may be sure, the two disciples meant, if gropingly, when in their sorrow they 

recollected "Jesus, strong in action. ." His powers were by then so much a part of their experience 

that they did not stay on the question: "Whence hath this man these mighty works?" (St. Matt. 

13,54)  For them the immediate calamity excluded all other thoughts. But that question had 

bothered many and the Gospels are frank to note it. Not for them an easy credulity which simply 

assumes that where prophets are there will be marvels.  Such attitudes are characteristic of the 



Apocryphal Gospels outside the New Testament with their unexamined, and often quite irrelevant, 

miracles lacking all bearing on the realities of daily life or relation to the concerns of compassion. 

 None of the Gospel signs in the New Testament are idle demonstrations or merely exhibition 

miracles designed to impress. With the sole, and puzzling, exception of the withering of the fig tree 

(St. Matt. 21.19), they have to do with life and fear, with hope and health. Each belongs in a living 

situation of human yearning and is big with salvation, as well as surprise. Accordingly, we must 

look for their source in the same context of love and power. 

 The central 'sign' for the Christian is Jesus Himself, in the meaning of the Incarnation, studied in 

Paper 8. Within that faith, the natural order is neither a chaos which any will is free further to 

disrupt, nor a cosmos of such absolute fixity as to be a Creator's prison. Jesus' works of mercy are 

seen as a pledge and token of its being subservient to a Divine authority whose nature is love. Not 

all the miracles take us into a positive abeyance of the natural order but rather to a heightened or 

intensified operation of it through the impact of the charisma of Jesus. Those which do pre-suppose 

such a suspension of the normal turn, as we believe, upon some form of the higher authority of 

love. Such a possibility must be implicit in any doctrine of creation; and is of course explicit in the 

belief in Incarnation. 

 Within the natural order, yet in a spiritual supremacy, the ministry of our Lord expresses in 

concrete terms the authority of the Divine love. Tenderness, patience, solicitude, accessibility, an 

infinite capacity to care —- these are His hallmarks and we see them as the tokens 

 

 


