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PRECURSOR: JEWISH WORLDVIEW 
 
What distinguishes Christians from the rest of humanity? It’s how they see—or how they 
should see—the world. The Christian worldview is one entirely centered upon the 
Resurrection event. Jesus rose from the dead into new life, showing humanity what it had 
always been destined to become. The Resurrection is the lens through which a Christian 
should view everything in the world. 
 
Understanding the significance of the Resurrection, and indeed all of Jesus’s ministry, 
requires that we understand the context in which these things developed. To begin, Jesus 
was a Jew, which means he would have been formed to have a Jewish worldview. It may 
surprise us that the Jewish worldview at the time of Jesus included a type of resurrection 
from the dead (see Matthew 22:23-33). This took a long time to develop. Initially, the 
Hebrews/Israelites had practically no understanding of a positive afterlife. The 
Hebrew/Israelite division of human life looked something like this: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sheol was the realm of the dead, where the dead no longer have access to God (and in 
that sense, Sheol is not Jewish “heaven”). Those in Sheol exist as “shadows” of reality 
(hence the dotted line). The dead cannot remember God or even give him praise (see 
Psalm 30:9). This is why dying in the Bible is often likened to being asleep. 
 
Eventually Jewish theology developed to a point where it included a more positive vision 
of the afterlife. Upon dying, a person would go to Sheol, but at some definitive point in 
the future, there would be a complete abolition of death, which implies a resurrection of 
some kind. See Daniel 12:2: “Many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake; 
Some shall live forever, others shall be an everlasting horror and disgrace.” The Jewish 
division of human life looked something like this: 
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Now as far as division of human history is concerned, the Jewish worldview looked 
something like this: 
 

 
 
Brief Recap: What are the essential elements of the Jewish worldview? 

1. Idea of resurrection 
2. Concept of the “Kingdom of God” 

 
 
THE CHRISTIAN TRANSFORMATION OF THE JEWISH WORLDVIEW 
 
Jesus preached the kingdom and after dying, rose from the dead. We can see how these 
themes are not original to Jesus. Rather, Jesus works with them and shows us what they 
really mean. 
 
This is the Christian worldview in its essence: Jesus’s Resurrection is the central event of 
human history, and it inaugurates the Kingdom of God. Whereas the Jewish worldview 
has the Kingdom of God inaugurated at the general resurrection (when everyone rises 
from the dead), the Christian worldview asserts that it has already been inaugurated and 
awaits its full development, which occurs only at the “end of time.” This could be 
modeled as follows: 
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Christ’s resurrection shows the power of a New Age, the power of the “Kingdom of God.” 
The “Kingdom of God” is a metaphor for the power of the New Age inaugurated by Christ. 
Jesus’s ministry poses one grand question to every human being: are you going to accept 
the power of the New Age, or are you going to live under the power(s) of the Present Age? 
 
The Bible expresses this in many different ways. We can look to the writings of the New 
Testament (and Paul especially) to see the many metaphors used to contrast the power of 
God with the old power(s) which have no real power to save. 
 

OLD NEW 

Life in Adam 

1 Cor 15:22a 

Life in Christ 

Rom 6:23; Rom 8:2 
1 Cor 15:22b 

Life in the flesh 

Rom 2:28; Rom 8:4-13; 
*1 Cor 3:1; 2 Cor 5:16; 

2 Cor 10:3-4;  
Gal 2:20; *Gal 3:3; Gal 5:19 

 

Life in the Spirit 

Rom 2:29; Rom 8:9; 
1 Cor 6:11 
1 Tim 3:16 

 

The age/This age 

Lk 18:29-30; Lk 20:34-35 
Gal 1:4; 1 Cor 2:6-8 

Eph 1:18-21; Titus 2:12 
 

The age to come/The coming age 

Eph 1:18-21 
Heb 6:4-6 

 

Principalities and powers 

Eph 6:12 
Col 1:16; Col 2:15 

 

The new order/new creation/ 
new heavens & new earth 

Heb 9:8-10 
2 Cor 5:17 
Gal 6:15 
Rev 21:1 

 
We can see through reading these passages that the New Testament writers go out of 
their way to express that the new is already here in some form, but not yet complete. 
 
What does this mean for us living in the 21st century? A lot, actually. The power of God 
has broken into our reality, and we have been given the mission of bringing that power to 
the rest of the world. As we can see, God’s power is a transforming power. God doesn’t 
throw away the old creation and replace it with the new. He transforms the old (with its 
sin, suffering, death, etc.) into something that is not just a restoration, but a total 
surpassing of what we had before (e.g., forgiveness, eternal life, etc.). 
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But we as Christians of the 21st century live in a kind of tension between the Present Age 
and the New Age (see diagram on page 2). We still see and experience sin, violence, 
suffering, famine, death, destruction, etc. These are symptoms of the condition of sin that 
pervades the Present Age. But we also see and experience true love, self-sacrifice, positive 
witness, eternal life, etc. These are the realities of the New Age. We see both ages, but 
we’re called to bring the power of the New Age into the Present Age. 
 
Our mission as Christians is to go and make disciples (hence, spread the power of the 
New Age) to all parts of the world. Our mission is not to escape this world, but to 
transform it. 
 
What’s interesting is that this mission is sometimes obscured by the way we’re taught to 
view the world, or by the way we’re taught to talk about the way we view the world. Many 
of us use the phrase “going to heaven” as if our death were a magic escape route out of 
this world and into the next. The problem is that this is NOT the biblical view of how we 
are saved. We are not to be escapists, but “transformationalists.” 
 
So where did this view of “going to heaven” come from? Interestingly enough, it’s not 
even a uniquely Jewish-Christian idea. The Jewish concept of Sheol is strikingly similar to 
the pagan underworld, and the Hebrews/Israelites probably borrowed it from pagan 
influences (Ancient Mesopotamia, Ancient Greece). In fact, the Hebrews/Israelites 
borrowed a lot from pagan concepts of the world and transformed them to fit their own 
religion. The creation story in Genesis 1 is an excellent example of this. What is described 
there is the picture of the world as seen by someone of the day. 
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Notice that the “science of the day” separates heaven from the earth and from Sheol. 
The association of heaven with the skies above can be seen by the fact that in Hebrew, 
there is only a single word for the two: “heaven(s)” = “sky/skies.” The translation “the sky” 
in Gen 1:8-9 can just as well be translated “the heavens” or “heaven.” Because the sky was 
inaccessible to human beings in the ancient world, it was often associated with the gods 
who were generally remote and more powerful than mere humans. 
 
Christianity has made use of the language of heaven, but it should not be understood as 
the ancients understood it. Early in the tradition, heaven and earth were distinguished in 
an effort to express the dynamics of our salvation through Jesus Christ. 
 

 
Jesus “came down from heaven” in the Incarnation to give his life for us on the Cross. He 
then rose from the dead and “ascended into heaven.” As the arrows show, Jesus “came 
from” heaven and “went back” to heaven. 
 
This concept of “coming from” and “going back,” however, was not an originally Christian 
concept, but was borrowed from ancient philosophy. It was just one way of expressing 
what Jesus did to save us. 
 
Over the centuries, the heaven-earth separation became so engrained in Christians that 
they began to view heaven more as an escape than the in-breaking of the power of 
God. 
 

 
But the Christian is called not to escape the realities of sin and death, but to transform 
them through selfless acts of love and through confidence in their own resurrection and 
eternal life. That power is already among us because Christ came and rose from the dead, 
and so we can face the world and all its problems with bold witness and with constant 
recourse to prayer, sacraments, and life in the Christian community. 
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THE LANGUAGE OF FIRSTFRUITS 
 
Last time we spoke about how Christianity sees the kingdom of God as having been 
inaugurated by Christ’s resurrection. We discussed how the New Testament uses a certain 
vocabulary, rooted in the Old Testament and the Jewish worldview, to express the 
resurrection event and its consequences for all of humanity. For instance, life in the 
present age can be described as “life in the flesh” or “life in Adam,” whereas life in the new 
age can be described as “life in the Spirit” or “life in Christ.” 
 
The New Testament makes use of another important image to express the “already-but-
not-yet” character of the kingdom of God: the image of firstfruits. 
 
The Old Covenant had two important agriculturally based festivals: the feast of 
Unleavened Bread and the feast of Weeks. The former marked the beginning of the 
barley harvest—the firstfruits of the barley crop—while the latter marked the firstfruits 
of the wheat crop. The ancient Israelites would offer the firstfruits to Yahweh since they 
viewed themselves to be mere tenants of the land which was created, sustained, and 
owned by Yahweh. The firstfruits offering was a kind of down payment on the full 
offering that would come at the end of the harvest. 
 
What’s interesting is that the feast of Unleavened Bread was later joined to the feast of 
Passover (compare Ex 12 to Ex 23:15; Ex 34:18; Dt 16:13; and Dt 16:1 and 6), which marked 
the transition from slavery in Egypt to freedom in the Promised Land. Recall what 
happened during the Passover event: the firstborn of each Egyptian family was killed, 
while those whose doors were marked with the blood of the Passover lamb were spared. 
Exodus 13 details how the firstborns are to be dedicated to God because he saved them 
from slaughter in the Passover. Thus, both Passover and Unleavened Bread came to be 
associated closely with Yahweh’s salvation of his people in history, even though the feasts 
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originally had been separate and based on agricultural feasts that existed even before the 
Exodus event. 
 
Perhaps even more interesting is that the feast of Weeks was celebrated on the fiftieth 
day (Pentecost = Greek for ‘fiftieth’) after the feast of Unleavened Bread. This feast came 
to be associated with the people reaching Sinai and entering into a covenant with the 
Lord there (see Exodus 19). 
 
Now it should be easier to understand how the New Testament uses the idea of Israelite 
feasts to express the newness of the resurrection and the new age it inaugurates. 
 

1. The Resurrection is the climax of God’s liberation of humanity in history, the 
definitive Exodus from the condition of sin into eternal life guaranteed by the one 
true Passover sacrifice (Jesus’s death on the Cross). 
 

2. Christ is the Firstfruits of the Resurrection. He is the first one to experience 
resurrection, and his resurrection is a kind of “down payment” (like the one offered 
on the feast of Unleavened Bread) for the general resurrection (our resurrection) 
that will occur at the end of the present age (the full harvest). This is supported in 
Scripture: 
 

a. He is the beginning and the firstborn from the dead that in all things he 
himself might be preeminent. For in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell, 
and through him to reconcile all things for him, making peace by the blood of 
his Cross (Col 1:18-20). 
 

b. Now Christ has been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have 
fallen asleep. For as in Adam all die, so too in Christ all shall be brought to 
life, but each one in proper order: Christ, the firstfruits; then, at his coming, 
those who belong to Christ (1 Cor 15:20-23). 
 

3. The Holy Spirit, definitively revealed at the (Christian) Pentecost event, is the 
Firstfruits of New Life and constitutes the beginning of the harvest of the Gospel, 
the beginning of the Church. Scripture again supports this: 
 

a. We know that the whole creation is groaning as in labor pains even until now, 
and not only that, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, 
groan within ourselves as we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies 
(Rom 8:22-24). 
 

b. In Christ you who have heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, 
and have believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit which is 
the first installment toward redemption as God’s possession (Eph 1:13-14). 
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c. God has put his seal upon us and given the Spirit in our hearts as a first 
installment (2 Cor 1:22, 5:5). 
 

4. Just as the people led out of Egypt were made a nation through the covenant at 
Sinai (commemorated on the Israelite feast of Weeks/Pentecost, so too are 
Christians made a covenant community empowered by the Spirit, waiting for the 
general resurrection. In some sense, Christians are the firstfruits of all those to be 
saved because they are the examples, the ones who should show forth the grace of 
the resurrection in their daily lives for all to see. 
 

a. He willed to give us birth by the word of truth, that we may be a kind of 
firstfruits of his creatures (Jam 1:18). 
 

b. [The 144,000] have been ransomed as the firstfruits for God and for the Lamb 
(Rev 14:4). 

 
Summary 
 
Old Testament salvation: 
 

Passover → Exodus → Covenant 
 
New Testament salvation:  
 

New Passover (Cross) →  

New Exodus (Resurrection) →  
New Covenant Community (Church) 

 
Firstfruits of Resurrection = Christ 

Firstfruits of New Life = Spirit 
Firstfruits of the New Creation = Christians 

 
Again, the language of firstfruits is useful because it expresses that the reality is already 
here (e.g., Christ’s resurrection already happened), but is not yet done being worked out 
(e.g., our resurrection has yet to take place). Because the already exists with the not-yet, 
there is a kind of tension between the present age and the new age. 
 
  



9 
 

THE TENSION AS EXPERIENCED IN THE LIFE OF THE CHURCH: SACRAMENTS 
 
The Church’s mission takes place in the tension between the new age which is already 
present and the present age which is not yet transformed. The intersection of the present 
age and the new age is lived sacramentally. Sacraments are signs that communicate 
divine life (life of the new age) using matter of the present age. This is evident in the 
history of the word sacrament, which in Latin is sacramentum, which translates the Greek 
mysterion, which actually means “secret,” but is often translated as “mystery.” The 
secret/mystery being referred to in the New Testament is not the same as a 
secret/mystery in our normal colloquial sense; rather, it refers above all to God’s loving 
plan for human salvation that is being disclosed in Jesus Christ. 
 
 God has made known to us the mystery of his will in accord with his favor that he set 

forth in Christ as a plan for the fullness of times, to sum up all things in Christ    
(Eph 1:9-10). 
 
Now to him who can strengthen you, . . . according to the revelation of the mystery 
kept secret for long ages but now manifested through the prophetic writings and, 
according to the command of the eternal God, made known to all nations to bring 
about the obedience of faith to the only wise God, through Jesus Christ be glory 
forever and ever. Amen (Romans 16:25-26). 

 
This plan, as we can see from our diagram above, is that all things be saved and 
transformed (“summed up in Christ”) to be part of the new creation. This means that 
once the new creation arrives in its fullness (at the end of the present age), all 
sacramental life will cease. There will be no need for any of the seven sacraments. 
 
Our participation in the sacraments is a participation in the mystery of the unification of 
all things in Christ (cf. Eph 1:9-10 above). This happens most directly in our participation 
in the Eucharist, which is the definitive sign of the united humanity of the new age. 
 

The Eucharist is a straining towards the goal, a foretaste of the fullness of joy 
promised by Christ (cf. Jn 15:11); it is in some way the anticipation of heaven, the 
“pledge of future glory.” In the Eucharist, everything speaks of confident waiting 
“in joyful hope for the coming of our Savior, Jesus Christ.” Those who feed on 
Christ in the Eucharist need not wait until the hereafter to receive eternal life: they 
already possess it on earth, as the first-fruits of a future fullness which will embrace 
man in his totality. For in the Eucharist we also receive the pledge of our bodily 
resurrection at the end of the world: “He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood 
has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day” (Jn 6:54). This pledge of the 
future resurrection comes from the fact that the flesh of the Son of Man, given as 
food, is his body in its glorious state after the resurrection. With the Eucharist we 
digest, as it were, the “secret” of the resurrection. (John Paul II, Ecclesia de 
Eucharistia, 18).  
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THE TENSION AS EXPERIENCED IN THE LIFE OF A CHRISTIAN 
 
How exactly is the Christian related to the Church? It seems like a simple question, but 
we should use some precise vocabulary in order to begin to grasp the profundity of being 
Christians. 
 
A Christian is one who has been baptized. Understood with respect to the diagram of 
present and new age, baptism is the transition from living merely under the power of the 
present age to living under the power of the new age. Of course, this means not just that 
the baptized has a personal connection with Christ. That’s true, but it’s not enough. The 
baptized person is incorporated into the Church, the community of the new covenant. 
The Christian finds salvation through the believing community—not through some 
completely private channel. 
 
Baptism is the gift of resurrected life (i.e., the power of the new age). Baptism thus entails 
a new identity for the one baptized. It’s not a complete removal from the present age. 
After all, we must still live as embodied people; we still suffer; we still experience lack, 
hunger, violence, etc. But baptism is incorporation into Christ’s suffering/death and his 
resurrection, which means that we have the power to use the glory of the resurrection to 
transform suffering and death. If we’ve already died in baptism (by being incorporated 
into Christ’s death), then there is absolutely no reason to fear death. Christians live as 
ones who can confront death with confidence and joy because of the resurrection that 
comes with it. 
 
This is expressed in the New Testament in a variety of ways. Paul prefers to call the 
Christian identity a “new self.” 
 

We were indeed buried with Christ through baptism into death, so that, just as 
Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might live in 
newness of life. For if we have grown into union with him through a death like his, we 
shall also be united with him in resurrection. We know that our old self was crucified 
with him, so that our sinful body might be done away with. . . If, then, we have died 
with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with him. We know that Christ, raised 
from the dead, dies no more; death no longer as power over him. As to his death he 
died to sin once for all; as to life, he lived for God. Consequently, you too must think 
of yourselves as being dead to sin and living for God in Christ Jesus (Rom 6:4-11). 
 
You have heard of Christ and were taught in him, as truth is in Jesus, that you should 
put away the old self of your former way of life, corrupted through deceitful desires, 
and be renewed in the spirit of your minds, and put on the new self, created in God’s 
way in righteousness of truth. . . And do not grieve the Holy Spirit, with whom you 
were sealed for the day of redemption (Eph 4:21-30). 
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But now you must put them all away: anger, fury, malice, slander, and obscene 
language out of your mouths. Stop lying to one another, since you have taken off the 
old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed, for 
knowledge, in the image of its creator. Here there is not Greek and Jew, circumcision 
and uncircumcision, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free; but Christ is all and in all (Col 
3:8-11). 

 
John prefers the language of “new birth” and being born again by the Spirit. 
 

No one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and the Spirit. 
What is born of flesh is flesh and what is born of Spirit is Spirit. Do not be amazed 
that I told you: You must be born from above (John 3:5). 
 
No one who is begotten by God commits sin; he cannot sin because he is begotten by 
God, because God’s seed remains in him. . . Let us love one another, because love is of 
God; everyone who loves is begotten by God and knows God (1 John 3:9, 4:7). 

 
 


