
Authoƌ͛s Note  

When I was fifteen years old, I found Jesus. 

I spent the summer of my sophomore year at an evangelical youth camp in Northern California, a place 

of timbered fields and boundless blue skies, where, given enough time and stillness and soft-spoken 

encouragement, one could not help but hear the voice of God. Amidst the man-made lakes and majestic 

pines my friends and I sang songs, played games, and swapped secrets, rollicking in our freedom from 

the pressures of home and school. In the evenings, we gathered in a firelit assembly hall at the center of 

the camp. It was there that I heard a remarkable story that would change my life forever.  

Two thousand years ago, I was told, in an ancient land called Galilee, the God of heaven and earth was 

born in the form of a helpless child. The child grew into a blameless man. The man became the Christ, 

the savior of humanity. Through his words and miraculous deeds, he challenged the Jews, who thought 

they were the chosen of God, and in return the Jews had him nailed to a cross. Though he could have 

saved himself from that gruesome death, he freely chose to die. His death was the point of it all, for his 

sacrifice freed us all from the burden of our sins. But the story did not end there, because three days 

later, he rose again, exalted and divine, so that now, all who believe in him and accept him into their 

hearts will also never die, but have eternal life.  

For a kid raised in a motley family of lukewarm Muslims and exuberant atheists, this was truly the 

greatest story ever told. Never before had I felt so intimately the pull of God. In Iran, the place of my 

birth, I was Muslim in much the way I was Persian. My religion and my ethnicity were mutual and linked. 

Like most people born into a religious tradition, my faith was as familiar to me as my skin, and just as 

disregardable. After the Iranian revolution forced my family to flee our home, religion in general, and 

Islam in particular, became taboo in our household. Islam was shorthand for everything we had lost to 

the mullahs who now ruled Iran. My mother still prayed when no one was looking, and you could still 

find a stray Quran or two hidden in a closet or a drawer somewhere. But, for the most part, our lives 

were scrubbed of all trace of God.  

That was just fine with me. After all, in the America of the 1980s, being Muslim was like being from 

Mars. My faith was a bruise, the most obvious symbol of my otherness; it needed to be concealed.  

Jesus, on the other hand, was America. He was the central figure in AmeƌiĐa͛s ŶatioŶal dƌaŵa. AĐĐeptiŶg 
him into my heart was as close as I could get to feeling truly American. I do not mean to say that mine 

was a conversion of convenience. On the contrary, I burned with absolute devotion to my newfound 

faith. I was presented ǁith a Jesus ǁho ǁas less ͞Loƌd aŶd “aǀioƌ͟ thaŶ he ǁas a ďest fƌieŶd, soŵeoŶe 
with whom I could have a deep and personal relationship. As a teenager trying to make sense of an 

indeterminate world I had only just become aware of, this was an invitation I could not refuse.  

The moment I returned home from camp, I began eagerly to share the good news of Jesus Christ with 

ŵǇ fƌieŶds aŶd faŵilǇ, ŵǇ Ŷeighďoƌs aŶd Đlassŵates, ǁith people I͛d just ŵet aŶd ǁith stƌaŶgeƌs oŶ the 
street: those who heard it gladly, and those who threw it back in my face. Yet something unexpected 

happened in my quest to save the souls of the world. The more I probed the Bible to arm myself against 

the doubts of unbelievers, the more distance I discovered between the Jesus of the gospels and the 

Jesus of history—between Jesus the Christ and Jesus of Nazareth. In college, where I began my formal 

study of the history of religions, that initial discomfort soon ballooned into full-blown doubts of my own.  



The bedrock of evangelical Christianity, at least as it was taught to me, is the unconditional belief that 

every word of the Bible is God-breathed and true, literal and inerrant. The sudden realization that this 

belief is patently and irrefutably false, that the Bible is replete with the most blatant and obvious errors 

and contradictions—just as one would expect from a document written by hundreds of hands across 

thousands of years—left me confused and spiritually unmoored. And so, like many people in my 

situation, I angrily discarded my faith as if it were a costly forgery I had been duped into buying. I began 

to rethink the faith and culture of my forefathers, finding in them as an adult a deeper, more intimate 

familiarity than I ever had as a child, the kind that comes from reconnecting with an old friend after 

many years apart.  

Meanwhile, I continued my academic work in religious studies, delving back into the Bible not as an 

unquestioning believer but as an inquisitive scholar. No longer chained to the assumption that the 

stories I read were literally true, I became aware of a more meaningful truth in the text, a truth 

intentionally detached from the exigencies of history. Ironically, the more I learned about the life of the 

historical Jesus, the turbulent world in which he lived, and the brutality of the Roman occupation that he 

defied, the more I was drawn to him. Indeed, the Jewish peasant and revolutionary who challenged the 

rule of the most powerful empire the world had ever known and lost became so much more real to me 

than the detached, unearthly being I had been introduced to in church.  

Today, I can confidently say that two decades of rigorous academic research into the origins of 

Christianity has made me a more genuinely committed disciple of Jesus of Nazareth than I ever was of 

Jesus Christ. My hope with this book is to spread the good news of the Jesus of history with the same 

fervor that I once applied to spreading the story of the Christ.  

There are a few things to keep in mind before we begin our examination. For every well-attested, 

heavily researched, and eminently authoritative argument made about the historical Jesus, there is an 

equally well-attested, equally researched, and equally authoritative argument opposing it. Rather than 

burden the reader with the centuries-long debate about the life and mission of Jesus of Nazareth, I have 

constructed my narrative upon what I believe to be the most accurate and reasonable argument, based 

on my two decades of scholarly research into the New Testament and early Christian history. For those 

interested in the debate, I have exhaustively detailed my research and, whenever possible, provided the 

arguments of those who disagree with my interpretation in the lengthy notes section at the end of this 

book.  

All Greek translations of the New Testament are my own (with a little help from my friends Liddell and 

Scott). In those few cases in which I do not directly translate a passage of the New Testament, I rely on 

the translation provided by the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible. All Hebrew and Aramaic 

tƌaŶslatioŶs aƌe pƌoǀided ďǇ Dƌ. IaŶ C. Weƌƌett, assoĐiate pƌofessoƌ of ƌeligious studies at “t. MaƌtiŶ͛s 
University.  

Throughout the text, all references to the Q source material (the material unique to the gospels of 

Matthew and Luke) will be marked thus: (Matthew | Luke), with the order of the books indicating which 

gospel I am most directly quoting. The reader will notice that I rely primarily on the gospel of Mark and 

the Q material in forming my outline of the story of Jesus. That is because these are the earliest and thus 

most reliable sources available to us about the life of the Nazarean. In general I have chosen not to delve 

too deeply into the so-called Gnostic Gospels. While these texts are incredibly important in outlining the 



wide array of opinions among the early Christian community about who Jesus was and what his 

teachings meant, they do not shed much light on the historical Jesus himself.  

Although it is almost unanimously agreed that, with the possible exception of Luke-Acts, the gospels 

were not written by the people for whom they are named, for ease and the sake of clarity, I will 

continue to refer to the gospel writers by the names by which we now know and recognize them.  

Finally, in keeping with scholarly designations, this text employs C.E., or Common Era, instead of A.D. in 

its dating, and B.C.E. instead of B.C. It also more properly refers to the Old Testament as the Hebrew 

Bible or the Hebrew Scriptures.  

 

Introduction  

It is a miracle that we know anything at all about the man called Jesus of Nazareth. The itinerant 

preacher wandering from village to village clamoring about the end of the world, a band of ragged 

folloǁeƌs tƌailiŶg ďehiŶd, ǁas a ĐoŵŵoŶ a sight iŶ Jesus͛s tiŵe—so common, in fact, that it had become 

a kind of caricature among the Roman elite. In a farcical passage about just such a figure, the Greek 

philosopher Celsus imagines a Jewish holy man roaming the Galilean countryside, shouting to no one in 

paƌtiĐulaƌ: ͞I aŵ God, oƌ the seƌǀaŶt of God, oƌ a diǀiŶe spirit. But I am coming, for the world is already 

iŶ the thƌoes of destƌuĐtioŶ. AŶd Ǉou ǁill sooŶ see ŵe ĐoŵiŶg ǁith the poǁeƌ of heaǀeŶ.͟  

The first century was an era of apocalyptic expectation among the Jews of Palestine, the Roman 

designation for the vast tract of land encompassing modern-day Israel/Palestine as well as large parts of 

Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon. Countless prophets, preachers, and messiahs tramped through the Holy 

LaŶd deliǀeƌiŶg ŵessages of God͛s iŵŵiŶeŶt judgŵeŶt. MaŶǇ of these so-called false messiahs we know 

by name. A few are even mentioned in the New Testament. The prophet Theudas, according to the book 

of Acts, had four hundred disciples before Rome captured him and cut off his head. A mysterious 

charismatic figure known only as ͞the EgǇptiaŶ͟ ƌaised aŶ aƌŵǇ of folloǁeƌs iŶ the deseƌt, ŶeaƌlǇ all of 
whom were massacred by Roman troops. In 4 B.C.E., the year in which most scholars believe Jesus of 

Nazareth was born, a poor shepherd named Athronges put a diadem on his head and crowned himself 

͞KiŶg of the Jeǁs͟; he aŶd his folloǁeƌs ǁeƌe ďƌutallǇ Đut doǁŶ ďǇ a legioŶ of soldieƌs. AŶotheƌ 
ŵessiaŶiĐ aspiƌaŶt, Đalled siŵplǇ ͞the “aŵaƌitaŶ,͟ ǁas ĐƌuĐified ďǇ PoŶtius Pilate eǀeŶ though he ƌaised 
no army and in no way challenged Rome—an indication that the authorities, sensing the apocalyptic 

fever in the air, had become extremely sensitive to any hint of sedition. There was Hezekiah the bandit 

chief, Simon of Peraea, Judas the Galilean, his grandson Menahem, Simon son of Giora, and Simon son 

of Kochba—all of whom declared messianic ambitions and all of whom were executed by Rome for 

doing so. Add to this list the Essene sect, some of whose members lived in seclusion atop the dry 

plateau of Qumran on the northwestern shore of the Dead Sea; the first-century Jewish revolutionary 

party known as the Zealots, who helped launched a bloody war against Rome; and the fearsome bandit-

assassins whom the Romans dubbed the Sicarii (the Daggermen), and the picture that emerges of first-

century Palestine is of an era awash in messianic energy.  

It is difficult to place Jesus of Nazareth squarely within any of the known religiopolitical movements of 

his tiŵe. He ǁas a ŵaŶ of pƌofouŶd ĐoŶtƌadiĐtioŶs, oŶe daǇ pƌeaĐhiŶg a ŵessage of ƌaĐial eǆĐlusioŶ ;͞I 
was sent solelǇ to the lost sheep of Isƌael͟; Mattheǁ ϭϱ:ϮϰͿ, the Ŷeǆt, of ďeŶeǀoleŶt uŶiǀeƌsalisŵ ;͞Go 



aŶd ŵake disĐiples of all ŶatioŶs͟; Mattheǁ Ϯϴ:ϭϵͿ; soŵetiŵes ĐalliŶg foƌ uŶĐoŶditioŶal peaĐe ;͞Blessed 
are the peacemakers for they shall be called the sons of God͟; Mattheǁ ϱ:ϵͿ, soŵetiŵes pƌoŵotiŶg 
ǀioleŶĐe aŶd ĐoŶfliĐt ;͞If Ǉou do Ŷot haǀe a sǁoƌd, go sell Ǉouƌ Đloak aŶd ďuǇ oŶe͟; Luke ϮϮ:ϯϲͿ.  

The problem with pinning down the historical Jesus is that, outside of the New Testament, there is 

almost no trace of the man who would so permanently alter the course of human history. The earliest 

and most reliable nonbiblical reference to Jesus comes from the first-century Jewish historian Flavius 

Josephus (d. 100 C.E.). In a brief throwaway passage in the Antiquities, Josephus writes of a fiendish 

Jewish high priest named Ananus who, after the death of the Roman governor Festus, unlawfully 

ĐoŶdeŵŶed a ĐeƌtaiŶ ͞Jaŵes, the ďƌotheƌ of Jesus, the oŶe theǇ Đall ŵessiah,͟ to stoŶiŶg foƌ 
transgression of the law. The passage moves on to relate what happened to Ananus after the new 

governor, Albinus, finally arrived in Jerusalem.  

FleetiŶg aŶd disŵissiǀe as this allusioŶ ŵaǇ ďe ;the phƌase ͞the oŶe theǇ Đall ŵessiah͟ is ĐleaƌlǇ ŵeaŶt 
to express derision), it nevertheless contains enormous significance for those searching for any sign of 

the historical Jesus. In a society without surnames, a common name like James required a specific 

appellation—a plaĐe of ďiƌth oƌ a fatheƌ͛s Ŷaŵe—to distinguish it from all the other men named James 

ƌoaŵiŶg aƌouŶd PalestiŶe ;heŶĐe, Jesus of NazaƌethͿ. IŶ this Đase, Jaŵes͛s appellatiǀe ǁas pƌoǀided ďǇ 
his fraternal connection to someone with whom Josephus assumes his audience would be familiar. The 

passage pƌoǀes Ŷot oŶlǇ that ͞Jesus, the oŶe theǇ Đall ŵessiah͟ pƌoďaďlǇ eǆisted, ďut that ďǇ the Ǉeaƌ ϵϰ 
C.E., when the Antiquities was written, he was widely recognized as the founder of a new and enduring 

movement.  

It is that movement, not its founder, that receives the attention of second-century historians like Tacitus 

(d. 118) and Pliny the Younger (d. 113), both of whom mention Jesus of Nazareth but reveal little about 

him, save for his arrest and execution—an important historical note, as we shall see, but one that sheds 

little light on the details of Jesus͛s life. We aƌe theƌefoƌe left ǁith ǁhateǀeƌ iŶfoƌŵatioŶ ĐaŶ ďe gleaŶed 
from the New Testament.  

The first written testimony we have about Jesus of Nazareth comes from the epistles of Paul, an early 

follower of Jesus who died sometime around 6ϲ C.E. ;Paul͛s fiƌst epistle, ϭ ThessaloŶiaŶs, ĐaŶ ďe dated 
ďetǁeeŶ ϰϴ aŶd ϱϬ C.E., soŵe tǁo deĐades afteƌ Jesus͛s death.Ϳ The tƌouďle ǁith Paul, hoǁeǀeƌ, is that 
he displays an extraordinary lack of interest in the historical Jesus. Only three scenes from Jesus͛s life aƌe 
ever mentioned in his epistles: the Last Supper (1 Corinthians 11:23–26), the crucifixion (1 Corinthians 

Ϯ:ϮͿ, aŶd, ŵost ĐƌuĐiallǇ foƌ Paul, the ƌesuƌƌeĐtioŶ, ǁithout ǁhiĐh, he Đlaiŵs, ͞ouƌ pƌeaĐhiŶg is eŵptǇ 
aŶd Ǉouƌ faith is iŶ ǀaiŶ͟ ;ϭ Corinthians 15:14). Paul may be an excellent source for those interested in 

the early formation of Christianity, but he is a poor guide for uncovering the historical Jesus.  

That leaves us with the gospels, which present their own set of problems. To begin with, with the 

possible exception of the gospel of Luke, none of the gospels we have were written by the person after 

whom they are named. That actually is true of most of the books in the New Testament. Such so-called 

pseudepigraphical works, or works attributed to but not written by a specific author, were extremely 

common in the ancient world and should by no means be thought of as forgeries. Naming a book after a 

peƌsoŶ ǁas a staŶdaƌd ǁaǇ of ƌefleĐtiŶg that peƌsoŶ͛s ďeliefs oƌ ƌepƌeseŶtiŶg his oƌ heƌ school of 

thought. Regardless, the gospels are not, nor were they ever meant to be, a historical documentation of 

Jesus͛s life. These aƌe Ŷot eǇeǁitŶess aĐĐouŶts of Jesus͛s ǁoƌds aŶd deeds ƌeĐoƌded ďǇ people ǁho 



knew him. They are testimonies of faith composed by communities of faith and written many years after 

the events they describe. Simply put, the gospels tell us about Jesus the Christ, not Jesus the man.  

The ŵost ǁidelǇ aĐĐepted theoƌǇ oŶ the foƌŵatioŶ of the gospels, the ͞Tǁo-“ouƌĐe TheoƌǇ,͟ holds that 

Maƌk͛s aĐĐouŶt ǁas ǁƌitteŶ fiƌst soŵetiŵe afteƌ ϳϬ C.E., aďout fouƌ deĐades afteƌ Jesus͛s death. Maƌk 
had at his disposal a collection of oral and perhaps a handful of written traditions that had been passed 

aƌouŶd ďǇ Jesus͛s eaƌliest folloǁeƌs foƌ Ǉears. By adding a chronological narrative to this jumble of 

tƌaditioŶs, Maƌk Đƌeated a ǁhollǇ Ŷeǁ liteƌaƌǇ geŶƌe Đalled gospel, Gƌeek foƌ ͞good Ŷeǁs.͟ Yet Maƌk͛s 
gospel is a short and somewhat unsatisfying one for many Christians. There is no infancy narrative; Jesus 

simply arrives one day on the banks of the Jordan River to be baptized by John the Baptist. There are no 

resurrection appearances. Jesus is crucified. His body is placed in a tomb. A few days later, the tomb is 

empty. Even the earliest Christians ǁeƌe left ǁaŶtiŶg ďǇ Maƌk͛s ďƌusƋue aĐĐouŶt of Jesus͛s life aŶd 
ŵiŶistƌǇ, aŶd so it ǁas left to Maƌk͛s suĐĐessoƌs, Mattheǁ aŶd Luke, to iŵpƌoǀe upoŶ the oƌigiŶal teǆt.  

Two decades after Mark, between 90 and 100 C.E., the authors of Matthew and Luke, working 

iŶdepeŶdeŶtlǇ of eaĐh otheƌ aŶd ǁith Maƌk͛s ŵaŶusĐƌipt as a teŵplate, updated the gospel stoƌǇ ďǇ 
adding their own unique traditions, including two different and conflicting infancy narratives as well as a 

series of elaborate resurrection stories to satisfy their Christian readers. Matthew and Luke also relied 

oŶ ǁhat ŵust haǀe ďeeŶ aŶ eaƌlǇ aŶd faiƌlǇ ǁell distƌiďuted ĐolleĐtioŶ of Jesus͛s saǇiŶgs that sĐholaƌs 
haǀe teƌŵed Q ;GeƌŵaŶ foƌ Quelle, oƌ ͞souƌĐe͟Ϳ. Although ǁe Ŷo loŶgeƌ haǀe aŶǇ phǇsiĐal Đopies of this 

document, we can infer its contents by compiling those verses that Matthew and Luke share in common 

but that do not appear in Mark.  

Together, these three gospels—Mark, Matthew, and Luke—became known as the Synoptics (Greek for 

͞ǀieǁed togetheƌ͟Ϳ ďeĐause theǇ ŵoƌe oƌ less pƌeseŶt a ĐoŵŵoŶ Ŷaƌƌatiǀe aŶd ĐhƌoŶologǇ aďout the 
life and ministry of Jesus, one that is greatly at odds with the fourth gospel, John, which was likely 

written soon after the close of the first century, between 100 and 120 C.E.  

These, then, are the canonized gospels. But they are not the only gospels. We now have access to an 

entire library of noncanonical scriptures written mostly in the second and third centuries that provides a 

vastly different perspective on the life of Jesus of Nazareth. These include the Gospel of Thomas, the 

Gospel of Philip, the Secret Book of John, the Gospel of Mary Magdalene, and a host of other so-called 

Gnostic writings discovered in Upper Egypt, near the town of Nag Hammadi, in 1945. Though they were 

left out of what would ultimately become the New Testament, these books are significant in that they 

demonstrate the dramatic divergence of opinion that existed over who Jesus was and what Jesus meant, 

even among those who claimed to walk with him, who shared his bread and ate with him, who heard his 

words and prayed with him.  

In the end, there are only two hard historical facts about Jesus of Nazareth upon which we can 

confidently rely: the first is that Jesus was a Jew who led a popular Jewish movement in Palestine at the 

beginning of the first century C.E.; the second is that Rome crucified him for doing so. By themselves 

these two facts cannot provide a complete portrait of the life of a man who lived two thousand years 

ago. But when combined with all we know about the tumultuous era in which Jesus lived—and thanks to 

the Romans, we know a great deal—these two facts can help paint a picture of Jesus of Nazareth that 

may be more historically accurate than the one painted by the gospels. Indeed, the Jesus that emerges 

from this historical exercise—a zealous revolutionary swept up, as all Jews of the era were, in the 



religious and political turmoil of first-century Palestine—bears little resemblance to the image of the 

gentle shepherd cultivated by the early Christian community.  

Consider this: Crucifixion was a punishment that Rome reserved almost exclusively for the crime of 

seditioŶ. The plaƋue the ‘oŵaŶs plaĐed aďoǀe Jesus͛s head as he ǁƌithed iŶ paiŶ—͞KiŶg of the Jeǁs͟—
was called a titulus and, despite common perception, was not meant to be sarcastic. Every criminal who 

huŶg oŶ a Đƌoss ƌeĐeiǀed a plaƋue deĐlaƌiŶg the speĐifiĐ Đƌiŵe foƌ ǁhiĐh he ǁas ďeiŶg eǆeĐuted. Jesus͛s 
crime, in the eyes of Rome, was striving for kingly rule (i.e., treason), the same crime for which nearly 

every other messianic aspirant of the time was killed. Nor did Jesus die alone. The gospels claim that on 

either side of Jesus hung men who in Greek are called lestai, a word often rendered into English as 

͞thieǀes͟ ďut ǁhiĐh aĐtuallǇ ŵeaŶs ͞ďaŶdits͟ aŶd ǁas the ŵost ĐoŵŵoŶ ‘oŵaŶ desigŶatioŶ foƌ aŶ 
insurrectionist or rebel.  

Three rebels on a hill covered in crosses, each cross bearing the racked and bloodied body of a man who 

dared defy the will of Rome. That image alone should Đast douďt upoŶ the gospels͛ poƌtƌaǇal of Jesus as 
a man of unconditional peace almost wholly insulated from the political upheavals of his time. The 

ŶotioŶ that the leadeƌ of a populaƌ ŵessiaŶiĐ ŵoǀeŵeŶt ĐalliŶg foƌ the iŵpositioŶ of the ͞KiŶgdoŵ of 
God͟—a term that would have been understood by Jew and gentile alike as implying revolt against 

Rome—could have remained uninvolved in the revolutionary fervor that had gripped nearly every Jew in 

Judea is simply ridiculous.  

Why would the gospel writers go to suĐh leŶgths to teŵpeƌ the ƌeǀolutioŶaƌǇ Ŷatuƌe of Jesus͛s ŵessage 
and movement? To answer this question we must first recognize that almost every gospel story written 

about the life and mission of Jesus of Nazareth was composed after the Jewish rebellion against Rome in 

66 C.E. In that year, a band of Jewish rebels, spurred by their zeal for God, roused their fellow Jews in 

revolt. Miraculously, the rebels managed to liberate the Holy Land from the Roman occupation. For four 

glorious years, the city of God was once again under Jewish control. Then, in 70 C.E., the Romans 

returned. After a brief siege of Jerusalem, the soldiers breached the city walls and unleashed an orgy of 

violence upon its residents. They butchered everyone in their path, heaping corpses on the Temple 

Mount. A river of blood flowed down the cobblestone streets. When the massacre was complete, the 

soldieƌs set fiƌe to the Teŵple of God. The fiƌes spƌead ďeǇoŶd the Teŵple MouŶt, eŶgulfiŶg Jeƌusaleŵ͛s 
meadows, the farms, the olive trees. Everything burned. So complete was the devastation wrought upon 

the holy city that Josephus writes there was nothing left to prove Jerusalem had ever been inhabited. 

Tens of thousands of Jews were slaughtered. The rest were marched out of the city in chains.  

The spiritual trauma faced by the Jews in the wake of that catastrophic event is hard to imagine. Exiled 

from the land promised them by God, forced to live as outcasts among the pagans of the Roman Empire, 

the rabbis of the second century gradually and deliberately divorced Judaism from the radical messianic 

nationalism that had launched the ill-fated war with Rome. The Torah replaced the Temple in the center 

of Jewish life, and rabbinic Judaism emerged.  

The Christians, too, felt the need to distance themselves from the revolutionary zeal that had led to the 

sacking of Jerusalem, not only because it allowed the early church to ward off the wrath of a deeply 

vengeful Rome, but also because, with the Jewish religion having become pariah, the Romans had 

become the pƌiŵaƌǇ taƌget of the ĐhuƌĐh͛s eǀaŶgelisŵ. Thus ďegaŶ the loŶg pƌoĐess of tƌaŶsfoƌŵiŶg 
Jesus from a revolutionary Jewish nationalist into a peaceful spiritual leader with no interest in any 

earthly matter. That was a Jesus the Romans could accept, and in fact did accept three centuries later 



ǁheŶ the ‘oŵaŶ eŵpeƌoƌ Flaǀius Theodosius ;d. ϯϵϱͿ ŵade the itiŶeƌaŶt Jeǁish pƌeaĐheƌ͛s ŵoǀeŵeŶt 
the official religion of the state, and what we now recognize as orthodox Christianity was born.  

This book is an attempt to reclaim, as much as possible, the Jesus of history, the Jesus before 

Christianity: the politically conscious Jewish revolutionary who, two thousand years ago, walked across 

the Galilean countryside, gathering followers for a messianic movement with the goal of establishing the 

Kingdom of God but whose mission failed when, after a provocative entry into Jerusalem and a brazen 

attack on the Temple, he was arrested and executed by Rome for the crime of sedition. It is also about 

how, in the aftermath of Jesus͛s failuƌe to estaďlish God͛s ƌeigŶ oŶ eaƌth, his folloǁeƌs ƌeiŶteƌpƌeted Ŷot 
oŶlǇ Jesus͛s ŵissioŶ aŶd ideŶtitǇ, ďut also the ǀeƌǇ Ŷatuƌe aŶd defiŶitioŶ of the Jeǁish ŵessiah.  

There are those who consider such an endeavor to be a waste of time, believing the Jesus of history to 

ďe iƌƌeǀoĐaďlǇ lost aŶd iŶĐapaďle of ƌeĐoǀeƌǇ. LoŶg goŶe aƌe the headǇ daǇs of ͞the Ƌuest foƌ the 
histoƌiĐal Jesus,͟ ǁheŶ sĐholaƌs ĐoŶfideŶtlǇ pƌoĐlaiŵed that ŵodeƌŶ sĐieŶtifiĐ tools aŶd histoƌiĐal 
research would allow us to uŶĐoǀeƌ Jesus͛s tƌue ideŶtitǇ. The ƌeal Jesus Ŷo loŶgeƌ ŵatteƌs, these 
scholars argue. We should focus instead on the only Jesus that is accessible to us: Jesus the Christ.  

Granted, writing a biography of Jesus of Nazareth is not like writing a biography of Napoleon Bonaparte. 

The task is somewhat akin to putting together a massive puzzle with only a few of the pieces in hand; 

one has no choice but to fill in the rest of the puzzle based on the best, most educated guess of what the 

completed image should look like. The great Christian theologian Rudolf Bultmann liked to say that the 

quest for the historical Jesus is ultimately an internal quest. Scholars tend to see the Jesus they want to 

see. Too often they see themselves—their own reflection—in the image of Jesus they have constructed.  

And yet that best, most educated guess may be enough to, at the very least, question our most basic 

assumptions about Jesus of Nazareth. If we expose the claims of the gospels to the heat of historical 

analysis, we can purge the scriptures of their literary and theological flourishes and forge a far more 

accurate picture of the Jesus of history. Indeed, if we commit to placing Jesus firmly within the social, 

religious, and political context of the era in which he lived—an era marked by the slow burn of a revolt 

against Rome that would forever transform the faith and practice of Judaism—then, in some ways, his 

biography writes itself.  

The Jesus that is uncovered in the process may not be the Jesus we expect; he certainly will not be the 

Jesus that most modern Christians would recognize. But in the end, he is the only Jesus that we can 

access by historical means.  

Everything else is a matter of faith. 

 

Chronology  

164 B.C.E.  

The Maccabean Revolt 
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26–28 
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36 
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44 
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46 

Revolt of Jacob and Simon, the sons of Judas the Galilean 

48 
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56 

Murder of the High Priest Jonathan 

56 
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57 
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62 

Death of James, the brother of Jesus 

66 
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66 

The Jewish Revolt 

70 
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73 
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80–90 
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90–100 
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94 
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100–120 
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132 
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300 

The Pseudo-Clementines compiled  

313 

Emperor Constantine issues Edict of Milan 

325 

The Council of Nicaea 

398 
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PART I  

 

 

 

Arise! Arise! 

Put on your strength, O Zion! 

Put on your beautiful garments, Jerusalem, the holy city; 

for the uncircumcised and the unclean 

shall never again enter you.  

Shake off the dust from yourself, stand up,  

O captive Jerusalem; 

release the bonds from your neck,  

O captive daughter of Zion.  



ISAIAH 52:1–2 

 

Prologue 

 

 

  

  

A Different Sort of Sacrifice  

The war with Rome begins not with a clang of swords but with the lick of a dagger drawn from an 

assassiŶ͛s Đloak.  

Festival season in Jerusalem: a time when Jews from across the Mediterranean converge upon the holy 

city bearing fragrant offerings to God. There are in the ancient Jewish cult a host of annual observances 

and celebrations that can only be performed here, inside the Temple of Jerusalem, in the presence of 

the high priest, who hoards the most sacred feast days—Passover, Pentecost, the harvest festival of 

Sukkot—for himself, all the while pocketing a healthy fee, or tithe, as he would call it, for his trouble. 

AŶd ǁhat tƌouďle it is! OŶ suĐh daǇs the ĐitǇ͛s populatioŶ ĐaŶ sǁell to ŵoƌe thaŶ a ŵillioŶ people. It 
takes the full force of the porters and lower priests to squeeze the crush of pilgrims through the Hulda 

Gates at the Teŵple͛s southeƌŶ ǁall, to heƌd theŵ aloŶg the daƌk aŶd ĐaǀeƌŶous galleƌies ďeŶeath the 
Temple plaza and guide them up the double flight of stairs that lead to the public square and 

marketplace known as the Court of Gentiles.  

The Temple of Jerusalem is a roughly rectangular structure, some five hundred meters long and three 

hundred meters wide, balanced atop Mount Moriah, on the eastern edge of the holy city. Its outer walls 

are rimmed with covered porticos whose slab-topped roofs, held up by row after row of glittering white 

stoŶe ĐoluŵŶs, pƌoteĐt the ŵasses fƌoŵ the ŵeƌĐiless suŶ. OŶ the Teŵple͛s southeƌŶ flaŶk sits the 
largest and most ornate of the porticoes, the Royal Portico—a tall, two-story, basilica-like assembly hall 

built in the customary Roman style. This is the administrative quarters of the Sanhedrin, the supreme 

religious body and highest judicial court of the Jewish nation. It is also where a clatter of merchants and 

grubby money changers lie in wait as you make your way up the underground stairs and onto the 

spacious sunlit plaza.  

The money changers play a vital role in the Temple. For a fee, they will exchange your foul foreign coins 

for the Hebrew shekel, the only currency permitted by the Temple authorities. The money changers will 

also collect the half-shekel Temple tax that all adult males must pay to preserve the pomp and spectacle 

of all you see around you: the mountains of burning incense and the ceaseless sacrifices, the wine 

libations and the first-fruits offering, the Levite choir belting out psalms of praise and the accompanying 

orchestra thrumming lyres and banging cymbals. Someone must pay for these necessities. Someone 

must bear the cost of the burnt offerings that so please the Lord.  

With the new currency in hand, you are now free to peruse the pens lining the periphery walls to 

purchase your sacrifice: a pigeon, a sheep—it depends on the depth of your purse, or the depth of your 



sins. If the latter transcends the former, do not despair. The money changers are happy to offer the 

credit you need to enhance your sacrifice. There is a strict legal code regulating the animals that can be 

purchased for the blessed occasion. They must be free of blemish. Domesticated, not wild. They cannot 

be beasts of burden. Whether ox or bull or ram or sheep, they must have been reared for this purpose 

aloŶe. TheǇ aƌe Ŷot Đheap. WhǇ should theǇ ďe? The saĐƌifiĐe is the Teŵple͛s pƌiŵaƌǇ puƌpose. It is the 
ǀeƌǇ ƌeasoŶ foƌ the Teŵple͛s ďeiŶg. The soŶgs, the prayers, the readings—every ritual that takes place 

here arose in service of this singular and most vital ritual. The blood libation not only wipes away your 

sins, it cleanses the earth. It feeds the earth, renewing and sustaining it, protecting us all from drought 

or famine or worse. The cycle of life and death that the Lord in his omnificence has decreed is wholly 

dependent upon your sacrifice. This is not the time for thrift.  

So purchase your offering, and make it a good one. Pass it on to any of the white-robed priests roaming 

the Temple plaza. They are the descendants of Aaron, the brother of Moses, responsible for maintaining 

the Teŵple͛s dailǇ ƌites: the ďuƌŶiŶg of iŶĐeŶse, the lightiŶg of laŵps, the souŶdiŶg of tƌuŵpets, aŶd, of 
course, the sacrificial offerings. The priesthood is a hereditary position, but there is no shortage of them, 

certainly not during festival season, when they arrive in droves from distant lands to assist in the 

festivities. They cram the Temple in twenty-four-hour shifts to ensure that the fires of sacrifice are kept 

aflame day and night.  

The Temple is constructed as a series of tiered courtyards, each smaller, more elevated, and more 

restrictive than the last. The outermost courtyard, the Court of Gentiles, where you purchased your 

sacrifice, is a broad piazza open to everyone, regardless of race or religion. If you are a Jew—one free of 

any physical affliction (no lepers, no paralytics) and properly purified by a ritual bath—you may follow 

the priest with your offering through a stone-lattice fence and proceed into the next courtyard, the 

Court of Women (a plaque on the fence warns all others to proceed no farther than the outer court on 

pain of death). Here is where the wood and oil for the sacrifices are stored. It is also the farthest into the 

Temple that any Jewish woman may proceed; Jewish men may continue up a small semicircular flight of 

stairs through the Nicanor Gate and into the Court of Israelites.  

This is as close as you will ever be to the presence of God. The stink of carnage is impossible to ignore. It 

clings to the skin, the hair, becoming a noisome burden you will not soon shake off. The priests burn 

incense to ward off the fetor and disease, but the mixture of myrrh and cinnamon, saffron and 

frankincense cannot mask the insufferable stench of slaughter. Still, it is important to stay where you are 

and witness your sacrifice take place in the next courtyard, the Court of Priests. Entry into this court is 

permitted solely to the priests and Temple officials, foƌ this is ǁheƌe the Teŵple͛s altaƌ staŶds: a fouƌ-

horned pedestal made of bronze and wood—five cubits long, five cubits wide—belching thick black 

clouds of smoke into the air.  

The priest takes your sacrifice to a corner and cleanses himself in a nearby basin. Then, with a simple 

pƌaǇeƌ, he slits the aŶiŵal͛s thƌoat. AŶ assistaŶt ĐolleĐts the ďlood iŶ a ďoǁl to spƌiŶkle oŶ the fouƌ 
horned corners of the altar, while the priest carefully disembowels and dismembers the carcass. The 

aŶiŵal͛s hide is his to keep; it will fetch a handsome price in the marketplace. The entrails and the fatty 

tissue are torn out of the corpse, carried up a ramp to the altar, and placed directly atop the eternal fire. 

The meat of the beast is carved away carefully and put to the side for the priests to feast upon after the 

ceremony.  



The eŶtiƌe lituƌgǇ is peƌfoƌŵed iŶ fƌoŶt of the Teŵple͛s iŶŶeƌŵost Đouƌt, the HolǇ of Holies—a gold-

plated, columnar sanctuary at the very heart of the Temple complex. The Holy of Holies is the highest 

point in all Jerusalem. Its doors are draped in purple and scarlet tapestries embroidered with a zodiac 

wheel and a panorama of the heavens. This is where the glory of God physically dwells. It is the meeting 

point between the earthly and heavenly realms, the center of all creation. The Ark of the Covenant 

containing the commandments of God once stood here, but that was lost long ago. There is now nothing 

inside the sanctuary. It is a vast, empty space that serves as a conduit for the presence of God, 

channeliŶg his diǀiŶe spiƌit fƌoŵ the heaǀeŶs, floǁiŶg it out iŶ ĐoŶĐeŶtƌiĐ ǁaǀes aĐƌoss the Teŵple͛s 
chambers, through the Court of Priests and the Court of Israelites, the Court of Women and the Court of 

GeŶtiles, oǀeƌ the Teŵple͛s poƌtiĐoed ǁalls aŶd doǁŶ iŶto the city of Jerusalem, across the Judean 

countryside to Samaria and Idumea, Peraea and Galilee, through the boundless empire of mighty Rome 

and on to the rest of the world, to all peoples and nations, all of them—Jew and gentile alike—
nourished and sustained by the spirit of the Lord of Creation, a spirit that has one sole source and no 

other: the inner sanctuary, the Holy of Holies, tucked within the Temple, in the sacred city of Jerusalem.  

Entrance to the Holy of Holies is barred to all save the high priest, who at this time, 56 C.E., is a young 

man named Jonathan son of Ananus. Like most of his recent predecessors, Jonathan purchased his 

office directly from Rome, and for a hefty price, no doubt. The office of high priest is a lucrative one, 

limited to a handful of noble families who pass the position between them like a legacy (the lower 

priests generally come from more modest backgrounds).  

The role of the Temple in Jewish life cannot be overstated. The Temple serves as calendar and clock for 

the Jews; its rituals mark the cycle of the year and shape the day-to-day activities of every inhabitant of 

Jerusalem. It is the center of commerce for all Judea, its chief financial institution and largest bank. The 

Temple is as much the dwelling place of Israel͛s God as it is the seat of Isƌael͛s ŶatioŶalist aspiƌatioŶs; it 
not only houses the sacred writings and scrolls of law that maintain the Jewish cult, it is the main 

repository for the legal documents, historical notes, and genealogical records of the Jewish nation.  

Unlike their heathen neighbors, the Jews do not have a multiplicity of temples scattered across the land. 

There is only one cultic center, one unique source for the divine presence, one singular place and no 

other where a Jew can commune with the living God. Judea is, for all intents and purposes, a temple-

state. The ǀeƌǇ teƌŵ ͞theoĐƌaĐǇ͟ ǁas ĐoiŶed speĐifiĐallǇ to desĐƌiďe Jeƌusaleŵ. ͞“oŵe people haǀe 
eŶtƌusted the supƌeŵe politiĐal poǁeƌs to ŵoŶaƌĐhies,͟ ǁƌote the fiƌst-century Jewish historian Flavius 

Josephus, ͞otheƌs to oligaƌĐhies, Ǉet otheƌs to the ŵasses [deŵoĐƌaĐǇ]. Ouƌ laǁgiǀeƌ [God], hoǁeǀeƌ, 
was attracted by none of these forms of polity, but gave to his constitution the form of what—if a forced 

expression be permitted—may be termed a ͚theoĐƌaĐǇ͛ [theokƌatia], plaĐiŶg all soǀeƌeigŶtǇ aŶd 
authoƌitǇ iŶ the haŶds of God.͟  

Think of the Temple as a kind of feudal state, employing thousands of priests, singers, porters, servants, 

and ministers while maintaining vast tracts of fertile land tilled by Temple slaves on behalf of the high 

priest and for his benefit. Add to this the revenue raked in by the Temple tax and the constant stream of 

gifts and offerings from visitors and pilgrims—not to mention the huge sums that pass through the 

hands of the merchants and money changers, of which the Temple takes a cut—and it is easy to see why 

so many Jews view the entire priestly nobility, and the high priest in particular, as nothing but a band of 

aǀaƌiĐious ͞loǀeƌs of luǆuƌǇ,͟ to Ƌuote Josephus.  



Picture the high priest Jonathan standing at the altar, incense smoldering in his hand, and it is easy to 

see where this enmity comes from. Even his priestly garments, passed down to him by his wealthy 

pƌedeĐessoƌs, attest to the high pƌiest͛s opuleŶĐe. The long, sleeveless robe dyed purple (the color of 

kings) and fringed with dainty tassels and tiny golden bells sewn to the hem; the hefty breastplate, 

speckled with twelve precious gems, one for each of the tribes of Israel; the immaculate turban sitting 

upon his head like a tiara, fronted by a gold plate on which is engraved the unutterable name of God; 

the urim and thummim, a sort of sacred dice made of wood and bone that the high priest carries in a 

pouch near his breast and through which he reveals the will of God by casting lots—all of these symbols 

of osteŶtatioŶ aƌe ŵeaŶt to ƌepƌeseŶt the high pƌiest͛s eǆĐlusiǀe aĐĐess to God. TheǇ aƌe ǁhat ŵake the 
high priest different; they set him apart from every other Jew in the world.  

It is for this reason that only the high priest can enter the Holy of Holies, and on only one day a year, 

Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, when all the sins of Israel are wiped clean. On this day, the high 

priest comes into the presence of God to atone for the whole nation. If he is ǁoƌthǇ of God͛s ďlessiŶg, 
Isƌael͛s siŶs aƌe foƌgiǀeŶ. If he is Ŷot, a ƌope tied to his ǁaist eŶsuƌes that ǁheŶ God stƌikes hiŵ dead, he 
can be dragged out of the Holy of Holies without anyone else defiling the sanctuary.  

Of course, on this day, the high priest does die, though not, it would seem, by the hand of God.  

The pƌiestlǇ ďlessiŶgs Đoŵplete aŶd the sheŵa suŶg ;͞Heaƌ, O Isƌael: the Loƌd is ouƌ God, the Loƌd 
aloŶe!͟Ϳ, the high pƌiest JoŶathaŶ steps aǁaǇ fƌoŵ the altaƌ aŶd ǁalks doǁŶ the ƌaŵp iŶto the Teŵple͛s 
outer courts. The moment he arrives at the Court of Gentiles he is swallowed up by a frenzy of 

exaltation. The Temple guards form a barrier of purity around him, protecting the high priest from the 

contaminating hands of the masses. Yet it is easy for the assassin to track him. He does not need to 

follow the blinding glare of his bejeweled vestments. He need only listen for the jingle of the bells 

dangling from the hem of his robe. The peculiar melody is the surest sign that the high priest is coming. 

The high priest is near.  

The assassin elbows through the crowd, pushing close enough to Jonathan to reach out an invisible 

hand, to grasp the sacred vestments, to pull him away from the Temple guards and hold him in place, 

just for an instant, long enough to unsheathe a short dagger and slide it across his throat. A different 

sort of sacrifice.  

Befoƌe the high pƌiest͛s ďlood spills oŶto the Teŵple flooƌ, ďefoƌe the guaƌds ĐaŶ ƌeaĐt to the ďƌokeŶ 
rhythm of his stride, before anyone in the courtyard knows what has happened, the assassin has melted 

back into the crowd.  

You should Ŷot ďe suƌpƌised if he is the fiƌst to ĐƌǇ, ͞Muƌdeƌ!͟ 

 

Chapter One 

 

 

  

  



A Hole in the Corner  

Who killed Jonathan son of Ananus as he strode across the Temple Mount in the year 56 C.E.? No doubt 

there were many in Jerusalem who longed to slay the rapacious high priest, and more than a few who 

would have liked to wipe out the bloated Temple priesthood in its entirety. For what must never be 

forgotten when speaking of first-century Palestine is that this land—this hallowed land from which the 

spirit of God flowed to the rest of the world—was occupied territory. Legions of Roman troops were 

stationed throughout Judea. Some six hundred Roman soldiers resided atop the Temple Mount itself, 

within the high stone walls of the Antonia Fortress, which buttressed the northwest corner of the 

Temple wall. The unclean centurion in his red cape and polished cuirass who paraded through the Court 

of Gentiles, his hand hovering over the hilt of his sword, was a not so subtle reminder, if any were 

needed, of who really ruled this sacred place.  

‘oŵaŶ doŵiŶioŶ oǀeƌ Jeƌusaleŵ ďegaŶ iŶ ϲϯ B.C.E., ǁheŶ ‘oŵe͛s ŵasteƌ taĐtiĐiaŶ, PoŵpeǇ MagŶus, 
entered the city with his conquering legions and laid siege to the Temple. By then, Jerusalem had long 

since passed its economic and cultural zenith. The Canaanite settlement that King David had recast into 

the seat of his kingdom, the city he had passed to his wayward son, Solomon, who built the first Temple 

to God—sacked and destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 B.C.E.—the city that had served as the 

religious, economic, and political capital of the Jewish nation for a thousand years, was, by the time 

Pompey strode through its gates, recognized less for its beauty and grandeur than for the religious 

fervor of its troublesome population.  

Situated on the southern plateau of the shaggy Judean mountains, between the twin peaks of Mount 

Scopus and the Mount of Olives, and flanked by the Kidron Valley in the east and the steep, forbidding 

Valley of Gehenna in the south, Jerusalem, at the time of the Roman invasion, was home to a settled 

population of about a hundred thousand people. To the Romans, it was an inconsequential speck on the 

imperial map, a city the wordy statesmaŶ CiĐeƌo disŵissed as ͞a hole iŶ the ĐoƌŶeƌ.͟ But to the Jeǁs this 
was the navel of the world, the axis of the universe. There was no city more unique, more holy, more 

venerable in all the world than Jerusalem. The purple vineyards whose vines twisted and crawled across 

the level plains, the well-tilled fields and viridescent orchards bursting with almond and fig and olive 

trees, the green beds of papyrus floating lazily along the Jordan River—the Jews not only knew and 

deeply loved every feature of this consecrated land, they laid claim to all of it. Everything from the 

farmsteads of Galilee to the low-lying hills of Samaria and the far outskirts of Idumea, where the Bible 

says the accursed cities of Sodom and Gomorrah once stood, was given by God to the Jews, though in 

fact the Jews ruled none of it, not even Jerusalem, where the true God was worshipped. The city that 

the Loƌd had Đlothed iŶ spleŶdoƌ aŶd gloƌǇ aŶd plaĐed, as the pƌophet Ezekiel deĐlaƌed, ͞iŶ the ĐeŶteƌ of 
all ŶatioŶs͟—the eternal seat of God͛s kiŶgdoŵ oŶ eaƌth—was, at the dawn of the first century C.E., just 

a minor province, and a vexing one at that, at the far corner of the mighty Roman Empire.  

It is not that Jerusalem was unaccustomed to invasion and occupation. Despite its exalted status in the 

hearts of the Jews, the truth is that Jerusalem was little more than a trifle to be passed among a 

succession of kings and emperors who took turns plundering and despoiling the sacred city on their way 

to far grander ambitions. In 586 B.C.E. the Babylonians—masters of Mesopotamia—rampaged through 

Judea, razing both Jerusalem and its Temple to the ground. The Babylonians were conquered by the 

Persians, who allowed the Jews to return to their beloved city and rebuild their temple, not because 

they admired the Jews or took their cult seriously, but because they considered Jerusalem an irrelevant 



backwater of little interest or concern to an empire that stretched the length of Central Asia (though the 

prophet Isaiah would thank the Persian king Cyrus by anointing him messiah). The Persian Empire, and 

Jerusalem with it, fell to the armies of Alexander the Great, whose descendants imbued the city and its 

iŶhaďitaŶts ǁith Gƌeek Đultuƌe aŶd ideas. UpoŶ AleǆaŶdeƌ͛s uŶtiŵelǇ death iŶ ϯϮϯ B.C.E., Jeƌusaleŵ ǁas 

passed as spoils to the Ptolemaic dynasty and ruled from distant Egypt, though only briefly. In 198 

B.C.E., the city was wrested from Ptolemaic control by the Seleucid king Antiochus the Great, whose son 

Antiochus Epiphanes fancied himself god incarnate and strove to put an end once and for all to the 

worship of the Jewish deity in Jerusalem. But the Jews responded to this blasphemy with a relentless 

guerrilla war led by the stouthearted sons of Mattathias the Hasmonaean—the Maccabees—who 

reclaimed the holy city from Seleucid control in 164 B.C.E. and, for the first time in four centuries, 

restored Jewish hegemony over Judea.  

Foƌ the Ŷeǆt huŶdƌed Ǉeaƌs, the HasŵoŶaeaŶs ƌuled God͛s laŶd ǁith aŶ iƌoŶ fist. TheǇ ǁeƌe pƌiest-kings, 

each sovereign serving as both King of the Jews and high priest of the Temple. But when civil war broke 

out between the brothers Hyrcanus and Aristobulus over control of the throne, each brother foolishly 

ƌeaĐhed out to ‘oŵe foƌ suppoƌt. PoŵpeǇ took the ďƌotheƌs͛ eŶtƌeaties as aŶ iŶǀitation to seize 

Jerusalem for himself, thus putting an end to the brief period of direct Jewish rule over the city of God. 

In 63 B.C.E., Judea became a Roman protectorate, and the Jews were made once again a subject people.  

Roman rule, coming as it did after a century of independence, was not warmly received by the Jews. The 

Hasmonaean dynasty was abolished, but Pompey allowed Hyrcanus to maintain the position of high 

priest. That did not sit well with the supporters of Aristobulus, who launched a series of revolts to which 

the Romans responded with characteristic savagery—burning towns, massacring rebels, enslaving 

populations. Meanwhile, the chasm between the starving and indebted poor toiling in the countryside 

and the wealthy provincial class ruling in Jerusalem grew even wider. It was standard Roman policy to 

forge alliances with the landed aristocracy in every captured city, making them dependent on the 

Roman overlords for their power and wealth. By aligning their interests with those of the ruling class, 

Rome ensured that local leaders remained wholly vested in maintaining the imperial system. Of course, 

iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ, ͞laŶded aƌistoĐƌaĐǇ͟ ŵoƌe oƌ less ŵeaŶt the pƌiestlǇ Đlass, aŶd speĐifiĐallǇ, that haŶdful of 
wealthy priestly families who maintained the Temple cult and who, as a result, were charged by Rome 

with collecting the taxes and tribute and keeping order among the increasingly restive population—tasks 

for which they were richly compensated.  

The fluidity that existed in Jerusalem between the religious and political powers made it necessary for 

Rome to maintain close supervision over the Jewish cult and, in particular, over the high priest. As head 

of the “aŶhedƌiŶ aŶd ͞leadeƌ of the ŶatioŶ,͟ the high pƌiest ǁas a figuƌe of ďoth ƌeligious aŶd political 

ƌeŶoǁŶ ǁith the poǁeƌ to deĐide all ƌeligious ŵatteƌs, to eŶfoƌĐe God͛s laǁ, aŶd eǀeŶ to ŵake aƌƌests, 
though only in the vicinity of the Temple. If the Romans wanted to control the Jews, they had to control 

the Temple. And if they wanted to control the Temple, they had to control the high priest, which is why, 

soon after taking control over Judea, Rome took upon itself the responsibility of appointing and 

deposing (either directly or indirectly) the high priest, essentially transforming him into a Roman 

eŵploǇee. ‘oŵe eǀeŶ kept ĐustodǇ of the high pƌiest͛s saĐƌed gaƌŵeŶts, haŶdiŶg theŵ out oŶlǇ oŶ the 
sacred festivals and feast days and confiscating them immediately after the ceremonies were complete.  

Still, the Jews were better off than some other Roman subjects. For the most part, the Romans humored 

the Jewish cult, allowing the rituals and sacrifices to be conducted without interference. The Jews were 



even excused from the direct worship of the emperor, which Rome imposed upon nearly every other 

religious community under its dominion. All that Rome asked of Jerusalem was a twice-daily sacrifice of 

one bull and two lambs on behalf of the emperor and for his good health. Continue making the sacrifice, 

keep up with the taxes and tribute, follow the provincial laws, and Rome was happy to leave you, your 

god, and your temple alone.  

The Romans were, after all, fairly proficient in the religious beliefs and practices of subject peoples. 

Most of the lands they conquered were allowed to maintain their temples unmolested. Rival gods, far 

from being vanquished or destroyed, were often assimilated into the Roman cult (that is how, for 

example, the Canaanite god Baal became associated with the Roman god Saturn). In some cases, under 

a practice called evocatio, the ‘oŵaŶs ǁould take possessioŶ of aŶ eŶeŵǇ͛s teŵple—and therefore its 

god, for the two were inextricable in the ancient world—and transfer it to Rome, where it would be 

showered with riches and lavish sacrifices. Such displays were meant to send a clear signal that the 

hostilities ǁeƌe diƌeĐted Ŷot toǁaƌd the eŶeŵǇ͛s god ďut toǁaƌd its fighteƌs; the god ǁould ĐoŶtiŶue to 
be honored and worshipped in Rome if only his devotees would lay down their arms and allow 

themselves to be absorbed into the empire.  

As generally tolerant as the Romans may have been when it came to foreign cults, they were even more 

lenient toward the Jews and their fealty to their One God—ǁhat CiĐeƌo deĐƌied as the ͞ďaƌďaƌiaŶ 
supeƌstitioŶs͟ of Jeǁish ŵoŶotheisŵ. The ‘oŵaŶs ŵaǇ Ŷot haǀe understood the Jewish cult, with its 

strange observances and its overwhelming obsession with ritual purity—͞The Jeǁs ƌegaƌd as pƌofaŶe all 
that ǁe hold saĐƌed,͟ TaĐitus ǁƌote, ͞ǁhile theǇ peƌŵit all that ǁe aďhoƌ͟—but they nevertheless 

tolerated it.  

What most puzzled Rome about the Jews was not their unfamiliar rites or their strict devotion to their 

laws, but rather what the Romans considered to be their unfathomable superiority complex. The notion 

that an insignificant Semitic tribe residing in a distant corner of the mighty Roman Empire demanded, 

and indeed received, special treatment from the emperor was, for many Romans, simply 

incomprehensible. How dare they consider their god to be the sole god in the universe? How dare they 

keep themselves separate from all other nations? Who do these backward and superstitious tribesmen 

think they are? The Stoic philosopher Seneca was not alone among the Roman elite in wondering how it 

had possiďlǇ Đoŵe to pass iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ that ͞the ǀaŶƋuished haǀe giǀeŶ laǁs to the ǀiĐtoƌs.͟  

For the Jews, however, this sense of exceptionalism was not a matter of arrogance or pride. It was a 

direct commandment from a jealous God who tolerated no foreign presence in the land he had set aside 

for his chosen people. That is why, when the Jews first came to this land a thousand years earlier, God 

had decreed that they massacre every man, woman, and child they encountered, that they slaughter 

every ox, goat, and sheep they came across, that they burn every farm, every field, every crop, every 

living thing without exception so as to ensure that the land would belong solely to those who 

worshipped this one God and no other.  

͞As foƌ the toǁŶs of these people that the Loƌd Ǉouƌ God is giǀiŶg Ǉou as aŶ iŶheƌitaŶĐe,͟ God told the 
Israelites, ͞Ǉou ŵust Ŷot let aŶǇthiŶg that ďƌeathes ƌeŵaiŶ aliǀe. You shall aŶŶihilate theŵ all—the 

Hittites and the Amorites, the Canaanites and the Perizzites, the Hivites and the Jebusites—just as the 

Loƌd Ǉouƌ God has ĐoŵŵaŶded͟ ;DeuteƌoŶoŵǇ ϮϬ:ϭϳ–18).  



It was, the Biďle Đlaiŵs, oŶlǇ afteƌ the Jeǁish aƌŵies had ͞utteƌlǇ destƌoǇed all that ďƌeathed͟ iŶ the 
cities of Libnah and Lachish and Eglon and Hebron and Debir, in the hill country and in the Negeb, in the 

lowlands and in the slopes—only after every single previous iŶhaďitaŶt of this laŶd ǁas eƌadiĐated, ͞as 
the Loƌd God of Isƌael had ĐoŵŵaŶded͟ ;Joshua ϭϬ: Ϯϴ–42)—that the Jews were allowed to settle here.  

And yet, a thousand years later, this same tribe that had shed so much blood to cleanse the Promised 

Land of every foreign element so as to rule it in the name of its God now found itself laboring under the 

boot of an imperial pagan power, forced to share the holy city with Gauls, Spaniards, Romans, Greeks, 

and Syrians—all of them foreigners, all of them heathens—oďligated ďǇ laǁ to ŵake saĐƌifiĐes iŶ God͛s 
own Temple on behalf of a Roman idolater who lived more than a thousand kilometers away.  

How would the heroes of old respond to such humiliation and degradation? What would Joshua or 

Aaron or Phineas or Samuel do to the unbelievers who had defiled the land set aside by God for his 

chosen people?  

They would drown the land in blood. They would smash the heads of the heathens and the gentiles, 

burn their idols to the ground, slaughter their wives and their children. They would slay the idolaters and 

bathe their feet in the blood of their enemies, just as the Lord commanded. They would call upon the 

God of Israel to burst forth from the heavens in his war chariot, to trample upon the sinful nations and 

make the mountains writhe at his fury.  

As for the high priest—the ǁƌetĐh ǁho ďetƌaǇed God͛s ĐhoseŶ people to ‘oŵe foƌ soŵe ĐoiŶ aŶd the 
right to prance about in his spangled garments? His very existence was an insult to God. It was a blight 

upon the entire land.  

It had to be wiped away. 

 

Chapter Two 

 

 

  

  

King of the Jews  

In the years of tumult that followed the Roman occupation of Judea, as Rome became enmeshed in a 

debilitating civil war between Pompey Magnus and his erstwhile ally Julius Caesar, even while remnants 

of the Hasmonaean Dynasty continued vying for the favors of both men, the situation for the Jewish 

faƌŵeƌs aŶd peasaŶts ǁho haƌƌoǁed aŶd soǁed God͛s laŶd steadilǇ ǁoƌseŶed. The sŵall faŵilǇ faƌŵs 
that for centuries had served as the primary basis of the rural economy were gradually swallowed up by 

large estates administered by landed aristocracies flush with freshly minted Roman coins. Rapid 

urbanization under Roman rule fueled mass internal migration from the countryside to the cities. The 

agriculture that had once sustained the meager village populations was now almost wholly focused on 

feeding the engorged urban centers, leaving the rural peasants hungry and destitute. The peasantry 



were not only obligated to continue paying their taxes and their tithes to the Temple priesthood, they 

were now forced to pay a heavy tribute to Rome. For farmers, the total could amount to nearly half their 

annual yield.  

At the same time, successive droughts had left large swaths of the countryside fallow and in ruin as 

much of the Jewish peasantry was reduced to slavery. Those who managed to remain on their wasted 

fields often had no choice but to borrow heavily from the landed aristocracy, at exorbitant interest 

rates. Never mind that Jewish law forbade the charging of interest on loans; the massive fines that were 

levied on the poor for late payments had basically the same effect. In any case, the landed aristocracy 

expected the peasants to default on their loans; they were banking on it. For if the loan was not 

promptlǇ aŶd fullǇ ƌepaid, the peasaŶt͛s laŶd Đould ďe ĐoŶfisĐated aŶd the peasaŶt kept oŶ the faƌŵ as a 
tenant toiling on behalf of its new owner.  

Within a few years after the Roman conquest of Jerusalem, an entire crop of landless peasants found 

themselves stripped of their property with no way to feed themselves or their families. Many of these 

peasants immigrated to the cities to find work. But in Galilee, a handful of displaced farmers and 

landowners exchanged their plows for swords and began fighting back against those they deemed 

responsible for their woes. From their hiding places in the caves and grottoes of the Galilean 

countryside, these peasant-warriors launched a wave of attacks against the Jewish aristocracy and the 

agents of the Roman Republic. They roamed through the provinces, gathering to themselves those in 

distress, those who were dispossessed and mired in debt. Like Jewish Robin Hoods, they robbed the rich 

and, on occasion, gave to the poor. To the faithful, these peasant gangs were nothing less than the 

physical embodiment of the anger and suffering of the poor. They were heroes: symbols of righteous 

zeal against Roman aggression, dispensers of divine justice to the traitorous Jews. The Romans had a 

different word for them. They called them lestai. Bandits.  

͞BaŶdit͟ ǁas the geŶeƌiĐ teƌŵ foƌ aŶǇ ƌeďel oƌ iŶsuƌƌeĐtioŶist ǁho eŵploǇed aƌŵed ǀioleŶĐe agaiŶst 
‘oŵe oƌ the Jeǁish Đollaďoƌatoƌs. To the ‘oŵaŶs, the ǁoƌd ͞ďaŶdit͟ ǁas sǇŶoŶǇŵous ǁith ͞thief͟ oƌ 
͞ƌaďďle-ƌouseƌ.͟ But these ǁeƌe Ŷo ĐoŵŵoŶ Đriminals. The bandits represented the first stirrings of 

what would become a nationalist resistance movement against the Roman occupation. This may have 

been a peasant revolt; the bandit gangs hailed from impoverished villages like Emmaus, Beth-horon, and 

Bethleheŵ. But it ǁas soŵethiŶg else, too. The ďaŶdits Đlaiŵed to ďe ageŶts of God͛s ƌetƌiďutioŶ. TheǇ 
cloaked their leaders in the emblems of biblical kings and heroes and presented their actions as a 

pƌelude foƌ the ƌestoƌatioŶ of God͛s kiŶgdoŵ oŶ eaƌth. The bandits tapped into the widespread 

apocalyptic expectation that had gripped the Jews of Palestine in the wake of the Roman invasion. One 

of the most fearsome of all the bandits, the charismatic bandit chief Hezekiah, openly declared himself 

to be the messiah, the promised one who would restore the Jews to glory.  

Messiah ŵeaŶs ͞aŶoiŶted oŶe.͟ The title alludes to the pƌaĐtiĐe of pouƌiŶg oƌ sŵeaƌiŶg oil oŶ soŵeoŶe 
charged with divine office: a king, like Saul, or David, or Solomon; a priest, like Aaron and his sons, who 

ǁeƌe ĐoŶseĐƌated to do God͛s ǁoƌk; a pƌophet, like Isaiah oƌ Elisha, ǁho ďoƌe a speĐial ƌelatioŶship ǁith 
God, aŶ iŶtiŵaĐǇ that Đoŵes ǁith ďeiŶg desigŶated God͛s ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀe oŶ eaƌth. The pƌiŶĐipal task of 
the messiah, who was popularlǇ ďelieǀed to ďe the desĐeŶdaŶt of KiŶg Daǀid, ǁas to ƌeďuild Daǀid͛s 
kingdom and reestablish the nation of Israel. Thus, to call oneself the messiah at the time of the Roman 

occupation was tantamount to declaring war on Rome. Indeed, the day would come when these angry 

bands of peasant gangs would form the backbone of an apocalyptic army of zealous revolutionaries that 



would force the Romans to flee Jerusalem in humiliation. In those early years of the occupation, 

however, the bandits were little more than a nuisance. Still, they needed to be stopped; someone had 

to restore order in the countryside.  

That soŵeoŶe tuƌŶed out to ďe a Đleǀeƌ ǇouŶg Jeǁish ŶoďleŵaŶ fƌoŵ Iduŵea Ŷaŵed Heƌod. Heƌod͛s 
father, Antipater, had the good fortune of being on the right side in the civil war between Pompey 

Magnus and Julius Caesar. Caesar rewarded Antipater for his loyalty by granting him Roman citizenship 

in 48 B.C.E. and giving him administrative powers on behalf of Rome over all of Judea. Before his death a 

few years later, Antipater cemented his position among the Jews by appointing his sons Phasael and 

Herod as governors over Jerusalem and Galilee, respectively. Herod was probably only fifteen years old 

at the time, but he immediately distinguished himself as an effective leader and energetic supporter of 

Rome by launching a bloody crusade against the bandit gangs. He even captured the bandit chief 

Hezekiah and cut off his head, putting an end (temporarily) to the bandit menace.  

While Herod was clearing Galilee of the bandit gangs, Antigonus, the son of Aristobulus, who had lost 

the throne and the high priesthood to his brother Hyrcanus after the Roman invasion, was stirring up 

tƌouďle iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ. With the help of ‘oŵe͛s aǀoǁed eŶeŵies, the PaƌthiaŶs, AŶtigoŶus ďesieged the 

holǇ ĐitǇ iŶ ϰϬ B.C.E., takiŶg ďoth the high pƌiest HǇƌĐaŶus aŶd Heƌod͛s ďƌotheƌ Phasael pƌisoŶeƌ. 
Hyrcanus was mutilated, rendering him ineligible, according to Jewish law, to serve any longer as high 

pƌiest; Heƌod͛s ďƌotheƌ Phasael Đoŵŵitted suiĐide while in captivity.  

The Roman Senate determined that the most effective way to retake Jerusalem from Parthian control 

was to make Herod its client-kiŶg aŶd let hiŵ aĐĐoŵplish the task oŶ ‘oŵe͛s ďehalf. The ŶaŵiŶg of 
client-kings was standard practice during the early years of the Roman Empire, allowing Rome to expand 

its borders without expending valuable resources administering conquered provinces directly.  

In 37 B.C.E., Herod marched to Jerusalem with a massive Roman army under his command. He expelled 

the Parthian forces from the city and wiped out the remnants of the Hasmonaean dynasty. In 

ƌeĐogŶitioŶ of his seƌǀiĐes, ‘oŵe Ŷaŵed Heƌod ͞KiŶg of the Jeǁs,͟ gƌaŶtiŶg hiŵ a kiŶgdoŵ that ǁould 
ultimately grow larger than that of King Solomon.  

Heƌod͛s ǁas a profligate and tyrannical rule marked by farcical excess and bestial acts of cruelty. He was 

ruthless to his enemies and tolerated no hint of revolt from the Jews under his reign. Upon ascending 

the throne, he massacred nearly every member of the Sanhedrin and replaced the Temple priests with a 

claque of fawning admirers who purchased their positions directly from him. This act effectively 

neutered the political influence of the Temple and redistributed power to a new class of Jews whose 

reliance on the faǀoƌs of the kiŶg tƌaŶsfoƌŵed theŵ iŶto a soƌt of Ŷouǀeau ƌiĐhe aƌistoĐƌaĐǇ. Heƌod͛s 
penchant for violence and his highly publicized domestic disputes, which bordered on the burlesque, led 

him to execute so many members of his own family that Caesar Augustus oŶĐe faŵouslǇ Ƌuipped, ͞I 
ǁould ƌatheƌ ďe Heƌod͛s pig thaŶ his soŶ.͟  

IŶ tƌuth, ďeiŶg KiŶg of the Jeǁs iŶ Heƌod͛s tiŵe ǁas Ŷo eŶǀiaďle task. Theƌe ǁeƌe, aĐĐoƌdiŶg to Josephus, 
twenty-four fractious Jewish sects in and around Jerusalem. Although none enjoyed unfettered 

dominance over the others, three sects, or rather schools, were particularly influential in shaping Jewish 

thought at the time: the Pharisees, who were primarily lower- and middle-class rabbis and scholars who 

interpreted the laws for the masses; the Sadducees, more conservative and, with regard to Rome, more 

accommodating priests from wealthier landowning families; and the Essenes, a predominantly priestly 



movement that separated itself from the authority of the Temple and made its base on a barren hilltop 

in the Dead Sea valley called Qumran.  

Charged with pacifying and administrating an unruly and heterogeneous population of Jews, Greeks, 

Samaritans, Syrians, and Arabs—all of whom hated him more than they hated each other—Herod did a 

masterful job of maintaining order on behalf of Rome. His reign ushered in an era of political stability 

among the Jews that had not been seen for centuries. He initiated a monumental building and public 

works project that employed tens of thousands of peasants and day laborers, permanently changing the 

physical landscape of Jerusalem. He built markets and theaters, palaces and ports, all modeled on the 

classical Hellenic style.  

To pay for his colossal construction projects and to satisfy his own extravagance, Herod imposed a 

crushing tax rate upon his subjects, from which he continued to dispatch a hefty tribute to Rome, and 

ǁith pleasuƌe, as aŶ eǆpƌessioŶ of his esteeŵ foƌ his ‘oŵaŶ ŵasteƌs. Heƌod ǁas Ŷot just the eŵpeƌoƌ͛s 
client-king. He was a close and personal friend, a loyal citizen of the Republic who wanted more than to 

emulate Rome; he wanted to remake it in the sands of Judea. He instituted a forced Hellenization 

program upon the Jews, bringing gymnasia, Greek amphitheaters, and Roman baths to Jerusalem. He 

made Greek the language of his court and minted coins bearing Greek letters and pagan insignia.  

Yet Herod was also a Jew, and as such he understood the importance of appealing to the religious 

sensibilities of his subjects. That is why he embarked on his most ambitious project: the rebuilding and 

expansion of the Temple of Jerusalem. It was Herod who had the Temple raised on a platform atop 

Mount Moriah—the highest point in the city—and embellished with wide Roman colonnades and 

towering marble columns that gleaŵed iŶ the suŶ. Heƌod͛s Teŵple ǁas ŵeaŶt to iŵpƌess his patƌoŶs iŶ 
Rome, but he also wanted to please his fellow Jews, many of whom did not consider the King of the 

Jews to be himself a Jew. Herod was a convert, after all. His mother was an Arab. His people, the 

Idumeans, had come to Judaism only a generation or two earlier. The rebuilding of the Temple was, for 

Herod, not only a means of solidifying his political dominance; it was a desperate plea for acceptance by 

his Jewish subjects.  

It did not work. 

Despite the ƌeďuildiŶg of the Teŵple, Heƌod͛s uŶaďashed HelleŶisŵ aŶd his aggƌessiǀe atteŵpts to 
͞‘oŵaŶize͟ Jeƌusaleŵ eŶƌaged pious Jeǁs ǁho seeŵ Ŷeǀeƌ to haǀe Đeased ǀieǁiŶg theiƌ kiŶg as a slaǀe 
to foreign masters and a devotee of foreign gods. Not even the Temple, the supreme symbol of Jewish 

ideŶtitǇ, Đould ŵask Heƌod͛s iŶfatuatioŶ ǁith ‘oŵe. “hoƌtlǇ ďefoƌe its ĐoŵpletioŶ, Heƌod plaĐed a 
golden eagle—the sign of Roman dominion—over its main portal and forced his handpicked high priest 

to offer tǁo saĐƌifiĐes a daǇ oŶ ďehalf of Caesaƌ Augustus as ͞the “oŶ of God.͟ Neǀeƌtheless, it is a sigŶ 
of how firmly Herod held his kingdom in his grip that the general odium of the Jews toward his reign 

never rose to the level of insurrection, at least not in his lifetime.  

When Herod the Great died in 4 B.C.E., Augustus split his realm among his three sons: Archelaus was 

given Judea, Samaria, and Idumea; Herod Antipas—kŶoǁŶ as ͞the Foǆ͟—reigned over Galilee and 

Peraea (a region in the Transjordan northeast of the Dead Sea); and Philip was handed control over 

GaulaŶitis ;ŵodeƌŶ daǇ GolaŶͿ aŶd the laŶds Ŷoƌtheast of the “ea of Galilee. NoŶe of Heƌod͛s thƌee soŶs 
ǁeƌe giǀeŶ the title of kiŶg: AŶtipas aŶd Philip ǁeƌe eaĐh Ŷaŵed tetƌaƌĐh, ŵeaŶiŶg ͞ƌuleƌ of a Ƌuaƌteƌ,͟ 



aŶd AƌĐhelaus ǁas Ŷaŵed ethŶaƌĐh, oƌ ͞ƌuleƌ of a people͟; ďoth titles ǁeƌe deliďeƌatelǇ ŵeaŶt to sigŶal 
the end of unified kingship over the Jews.  

The diǀisioŶ of Heƌod͛s kiŶgdoŵ pƌoǀed a disasteƌ foƌ ‘oŵe, as the daŵ of aŶgeƌ aŶd ƌeseŶtŵeŶt that 
had been built during his long and oppressive reign burst into a flood of riots and violent protests that 

his nebbish sons, dulled by a life of idleness and languor, could hardly contain. The rioters burned down 

oŶe of Heƌod͛s palaĐes oŶ the JoƌdaŶ ‘iǀeƌ. TǁiĐe, the Temple itself was overrun: first during Passover, 

then again at Shavuot or the Festival of Weeks. In the countryside, the bandit gangs that Herod had 

ďeateŶ iŶto suďŵissioŶ oŶĐe agaiŶ ďegaŶ teaƌiŶg thƌough Galilee, slaughteƌiŶg the foƌŵeƌ kiŶg͛s 
assoĐiates. IŶ Iduŵea, Heƌod͛s hoŵe ƌegioŶ, tǁo thousaŶd of his soldieƌs ŵutiŶied. EǀeŶ Heƌod͛s allies, 
including his own cousin Achiab, joined the rebellion.  

These uprisings were no doubt fueled by the messianic expectations of the Jews. In Peraea, a former 

slaǀe of Heƌod͛s—an imposing giant of a man named Simon—crowned himself messiah and rallied 

together a group of bandits to plunder the royal palaces at Jericho. The rebellion ended when Simon 

was captured and beheaded. A short while later, another messianic aspirant, a poor shepherd boy 

named Athronges, placed a crown upon his head and launched a foolhardy attack against Roman forces. 

He, too, was caught and executed.  

The chaos and bloodshed continued unabated until Caesar Augustus finally ordered his own troops into 

Judea to put an end to the uprising. Although the emperor allowed Philip and Antipas to remain in their 

posts, he sent Archelaus into exile, placed Jerusalem under a Roman governor, and, in the year 6 C.E., 

transformed all of Judea into a province ruled directly by Rome. There would be no more semi-

independence. No more client-kings. No more King of the Jews. Jerusalem now belonged wholly to 

Rome.  

According to tradition, Herod the Great died on the eve of Passover in 4 B.C.E., at the ripe age of 

seventy, having reigned over the Jews for thirty-seǀeŶ Ǉeaƌs. Josephus ǁƌites that oŶ the daǇ of Heƌod͛s 
death, there was an eclipse of the moon, an inauspicious sign, perhaps presaging the tumult that would 

follow. There is, of course, another tradition told about the demise of Herod the Great: that sometime 

between his death in 4 B.C.E. and the Roman takeover of Jerusalem in 6 C.E., in an obscure hillside 

ǀillage iŶ Galilee, a Đhild ǁas ďoƌŶ ǁho ǁould oŶe daǇ Đlaiŵ foƌ hiŵself Heƌod͛s ŵaŶtle as KiŶg of the 

Jews.  

 

Chapter Three 

 

 

  

  

You Know Where I Am From  

Ancient Nazareth rests on the jagged brow of a windy hilltop in lower Galilee. No more than a hundred 

Jewish families live in this tiny village. There are no roads, no public buildings. There is no synagogue. 



The villagers share a single well from which to draw fresh water. A single bath, fed by a trickle of rainfall 

captured and stored in underground cisterns, serves the entire population. It is a village of mostly 

illiterate peasants, farmers, and day laborers; a place that does not exist on any map.  

The homes in Nazareth are simple affairs: a single windowless room, divided in two—one room for the 

family, the other for the livestock—made of whitewashed mud and stone and crowned with a flat-

topped roof where the householders gather to pray, where they lay out their wash to dry, where they 

take their meals on temperate evenings, and where, in the hot summer months, they roll out their dusty 

mats and sleep. The lucky inhabitants have a courtyard and a tiny patch of soil to grow vegetables, for 

no matter their occupation or skill, every Nazarean is a farmer. The peasants who call this secluded 

village home are, without exception, cultivators of the land. It is agriculture that feeds and sustains the 

meager population. Everyone raises their own livestock, everyone plants their own crops: a bit of barley, 

some wheat, a few stalks of millet and oats. The manure collected from the animals feeds the earth, 

which in turn feeds the villagers, who then feed the livestock. Self-sufficiency is the rule.  

The hillside hamlet of Nazareth is so small, so obscure, that its name does not appear in any ancient 

Jewish source before the third century C.E.—not in the Hebrew Bible, not in the Talmud, not in the 

Midrash, not in Josephus. It is, in short, an inconsequential and utterly forgettable place. It is also the 

city in which Jesus was likely born and raised. That he came from this tightly enclosed village of a few 

hundred impoverished Jews may very well be the only fact ĐoŶĐeƌŶiŶg Jesus͛s Đhildhood aďout ǁhiĐh ǁe 
can be fairly confident. So identified was Jesus with Nazareth that he was known throughout his life 

siŵplǇ as ͞the NazaƌeaŶ.͟ CoŶsideƌiŶg hoǁ ĐoŵŵoŶ a fiƌst Ŷaŵe Jesus ǁas, the ĐitǇ of his ďiƌth ďeĐaŵe 
his principal sobriquet. It was the one thing about which everyone who knew him—his friends and his 

enemies alike—seemed to agree.  

Why, then, do Matthew and Luke—and only Matthew (2:1–9) and Luke (2:1–21)—claim that Jesus was 

born not in Nazareth but in Bethlehem, even though the name Bethlehem does not appear anywhere 

else in the entire New Testament (not even anywhere else in Matthew or Luke, both of which 

ƌepeatedlǇ ƌefeƌ to Jesus as ͞the NazaƌeaŶ͟Ϳ, saǀe foƌ a siŶgle ǀeƌse iŶ the gospel of JohŶ ;ϳ:ϰϮͿ?  

The answer may be found in that verse from John. 

It ǁas, the eǀaŶgelist ǁƌites, eaƌlǇ iŶ Jesus͛s ŵiŶistƌǇ. Up to this poiŶt, Jesus had, foƌ the ŵost paƌt, 
restricted himself to preaching his message to the poor farmers and fishermen of Galilee—his friends 

and neighďoƌs. But Ŷoǁ that the Feast of TaďeƌŶaĐles has aƌƌiǀed, Jesus͛s faŵilǇ uƌge hiŵ to tƌaǀel ǁith 
them to Judea to celebrate the joyous harvest festival together, and to reveal himself to the masses.  

͞Coŵe,͟ theǇ saǇ. ͞“hoǁ Ǉouƌself to the ǁoƌld.͟ 

Jesus ƌefuses. ͞You go,͟ he tells theŵ. ͞I aŵ Ŷot goiŶg to this festiǀal. It is Ŷot Ǉet ŵǇ tiŵe.͟  

Jesus͛s faŵilǇ leaǀe hiŵ ďehiŶd aŶd head off to Judea togetheƌ. Yet, uŶďekŶoǁŶst to theŵ, Jesus 
decides to follow them down to Judea after all, if for no other reason than to secretly roam through the 

assembled crowd and hear what people are saying about him.  

͞He is a good ŵaŶ,͟ soŵeoŶe ǁhispeƌs. 

͞No. He is leadiŶg the people astƌaǇ,͟ saǇs aŶotheƌ. 



Sometime later, after Jesus has revealed himself to the crowd, a few begin to make guesses about his 

ideŶtitǇ. ͞“uƌelǇ, he is a pƌophet.͟  

And then someone finally says it. Everyone is clearly thinking it; how could they not be, what with Jesus 

staŶdiŶg tall aŵid the Đƌoǁd deĐlaƌiŶg, ͞Let he ǁho thiƌsts Đoŵe to ŵe aŶd dƌiŶk?͟ Hoǁ aƌe theǇ to 
understand such heretical words? Who else would dare say such a thing openly and within earshot of 

the scribes and the teachers of the law, many of whom, we are told, would like nothing more than to 

silence and arrest this irksome preacher?  

͞This ŵaŶ is the ŵessiah!͟ 

This is no simple declaration. It is, in fact, an act of treason. In first-century Palestine, simply saying the 

ǁoƌds ͞This is the ŵessiah,͟ aloud aŶd iŶ puďliĐ, ĐaŶ ďe a ĐƌiŵiŶal offeŶse, puŶishaďle ďǇ ĐƌuĐifiǆioŶ. 
True, the Jeǁs of Jesus͛s tiŵe had soŵeǁhat ĐoŶfliĐtiŶg ǀieǁs aďout the ƌole aŶd fuŶĐtioŶ of the 
messiah, fed by a score of messianic traditions and popular folktales that were floating around the Holy 

Land. Some believed the messiah would be a restorative figure who would return the Jews to their 

previous position of power and glory. Others viewed the messiah in more apocalyptic and utopian 

terms, as someone who would annihilate the present world and build a new, more just world upon its 

ruins. There were those ǁho thought the ŵessiah ǁould ďe a kiŶg, aŶd those ǁho thought he͛d ďe a 
priest. The Essenes apparently awaited two separate messiahs—one kingly, the other priestly—though 

most Jews thought of the messiah as possessing a combination of both traits. Nevertheless, among the 

crowd of Jews gathered for the Feast of Tabernacles, there seems to have been a fair consensus about 

who the messiah is supposed to be and what the messiah is supposed to do: he is the descendant of 

King David; he comes to restore Israel, to free the Jews from the yoke of occupation, and to establish 

God͛s ƌule iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ. To Đall Jesus the ŵessiah, theƌefoƌe, is to plaĐe hiŵ iŶeǆoƌaďlǇ upoŶ a path—
already well trodden by a host of failed messiahs who came before him—toward conflict, revolution, 

and war against the prevailing powers. Where that path would ultimately lead, no one at the festival 

could know for sure. But there was some sense of where the path must begin.  

͞Does Ŷot the sĐƌiptuƌe saǇ that the ŵessiah is of Daǀid͛s seed?͟ soŵeoŶe iŶ the Đƌoǁd asks. ͞That he 
Đoŵes fƌoŵ the ǀillage ǁheƌe Daǀid liǀed? Fƌoŵ Bethleheŵ?͟  

͞But ǁe kŶoǁ ǁheƌe this ŵaŶ Đoŵes fƌoŵ,͟ Đlaiŵs aŶotheƌ. IŶdeed, the Đƌoǁd seeŵs to kŶoǁ Jesus 
well. They know his brothers, who are there with him. His entire family is present. They traveled to the 

festival together from their home in Galilee. From Nazareth.  

͞Look iŶto it,͟ saǇs a Phaƌisee ǁith the ĐoŶfideŶĐe that Đoŵes fƌoŵ a lifetiŵe of sĐƌutiŶiziŶg the 
sĐƌiptuƌes. ͞You ǁill see: the pƌophet does Ŷot Đoŵe out of Galilee.͟  

Jesus does Ŷot dispute theiƌ Đlaiŵ. ͞Yes, Ǉou all kŶoǁ ŵe,͟ he adŵits. ͞AŶd Ǉou kŶoǁ ǁheƌe I aŵ fƌoŵ.͟ 
Instead, he deflects the matter of his earthly home entirely, choosing instead to emphasize his heavenly 

oƌigiŶs. ͞I haǀe Ŷot Đoŵe heƌe oŶ ŵǇ own; the one who sent me is true. And he, you do not know. But I 

kŶoǁ hiŵ. I aŵ fƌoŵ hiŵ. He is the oŶe ǁho seŶt ŵe͟ ;JohŶ ϳ:ϭ–29).  

Such statements are commonplace in John, the last of the four canonized gospels, composed between 

100 and 120 C.E. John shoǁs Ŷo iŶteƌest at all iŶ Jesus͛s phǇsiĐal ďiƌth, though eǀeŶ he aĐkŶoǁledges 
that Jesus ǁas a ͞NazaƌeaŶ͟ ;JohŶ ϭϴ:ϱ–ϳͿ. IŶ JohŶ͛s ǀieǁ, Jesus is aŶ eteƌŶal ďeiŶg, the logos ǁho ǁas 



with God from the beginning of time, the primal force through whom all creation sprang and without 

whom nothing came into being (John 1:3).  

A siŵilaƌ laĐk of ĐoŶĐeƌŶ aďout Jesus͛s eaƌthlǇ oƌigiŶs ĐaŶ ďe fouŶd iŶ the fiƌst gospel, Maƌk, ǁƌitteŶ just 
afteƌ ϳϬ C.E. Maƌk͛s foĐus is kept sƋuaƌelǇ oŶ Jesus͛s ŵiŶistƌǇ; he is uŶiŶteƌested eitheƌ iŶ Jesus͛s ďiƌth 
oƌ, peƌhaps suƌpƌisiŶglǇ, iŶ Jesus͛s ƌesuƌƌeĐtioŶ, as he ǁƌites ŶothiŶg at all aďout eitheƌ eǀeŶt.  

The early Christian community appears not to have been particularly concerned about any aspect of 

Jesus͛s life ďefoƌe the lauŶĐh of his ministry. Stories about his birth and childhood are conspicuously 

absent from the earliest written documents. The Q material, which was compiled around 50 C.E., makes 

Ŷo ŵeŶtioŶ of aŶǇthiŶg that happeŶed ďefoƌe Jesus͛s ďaptisŵ ďǇ JohŶ the Baptist. The letters of Paul, 

ǁhiĐh ŵake up the ďulk of the Neǁ TestaŵeŶt, aƌe ǁhollǇ detaĐhed fƌoŵ aŶǇ eǀeŶt iŶ Jesus͛s life saǀe 
his crucifixion and resurrection (though Paul does mention the Last Supper).  

But as interest in the person of Jesus increased after his death, an urgent need arose among some in the 

eaƌlǇ ChƌistiaŶ ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ to fill iŶ the gaps of Jesus͛s eaƌlǇ Ǉeaƌs aŶd, iŶ paƌtiĐulaƌ, to addƌess the 
matter of his birth in Nazareth, which seems to have been used by his Jewish detractors to prove that 

Jesus could not possibly have been the messiah, at least not according to the prophecies. Some kind of 

Đƌeatiǀe solutioŶ ǁas ƌeƋuiƌed to push ďaĐk agaiŶst this ĐƌitiĐisŵ, soŵe ŵeaŶs to get Jesus͛s paƌeŶts to 
Bethlehem so that he could be born in the same city as David.  

Foƌ Luke, the aŶsǁeƌ lies iŶ a ĐeŶsus. ͞IŶ those daǇs,͟ he ǁƌites, ͞theƌe Đaŵe a deĐƌee fƌoŵ Caesaƌ 
Augustus that the entire Roman world should be registered. This was the first registration to take place 

while Quirinius was governor of Syria. Everyone went to his own town to be registered. Joseph also 

ǁeŶt up fƌoŵ the toǁŶ of Nazaƌeth iŶ Galilee to Judea, to Bethleheŵ, the ĐitǇ of Daǀid.͟ TheŶ, iŶ Đase 
his ƌeadeƌs ŵaǇ haǀe ŵissed the poiŶt, Luke adds, ͞ďeĐause Joseph ďeloŶged to the house aŶd the 

liŶeage of Daǀid͟ ;Luke Ϯ:ϭ–4).  

Luke is right about one thing and one thing only. Ten years after the death of Herod the Great, in the 

year 6 C.E., when Judea officially became a Roman province, the Syrian governor, Quirinius, did call for a 

census to be taken of all the people, property, and slaves in Judea, Samaria, and Idumea—Ŷot ͞the 
eŶtiƌe ‘oŵaŶ ǁoƌld,͟ as Luke Đlaiŵs, aŶd defiŶitelǇ Ŷot Galilee, ǁheƌe Jesus͛s faŵilǇ liǀed ;Luke is also 
ǁƌoŶg to assoĐiate QuiƌiŶius͛s ĐeŶsus iŶ ϲ C.E. ǁith the ďiƌth of Jesus, which most scholars place closer 

to 4 B.C.E., the year given in the gospel of Matthew). However, because the sole purpose of a census 

ǁas taǆatioŶ, ‘oŵaŶ laǁ assessed aŶ iŶdiǀidual͛s pƌopeƌtǇ iŶ the plaĐe of ƌesideŶĐe, Ŷot iŶ the plaĐe of 
oŶe͛s birth. There is nothing written in any Roman document of the time (and the Romans were quite 

adept at doĐuŵeŶtatioŶ, paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ ǁheŶ it Đaŵe to taǆatioŶͿ to iŶdiĐate otheƌǁise. Luke͛s suggestioŶ 
that the entire Roman economy would periodically be placed on hold as every Roman subject was 

forced to uproot himself and his entire family in order to travel great distances to the place of his 

fatheƌ͛s ďiƌth, aŶd theŶ ǁait theƌe patieŶtlǇ, peƌhaps foƌ ŵoŶths, foƌ aŶ offiĐial to take stoĐk of his 
family and his possessions, which, in any case, he would have left behind in his place of residence, is, in a 

word, preposterous.  

What is iŵpoƌtaŶt to uŶdeƌstaŶd aďout Luke͛s iŶfaŶĐǇ Ŷaƌƌatiǀe is that his ƌeadeƌs, still liǀiŶg uŶdeƌ 
Roman dominion, would have known that Luke͛s aĐĐouŶt of QuiƌiŶius͛s ĐeŶsus ǁas faĐtuallǇ iŶaĐĐuƌate. 
Luke himself, writing a little more than a generation after the events he describes, knew that what he 

was writing was technically false. This is an extremely difficult matter for modern readers of the gospels 



to gƌasp, ďut Luke Ŷeǀeƌ ŵeaŶt foƌ his stoƌǇ aďout Jesus͛s ďiƌth at Bethleheŵ to ďe uŶdeƌstood as 
historical fact. Luke would have had no idea what we in the modern world even mean when we say the 

ǁoƌd ͞histoƌǇ.͟ The ŶotioŶ of histoƌǇ as a critical analysis of observable and verifiable events in the past 

is a product of the modern age; it would have been an altogether foreign concept to the gospel writers 

for whom history was not a matter of uncovering facts, but of revealing truths.  

The ƌeadeƌs of Luke͛s gospel, like ŵost people iŶ the aŶĐieŶt ǁoƌld, did Ŷot ŵake a shaƌp distiŶĐtioŶ 
between myth and reality; the two were intimately tied together in their spiritual experience. That is to 

say, they were less interested in what actually happened than in what it meant. It would have been 

perfectly normal—indeed, expected—for a writer in the ancient world to tell tales of gods and heroes 

whose fundamental facts would have been recognized as false but whose underlying message would be 

seen as true.  

HeŶĐe, Mattheǁ͛s eƋuallǇ faŶĐiful aĐĐouŶt of Jesus͛s flight iŶto EgǇpt, osteŶsiďlǇ to esĐape Heƌod͛s 
massacre of all the sons born in and around Bethlehem in a fruitless search for the baby Jesus, an event 

for which there exists not a shred of corroborating evidence in any chronicle or history of the time 

whether Jewish, Christian, or Roman—a remarkable fact considering the many chronicles and narratives 

written about Herod the Great, who was, after all, the most famous Jew in the whole of the Roman 

Empire (the King of the Jews, no less!).  

As ǁith Luke͛s aĐĐouŶt of QuiƌiŶius͛s ĐeŶsus, Mattheǁ͛s aĐĐouŶt of Heƌod͛s ŵassaĐƌe ǁas Ŷot iŶteŶded 
to be read as what we would now consider history, certainly not by his own community, who would 

surely have remembered an event as unforgettable as the massacre of its own sons. Matthew needs 

Jesus to come out of Egypt for the same reason he needs him to be born in Bethlehem: to fulfill the 

scattered prophecies left behind by his ancestors for him and his fellow Jews to decipher, to place Jesus 

in the footsteps of the kings and prophets who came before him, and, most of all, to answer the 

ĐhalleŶge ŵade ďǇ Jesus͛s detƌaĐtoƌs that this siŵple peasaŶt ǁho died ǁithout fulfilliŶg the siŶgle ŵost 
important of the messianic prophecies—the restoration of Israel—ǁas iŶ faĐt the ͞aŶoiŶted oŶe.͟  

The problem faced by Matthew and Luke is that there is simply no single, cohesive prophetic narrative 

concerning the messiah in the Hebrew Scriptures. The passage from the gospel of John quoted above is 

a perfect example of the general confusion that existed among the Jews when it came to the messianic 

prophecies. For even as the scribes and teachers of the law confidently proclaim that Jesus could not be 

the messiah because he is not, as the prophecies demand, from Bethlehem, others in the crowd argue 

that the NazaƌeaŶ Đould Ŷot ďe the ŵessiah ďeĐause the pƌopheĐies saǇ ͞WheŶ the ŵessiah Đoŵes, Ŷo 
oŶe ǁill kŶoǁ ǁheƌe he is fƌoŵ͟ ;JohŶ ϳ:ϮϳͿ.  

The truth is that the prophecies say both things. In fact, were one to take the advice given to the festival 

Đƌoǁd ďǇ the skeptiĐal Phaƌisee aŶd ͞look iŶto it,͟ oŶe ǁould disĐoǀeƌ a host of ĐoŶtƌadiĐtoƌǇ 
prophecies about the messiah, collected over hundreds of years by dozens of different hands. A great 

many of these prophecies are not even actually prophecies. Prophets such as Micah, Amos, and 

Jeremiah, who appear to be predicting the coming of a future salvific character from the line of King 

David that would one day restore Israel to its former glory, are in fact making veiled criticisms of their 

current king and the present order, which the prophets imply have fallen short of the Davidic ideal. 

(There is, however, one thing about which all the prophecies seem to agree: the messiah is a human 

being, not divine. Belief in a divine messiah would have been anathema to everything Judaism 

represents, which is why, without exception, every text in the Hebrew Bible dealing with the messiah 



presents him as performing his messianic functions on earth, not in heaven.) So then, if you wish to fit 

your preferred messianic candidate into this jumbled prophetic tradition, you must first decide which of 

the many texts, oral traditions, popular stories, and folktales you want to consider. How you answer that 

question depends largely on what it is you want to say about your messiah.  

Mattheǁ has Jesus flee to EgǇpt to esĐape Heƌod͛s ŵassaĐƌe Ŷot ďeĐause it happeŶed, ďut ďeĐause it 
fulfills the ǁoƌds of the pƌophet Hosea: ͞Out of EgǇpt I haǀe Đalled ŵǇ soŶ͟ ;Hosea ϭϭ:ϭ). The story is 

not meant to reveal any fact about Jesus; it is meant to reveal this truth: that Jesus is the new Moses, 

ǁho suƌǀiǀed Phaƌaoh͛s ŵassaĐƌe of the Isƌaelites͛ soŶs, aŶd eŵeƌged fƌoŵ EgǇpt ǁith a Ŷeǁ laǁ fƌoŵ 
God (Exodus 1:22).  

Luke places Jesus͛s ďiƌth iŶ Bethleheŵ Ŷot ďeĐause it took plaĐe theƌe, ďut ďeĐause of the ǁoƌds of the 
pƌophet MiĐah: ͞AŶd Ǉou Bethleheŵ … fƌoŵ Ǉou shall Đoŵe to ŵe a ƌuleƌ iŶ Isƌael͟ ;MiĐah ϱ:ϮͿ. Luke 
means that Jesus is the new David, the King of the Jews, placed on God͛s thƌoŶe to ƌule oǀeƌ the 
Promised Land. Simply put, the infancy narratives in the gospels are not historical accounts, nor were 

theǇ ŵeaŶt to ďe ƌead as suĐh. TheǇ aƌe theologiĐal affiƌŵatioŶs of Jesus͛s status as the aŶoiŶted of 
God. The descendant of King David. The promised messiah.  

That Jesus—the eternal logos from whom creation sprang, the Christ who sits at the right hand of God—
you will find swaddled in a filthy manger in Bethlehem, surrounded by simple shepherds and wise men 

bearing gifts from the east.  

But the real Jesus—the poor Jewish peasant who was born some time between 4 B.C.E. and 6 C.E. in the 

rough-and-tumble Galilean countryside—look for him in the crumbling mud and loose brick homes 

tucked within the windswept hamlet of Nazareth.  

 

Chapter Four 

 

 

  

  

The Fourth Philosophy  

Heƌe is ǁhat ǁe kŶoǁ aďout Nazaƌeth at the tiŵe of Jesus͛s ďiƌth: theƌe ǁas little theƌe foƌ a 
ǁoodǁoƌkeƌ to do. That is, afteƌ all, ǁhat tƌaditioŶ Đlaiŵs ǁas Jesus͛s oĐĐupatioŶ: a tektoŶ—a 

woodworker or builder—though it bears mentioning that there is only one verse in the whole of the 

New Testament in which this claim about him is made (Mark 6:3). If that claim is true, then as an artisan 

and day laborer, Jesus would have belonged to the lowest class of peasants in first-century Palestine, 

just above the indigent, the beggar, and the slave. The Romans used the term tekton as slang for any 

uneducated or illiterate peasant, and Jesus was very likely both.  

Illiteracy rates in first-century Palestine were staggeringly high, particularly for the poor. It is estimated 

that nearly 97 percent of the Jewish peasantry could neither read nor write, a not unexpected figure for 



predominantly oral societies such as the one in which Jesus lived. Certainly the Hebrew Scriptures 

played a prominent role in the lives of the Jewish people. But the overwhelming majority of Jews in 

Jesus͛s tiŵe ǁould haǀe had oŶlǇ the ŵost ƌudiŵeŶtaƌǇ gƌasp of Heďƌeǁ, ďaƌelǇ eŶough to uŶdeƌstaŶd 
the scriptures when they were read to them at the synagogue. Hebrew was the language of the scribes 

and scholars of the law—the language of learning. Peasants like Jesus would have had enormous 

difficulty communicating in Hebrew, even in its colloquial form, which is why much of the scriptures had 

been translated into Aramaic, the primary language of the Jewish peasantry: the language of Jesus. It is 

possible that Jesus had some basic knowledge of Greek, the lingua franca of the Roman Empire 

(ironically, Latin was the language least used in the lands occupied by Rome), enough perhaps to 

negotiate contracts and deal with customers, but certainly not enough to preach. The only Jews who 

could communicate comfortably in Greek were the Hellenized Herodian elite, the priestly aristocracy in 

Judea, and the more educated Diaspora Jews, not the peasants and day laborers of Galilee.  

Whatever languages Jesus may have spoken, there is no reason to think he could read or write in any of 

theŵ, Ŷot eǀeŶ AƌaŵaiĐ. Luke͛s aĐĐouŶt of the tǁelǀe-year-old Jesus standing in the Temple of 

Jerusalem debating the finer points of the Hebrew Scriptures with rabbis and scribes (Luke 2:42–52), or 

his narrative of Jesus at the (nonexistent) synagogue in Nazareth reading from the Isaiah scroll to the 

astonishment of the Pharisees (Luke 4:16–22), aƌe ďoth faďulous ĐoŶĐoĐtioŶs of the eǀaŶgelist͛s oǁŶ 
deǀisiŶg. Jesus ǁould Ŷot haǀe had aĐĐess to the kiŶd of foƌŵal eduĐatioŶ ŶeĐessaƌǇ to ŵake Luke͛s 
account even remotely credible. There were no schools in Nazareth for peasant children to attend. What 

education Jesus did receive would have come directly from his family and, considering his status as an 

artisan and day laborer, it would have been almost exclusively focused on learning the trade of his 

father and his brothers.  

That Jesus had brothers is, despite the CatholiĐ doĐtƌiŶe of his ŵotheƌ MaƌǇ͛s peƌpetual ǀiƌgiŶitǇ, 
virtually indisputable. It is a fact attested to repeatedly by both the gospels and the letters of Paul. Even 

Josephus ƌefeƌeŶĐes Jesus͛s ďƌotheƌ Jaŵes, ǁho ǁould ďeĐoŵe the ŵost iŵpoƌtant leader of the early 

ChƌistiaŶ ĐhuƌĐh afteƌ Jesus͛s death. Theƌe is Ŷo ƌatioŶal aƌguŵeŶt that ĐaŶ ďe ŵade agaiŶst the ŶotioŶ 
that Jesus was part of a large family that included at least four brothers who are named in the gospels—
James, Joseph, Simon, and Judas—and an unknown number of sisters who, while mentioned in the 

gospels, are unfortunately not named.  

Faƌ less is kŶoǁŶ aďout Jesus͛s fatheƌ, Joseph, ǁho ƋuiĐklǇ disappeaƌs fƌoŵ the gospels afteƌ the iŶfaŶĐǇ 
narratives. The consensus is that Joseph died while Jesus was still a child. But there are those who 

believe that Joseph never actually existed, that he was a creation of Matthew and Luke—the only two 

evangelists who mention him—to account for a far more contentious creation: the virgin birth.  

On the one hand, the fact that both Matthew and Luke recount the virgin birth in their respective 

iŶfaŶĐǇ Ŷaƌƌatiǀes, despite the ďelief that theǇ ǁeƌe ĐoŵpletelǇ uŶaǁaƌe of eaĐh otheƌ͛s ǁoƌk, iŶdiĐates 
that the tradition of the virgin birth was an early one, perhaps predating the first gospel, Mark. On the 

otheƌ haŶd, outside of Mattheǁ aŶd Luke͛s iŶfaŶĐǇ Ŷaƌƌatiǀes, the ǀiƌgiŶ ďiƌth is Ŷeǀeƌ eǀeŶ hiŶted at ďǇ 
anyone else in the New Testament: not by the evangelist John, who presents Jesus as an otherworldly 

spirit without earthly origins, nor by Paul, who thinks of Jesus as literally God incarnate. That absence 

has led to a great deal of speculation among scholars over whether the story of the virgin birth was 

invented to mask an uncomfortable truth about Jesus͛s paƌeŶtage—namely, that he was born out of 

wedlock.  



This is in actuality an old argument, one made by opponents of the Jesus movement from its earliest 

days. The second-century writer Celsus recounts a scurrilous story he claims to have heard from a 

PalestiŶiaŶ Jeǁ that Jesus͛s ŵotheƌ ǁas iŵpƌegŶated ďǇ a soldieƌ Ŷaŵed PaŶtheƌa. Celsus͛s stoƌǇ is so 
clearly polemical that it cannot be taken seriously. However, it does indicate that, less than a hundred 

Ǉeaƌs afteƌ Jesus͛s death, ƌuŵoƌs aďout his illegitimate birth were already circulating throughout 

PalestiŶe. “uĐh ƌuŵoƌs ŵaǇ haǀe ďeeŶ ĐuƌƌeŶt eǀeŶ iŶ Jesus͛s lifetiŵe. WheŶ Jesus fiƌst ďegiŶs 
preaching in his hometown of Nazareth, he is confronted with the murmuring of neighbors, one of 

whom bluntly asks, ͞Is this Ŷot MaƌǇ͛s soŶ?͟ ;Maƌk ϲ:ϯͿ. This is aŶ astoŶishiŶg stateŵeŶt, oŶe that 
cannot be easily dismissed. Calling a first-ďoƌŶ Jeǁish ŵale iŶ PalestiŶe ďǇ his ŵotheƌ͛s Ŷaŵe—that is, 

Jesus bar Mary, instead of Jesus bar Joseph—is not just unusual, it is egregious. At the very least it is a 

deliberate slur with implications so obvious that later redactions of Mark were compelled to insert the 

phƌase ͞soŶ of the ĐaƌpeŶteƌ, aŶd MaƌǇ͟ iŶto the ǀeƌse.  

An even more contentious mystery about Jesus involves his marital status. Although there is no 

evidence in the New Testament to indicate whether Jesus was married, it would have been almost 

unthinkable for a thirty-year-old Jeǁish ŵale iŶ Jesus͛s tiŵe Ŷot to haǀe a ǁife. CeliďaĐǇ ǁas aŶ 
extremely rare phenomenon in first-century Palestine. A handful of sects such as the aforementioned 

Essenes and another called the Therapeutae practiced celibacy, but these were quasimonastic orders; 

they not only refused to marry, they completely divorced themselves from society. Jesus did nothing of 

the sort. Yet while it may be tempting to assume that Jesus was married, one cannot ignore the fact that 

nowhere in all the words ever written about Jesus of Nazareth—from the canonical gospels to the 

gnostic gospels to the letters of Paul or even the Jewish and pagan polemics written against him—is 

there ever any mention of a wife or children.  

IŶ the eŶd, it is siŵplǇ iŵpossiďle to saǇ ŵuĐh aďout Jesus͛s eaƌlǇ life iŶ Nazaƌeth. That is ďeĐause ďefoƌe 
Jesus was declared messiah, it did not matter what kind of childhood a Jewish peasant from an 

insignificant hamlet in Galilee may or may not have had. After Jesus was declared messiah, the only 

aspects of his infancy and childhood that did matter were those that could be creatively imagined to 

ďuttƌess ǁhateǀeƌ theologiĐal Đlaiŵ oŶe ǁas tƌǇiŶg to ŵake aďout Jesus͛s ideŶtitǇ as Chƌist. Foƌ ďetteƌ 
or worse, the only access one can have to the real Jesus comes not from the stories that were told about 

him after his death, but rather from the smattering of facts we can gather from his life as part of a large 

Jewish family of woodworkers/builders struggling to survive in the small Galilean village of Nazareth.  

The problem with Nazareth is that it was a city of mud and brick. Even the most elaborate buildings, 

such as they were, would have been constructed of stone. There were wooden beams in the roofs, and 

surely the doors would have been made of wood. A handful of Nazareans may have been able to afford 

wooden furniture—a table, some stools—and perhaps a few could have owned wooden yokes and 

plows with which to sow their meager plots of land. But even if one considers tekton to mean an artisan 

who deals in any aspect of the building trades, the hundred or so impoverished families of a modest and 

utterly forgettable village such as Nazareth, most of whom themselves lived barely above subsistence 

leǀel, Đould iŶ Ŷo ǁaǇ haǀe sustaiŶed Jesus͛s faŵilǇ. As ǁith ŵost aƌtisaŶs aŶd daǇ laďoƌeƌs, Jesus aŶd 
his brothers would have had to go to bigger towns or cities to ply their trade. Fortunately, Nazareth was 

just a daǇ͛s ǁalk fƌoŵ oŶe of the laƌgest aŶd ŵost afflueŶt Đities iŶ Galilee—the capital city, Sepphoris.  

Sepphoris was a sophisticated urban metropolis, as rich as Nazareth was poor. Whereas Nazareth had 

not a single paved road, the roads in Sepphoris were wide avenues surfaced with polished slabs of stone 



and lined with two-story homes boasting open courtyards and private rock-cut cisterns. The Nazareans 

shared a single public bath. In Sepphoris, two separate aqueducts merged in the center of the city, 

providing ample water to the large lavish baths and public latrines that served nearly the entire 

population of some forty thousand inhabitants. There were Roman villas and palatial mansions in 

Sepphoris, some covered in colorful mosaics featuring sprightly nudes hunting fowl, garlanded women 

bearing baskets of fruit, young boys dancing and playing musical instruments. A Roman theater in the 

center of town seated forty-five hundred people, while an intricate web of roads and trade routes 

connected Sepphoris to Judea and the rest of the towns of Galilee, making the city a major hub of 

culture and commerce.  

Although Sepphoris was a predominantly Jewish city, as evidenced by the synagogues and ritual bath 

houses that have been unearthed there, these were a wholly different class of Jews than those found in 

much of Galilee. Rich, cosmopolitan, deeply influenced by Greek culture, and surrounded by a panoply 

of races and religions, the Jews of Sepphoris were the product of the Herodian social revolution—the 

Ŷouǀeauǆ ƌiĐhes ǁho ƌose to pƌoŵiŶeŶĐe afteƌ Heƌod͛s ŵassaĐƌe of the old pƌiestlǇ aƌistoĐƌaĐǇ. The ĐitǇ 
itself had been a major landmark for years; after Jerusalem, it is the most frequently mentioned city in 

rabbinic literature. Sepphoris served as the administrative center of Galilee throughout the Hasmonaean 

Dynasty. During the reign of Herod the Great, it became a vital military outpost where weapons and war 

provisions were stored. However, it was not uŶtil Heƌod͛s soŶ AŶtipas ;͞the Foǆ͟Ϳ Đhose it as the ƌoǇal 
seat of his tetrarchy, probably sometime around the turn of the first century C.E., that the stalwart city 

of “epphoƌis ďeĐaŵe kŶoǁŶ thƌoughout PalestiŶe as ͞the OƌŶaŵeŶt of Galilee.͟  

Like his father, Antipas had a passion for large-scale building projects, and in Sepphoris he found a blank 

slate upon which to design a city in his own image. That is because when Antipas arrived at Sepphoris 

with a cohort of Roman soldiers in tow, the city was no longer the central hub of Galilee it had been 

uŶdeƌ his fatheƌ͛s ƌule. It ǁas a still sŵoldeƌiŶg heap of ash aŶd stoŶe, a ǀiĐtiŵ of ‘oŵaŶ ƌetƌiďutioŶ foƌ 
the ƌeďellioŶs that had ďƌokeŶ out aĐƌoss PalestiŶe iŶ the ǁake of Heƌod the Gƌeat͛s death iŶ ϰ B.C.E.  

When Herod died, he left behind far more than a seething populace eager to exact revenge on his 

friends and allies. He also left a mob of jobless poor who had flooded into Jerusalem from the rural 

ǀillages to ďuild his palaĐes aŶd theateƌs. Heƌod͛s ŵoŶuŵental building spree, and especially his Temple 

expansion project, had employed tens of thousands of peasants and day laborers, many of whom had 

been driven off their land by drought or famine or, often enough, the malevolent persistence of the 

debt collector. But with the end of the building boom in Jerusalem and the completion of the Temple 

shoƌtlǇ ďefoƌe Heƌod͛s death, these peasaŶts aŶd daǇ laďoƌeƌs suddeŶlǇ fouŶd theŵselǀes uŶeŵploǇed 
and cast out of the holy city to fend for themselves. As a result of the mass rustication, the countryside 

once again became a hotbed of revolutionary activity, just as it had been before Herod was declared 

king.  

It was around this time that a new and far more fearsome group of bandits arose in Galilee, led by a 

magnetic teacher and revolutionary known as Judas the Galilean. The traditions say that Judas was the 

son of the famed bandit chief Hezekiah, the failed messiah whom Herod had captured and beheaded 

forty years earlier as part of his campaign to clear the countryside of the ďaŶdit ŵeŶaĐe. Afteƌ Heƌod͛s 
death, Judas the Galilean joined forces with a mysterious Pharisee named Zaddok to launch a wholly 

Ŷeǁ iŶdepeŶdeŶĐe ŵoǀeŵeŶt that Josephus teƌŵs the ͞Fouƌth PhilosophǇ,͟ so as to diffeƌeŶtiate it 
fƌoŵ the otheƌ thƌee ͞philosophies͟: the Phaƌisees, the “adduĐees, aŶd the EsseŶes. What set the 



members of the Fourth Philosophy apart from the rest was their unshakable commitment to freeing 

Israel from foreign rule and their fervent insistence, even unto death, that they would serve no lord save 

the One God. There was a well-defined term for this type of belief, one that all pious Jews, regardless of 

their political stance, would have recognized and proudly claimed for themselves: zeal.  

Zeal implied a strict adherence to the Torah and the Law, a refusal to serve any foreign master—to serve 

any human master at all—and an uncompromising devotion to the sovereignty of God. To be zealous for 

the Lord was to walk in the blazing footsteps of the prophets and heroes of old, men and women who 

tolerated no partner to God, who would bow to no king save the King of the World, and who dealt 

ƌuthlesslǇ ǁith idolatƌǇ aŶd ǁith those ǁho tƌaŶsgƌessed God͛s laǁ. The ǀeƌǇ laŶd of Isƌael ǁas Đlaiŵed 
through zeal, for it was the zealous warriors of God who cleansed it of all foreigners and idolaters, just 

as God deŵaŶded. ͞Whoeǀeƌ saĐƌifiĐes to aŶǇ god ďut the Loƌd aloŶe shall ďe utteƌlǇ aŶŶihilated͟ 
(Exodus 22:20).  

Many Jews in first-century Palestine strove to live a life of zeal, each in his or her own way. But there 

were some who, in order to preserve their zealous ideals, were willing to resort to extreme acts of 

violence if necessary, not just against the Romans and the uncircumcised masses, but against their 

fellow Jews, those who dared submit to Rome. They were called zealots.  

These zealots should not be confused with the Zealot Party that would arise sixty years later, after the 

Jeǁish ‘eǀolt iŶ ϲϲ C.E. DuƌiŶg Jesus͛s lifetiŵe, zealotƌǇ did Ŷot sigŶifǇ a fiƌŵ seĐtaƌiaŶ desigŶatioŶ oƌ 
political party. It was an idea, an aspiration, a model of piety inextricably linked to the widespread sense 

of apocalyptic expectation that had seized the Jews in the wake of the Roman occupation. There was a 

feeling, particularly among the peasants and the pious poor, that the present order was coming to an 

end, that a new and divinely inspired order was about to reveal itself. The Kingdom of God was at hand. 

EǀeƌǇoŶe ǁas talkiŶg aďout it. But God͛s ƌeigŶ Đould oŶlǇ ďe usheƌed iŶ ďǇ those ǁith the zeal to fight 

for it.  

Such ideas had existed long before Judas the Galilean came along. But Judas was perhaps the first 

revolutionary leader to fuse banditry and zealotry into a single revolutionary force, making resistance to 

Rome a religious duty incumbent on all Jeǁs. It ǁas Judas͛s fieƌĐe deteƌŵiŶatioŶ to do ǁhateǀeƌ it took 
to fƌee the Jeǁs fƌoŵ foƌeigŶ ƌule aŶd ĐleaŶse the laŶd iŶ the Ŷaŵe of Isƌael͛s God that ŵade the Fouƌth 
Philosophy a model of zealous resistance for the numerous apocalyptic revolutionaries who would, a 

few decades later, join forces to expel the Romans from the Holy Land.  

In 4 B.C.E., with Herod the Great dead and buried, Judas and his small army of zealots made a daring 

assault oŶ the ĐitǇ of “epphoƌis. TheǇ ďƌoke opeŶ the ĐitǇ͛s ƌoǇal aƌŵory and seized for themselves the 

weapons and provisions that were stored inside. Now fully armed and joined by a number of 

sympathetic Sepphoreans, the members of the Fourth Philosophy launched a guerrilla war throughout 

Galilee, plundering the homes of the wealthy and powerful, setting villages ablaze, and meting out the 

justice of God upon the Jewish aristocracy and those who continued to pledge their loyalty to Rome.  

The movement grew in size and ferocity throughout the following decade of violence and instability. 

Then, in the year 6 C.E., when Judea officially became a Roman province and the Syrian governor, 

Quirinius, called for a census to tally, register, and properly tax the people and property in the newly 

acquired region, the members of the Fourth Philosophy seized their opportunity. They used the census 

to make a final appeal to the Jews to stand with them against Rome and fight for their freedom. The 



census, they argued, was an abomination. It was affirmation of the slavery of the Jews. To be voluntarily 

tallied like sheep ǁas, iŶ Judas͛s ǀieǁ, taŶtaŵouŶt to deĐlaƌiŶg allegiaŶĐe to ‘oŵe. It ǁas aŶ adŵissioŶ 
that the Jews were not the chosen tribe of God but the personal property of the emperor.  

It was not the census itself that so enraged Judas and his followers; it was the very notion of paying any 

tax or tribute to Rome. What more obvious sign was needed of the subservience of the Jews? The 

tribute was particularly offensive as it implied that the land belonged to Rome, not God. Indeed, the 

payment of tribute became, for the zealots, a test of piety and allegiance to God. Simply put, if you 

thought it lawful to pay tribute to Caesar, then you were a traitor and apostate. You deserved to die.  

IŶadǀeƌteŶtlǇ helpiŶg Judas͛s Đause ǁas the ďuŵďliŶg high priest at the time, a Roman lackey named 

Joazaƌ, ǁho happilǇ ǁeŶt aloŶg ǁith QuiƌiŶius͛s ĐeŶsus aŶd eŶĐouƌaged his felloǁ Jeǁs to do the saŵe. 
The collusion of the high priest was all the proof Judas and his followers needed that the Temple itself 

had been defiled and must be forcibly rescued from the sinful hands of the priestly aristocracy. As far as 

Judas͛s zealots ǁeƌe ĐoŶĐeƌŶed, Joazaƌ͛s aĐĐeptaŶĐe of the ĐeŶsus ǁas his death ǁaƌƌaŶt. The fate of 
the Jewish nation depended on killing the high priest. Zeal demanded it. Just as the sons of Mattathias 

͞shoǁed zeal foƌ the laǁ͟ ďǇ killiŶg those Jeǁs ǁho saĐƌifiĐed to aŶǇ ďut God ;MaĐĐaďees Ϯ:ϭϵ–28), just 

as Josiah, KiŶg of Judah, ďutĐheƌed eǀeƌǇ uŶĐiƌĐuŵĐised ŵaŶ iŶ his laŶd ďeĐause of his ͞zeal foƌ the 

MightǇ OŶe͟ ;Ϯ BaƌuĐh ϲϲ:ϱͿ, so Ŷoǁ ŵust these zealots tuƌŶ ďaĐk the ǁƌath of God upoŶ Isƌael ďǇ 
ridding the land of treasonous Jews like the high priest.  

It is clear from the fact that the Romans removed the high priest Joazar from his post not long after he 

had encouraged the Jews to obey the census that Judas won the argument. Josephus, who has very little 

positiǀe to saǇ aďout Judas the GalileaŶ ;he Đalls hiŵ a ͞sophist,͟ a pejoƌatiǀe that to Josephus sigŶifies a 
troublemaker, a disturber of the peace, a deceiver of the young), notes somewhat cryptically that Joazar 

ǁas ͞oǀeƌpoǁeƌed͟ ďǇ the aƌguŵeŶt of the zealots.  

Josephus͛s pƌoďleŵ ǁith Judas seeŵs Ŷot to haǀe ďeeŶ his ͞sophistƌǇ͟ oƌ his use of ǀioleŶĐe, ďut ƌatheƌ 
ǁhat he deƌisiǀelǇ Đalls Judas͛s ͞ƌoǇal aspiƌatioŶs.͟ What Josephus ŵeaŶs is that iŶ fightiŶg agaiŶst the 
suďjugatioŶ of the Jeǁs aŶd pƌepaƌiŶg the ǁaǇ foƌ the estaďlishŵeŶt of God͛s ƌeigŶ oŶ eaƌth, Judas, like 
his father Hezekiah before him, was claiming for himself the mantle of the messiah, the throne of King 

David. And, like his father before him, Judas would pay the price for his ambition.  

Not long after he led the charge against the census, Judas the Galilean was captured by Rome and killed. 

As ƌetƌiďutioŶ foƌ the ĐitǇ͛s haǀiŶg giǀeŶ up its aƌŵs to Judas͛s folloǁeƌs, the ‘oŵaŶs ŵaƌĐhed to 
Sepphoris and burned it to the ground. The men were slaughtered, the women and children auctioned 

off as slaves. More than two thousand rebels and sympathizers were crucified en masse. A short time 

later, Herod Antipas arrived and immediately set to work transforming the flattened ruins of Sepphoris 

into an extravagant royal city fit for a king.  

Jesus of Nazareth was likely born the same year that Judas the Galilean—Judas the failed messiah, son 

of Hezekiah the failed messiah—rampaged through the countryside, burning with zeal. He would have 

been about ten years old when the Romans captured Judas, crucified his followers, and destroyed 

Sepphoris. When Antipas began to rebuild Sepphoris in earnest, Jesus was a young man ready to work in 

his fatheƌ͛s tƌade. BǇ theŶ pƌaĐtiĐallǇ eǀeƌǇ aƌtisaŶ aŶd daǇ laďoƌeƌ iŶ the pƌoǀiŶĐe ǁould haǀe pouƌed 
into Sepphoris to take part in what was the largest restoration project of the time, and one can be fairly 

certain that Jesus and his brothers, who lived a short distance away in Nazareth, would have been 



among them. In fact, from the time he began his apprenticeship as a tekton to the day he launched his 

ministry as an itinerant preacher, Jesus would have spent most of his life not in the tiny hamlet of 

Nazareth, but in the cosmopolitan capital of Sepphoris: a peasant boy in a big city.  

Six days a week, from sunup to sundown, Jesus would have toiled in the royal city, building palatial 

houses for the Jewish aristocracy during the day, returning to his crumbling mud-brick home at night. He 

would have witnessed for himself the rapidly expanding divide between the absurdly rich and the 

iŶdeďted pooƌ. He ǁould haǀe ŵiŶgled ǁith the ĐitǇ͛s HelleŶized aŶd ‘oŵaŶized population: those 

wealthy, wayward Jews who spent as much time praising the emperor of Rome as they did the Lord of 

the Universe. He certainly would have been familiar with the exploits of Judas the Galilean. For while the 

population of Sepphoris seems to have beeŶ taŵed aŶd tƌaŶsfoƌŵed afteƌ Judas͛s ƌeďellioŶ iŶto the 
model of Roman cooperation—so much so that in 66 C.E., as most of Galilee was joining the revolt 

against Rome, Sepphoris immediately declared its loyalty to the emperor and became a Roman garrison 

during the battle to reclaim Jerusalem—the memory of Judas the Galilean and what he accomplished 

did not fade in Sepphoris: not for the drudge and the dispossessed; not for those, like Jesus, who spent 

their days slogging bricks to build yet another mansion for yet another Jewish nobleman. And no doubt 

Jesus would have been aware of the escapades of Herod Antipas—͞that Foǆ,͟ as Jesus Đalls hiŵ ;Luke 
13:31)—who lived in Sepphoris until around 20 C.E., when he moved to Tiberias, on the coast of the Sea 

of Galilee. Indeed, Jesus may have regularly set eyes upon the man who would one day cut off the head 

of his friend and mentor, John the Baptist, and seek to do the same to him.  

 

Chapter Five 

 

 

  

  

Where Is Your Fleet to Sweep the Roman Seas?  

Prefect Pontius Pilate arrived in Jerusalem in the year 26 C.E. He was the fifth prefect, or governor, 

Rome had sent to oversee the occupation of Judea. After the death of Herod the Great and the dismissal 

of his son Archelaus as ethnarch in Jerusalem, Rome decided it would be best to govern the province 

directly, rather than through yet another Jewish client-king.  

The Pontii were Samnites, descended from the mountainous domain of Samnium in southern Rome, a 

hard country of stone and blood and brutal men that had been broken and forcibly absorbed into the 

‘oŵaŶ Eŵpiƌe iŶ the thiƌd ĐeŶtuƌǇ B.C.E. The suƌŶaŵe Pilatus ŵeaŶt ͞skilled ǁith a jaǀeliŶ,͟ a tƌiďute 
peƌhaps to Pilate͛s fatheƌ, ǁhose gloƌǇ as a ‘oŵaŶ soldieƌ uŶdeƌ Julius Caesaƌ had alloǁed the PoŶtii to 
advance from their humble origins into the Roman knightly class. Pilate, like all Roman knights, 

performed his expected military service to the empire. But he was not a soldier like his father; he was an 

administrator, more comfortable with accounts and tallies than with swords and spears. Yet Pilate was 

no less hard a man. The sources describe him as cruel, coldhearted, and rigid: a proudly imperious 

Roman with little regard for the sensitivities of subject peoples.  



Pilate͛s disdaiŶ foƌ the Jeǁs ǁas oďǀious fƌoŵ the ǀeƌǇ first day he arrived in Jerusalem, bedecked in a 

white tunic and golden breastplate, a red cape draped over his shoulders. The new governor announced 

his pƌeseŶĐe iŶ the holǇ ĐitǇ ďǇ ŵaƌĐhiŶg thƌough Jeƌusaleŵ͛s gates tƌailed ďǇ a legioŶ of ‘oŵaŶ soldieƌs 

ĐaƌƌǇiŶg staŶdaƌds ďeaƌiŶg the eŵpeƌoƌ͛s iŵage—an ostentatious display of contempt for Jewish 

seŶsiďilities. Lateƌ, he iŶtƌoduĐed a set of gilded ‘oŵaŶ shields dediĐated to Tiďeƌius, ͞soŶ of the diǀiŶe 
Augustus,͟ iŶto the Teŵple of Jeƌusaleŵ. The shields were an offering on behalf of the Roman gods, 

their presence in the Jewish Temple a deliberate act of blasphemy. Informed by his engineers that 

Jerusalem needed to rebuild its aging aqueducts, Pilate simply took the money to pay for the project 

from the Teŵple͛s tƌeasuƌǇ. WheŶ the Jeǁs pƌotested, Pilate seŶt his tƌoops to slaughteƌ theŵ iŶ the 
streets.  

The gospels present Pilate as a righteous yet weak-willed man so overcome with doubt about putting 

Jesus of Nazareth to death that he does everything in his power to save his life, finally washing his hands 

of the entire episode when the Jews demand his blood. That is pure fiction. What Pilate was best known 

for was his extreme depravity, his total disregard for Jewish law and tradition, and his barely concealed 

aversion to the Jewish nation as a whole. During his tenure in Jerusalem he so eagerly, and without trial, 

sent thousands upon thousands of Jews to the cross that the people of Jerusalem felt obliged to lodge a 

formal complaint with the Roman emperor.  

Despite, or perhaps because of, his cold, hard cruelty to the Jews, Pontius Pilate became one of the 

longest-seƌǀiŶg ‘oŵaŶ goǀeƌŶoƌs iŶ Judea. It ǁas a peƌilous aŶd ǀolatile joď. The goǀeƌŶoƌ͛s ŵost 
important task was to ensure the uninterrupted flow of tax revenues back to Rome. But to do so he had 

to maintain a functional, if fragile, relationship with the high priest; the governor would administer the 

civil and economic affairs of Judea, while the high priest maintained the Jewish cult. The tenuous bond 

between the two offices meant that no Roman governor or Jewish high priest lasted very long, 

espeĐiallǇ iŶ those fiƌst feǁ deĐades afteƌ Heƌod͛s death. The fiǀe goǀeƌŶoƌs ďefoƌe Pilate seƌǀed oŶlǇ a 
Đouple of Ǉeaƌs eaĐh, the loŶe eǆĐeptioŶ ďeiŶg Pilate͛s immediate predecessor, Valerius Gratus. But 

whereas Gratus appointed and dismissed five different high priests in his time as governor, throughout 

Pilate͛s deĐade-long tenure in Jerusalem, he had only one high priest to contend with: Joseph Caiaphas.  

Like most high priests, Caiaphas was an extremely wealthy man, though his wealth may have come 

through his wife, who was the daughter of a previous high priest named Ananus. Caiaphas likely was 

appointed to the office of high priest not because of his own merit but through the influence of his 

father-in-law, a larger-than-life character who managed to pass the position to five of his own sons 

ǁhile ƌeŵaiŶiŶg a sigŶifiĐaŶt foƌĐe thƌoughout Caiaphas͛s teŶuƌe. AĐĐoƌdiŶg to the gospel of JohŶ, afteƌ 
Jesus was arrested in the Garden of Gethsemane, he was first brought to Ananus for questioning before 

being dragged to Caiaphas for judgment (John 18:13).  

Gratus had appointed Caiaphas as high priest in the year 18 C.E., meaning he had already served eight 

years in the office by the time Pilate arrived in Jerusalem. Part of the reason Caiaphas was able to hold 

the position of high priest for an unprecedented eighteen years was because of the close relationship he 

ended up forging with Pontius Pilate. The two men worked well together. The period of their combined 

rule, from 18 C.E. to 36 C.E., coincided with the most stable period in the entire first century. Together 

they managed to keep a lid on the revolutionary impulse of the Jews by dealing ruthlessly with any hint 

of political disturbance, no matter how small.  



Yet despite their best efforts, Pilate and Caiaphas were unable to extinguish the zeal that had been 

kindled in the hearts of the Jews by the messianic uprisings that took place at the turn of the century—
those of Hezekiah the bandit chief, Simon of Peraea, Athronges the shepherd boy, and Judas the 

Galilean. Not long after Pilate arrived in Jerusalem, a new crop of preachers, prophets, bandits, and 

messiahs began traipsing through the Holy Land, gathering disciples, preaching liberation from Rome, 

and promising the coming of the Kingdom of God. In 28 C.E., an ascetic preacher named John began 

baptizing people in the waters of the Jordan River, initiating them into what he believed was the true 

nation of Israel. WheŶ JohŶ the Baptist͛s populaƌitǇ ďeĐaŵe too gƌeat to ĐoŶtƌol, Pilate͛s tetƌaƌĐh iŶ 
Peraea, Herod Antipas, had him imprisoned and executed sometime around 30 C.E. A couple of years 

later, a woodworker from Nazareth named Jesus led a band of disciples on a triumphant procession into 

Jerusalem, where he assaulted the Temple, overturned the tables of the money changers, and broke 

free the sacrificial animals from their cages. He, too, was captured and sentenced to death by Pilate. 

Three years after that, in 36 C.E., a ŵessiah kŶoǁŶ oŶlǇ as ͞the “aŵaƌitaŶ͟ gatheƌed a gƌoup of 
folloǁeƌs atop MouŶt Geƌiziŵ, ǁheƌe he Đlaiŵed he ǁould ƌeǀeal ͞saĐƌed ǀessels͟ hiddeŶ theƌe ďǇ 
Moses. Pilate responded with a detachment of Roman soldiers who climbed Gerizim and cut the 

SaŵaƌitaŶ͛s faithful ŵultitude to pieĐes.  

It ǁas that fiŶal aĐt of uŶƌestƌaiŶed ǀioleŶĐe oŶ MouŶt Geƌiziŵ that eŶded Pilate͛s goǀeƌŶoƌship iŶ 
Jerusalem. Summoned to Rome to explain his actions to the emperor Tiberius, Pilate never returned to 

Judea. He was exiled to Gaul in 36 C.E. Considering their close working relationship, it may be no 

coincidence that Joseph Caiaphas was dismissed from his position as high priest in the same year.  

With Pilate and Caiaphas gone, there was no longer any hope of stifling the revolutionary passions of 

the Jews. By midcentury the whole of Palestine was buzzing with messianic energy. In 44 C.E., a wonder-

working prophet named Theudas crowned himself messiah and brought hundreds of followers to the 

Jordan, promising to part the river just as Moses had done at the Sea of Reeds a thousand years earlier. 

This, he claimed, would be the first step in reclaiming the Promised Land from Rome. The Romans, in 

ƌespoŶse, dispatĐhed aŶ aƌŵǇ to lop off Theudas͛s head aŶd sĐatteƌ his folloǁers into the desert. In 46 

C.E., two sons of Judas the Galilean, Jacob and Simon, launched their own revolutionary movement in 

the footsteps of their father and grandfather; both were crucified for their actions.  

What Rome required to keep these messianic stirrings in check was a steady, sensible hand, someone 

who would respond to the grumblings of the Jews while still maintaining peace and order in the Judean 

and Galilean countryside. What Rome sent to Jerusalem instead was a series of bumbling governors—
each more vicious and greedy than the last—whose corruption and ineptitude would transform the 

anger, resentment, and apocalyptic mania that had been steadily building throughout Palestine into a 

full-scale revolution.  

It started with Ventidius Cumanus, who was stationed in Jerusalem in 48 C.E., two years after the 

upƌisiŶg ďǇ Judas͛s soŶs had ďeeŶ Ƌuelled. As goǀeƌŶoƌ, CuŵaŶus ǁas little ŵoƌe thaŶ a thief aŶd a fool. 
AŵoŶg his fiƌst aĐts ǁas the postiŶg of ‘oŵaŶ soldieƌs oŶ the ƌoofs of the Teŵple͛s poƌtiĐoes, ostensibly 

to guard against chaos and disorder during the feast of Passover. In the midst of the holy celebrations, 

one of these soldiers thought it would be amusing to pull back his garment and display his bare ass to 

the congregation below, all the ǁhile shoutiŶg ǁhat Josephus, iŶ his deĐoƌuŵ, desĐƌiďes as ͞suĐh ǁoƌds 
as Ǉou ŵight eǆpeĐt upoŶ suĐh a postuƌe.͟  



The crowd was incensed. A riot broke out in the Temple plaza. Rather than calming the situation, 

Cumanus sent a cohort of Roman soldiers up to the Temple Mount to butcher the panicked crowd. The 

pilgrims who escaped the slaughter were trapped by the narrow exits leading out of the Temple 

ĐouƌtǇaƌd. HuŶdƌeds ǁeƌe tƌaŵpled uŶdeƌfoot. TeŶsioŶs esĐalated fuƌtheƌ afteƌ oŶe of CuŵaŶus͛s 
legionaries grabbed hold of a Torah scroll and tore it to pieces in front of a Jewish assembly. Cumanus 

had the soldier hastily executed, but it was not enough to quell the growing anger and disaffection 

among the Jews.  

Things came to a head when a group of Jewish travelers from Galilee were attacked while passing 

thƌough “aŵaƌia oŶ theiƌ ǁaǇ to Jeƌusaleŵ. WheŶ CuŵaŶus disŵissed the Jeǁs͛ appeal foƌ justiĐe, 
allegedly because the Samaritans had bribed him, a group of bandits, led by a man named Eleazar son of 

Dinaeus, took justice into their own hands and went on a rampage throughout Samaria, killing every 

Samaritan they came across. This was more than an act of bloody vengeance; it was an assertion of 

freedom by a people fed up with allowing law and order to rest in the hands of a crooked and fickle 

administrator from Rome. The outbreak of violence between the Jews and Samaritans was the last straw 

for the emperor. In 52 c.e., Ventidius Cumanus was sent into exile and Antonius Felix was shipped off to 

Jerusalem in his stead.  

As governor, Felix fared no better than his predecessor. Like Cumanus, he treated the Jews under his 

control with utter contempt. He used the power of the purse to play the different Jewish factions in 

Jerusalem against one another, always to his benefit. He seemed at first to have enjoyed a close 

relationship with the high priest Jonathan, one of the five sons of Ananus who served in the position. 

Felix and Jonathan worked together to suppress the bandit gangs in the Judean countryside; Jonathan 

may haǀe eǀeŶ plaǇed a ƌole iŶ Feliǆ͛s Đaptuƌe of the ďaŶdit Đhief Eleazaƌ soŶ of DiŶaeus, ǁho ǁas seŶt 
to ‘oŵe aŶd ĐƌuĐified. But oŶĐe the high pƌiest had seƌǀed Feliǆ͛s puƌpose, he ǁas Đast aside. “oŵe saǇ 
Felix had a hand in what happened next, for it was under his governorship that a new kind of bandit 

aƌose iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ: a shadoǁǇ gƌoup of Jeǁish ƌeďels that the ‘oŵaŶs duďďed “iĐaƌii, oƌ ͞DaggeƌŵeŶ,͟ 
due to their penchant for small, easy-to-conceal daggers, called sicae, with which they assassinated the 

enemies of God.  

The “iĐaƌii ǁeƌe zealots fueled ďǇ aŶ apoĐalǇptiĐ ǁoƌldǀieǁ aŶd a feƌǀeŶt deǀotioŶ to estaďlishiŶg God͛s 
rule on earth. They were fanatical in their opposition to the Roman occupation, though they reserved 

their vengeance for those Jews, particularly among the wealthy priestly aristocracy, who submitted to 

Roman rule. Fearless and unstoppable, the Sicarii murdered their opponents with impunity: in the 

middle of the city, in broad daylight, in the midst of great hordes, during feast days and festivals. They 

blended into assemblies and crowds, their daggers tucked inside their cloaks, until they were close 

enough to strike. Then, as the dead man collapsed to the ground, covered in blood, the Sicarii would 

sheath their daggers stealthily and join their voices in the cries of indignation from the panicked crowd.  

The leader of the Sicarii at the time was a young Jewish revolutionary named Menahem, the grandson of 

ŶoŶe otheƌ thaŶ the failed ŵessiah Judas the GalileaŶ. MeŶaheŵ shaƌed his gƌaŶdfatheƌ͛s hatred for the 

wealthy priestly aristocracy in general, and the unctuous high priests in particular. To the Sicarii, 

Jonathan son of Ananus was an imposter: a thief and a swindler who had grown rich by exploiting the 

suffering of the people. He was as responsible for the bondage of the Jews as the heathen emperor in 

Rome. His presence on the Temple Mount defiled the entire nation. His very existence was an 

abomination to the Lord. He had to die.  



IŶ the Ǉeaƌ ϱϲ C.E., the “iĐaƌii uŶdeƌ MeŶaheŵ͛s leadeƌship were finally able to achieve what Judas the 

Galilean could only dream of accomplishing. During the feast of Passover, a Sicarii assassin pushed his 

way through the mass of pilgrims packed into the Temple Mount until he was close enough to the high 

priest Jonathan to pull out a dagger and swipe it across his throat. He then melted back into the crowd.  

The murder of the high priest threw all of Jerusalem into a panic. How could the leader of the Jewish 

ŶatioŶ, God͛s ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀe oŶ eaƌth, ďe killed iŶ ďƌoad daylight, in the middle of the Temple courtyard, 

and seemingly with impunity? Many refused to believe that the culprit could have been a Jew. There 

were whispers that the Roman governor, Felix, had ordered the assassination himself. Who else could 

have ďeeŶ so pƌofaŶe as to spill the high pƌiest͛s ďlood oŶ the Teŵple gƌouŶds?  

Yet the “iĐaƌii had oŶlǇ just ďeguŶ theiƌ ƌeigŶ of teƌƌoƌ. “houtiŶg theiƌ slogaŶ ͞No loƌd ďut God!͟ theǇ 
began attacking the members of the Jewish ruling class, plundering their possessions, kidnapping their 

relatives, and burning down their homes. By these tactics they sowed terror into the hearts of the Jews 

so that, as Josephus ǁƌites, ͞Moƌe teƌƌiďle thaŶ theiƌ Đƌiŵes ǁas the feaƌ theǇ aƌoused, eǀeƌǇ ŵaŶ 
hourly expecting death, as iŶ ǁaƌ.͟  

With JoŶathaŶ͛s death, the ŵessiaŶiĐ aƌdoƌ iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ ƌeaĐhed feǀeƌ pitĐh. Theƌe ǁas a ǁidespƌead 
sense among the Jews that something profound was happening, a feeling born of desperation, nurtured 

by a people yearning for freedom from foreign rule. Zeal, the spirit that had fueled the revolutionary 

fervor of the bandits, prophets, and messiahs, was now coursing through the population like a virus 

working its way through the body. No longer could it be contained in the countryside; its influence was 

being felt in the towns and cities, even in Jerusalem. It was not just the peasants and outcasts who were 

whispering about the great kings and prophets who had freed Israel from her enemies in the past. The 

wealthy and upwardly mobile were also becoming increasingly animated by the fervent desire to 

cleanse the Holy Land of the Roman occupation. The signs were everywhere. The scriptures were about 

to be fulfilled. The end of days was at hand.  

In Jerusalem, a holy man named Jesus son of Ananias suddenly appeared, prophesying the destruction 

of the city and the imminent return of the messiah. Another man, a mysterious Jewish sorcerer called 

͞the EgǇptiaŶ,͟ deĐlaƌed hiŵself KiŶg of the Jeǁs aŶd gatheƌed thousaŶds of folloǁeƌs oŶ the MouŶt of 
Olives, where he vowed that, like Joshua at Jericho, he would bring the walls of Jerusalem tumbling 

down at his command. The crowd was massacred by Roman troops, though, as far as anyone knows, the 

Egyptian escaped.  

Feliǆ͛s ďuŵďliŶg ƌeaĐtioŶ to these eǀeŶts ultiŵately led to his sacking and replacement with another 

man, Porcius Festus. But Festus proved no better in dealing with the restive Jewish population, either in 

the countryside, where the number of prophets and messiahs gathering followers and preaching 

liberation from Rome was growing out of control, or in Jerusalem, where the Sicarii, buoyed by their 

success in killing the high priest Jonathan, were now murdering and pillaging at will. So overwhelmed 

was Festus by the stress of the position that he died soon after taking the office. He was followed by 

Lucceius Albinus, a notorious degenerate, swindler, and incompetent who spent his two years in 

Jerusalem enriching himself by plundering the wealth of the populace. After Albinus came Gessius 

Florus, whose brief, turbulent tenure was remembered because first, it made the years under Albinus 

seem positively peaceful in comparison, and second, he would be the last Roman governor Jerusalem 

would know.  



It ǁas Ŷoǁ ϲϰ C.E. IŶ tǁo Ǉeaƌs͛ tiŵe the aŶgeƌ, ƌeseŶtŵeŶt, aŶd messianic zeal that had been steadily 

building throughout the land would erupt into a full-scale revolt against Rome. Cumanus, Felix, Festus, 

Albinus, Florus—each of these governors contributed through his malfeasance to the Jewish uprising. 

Rome itself was to blame for its mismanagement and severe overtaxation of the beleaguered 

population. Certainly the Jewish aristocracy, with their incessant conflicts and their sycophantic efforts 

to gain power and influence by bribing Roman officials, shared responsibility for the deteriorating social 

order. And no doubt the Temple leadership played a role in fostering the widespread sense of injustice 

and crushing poverty that had left so many Jews with no choice but to turn to violence. Add to all this 

the seizure of private lands, the high levels of unemployment, the displacement and forced urbanization 

of the peasantry, and the drought and famine that devastated the Judean and Galilean countryside, and 

it was only a matter of time before the fires of rebellion would engulf the whole of Palestine. It seemed 

that the entire Jewish nation was ready to erupt into open revolt at the slightest provocation—which 

Florus was foolish enough to provide.  

In May of 66 C.E., Florus suddenly announced that the Jews owed Rome a hundred thousand dinarii in 

unpaid taxes. Trailed by an army of bodyguards, the Roman governor marched into the Temple and 

broke into the treasury, plundering the money that the Jews had offered as a sacrifice to God. Riots 

ensued, to which Florus responded by sending a thousand Roman soldiers into the upper city to murder 

at will. The soldiers killed women and children. They broke into homes and slaughtered people in their 

beds. The city was thrown into chaos. War was on the horizon.  

To calm the situation, the Romans sent the Jews one of their own: Agrippa II, whose father, Agrippa I, 

was a beloved Jewish leader who had managed to maintain a close bond with Rome. Although the son 

did Ŷot shaƌe his late fatheƌ͛s populaƌitǇ, he ǁas the ďest hope the ‘oŵaŶs had for defusing the tension 

in Jerusalem.  

The young Agrippa rushed to the holy city in a last-ditch effort to stave off war. Standing on the roof of 

the royal palace with his sister Bernice at his side, he pleaded with the Jews to face the reality of the 

situatioŶ. ͞Will Ǉou defǇ the ǁhole ‘oŵaŶ Eŵpiƌe?͟ he asked. ͞What is the aƌŵǇ, ǁheƌe is the ǁeapoŶ 
on which you rely? Where is your fleet to sweep the Roman seas? Where is your treasury to meet the 

cost of your campaigns? Do you really suppose that you are going to war with Egyptians or Arabs? Will 

you shut your eyes to the might of the Roman Empire? Will you not measure your own weakness? Are 

you wealthier than the Gauls, stronger than the Germans, more intelligent than the Greeks, more 

numerous than all the peoples of the world? What is it which inspires you with confidence to defy the 

‘oŵaŶs?͟  

Of Đouƌse, the ƌeǀolutioŶaƌies had aŶ aŶsǁeƌ to Agƌippa͛s ƋuestioŶ. It ǁas zeal that iŶspiƌed theŵ. The 
same zeal that had led the Maccabees to throw off Seleucid control two centuries before—the zeal that 

had helped the Israelites conquer the Promised Land in the first place—would now help this ragtag band 

of Jewish revolutionaries to throw off the shackles of Roman occupation.  

Derided and ignored by the crowd, Agrippa and Bernice had no choice but to flee the city. Still, up to this 

point, war with Rome could have been avoided if it had not been for the actions of a young man named 

Eleazar, who, as the Temple captain, was the priestly official with powers to police disturbances in the 

Temple vicinity. Backed by a group of lower-class priests, Eleazar seized control of the Temple and put 

an end to the daily sacrifices on behalf of the emperor. The signal sent to Rome was clear: Jerusalem 



had declared its independence. In a short time, the rest of Judea and Galilee, Idumea and Peraea, 

Samaria and all the villages scattered across the Dead Sea valley would follow.  

MeŶaheŵ aŶd the “iĐaƌii ƌallied to the Teŵple ĐaptaiŶ͛s side. Togetheƌ, theǇ eǆpelled all the ŶoŶ-Jews 

from Jerusalem, just as the scriptures demanded. They tracked down and killed the high priest, who had 

gone into hiding as soon as the fighting began. Then, in an act of profound symbolism, they set fire to 

the public archives. The ledgers of the debt collectors and moneylenders, the property deeds and public 

records—all of it went up in flames. There would be no more record of who was rich and who was poor. 

Everyone in this new and divinely inspired world order would begin anew.  

With the lower city under their control, the rebels began fortifying themselves for the inevitable Roman 

assault. Yet rather than sending a massive army to retake Jerusalem, Rome inexplicably dispatched a 

small force to the city, which the rebels easily repelled before turning their attention to the upper city, 

where the few remaining soldiers left in Jerusalem were holed up in a Roman garrison. The Roman 

soldiers agreed to surrender in exchange for safe passage out of the city. But when they laid down their 

arms and came out of their stronghold, the rebels turned on them, slaughtering every last soldier, 

removing utterly the scourge of Roman occupation from the city of God.  

After that, there was no turning back. The Jews had just declared war on the greatest empire the world 

had ever known.  

 

Chapter Six 

 

 

  

  

Year One  

In the end, it came down to just a thousand men, women, and children—the last of the rebels to survive 

the Roman onslaught. The year was 73 C.E. Fitting that what had begun with the Sicarii should end with 

the Sicarii. The city of Jerusalem had already been burned to the ground, its walls toppled, its population 

slaughtered. The whole of Palestine was once more under Roman control. All that remained of the 

rebellion were these last few Sicarii who had fled Jerusalem with their wives and children to hole 

themselves up inside the fortress of Masada, on the western shore of the Dead Sea. Now here they 

were, stuck on top of an isolated rock cliff in the middle of a barren desert, watching helplessly as a 

phalanx of Roman soldiers gradually made its way up the face of the cliff—shields up, swords drawn—
ready to put a definitive end to the rebellion that had begun seven years earlier.  

The Sicarii originally came to Masada in the first few days after the launch of the war with Rome. As a 

naturally fortified and virtually impregnable fortress situated more than a thousand feet above the Dead 

Sea, Masada had long served as a refuge for the Jews. David came here to hide from King Saul when he 

sent his men to hunt down the shepherd boy who would one day take the crown from him. The 

Maccabees used Masada as a military base during their revolt against the Seleucid Dynasty. A century 



later, Herod the Great transformed Masada into a veritable fortress city, flattening the boat-shaped 

summit and enclosing it with a massive wall made of white Jerusalem stone. Herod added storerooms 

and grain houses, rainwater cisterns, even a swimming pool. He also placed in Masada a huge cache of 

weapons sufficient, it was said, to arm a thousand men. For himself and his family, Herod constructed a 

monumental three-tiered palace that hung from the northern prow of the cliff face, just below the lip of 

the summit, complete with baths, glittering colonnades, multihued mosaics, and a dazzling 180-degree 

view of the briny-white Dead Sea valley.  

Afteƌ Heƌod͛s death, the foƌtƌess aŶd palaĐes at Masada, aŶd the ĐaĐhe of ǁeapoŶs stoƌed theƌeiŶ, fell 
into Roman hands. When the Jewish rebellion began in 66 C.E., the Sicarii, under the leadership of 

Menahem, seized Masada from Roman control and took its weapons back to Jerusalem to join forces 

with Eleazar the Temple captain. Having seized control over the city and destroyed the Temple archives, 

the rebels began minting coins to celebrate their hard-won independence. These were etched with 

symbols of victory—chalices and palm branches—aŶd iŶsĐƌiďed ǁith slogaŶs like ͞Fƌeedoŵ of )ioŶ͟ aŶd 
͞Jeƌusaleŵ Is HolǇ,͟ ǁƌitteŶ Ŷot iŶ Gƌeek, the laŶguage of the heatheŶs aŶd idolateƌs, ďut iŶ Heďƌeǁ. 
Each coin was self-consciously dated ͞Yeaƌ OŶe,͟ as though a ǁhollǇ Ŷeǁ eƌa had ďeguŶ. The pƌophets 
had been right. Surely, this was the Kingdom of God.  

Yet in the midst of the celebrations, as Jerusalem was being secured and a fragile calm was slowly 

descending upon the city, Menahem did something unexpected. Draping himself in purple robes, he 

made a triumphal entry into the Temple courtyard, where, flanked by his armed devotees among the 

Sicarii, he openly declared himself messiah, King of the Jews.  

IŶ soŵe ǁaǇs, MeŶaheŵ͛s aĐtioŶs ŵade perfect sense. After all, if the Kingdom of God had indeed been 

estaďlished, theŶ it ǁas tiŵe foƌ the ŵessiah to appeaƌ so as to ƌule oǀeƌ it iŶ God͛s Ŷaŵe. AŶd ǁho else 
should don the kingly robes and sit upon the throne but Menahem, grandson of Judas the Galilean, 

great-gƌaŶdsoŶ of Hezekiah the ďaŶdit Đhief? MeŶaheŵ͛s ŵessiaŶiĐ assuŵptioŶ ǁas, foƌ his folloǁeƌs, 
merely the realization of the prophecies: the final step in ushering in the last days.  

That is not how Eleazar the Temple captain saw it. He and his associates among the lower priests were 

incensed at what they viewed as a blatant power grab by the Sicarii. They put together a plan to kill the 

self-proclaimed messiah and rid the city of his meddlesome followers. While Menahem was prancing 

about the Teŵple iŶ his ƌoǇal gaƌď, Eleazaƌ͛s ŵeŶ suddeŶlǇ ƌushed the Teŵple MouŶt aŶd oǀeƌpoǁeƌed 
his guards. They dragged Menahem out into the open and tortured him to death. The surviving Sicarii 

barely fled Jerusalem with their lives. They reassembled at their base atop the fortress of Masada, 

where they waited out the rest of the war.  

Seven years the Sicarii waited. As the Romans regrouped and returned to wrest Palestine from rebel 

control, as one after another the towns and villages of Judea and Galilee were razed and their 

populations tamed by the sword, as Jerusalem itself was surrounded and its inhabitants slowly starved 

to death, the Sicarii waited in their mountain fortress. Only after every rebellious city had been 

destroyed and the land once again placed under their control did the Romans turn their sights toward 

Masada.  

The Roman regiment arrived at the foot of Masada in 73 C.E., three years after Jerusalem fell. Because 

the soldiers could not attack the fortress outright, they first built a massive wall around the entire base 

of the mountain, ensuring that no rebel could escape undetected. With the area secured, the Romans 



constructed a steep ramp up the yawning chasm on the western side of the cliff face, slowly scraping 

away tens of thousands of pounds of earth and stone for weeks on end, even as the rebels hurled rocks 

at them from above. The soldiers then pushed a huge siege tower up the ramp, from which they spent 

daǇs ďoŵďaƌdiŶg the ƌeďels ǁith aƌƌoǁs aŶd ďallista ďalls. OŶĐe Heƌod͛s peƌiŵeteƌ ǁall finally gave, all 

that separated the Romans from the last of the Jewish rebels was a hurriedly built interior wall. The 

Romans set fire to the wall, then returned to their encampments and patiently waited for it to collapse 

on its own.  

Huddled together iŶside Heƌod͛s palaĐe, the “iĐaƌii kŶeǁ the eŶd had Đoŵe. The ‘oŵaŶs ǁould suƌelǇ 
do to them and their families what they had done to the inhabitants of Jerusalem. Amid the steely 

silence, one of the Sicarii leaders stood and addressed the rest.  

͞MǇ fƌiends, since we resolved long ago never to be servants to the Romans, nor to any other than to 

God himself, who alone is the true and just Lord of mankind, the time has now come to make that 

ƌesolutioŶ tƌue iŶ pƌaĐtiĐe.͟ DƌaǁiŶg his daggeƌ, he ŵade a fiŶal plea. ͞God has gƌaŶted us the poǁeƌ to 
die bravely, and in a state of freedom, which was not the case for those [in Jerusalem] who were 

ĐoŶƋueƌed uŶeǆpeĐtedlǇ.͟  

The speech had its desired effect. As the Romans prepared for their final assault on Masada, the rebels 

drew lots among them to decide the order with which they would proceed with their gruesome plan. 

They then pulled out their daggers—the same daggers that had given them their identity, the daggers 

that had, ǁith a sǁipe aĐƌoss the high pƌiest͛s throat, launched the ill-fated war with Rome—and began 

to kill their wives and their children, before turning the knives upon each other. The last ten men chose 

one among them to kill the remaining nine. The final man set the entire palace ablaze. Then he killed 

himself.  

The following morning, as the Romans stood triumphantly atop the hitherto impregnable fortress of 

Masada, all they encountered was a ghostly calm: nine hundred and sixty dead men, women, and 

children. The war was finally over.  

The question is why it took so long. 

News of the Jewish Revolt had traveled swiftly to Emperor Nero, who immediately tapped one of his 

most trusted men, Titus Flavius Vespasianus—Vespasian, as he was known—to retake Jerusalem. Taking 

command of a massive army of more than sixty thousand fighting men, Vespasian set off at once for 

Syria, while his son Titus went to Egypt to collect the Roman legions stationed in Alexandria. Titus would 

lead his troops north through Idumea as Vespasian pushed south into Galilee. The plan was for father 

and son to squeeze the Jews between their two armies and choke the life out of the rebellion.  

One by one the rebellious cities gave way to the might of Rome as Titus and Vespasian carved a trail of 

destruction across the Holy Land. By 68 C.E., all of Galilee, as well as Samaria, Idumea, Peraea, and the 

entire Dead Sea region, save for Masada, were firmly back under Roman control. All that remained was 

for Vespasian to send his armies into Judea to lay waste to the seat of the rebellion: Jerusalem.  

As he was preparing for the final assault, however, Vespasian received word that Nero had committed 

suicide. Rome was in turmoil. Civil war was tearing through the capital. In the span of a few short 

months, three different men—Galba, Otho, and Vitellius—declared themselves emperor, each in turn 

violently overthrown by his successor. There was a complete breakdown of law and order in Rome as 



thieves and hooligans plundered the population without fear of consequence. Not since the war 

between Octavian and Mark Antony a hundred years earlier had the Romans experienced such civil 

uŶƌest. TaĐitus desĐƌiďed it as a peƌiod ͞ƌiĐh iŶ disasteƌs, teƌƌiďle ǁith ďattles, toƌŶ ďǇ Điǀil stƌuggles, 
hoƌƌiďle eǀeŶ iŶ peaĐe.͟  

Spurred by the legions under his command, Vespasian halted his campaign in Judea and hastened to 

Rome to stake his own claim to the throne. The haste, it seems, was unnecessary. Long before he 

reached the capital in the summer of 70 C.E., his supporters had taken control of the city, murdered his 

rivals, and declared Vespasian sole emperor.  

Yet the Rome that Vespasian now found himself ruling had undergone a profound transformation. The 

mass civil unrest had given rise to a great deal of consternation about the decline of Roman power and 

influence. The situation in distant Judea was particularly galling. It was bad enough that the lowly Jews 

had rebelled in the first place; it was inconceivable that after three long years, the rebellion still had not 

been crushed. Other subject peoples revolted, of course. But these were not Gauls or Britons; they were 

superstitious peasants hurling rocks. The very scale of the Jewish Revolt, and the fact that it had come at 

a time of profound social and political distress in Rome, had created something akin to an identity crisis 

among the Roman citizenry.  

Vespasian knew that to consolidate his authority and address the malaise that had descended upon 

‘oŵe, he Ŷeeded to foĐus the people͛s atteŶtioŶ aǁaǇ fƌoŵ theiƌ doŵestiĐ tƌouďles aŶd toǁaƌd a 
spectacular foreign conquest. A small victory would not do. What the emperor required was an absolute 

pummeling of an enemy force. He needed a Triumph: a fabulous display of Roman might replete with 

captives, slaves, and spoils to win over his disgruntled citizens and strike terror into the hearts of his 

subjects. And so, immediately upon taking the throne, Vespasian set out to complete the task he had 

left unfinished in Judea. He would not simply quash the Jewish rebellion; that would be insufficient to 

make his point. He would utterly annihilate the Jews. He would wipe them from the earth. Devastate 

their lands. Burn their temple. Destroy their cult. Kill their god.  

From his perch in Rome, Vespasian sent word to his son Titus to march at once to Jerusalem and spare 

no expense in bringing the rebellion of the Jews to a swift and decisive end. What the emperor could not 

have known was that the rebellion was on the verge of collapsing on its own.  

Not long after Menahem was murdered and the Sicarii banished from Jerusalem, the rebels began 

preparing for the Roman invasion they were certain was on the horizon. The walls surrounding the city 

were fortified, and preparations were made to gather as much military equipment as was available. 

Swords and arrows were collected, suits of armor forged, catapults and ballista balls stacked along the 

ĐitǇ͛s peƌiŵeteƌ. YouŶg ďoǇs ǁeƌe huƌƌiedlǇ tƌaiŶed iŶ haŶd-to-hand combat. The whole city was in a 

panic as the rebels manned their positions and waited for the Romans to return and reclaim Jerusalem.  

But the Romans never came. The rebels were certainly aware of the devastation taking place around 

them. Every day a horde of bruised and bloodied refugees poured into Jerusalem; the city was bursting 

at its borders. But the Roman reprisals were thus far focused solely on the countryside and major rebel 

strongholds such as Tiberias, Gamala, and Gischala. The longer the rebels waited for the Romans to 

aƌƌiǀe iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ, the ŵoƌe fƌaĐtuƌed aŶd uŶstaďle the ĐitǇ͛s leadeƌship ďeĐaŵe.  



Early on, a transitional government of sorts had been formed, made up mostly of those among 

Jeƌusaleŵ͛s pƌiestlǇ aƌistoĐƌaĐǇ ǁho had joiŶed the ƌeďellioŶ, ŵaŶǇ of theŵ ƌeluĐtaŶtlǇ. This so-called 

͞ŵodeƌate͟ faĐtioŶ ǁas iŶ faǀoƌ of ĐoŵiŶg to teƌŵs ǁith ‘oŵe, if that ǁas still possible. They wanted to 

surrender unconditionally, beg for mercy, and submit once more to Roman rule. The moderates enjoyed 

a good deal of support in Jerusalem, particularly among the wealthier Jews who were looking for a way 

to preserve their status and property, not to mention their lives.  

But an even larger and more vocal faction in Jerusalem was convinced that God had led the Jews into 

war against Rome and that God would lead them to victory. Things may have seemed bleak at the 

moment, and the enemy iŶǀiŶĐiďle. But that ǁas paƌt of God͛s diǀiŶe plaŶ. Did Ŷot the pƌophets ǁaƌŶ 
that iŶ the fiŶal daǇs ͞the soǁŶ plaĐes shall appeaƌ uŶsoǁŶ aŶd the stoƌehouses shall ďe fouŶd eŵptǇ͟ 
(2 Esdras 6:22)? Yet if the Jews would only remain loyal to the Lord, then very soon they would see 

Jerusalem clothed in glory. The trumpets would sound and all who heard them would be struck with 

feaƌ. The ŵouŶtaiŶs ǁould flatteŶ aŶd the eaƌth ǁould opeŶ up to sǁalloǁ God͛s eŶeŵies. All that ǁas 
required was faithfulness. Faithfulness and zeal.  

At the head of this camp was a coalition of peasants, lower-class priests, bandit gangs, and recently 

arrived refugees who came together to form a distinct revolutionary faction called the Zealot Party. 

Poor, pious, and antiaristocratic, the members of the Zealot Party wanted to remain true to the original 

iŶteŶtioŶ of the ƌeǀolt: to puƌifǇ the HolǇ LaŶd aŶd estaďlish God͛s ƌule oŶ eaƌth. TheǇ ǁeƌe ǀioleŶtlǇ 
opposed to the transitional government and its plans to surrender the city to Rome. This was 

blasphemy. It was treason. And the Zealot Party knew well the punishment for both.  

The )ealot PaƌtǇ took oǀeƌ the Teŵple͛s iŶŶeƌ ĐouƌtǇaƌd, ǁheƌe oŶlǇ the pƌiests ǁeƌe peƌŵitted, aŶd 
from there unleashed a wave of terror against those they deemed insufficiently loyal to the rebellion: 

the wealthy aristocracy and upper-Đlass Jeǁs; the old HeƌodiaŶ Ŷoďles aŶd the Teŵple͛s foƌŵeƌ 
leadership; the chief priests and all those who followed the moderate camp. The leaders of the Zealot 

Party set up their own shadow government and drew lots to determine which of them would be the 

next high priest. The lot fell to an illiterate country peasant named Phanni son of Samuel, who was 

dƌessed up iŶ the high pƌiest͛s gaudǇ ǀestŵeŶts, plaĐed ďefoƌe the eŶtƌaŶĐe of the Holy of Holies, and 

taught how to perform the sacrifices while the remnants of the priestly nobility watched from a 

distance, weeping at what they perceived to be the desecration of their holy lineage.  

As the bloodshed and internecine battles between rival groups continued, even more refugees began to 

flood into the city, adding fuel to the fires of factionalism and discord that threatened to engulf all of 

Jerusalem. With the moderates silenced, there were now three principal camps vying with one another 

for control over the city. While the Zealot Party, which consisted of about twenty-five hundred men, 

held the inner court of the Temple, the outer courts fell into the hands of the former leader of the 

rebellion in Gischala, a well-to-do urbanite named John, who had barely escaped the Roman destruction 

of his city.  

At first, John of Gischala threw in his lot with the Zealot Party, with whom he shared a devotion to the 

religious principles of the revolution. Whether John himself could be called a zealot is difficult to say. He 

was undoubtedly a fierce nationalist with a deep hatred of Rome at a time in which national sentiment 

and messianic expectation were inextricably linked. He even melted down the sacred vessels of the 

Temple and turned them into implements of war with which to fight the armies of Rome. But a fight 



over control of the Temple ultimately forced John to break with the Zealot Party and form his own 

coalition, which consisted of some six thousand fighting men.  

The third and largest rebel camp in Jerusalem was led by Simon son of Giora, one of the bandit leaders 

who fought off the initial assault on Jerusalem by Cestius Gallus. Simon had spent the first year of the 

Jewish Revolt scouring the Judean countryside, plundering the lands of the wealthy, setting slaves free, 

and earning a reputation as the champion of the poor. After a brief stay with the Sicarii in Masada, 

Simon came to Jerusalem with a massive personal army of ten thousand men. At first, the city welcomed 

him, hoping he could rein in the excesses of the Zealot Party and clip the wings of John of Gischala, who 

was becoming increasingly authoritarian in his conduct. Although Simon was unable to wrest the Temple 

from either of his rivals, he did manage to seize control over most of the upper and lower city.  

Yet what truly set Simon apart from the rest of the rebel leaders in Jerusalem is that, from the very 

beginning, he unabashedly presented himself as messiah and king. Like Menahem before him, Simon 

dressed himself in kingly robes aŶd paƌaded aďout the ĐitǇ as its saǀioƌ. He deĐlaƌed hiŵself ͞Masteƌ of 
Jeƌusaleŵ͟ aŶd used his diǀiŶelǇ aŶoiŶted positioŶ to ďegiŶ ƌouŶdiŶg up aŶd eǆeĐutiŶg the uppeƌ-class 

Jews whom he suspected of treason. As a result, Simon son of Giora ultimately came to be recognized as 

the supreme commander of the fractured rebellion—and just in time. For no sooner had Simon 

consolidated his authority over the rest of the rebel groups than Titus appeared at the city gates, with 

four Roman legions in tow, demanding Jeƌusaleŵ͛s iŵŵediate suƌƌeŶdeƌ.  

All at once, the factionalism and feuding amongst the Jews gave way to frantic preparations for the 

impending Roman assault. But Titus was in no hurry to attack. Instead, he ordered his men to build a 

stone wall around Jerusalem, trapping everyone inside and cutting off all access to food and water. He 

theŶ set up Đaŵp oŶ the MouŶt of Oliǀes, fƌoŵ ǁhiĐh he had aŶ uŶoďstƌuĐted ǀieǁ of the ĐitǇ͛s 
population as they slowly starved to death.  

The famine that ensued was horrible. Entire families perished in their homes. The alleys were filled with 

the bodies of the dead; there was no room, and no strength, to bury them properly. The inhabitants of 

Jerusalem crawled through the sewers searching for food. People ate cow dung and tufts of dry grass. 

They stripped off and chewed the leather from their belts and shoes. There were scattered reports of 

Jews who succumbed to eating the dead. Those who attempted to escape the city were easily captured 

and crucified on the Mount of Olives for all to see.  

It would have been sufficient for Titus to simply wait for the population to perish on their own. He 

would not have needed to unsheathe his sword to defeat Jerusalem and end the rebellion. But that is 

not what his father had sent him there to do. His task was not to starve the Jews into submission; it was 

to eradicate them from the land they claimed as their own. Thus, in late April of 70 C.E., as death stalked 

the city and the population perished by the hundreds from hunger and thirst, Titus rallied his legions 

and stormed Jerusalem.  

The Romans threw up ramparts along the walls of the upper city and began bombarding the rebels with 

heavy artillery. They constructed a massive battering ram that easily breached the first wall surrounding 

Jerusalem. When the rebels retreated to a second interior wall, that, too, was breached and the gates 

set oŶ fiƌe. As the flaŵes sloǁlǇ died doǁŶ, the ĐitǇ ǁas laid ďaƌe foƌ Titus͛s tƌoops.  



The soldiers set upon everyone—man, woman, child, the rich, the poor, those who had joined in the 

rebellion, those who had remained faithful to Rome, the aristocrats, the priests. It made no difference. 

They burned everything. The whole city was ablaze. The roar of the flames mixed with screams of agony 

as the Roman swarm swept through the upper and lower city, littering the ground with corpses, sloshing 

through streams of blood, literally clambering over heaps of dead bodies in pursuit of the rebels, until 

finally the Temple was in their sights. With the last of the rebel fighters trapped inside the inner 

courtyard, the Romans set the entire foundation aflame, making it seem as though the Temple Mount 

was boiling over at its base with blood and fire. The flames enveloped the Holy of Holies, the dwelling 

place of the God of Israel, and brought it crashing to the ground in a pile of ash and dust. When the fires 

finally subsided, Titus gave orders to raze what was left of the city so that no future generation would 

even remember the name Jerusalem.  

Thousands perished, though Simon son of Giora—Simon the failed messiah—was taken alive so that he 

could be dragged back to Rome in chains for the Triumph that Vespasian had promised his people. Along 

with Simon came the sacred treasures of the Temple: the golden table and the shewbread offered to the 

Lord; the lampstand and the seven-branched Menorah; the incense burners and cups; the trumpets and 

holy vessels. All of these were carried in triumphal procession through the streets of Rome as Vespasian 

and Titus, crowned with laurels and clad in purple robes, watched in silent resolution. Finally, at the end 

of the procession, the last of the spoils was carried out for all to see: a copy of the Torah, the supreme 

symbol of the Jewish religion.  

VespasiaŶ͛s poiŶt ǁas haƌd to ŵiss: This ǁas a victory not over a people, but over their god. It was not 

Judea but Judaism that had been defeated. Titus publicly presented the destruction of Jerusalem as an 

act of piety and an offering to the Roman gods. It was not he who had accomplished the task, Titus 

claimed. He had merely given his arms to his god, who had shown his anger against the god of the Jews.  

Remarkably, Vespasian chose to waive the customary practice of evocatio, whereby a vanquished 

enemy had the option of worshipping its god in Rome. Not only would the Jews be forbidden to rebuild 

their temple, a right offered to nearly every other subject people in the empire; they would now be 

forced to pay a tax of two drachmas a year—the exact amount Jewish men once paid in shekels to the 

Temple in Jerusalem—in order to help rebuild the Temple of Jupiter, which was accidentally burned 

down during the Roman civil war. All Jews, no matter where in the empire they lived, no matter how 

loyal they had remained to Rome, no matter if they had taken part in the rebellion or not—every Jew, 

including women and children, was now forced to pay for the upkeep of the central pagan cult of Rome.  

Henceforth, Judaism would no longer be deemed a worthy cult. The Jews were now the eternal enemy 

of Rome. Although mass population transfer had never been a Roman policy, Rome expelled every 

surviving Jew from Jerusalem and its surrounding environs, ultimately renamed the city Aelia Capitolina, 

and placed the entire region under direct imperial control. All of Palestine becaŵe VespasiaŶ͛s peƌsoŶal 
property as the Romans strove to create the impression that there had never been any Jews in 

Jerusalem. By the year 135 C.E., the name Jerusalem ceased to exist in all official Roman documents.  

For those Jews who survived the bloodbath—those huddled naked and starved beyond the collapsed 

city walls, watching in horror as the Roman soldiers urinated on the smoldering ashes of the House of 

God—it was perfectly clear who was to blame for the death and devastation. Surely it was not the Lord 

of Hosts who had brought such destruction upon the sacred city. No. It was the lestai, the bandits and 

the rebels, the Zealots and the Sicarii, the nationalist revolutionaries who had preached independence 



from Rome, the so-called prophets and false messiahs who had promised salvation from God in return 

for their fealty and zeal. They were the ones responsible for the Roman onslaught. They were the ones 

whom God had abandoned.  

In the years to come, the Jews would begin to distance themselves as much as possible from the 

revolutionary idealism that had led to the war with Rome. They would not altogether abandon their 

apocalyptic expectations. On the contrary, a flourish of apocalyptic writings would emerge over the next 

century reflecting the continued longing for divine deliverance from Roman rule. The lingering effects of 

this messianic fervor would even lead to the outbreak of a brief second Jewish war against Rome in 132 

C.E., this one led by the messiah known as Simon son of Kochba. For the most part, however, the rabbis 

of the second century would be compelled by circumstance and by fear of Roman reprisal to develop an 

interpretation of Judaism that eschewed nationalism. They would come to view the Holy Land in more 

transcendental terms, fostering a messianic theology that rejected overt political ambitions, as acts of 

piety and the study of the law took the place of Temple sacrifices in the life of the observant Jew.  

But that was all many years away. On this day—the day in which the beaten and bloodied remnants of 

the ancient Jewish nation were wrenched from their homes, their Temple, their God, and forcibly 

marched out of the Promised Land to the land of the heathens and idolaters—all that seemed certain 

was that the world as they knew it had come to an end.  

Meanwhile, in triumphant Rome, a short while after the Temple of the Lord had been desecrated, the 

Jewish nation scattered to the winds, and the religion made a pariah, tradition says a Jew named John 

Mark took up his quill and composed the first words to the first gospel written about the messiah known 

as Jesus of Nazareth—not in Hebrew, the language of God, nor in Aramaic, the language of Jesus, but in 

Greek, the language of the heathens. The language of the impure. The language of the victors.  

This is the beginning of the good news of Jesus the Christ.  

 

 

PART II  

 

 

 

The spirit of the Lord God is upon me 

because the Lord has anointed me 

to bring good news to the meek; 

he has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted,  

to proclaim liberty to the captives,  

and release to the prisoners who are bound; 



to pƌoĐlaiŵ the Ǉeaƌ of the Loƌd͛s faǀoƌ,  

and the day of vengeance for our God.  

ISAIAH 61:1–2 

 

Prologue 

 

 

  

  

  

Zeal for Your House  

Of all the stories told about the life of Jesus of Nazareth, there is one—depicted in countless plays, films, 

paintings, and Sunday sermons—that, more than any other word or deed, helps reveal who Jesus was 

aŶd ǁhat Jesus ŵeaŶt. It is oŶe of oŶlǇ a haŶdful of eǀeŶts iŶ Jesus͛s ŵiŶistƌǇ attested to ďǇ all fouƌ 
canonized gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—adding some measure of weight to its historicity. 

Yet all four evangelists present this monumental moment in a casual, almost fleeting manner, as though 

they were either oblivious to its meaning or, more likely, deliberately downplaying an episode whose 

radical implications would have been immediately recognized by all who witnessed it. So revelatory is 

this siŶgle ŵoŵeŶt iŶ Jesus͛s ďƌief life that it aloŶe ĐaŶ ďe used to ĐlaƌifǇ his ŵissioŶ, his theologǇ, his 
politics, his relationship to the Jewish authorities, his relationship to Judaism in general, and his attitude 

toward the Roman occupation. Above all, this singular event explains why a simple peasant from the low 

hills of Galilee was seen as such a threat to the established system that he was hunted down, arrested, 

tortured, and executed.  

The year is approximately 30 C.E. Jesus has just entered Jerusalem, riding a donkey and flanked by a 

fƌeŶzied ŵultitude shoutiŶg, ͞HosaŶŶa! Blessed is he ǁho Đoŵes iŶ the Ŷaŵe of the Lord! Blessed be 

the ĐoŵiŶg kiŶgdoŵ of ouƌ fatheƌ Daǀid!͟ The eĐstatiĐ Đƌoǁd siŶgs hǇŵŶs of pƌaise to God. “oŵe spƌead 
cloaks on the road for Jesus to ride over, just as the Israelites did for Jehu when he was declared king (2 

Kings 9:12–13). Others saw off palm branches and wave them in the air, in remembrance of the heroic 

Maccabees who liberated Israel from foreign rule two centuries earlier (1 Maccabees 13:49–53). The 

entire pageant has been meticulously orchestrated by Jesus and his followers in fulfillment of 

)eĐhaƌiah͛s pƌopheĐǇ: ͞‘ejoiĐe gƌeatlǇ, daughteƌ of )ioŶ! CƌǇ out, daughteƌ of Jeƌusaleŵ! Behold, Ǉouƌ 
king is coming to you; righteous and victorious is he, humble and riding upon an ass, upon a colt, the son 

of a doŶkeǇ͟ ;)eĐhaƌiah ϵ:ϵͿ.  

The ŵessage ĐoŶǀeǇed to the ĐitǇ͛s iŶhaďitaŶts is uŶŵistakaďle: the loŶg-awaited messiah—the true 

King of the Jews—has come to free Israel from its bondage.  

As provocative as his entrance into Jerusalem may be, it pales in comparison to what Jesus does the 

following day. With his disciples and, one assumes, the praiseful multitude in tow, Jesus enters the 



Teŵple͛s puďliĐ ĐouƌtǇaƌd—the Court of Gentiles—aŶd sets aďout ͞ĐleaŶsiŶg͟ it. IŶ a ƌage, he oǀeƌtuƌŶs 
the tables of the money changers and drives out the vendors hawking cheap food and souvenirs. He 

releases the sheep and cattle ready to be sold for sacrifice and breaks open the cages of the doves and 

pigeoŶs, settiŶg the ďiƌds to flight. ͞Take these thiŶgs out of heƌe!͟ he shouts.  

With the help of his disciples he blocks the entrance to the courtyard, forbidding anyone carrying goods 

for sale or trade from entering the Temple. Then, as the crowd of vendors, worshippers, priests, and 

curious onlookers scramble over the scattered detritus, as a stampede of frightened animals, chased by 

their panicked owners, rushes headlong out of the Temple gates and into the choked streets of 

Jerusalem, as a corps of Roman guards and heavily armed Temple police blitz through the courtyard 

looking to arrest whoever is responsible for the mayhem, there stands Jesus, according to the gospels, 

aloof, seeŵiŶglǇ uŶpeƌtuƌďed, ĐƌǇiŶg out oǀeƌ the diŶ: ͞It is ǁƌitteŶ: MǇ house shall ďe Đalled a house of 
pƌaǇeƌ foƌ all ŶatioŶs. But Ǉou haǀe ŵade it a deŶ of thieǀes.͟  

The authorities are irate, and with good reason. There is no law that forbids the presence of vendors in 

the Court of Gentiles. Other parts of the Temple may have been sacrosanct and off-limits to the lame, 

the sick, the impure, and, most especially, to the gentile masses. But the outer court was a free-for-all 

arena that served both as a bustling bazaar and as the administrative headquarters of the Sanhedrin, the 

supreme Jewish council. The merchants and money changers, those selling beasts for sacrifice, the 

impure, the heathen, and the heretic, all had a right to enter the Court of Gentiles as they pleased and 

do business there. It is not surprising, therefore, that the Temple priests demand to know just who this 

rabble-rouser thinks he is. By what authority does he presume to cleanse the Temple? What sign can he 

provide to justify such a blatantly criminal act?  

Jesus, as is his wont, ignores these questions altogether and instead answers with his own enigmatic 

pƌopheĐǇ. ͞DestƌoǇ this Teŵple,͟ he saǇs, ͞aŶd iŶ thƌee daǇs I ǁill ƌaise it up.͟  

The crowd is dumbstruck, so much so that they apparently do not notice Jesus and his disciples calmly 

exiting the Temple and walking out of the city, having just taken part in what the Roman authorities 

would have deemed a capital offense: sedition, punishable by crucifixion. After all, an attack on the 

ďusiŶess of the Teŵple is akiŶ to aŶ attaĐk oŶ the pƌiestlǇ ŶoďilitǇ, ǁhiĐh, ĐoŶsideƌiŶg the Teŵple͛s 
tangled relationship with Rome, is tantamount to an attack on Rome itself.  

Put aside for a moment the centuries of exegetical acrobatics that have been thrust upon this 

ďeǁildeƌiŶg episode iŶ Jesus͛s ŵiŶistƌǇ; eǆaŵiŶe the eǀeŶt fƌoŵ a puƌelǇ histoƌiĐal peƌspeĐtiǀe, aŶd the 
sĐeŶe siŵplǇ ďoggles the ŵiŶd. It is Ŷot the aĐĐuƌaĐǇ of Jesus͛s prediction about the Temple that 

ĐoŶĐeƌŶs us. The gospels ǁeƌe all ǁƌitteŶ afteƌ the Teŵple͛s destƌuĐtioŶ iŶ ϳϬ C.E.; Jesus͛s ǁaƌŶiŶg to 
Jeƌusaleŵ that ͞the daǇs ǁill Đoŵe upoŶ Ǉou, ǁheŶ Ǉouƌ eŶeŵies ǁill set up ƌaŵpaƌts aƌouŶd Ǉou aŶd 
surround you and crush you to the ground—you and your children—and they will not leave within you 

oŶe stoŶe upoŶ aŶotheƌ͟ ;Luke ϭϵ:ϰϯ–44) was put into his mouth by the evangelists after the fact. 

Rather, what is significant about this episode—what is impossible to ignore—is how blatant and 

iŶesĐapaďlǇ zealous Jesus͛s aĐtioŶs at the Teŵple appeaƌ.  

The disciples certainly recognize this. Watching Jesus break open the cages and kick over tables on a 

rampage, the gospel of John says the disciples were reminded of the words of King David, who cried, 

͞)eal foƌ Ǉouƌ house has ĐoŶsuŵed ŵe͟ ;JohŶ Ϯ:ϭϳ; Psalŵs ϲϵ:ϵͿ.  



The Teŵple authoƌities also ƌeĐogŶize Jesus͛s zeal aŶd hatĐh a Đleǀeƌ plot to tƌap hiŵ iŶto iŵpliĐatiŶg 
himself as a zealot revolutionary. Striding up to Jesus in full view of everyone present, they ask, 

͞TeaĐheƌ, ǁe kŶoǁ that Ǉou aƌe tƌue, that Ǉou teaĐh the ǁaǇ of God iŶ tƌuth, aŶd that Ǉou shoǁ 
defeƌeŶĐe foƌ Ŷo ŵaŶ. Tell us: Is it laǁful to paǇ the tƌiďute to Caesaƌ oƌ Ŷot?͟  

This is no simple question, of course. It is the essential test of zealotry. Ever since the uprising of Judas 

the Galilean, the question of whether the Law of Moses permitted paying tribute to Rome had become 

the distinguishing characteristic of those who adhered to zealot principles. The argument was simple 

aŶd uŶdeƌstood ďǇ all: ‘oŵe͛s deŵaŶd foƌ tƌiďute sigŶaled ŶothiŶg less thaŶ a Đlaiŵ of oǁŶeƌship oǀeƌ 
the land and its inhabitants. But the land did not belong to Rome. The land belonged to God. Caesar had 

no right to receive tribute, because he had no right to the land. In asking Jesus about the legality of 

paying tribute to Rome, the religious authorities were asking him an altogether different question: Are 

you or are you not a zealot?  

͞“hoǁ ŵe a deŶaƌius,͟ Jesus saǇs, ƌefeƌƌiŶg to the ‘oŵaŶ ĐoiŶ used to paǇ the tƌiďute. ͞Whose iŵage is 
this aŶd ǁhose iŶsĐƌiptioŶ?͟  

͞It is Caesaƌ͛s,͟ the authoƌities ƌeplǇ. 

͞Well, theŶ, giǀe ďaĐk to Caesaƌ the pƌopeƌtǇ that ďeloŶgs to Caesaƌ, aŶd giǀe ďaĐk to God the pƌopeƌtǇ 
that ďeloŶgs to God.͟  

It is astonishing that centuries of biblical scholarship have miscast these words as an appeal by Jesus to 

put aside ͞the thiŶgs of this ǁoƌld͟—taxes and tributes—aŶd foĐus oŶe͛s heaƌt iŶstead oŶ the oŶlǇ 
things that matter: worship and obedience to God. Such an interpretation perfectly accommodates the 

perception of Jesus as a detached, celestial spirit wholly unconcerned with material matters, a curious 

asseƌtioŶ aďout a ŵaŶ ǁho Ŷot oŶlǇ liǀed iŶ oŶe of the ŵost politiĐallǇ Đhaƌged peƌiods iŶ Isƌael͛s 
history, but who claimed to be the promised messiah sent to liberate the Jews from Roman occupation. 

At ďest, Jesus͛s ƌespoŶse has ďeeŶ ǀieǁed as a ŵilƋuetoast Đoŵpƌoŵise ďetǁeeŶ the pƌiestlǇ aŶd zealot 
positions—between those who thought it lawful to pay the tribute to Rome and those who did not.  

The tƌuth is that Jesus͛s aŶsǁeƌ is as Đleaƌ a stateŵeŶt as oŶe ĐaŶ fiŶd iŶ the gospels oŶ ǁheƌe eǆaĐtlǇ 
he fell in the debate between the priests and the zealots—not over the issue of the tribute, but over the 

far more significaŶt ƋuestioŶ of God͛s soǀeƌeigŶtǇ oǀeƌ the laŶd. Jesus͛s ǁoƌds speak foƌ theŵselǀes: 
͞Giǀe ďaĐk ;apodidoŵiͿ to Caesaƌ the pƌopeƌtǇ that ďeloŶgs to Caesaƌ …͟ The ǀeƌď apodidoŵi, ofteŶ 
tƌaŶslated as ͞ƌeŶdeƌ uŶto,͟ is aĐtuallǇ a ĐoŵpouŶd ǁoƌd: apo is a pƌeposition that in this case means 

͞ďaĐk agaiŶ͟; didoŵi is a ǀeƌď ŵeaŶiŶg ͞to giǀe.͟ Apodidoŵi is used speĐifiĐallǇ ǁheŶ paǇiŶg soŵeoŶe 
back property to which he is entitled; the word implies that the person receiving payment is the rightful 

owner of the thing ďeiŶg paid. IŶ otheƌ ǁoƌds, aĐĐoƌdiŶg to Jesus, Caesaƌ is eŶtitled to ďe ͞giǀeŶ ďaĐk͟ 
the denarius coin, not because he deserves tribute, but because it is his coin: his name and picture are 

stamped on it. God has nothing to do with it. By extension, God is eŶtitled to ďe ͞giǀeŶ ďaĐk͟ the laŶd 
the ‘oŵaŶs haǀe seized foƌ theŵselǀes ďeĐause it is God͛s laŶd: ͞The LaŶd is ŵiŶe,͟ saǇs the Loƌd 
(Leviticus 25:23). Caesar has nothing to do with it.  

So then, give back to Caesar what is his, and give back to God what belongs to God. That is the zealot 

argument in its simplest, most concise form. And it seems to be enough for the authorities in Jerusalem 

to immediately label Jesus as lestes. A bandit. A zealot.  



A couple of days later, after sharing a secret Passover meal, Jesus and his disciples head out in the dark 

of night to the Garden of Gethsemane to hide out among the gnarled olive trees and the quickset 

shrubs. It is here, on the western slope of the Mount of Olives, not far from where, some years later, the 

Roman general Titus would launch his siege of Jerusalem, that the authorities find him.  

͞Haǀe Ǉou Đoŵe out heƌe ǁith sǁoƌds aŶd Đluďs to aƌƌest ŵe like a ďaŶdit [lestes]?͟ Jesus asks.  

That is pƌeĐiselǇ hoǁ theǇ͛ǀe Đoŵe foƌ hiŵ. JohŶ͛s gospel Đlaiŵs a ͞Đohoƌt͟ ;speiƌaͿ of soldieƌs ŵaƌĐhed 
to Gethsemane—a unit that would comprise between three hundred and six hundred Roman guards—
aloŶg ǁith the Teŵple poliĐe, all of theŵ ĐaƌƌǇiŶg ͞toƌĐhes aŶd ǁeapoŶs͟ ;JohŶ ϭϴ:ϯͿ. JohŶ is oďǀiouslǇ 
exaggerating. But the gospels all agree it was a large and heavily armed arresting party that came for 

Jesus in the night. Such a show of force may explain why, before heading off to Gethsemane, Jesus 

made sure his followers were armed as well.  

͞If Ǉou do Ŷot haǀe a sǁoƌd,͟ Jesus iŶstƌuĐts his disĐiples iŵŵediatelǇ afteƌ the Passoǀeƌ ŵeal, ͞go sell 
Ǉouƌ Đloak aŶd ďuǇ oŶe.͟  

͞Masteƌ,͟ the disĐiples ƌespoŶd, ͞heƌe aƌe tǁo sǁoƌds.͟ 

͞It is eŶough,͟ Jesus saǇs ;Luke ϮϮ:ϯϲ–38). 

It would not be. After a brief but bloody tussle with his disciples, the guards arrest Jesus and bring him 

to the authoƌities iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ, ǁheƌe he is Đhaƌged ǁith seditioŶ foƌ, aŵoŶg otheƌ thiŶgs, ͞foƌďiddiŶg 
the paǇiŶg of tƌiďute to ‘oŵe,͟ a Đhaƌge that Jesus does Ŷot deŶǇ ;Luke Ϯϯ:ϮͿ.  

Declared guilty, Jesus is sent to Golgotha to be crucified alongside two other men who are specifically 

called lestai, bandits (Matthew 27:38–44; Mark 15:27). As with every criminal who hangs on a cross, 

Jesus is given a plaque, or titulus, detailing the crime for which he is being ĐƌuĐified. Jesus͛s titulus ƌeads 
KING OF THE JEWS. His crime: striving for kingly rule; sedition. And so, like every bandit and 

revolutionary, every rabble-rousing zealot and apocalyptic prophet who came before or after him—like 

Hezekiah and Judas, Theudas and Athronges, the Egyptian and the Samaritan, Simon son of Giora and 

Simon son of Kochba—Jesus of Nazareth is executed for daring to claim the mantle of king and messiah.  

To be clear, Jesus was not a member of the Zealot Party that launched the war with Rome, because no 

such party could be said to exist for another thirty years after his death. Nor was Jesus a violent 

revolutionary bent on armed rebellion, though his views on the use of violence were far more complex 

than it is often assumed.  

But look ĐloselǇ at Jesus͛s ǁoƌds aŶd aĐtioŶs at the Teŵple iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ—the episode that undoubtedly 

precipitated his arrest and execution—and this one fact becomes difficult to deny: Jesus was crucified by 

Rome because his messianic aspirations threatened the occupation of Palestine, and his zealotry 

endangered the Temple authorities. That singular fact should color everything we read in the gospels 

about the messiah known as Jesus of Nazareth—from the details of his death on a cross in Golgotha to 

the launch of his public ministry on the banks of the Jordan River.  

 

Chapter Seven 

 



 

  

  

The Voice Crying Out in the Wilderness  

John the Baptist came out of the desert like an apparition—a wild man clothed in camel hair, a leather 

belt tied around his waist, feeding on locusts and wild honey. He traveled the length of the Jordan 

River—through Judea and Peraea, in Bethany and Aenon—preaching a simple and dire message: The 

end was near. The Kingdom of God was at hand. And woe to those Jews who assumed their descent 

from Abraham would save them from the coming judgment.  

͞AlƌeadǇ, the aǆ is laid at the ƌoot of the tƌee,͟ JohŶ ǁaƌŶed, ͞aŶd eǀeƌǇ tƌee that does Ŷot ďeaƌ good 
fƌuit ǁill ďe Đut doǁŶ aŶd Đast iŶto the fiƌe.͟  

To the wealthy who came to him seeking counsel, John said, ͞The oŶe ǁith tǁo tuŶiĐs ŵust shaƌe ǁith 
he ǁho has ŶoŶe; the oŶe ǁith food ŵust do the saŵe.͟  

To the tƌiďute ĐolleĐtoƌs ǁho asked hiŵ the path to salǀatioŶ, he said, ͞Do Ŷot eǆaĐt ŵoƌe thaŶ that 
ǁhiĐh has ďeeŶ pƌesĐƌiďed to Ǉou.͟  

To the soldiers ǁho ďegged foƌ guidaŶĐe, he said, ͞Do Ŷot iŶtiŵidate, do Ŷot ďlaĐkŵail, aŶd ďe ĐoŶteŶt 
ǁith Ǉouƌ ǁages.͟  

Word of the Baptist spread quickly throughout the land. People came from as far as Galilee, some 

traveling for days through the stark Judean wilderness to hear him preach at the lip of the Jordan River. 

Once there, they would strip off their outer garments and cross over to the eastern shore, where John 

waited to take them by the hand. One by one, he would immerse them in the living waters. When they 

emerged, they would cross back to the western shore of the Jordan River—as their ancestors had done a 

thousand years earlier—back to the land promised them by God. In this way, the baptized became the 

new nation of Israel: repentant, redeemed, and ready to receive the Kingdom of God.  

As the Đƌoǁds ǁho floĐked to the JoƌdaŶ gƌeǁ laƌgeƌ, the Baptist͛s aĐtiǀities Đaught the atteŶtioŶ of 
Heƌod the Gƌeat͛s soŶ, AŶtipas ;͞the Foǆ͟Ϳ, ǁhose tetƌaƌĐhǇ iŶĐluded the ƌegioŶ of Peƌaea, oŶ the 
eastern bank of the river. If the gospel account is to be believed, Antipas imprisoned John because he 

ĐƌitiĐized his ŵaƌƌiage to Heƌodias, ǁho ǁas the ǁife of AŶtipas͛s half ďƌotheƌ ;also Ŷaŵed HeƌodͿ. Not 
satisfied with merely locking John up, the wily Herodias hatched a plot to put him to death. On the 

oĐĐasioŶ of AŶtipas͛s ďiƌthdaǇ, Heƌodias oďliged heƌ daughteƌ, the sultƌǇ teŵptƌess “aloŵe, to peƌfoƌŵ 
a lasĐiǀious daŶĐe foƌ heƌ uŶĐle aŶd stepfatheƌ. “o aƌoused ǁas the liďidiŶous old tetƌaƌĐh ďǇ “aloŵe͛s 
gyrations that he at once made her a fateful promise.  

͞Ask of ŵe ǁhateǀeƌ Ǉou ǁish,͟ AŶtipas huffed, ͞aŶd I ǁill giǀe it to Ǉou, eǀeŶ half ŵǇ kiŶgdoŵ.͟  

“aloŵe ĐoŶsulted heƌ ŵotheƌ. ͞What shall I ask foƌ?͟ 

͞The head of JohŶ the Baptist,͟ Heƌodias ƌeplied. 

Alas, the gospel account is Ŷot to ďe ďelieǀed. As deliĐiouslǇ sĐaŶdalous as the stoƌǇ of JohŶ͛s eǆeĐutioŶ 
may be, it is riddled with errors and historical inaccuracies. The evangelists mistakenly identify 



Heƌodias͛s fiƌst husďaŶd as Philip, aŶd theǇ seeŵ to ĐoŶfuse the plaĐe of JohŶ͛s eǆeĐutioŶ, the foƌtƌess 
of MaĐhaeƌus, ǁith AŶtipas͛s Đouƌt iŶ the ĐitǇ of Tiďeƌias. The eŶtiƌe gospel stoƌǇ ƌeads like a faŶĐiful 
folktale ǁith deliďeƌate eĐhoes iŶ the ďiďliĐal aĐĐouŶt of Elijah͛s ĐoŶfliĐt ǁith Jezeďel, the ǁife of KiŶg 
Ahab.  

A more pƌosaiĐ Ǉet ƌeliaďle aĐĐouŶt of the death of JohŶ the Baptist ĐaŶ ďe fouŶd iŶ Josephus͛s 
AŶtiƋuities. AĐĐoƌdiŶg to Josephus, AŶtipas feaƌed that JohŶ͛s gƌoǁiŶg populaƌitǇ aŵoŶg the people 
ǁould lead to aŶ iŶsuƌƌeĐtioŶ, ͞foƌ theǇ seeŵed ƌeadǇ to do aŶǇthiŶg that he should adǀise.͟ That ŵaǇ 
haǀe ďeeŶ tƌue. JohŶ͛s ǁaƌŶiŶg of the ĐoŵiŶg ǁƌath of God ŵight Ŷot haǀe ďeeŶ Ŷeǁ oƌ uŶiƋue iŶ fiƌst-

century Palestine, but the hope he offered those who cleansed themselves, who made themselves anew 

and pursued the path of righteousness, had enormous appeal. John promised the Jews who came to him 

a new world order, the Kingdom of God. And while he never developed the concept beyond a vague 

notion of equality and justice, the promise itself was enough in those dark, turbulent times to draw to 

him a wave of Jews from all walks of life—the rich and the poor, the mighty and the weak. Antipas was 

right to fear John; even his own soldiers were flocking to him. He therefore seized John, charged him 

with sedition, and sent him to the fortress of Machaerus, where the Baptist was quietly put to death 

sometime between 28 and 30 C.E.  

Yet JohŶ͛s faŵe faƌ outliǀed hiŵ. IŶdeed, JohŶ͛s faŵe outliǀed AŶtipas, foƌ it ǁas ǁidelǇ ďelieǀed that 
the tetƌaƌĐh͛s defeat at the haŶds of the Naďataean king Aretas IV in 36 C.E., his subsequent exile, and 

the loss of his title aŶd pƌopeƌtǇ ǁeƌe all God͛s diǀiŶe puŶishŵeŶt foƌ eǆeĐutiŶg JohŶ. LoŶg afteƌ his 
death, the Jeǁs ǁeƌe still ŵulliŶg oǀeƌ the ŵeaŶiŶg of JohŶ͛s ǁoƌds aŶd deeds; JohŶ͛s disĐiples were still 

ǁaŶdeƌiŶg Judea aŶd Galilee, ďaptiziŶg people iŶ his Ŷaŵe. JohŶ͛s life aŶd legeŶd ǁeƌe pƌeseƌǀed iŶ 
iŶdepeŶdeŶt ͞Baptist tƌaditioŶs͟ Đoŵposed iŶ Heďƌeǁ aŶd AƌaŵaiĐ aŶd passed aƌouŶd fƌoŵ toǁŶ to 
town. Many assumed he was the messiah. Some thought he would rise from the dead.  

Despite his fame, however, no one seems to have known then—just as no one knows now—who, 

exactly, John the Baptist was or where he had come from. The gospel of Luke provides a fantastical 

aĐĐouŶt of JohŶ͛s liŶeage aŶd ŵiƌaĐulous birth, which most scholars dismiss out of hand. If there is any 

histoƌiĐal iŶfoƌŵatioŶ to ďe gleaŶed fƌoŵ Luke͛s gospel, hoǁeǀeƌ, it is that JohŶ ŵaǇ haǀe Đoŵe fƌoŵ a 
priestly family; his father, Luke says, belonged to the priestly order of Abijah (Luke 1:5). If that is true, 

John would have been expected to join the priestly line of his father, though the apocalyptic preacher 

ǁho ǁalked out of the deseƌt ͞eatiŶg Ŷo ďƌead aŶd dƌiŶkiŶg Ŷo ǁiŶe͟ had Ƌuite ĐleaƌlǇ ƌejeĐted his 
family obligations and his duties to the Temple for a life of asceticism in the wilderness. Perhaps this was 

the souƌĐe of JohŶ͛s iŵŵeŶse populaƌitǇ aŵoŶg the ŵasses: he had stƌipped hiŵself of his pƌiestlǇ 
privileges so as to offer the Jews a new source of salvation, one that had nothing to do with the Temple 

and the detestable priesthood: baptism.  

To be sure, baptisms and water rituals were fairly common throughout the ancient Near East. Bands of 

͞ďaptiziŶg gƌoups͟ ƌoaŵed “Ǉƌia aŶd PalestiŶe iŶitiatiŶg ĐoŶgƌegaŶts iŶto theiƌ oƌdeƌs by immersing 

them in water. Gentile converts to Judaism would often take a ceremonial bath to rid themselves of 

their former identity and enter into the chosen tribe. The Jews revered water for its liminal qualities, 

believing it had the power to transport a person or object from one state to another: from unclean to 

clean, from profane to holy. The Bible is replete with ablutionary practices: objects (a tent, a sword) 

were sprinkled with water to dedicate them to the Lord; people (lepers, menstruating women) were 

fully immersed in water as an act of purification. The priests in the Temple of Jerusalem poured water 



on their hands before approaching the altar to make sacrifices. The high priest underwent one ritual 

immersion before entering the Holy of Holies on the Day of Atonement, and another immediately after 

taking upon himself the sins of the nation.  

The most famous ablutionary sect of the time was the aforementioned Essene community. The Essenes 

were not strictly a monastic movement. Some lived in cities and villages throughout Judea, others 

separated themselves entirely from the rest of the Jews in communes like that at Qumran, where they 

practiced celibacy and held all property in common (the only items of personal property an Essene at 

Qumran would be allowed were a cloak, a linen cloth, and a hatchet for digging a latrine in the 

wilderness when the need arose). Because the Essenes viewed the physical body as base and corrupt, 

they developed a rigid system of full immersion baths that had to be completed over and over again to 

maintain a constant state of ritual purity. Yet the Essenes also practiced a one-time, initiatory water 

ritual—a baptism of sorts—that was used to welcome new recruits into their community.  

This could have been the source of JohŶ͛s uŶusual ďaptisŵal ƌite. JohŶ hiŵself ŵaǇ haǀe ďeeŶ aŶ 
Essene. There are some tantalizing connections between the two. Both John and the Essene community 

were based in the wilderness region of Judea at approximately the same time: John is presented as 

going off into the Judean wilderness at a young age, which would be in keeping with the Essene practice 

of adopting and training the sons of priests. Both John and the Essenes rejected the Temple authorities: 

the Essenes maintained their own distinct calendar and their own dietary restrictions and refused the 

concept of animal sacrifice, which was the primary activity of the Temple. Both saw themselves and 

their followers as the true tribe of Israel, and both were actively preparing for the end times: the 

EsseŶes eageƌlǇ aǁaited aŶ apoĐalǇptiĐ ǁaƌ ǁheŶ ͞the “oŶs of Light͟ ;the EsseŶesͿ ǁould ďattle ͞the 
“oŶs of DaƌkŶess͟ ;the Teŵple pƌiestsͿ foƌ ĐoŶtƌol oǀeƌ the Teŵple of Jeƌusaleŵ, ǁhiĐh the EsseŶes 
would purify and make holy again under their leadership. And both John and the Essenes seem to have 

ideŶtified theŵselǀes as ͞the ǀoiĐe ĐƌǇiŶg out iŶ the ǁildeƌŶess͟ spokeŶ of ďǇ the Pƌophet Isaiah: 
͞Pƌepaƌe the ǁaǇ of the Loƌd, ŵake stƌaight the paths of ouƌ God͟ ;Isaiah ϰϬ:ϯͿ. All fouƌ gospels 
attribute this verse to John, while for the Essenes, the verse served as the most significant passage of 

scripture in defining their conception of themselves and their community.  

Yet there are enough differences between John and the Essenes to make one cautious about drawing 

too firm a connection. John is presented not as a member of a community but as a loner, a solitary voice 

calling out in the wilderness. His is by no means an exclusivist message but one open to all Jews willing 

to abandon their wicked ways and live a life of righteousness. Most crucially, John does not appear to be 

obsessed with ritual purity; his baptism seems to have been specifically designed as a one-time affair, 

not something to be repeated again and again. John may have been influenced by the water rituals of 

other Jewish sects of his time, including the Essenes, but it appears that the baptism he offered in the 

Jordan River was uniquely his inspiration.  

What, theŶ, did JohŶ͛s ďaptisŵ ŵeaŶ? The gospel of Maƌk ŵakes the astoŶishiŶg Đlaiŵ that ǁhat John 

ǁas offeƌiŶg at the JoƌdaŶ ǁas ͞a ďaptisŵ of ƌepeŶtaŶĐe foƌ the foƌgiǀeŶess of siŶs͟ ;Maƌk ϭ:ϰͿ. The 
unmistakably Christian nature of this phrase casts serious doubt on its historicity. It sounds more like a 

ChƌistiaŶ pƌojeĐtioŶ upoŶ the Baptist͛s aĐtions, not something the Baptist would have claimed for 

himself—though if that is true, it would be an odd statement for the early church to make about John: 

that he had the power to forgive sins, even before he knew Jesus.  



Josephus explicitly states that JohŶ͛s ďaptisŵ ǁas ͞Ŷot foƌ the ƌeŵissioŶ of siŶs, ďut foƌ the puƌifiĐatioŶ 
of the ďodǇ.͟ That ǁould ŵake JohŶ͛s ƌitual ŵoƌe like aŶ iŶitiatioŶ ƌite, a ŵeaŶs of eŶteƌiŶg iŶto his 
order or sect, a thesis borne out in the book of Acts, in which a group of Corinthians proudly claim to 

haǀe ďeeŶ ďaptized iŶto JohŶ͛s ďaptisŵ ;AĐts ϭϵ:ϭ–3). But that, too, would have been problematic for 

the early Christian community. Because if there is one thing about which all four gospels agree when it 

comes to John the Baptist, it is that sometime around his thirtieth year, and for reasons unknown, Jesus 

of Nazareth left his tiny hillside village of Nazareth in Galilee, abandoned his home, his family, and his 

obligations, and trekked down to Judea to be baptized by John in the Jordan River. Indeed, the life of the 

historical Jesus begins not with his miraculous birth or his obscured youth but at the moment he first 

meets John the Baptist.  

The pƌoďleŵ foƌ the eaƌlǇ ChƌistiaŶs ǁas that aŶǇ aĐĐeptaŶĐe of the ďasiĐ faĐts of JohŶ͛s interaction with 

Jesus ǁould haǀe ďeeŶ a taĐit adŵissioŶ that JohŶ ǁas, at least at fiƌst, a supeƌioƌ figuƌe. If JohŶ͛s 
ďaptisŵ ǁas foƌ the foƌgiǀeŶess of siŶs, as Maƌk Đlaiŵs, theŶ Jesus͛s aĐĐeptaŶĐe of it iŶdiĐated a Ŷeed to 
be cleansed of his sins by JohŶ. If JohŶ͛s ďaptisŵ ǁas aŶ iŶitiatioŶ ƌite, as Josephus suggests, theŶ ĐleaƌlǇ 
Jesus ǁas ďeiŶg adŵitted iŶto JohŶ͛s ŵoǀeŵeŶt as just aŶotheƌ oŶe of his disĐiples. This ǁas pƌeĐiselǇ 
the Đlaiŵ ŵade ďǇ JohŶ͛s folloǁeƌs, ǁho, loŶg afteƌ ďoth ŵeŶ had ďeeŶ executed, refused to be 

absorbed into the Jesus movement because they argued that their master, John, was greater than Jesus. 

After all, who baptized whom?  

JohŶ the Baptist͛s histoƌiĐal iŵpoƌtaŶĐe aŶd his ƌole iŶ lauŶĐhiŶg Jesus͛s ŵiŶistƌǇ Đƌeated a diffiĐult 

dilemma for the gospel writers. John was a popular, well-respected, and almost universally 

acknowledged priest and prophet. His fame was too great to ignore, his baptism of Jesus too well known 

to conceal. The story had to be told. But it also had to be ŵassaged aŶd ŵade safe. The tǁo ŵeŶ͛s ƌoles 
had to ďe ƌeǀeƌsed: Jesus had to ďe ŵade supeƌioƌ, JohŶ iŶfeƌioƌ. HeŶĐe the steadǇ ƌegƌessioŶ of JohŶ͛s 
character from the first gospel, Mark—wherein he is presented as a prophet and mentor to Jesus—to 

the last gospel, John, in which the Baptist seems to serve no purpose at all except to acknowledge 

Jesus͛s diǀiŶitǇ.  

Mark casts John the Baptist as a wholly independent figure who baptizes Jesus as one among many who 

Đoŵe to hiŵ seekiŶg ƌepeŶtaŶĐe. ͞Theƌe ǁeŶt out to him people from all over Judea, and from 

Jeƌusaleŵ, to ďe ďaptized ďǇ hiŵ iŶ the ‘iǀeƌ JoƌdaŶ, aŶd to ĐoŶfess theiƌ siŶs … aŶd it happeŶed that, iŶ 
those daǇs, Jesus Đaŵe fƌoŵ Galilee, fƌoŵ Nazaƌeth, aŶd he too ǁas ďaptized ďǇ JohŶ iŶ the JoƌdaŶ͟ 
(Mark ϭ:ϱ, ϵͿ. Maƌk͛s Baptist adŵits that he hiŵself is Ŷot the pƌoŵised ŵessiah—͞Theƌe is oŶe ĐoŵiŶg 
afteƌ ŵe ǁho is stƌoŶgeƌ thaŶ I aŵ,͟ JohŶ saǇs, ͞oŶe ǁhose saŶdals I aŵ Ŷot ǁoƌthǇ to uŶtie͟ ;Maƌk 
1:7–8)—but strangely, John never actually acknowledges Jesus to be the one he is referring to. Even 

afteƌ Jesus͛s peƌfuŶĐtoƌǇ ďaptisŵ, ǁheŶ the skǇ opeŶs aŶd the spiƌit of God desĐeŶds upoŶ hiŵ iŶ the 
foƌŵ of a doǀe as a heaǀeŶlǇ ǀoiĐe saǇs, ͞You aƌe ŵǇ soŶ: the Beloǀed. IŶ Ǉou I aŵ ǁell pleased,͟ JohŶ 
neither notices nor comments on this moment of divine interjection. To John, Jesus is merely another 

supplicant, another son of Abraham who journeys to the Jordan to be initiated into the renewed tribe of 

Israel. He simply moves on to the next person waiting to be baptized.  

WƌitiŶg soŵe tǁo deĐades lateƌ, Mattheǁ ƌeĐouŶts the Ŷaƌƌatiǀe of Jesus͛s ďaptisŵ alŵost ǁoƌd foƌ 
ǁoƌd fƌoŵ Maƌk, ďut he ŵakes ĐeƌtaiŶ to addƌess at least oŶe of his pƌedeĐessoƌ͛s glaƌiŶg oŵissioŶs: the 
moment Jesus arrives on the banks of the JordaŶ, JohŶ iŵŵediatelǇ ƌeĐogŶizes hiŵ as the ͞oŶe ĐoŵiŶg 
afteƌ ŵe.͟  



͞I ďaptize Ǉou ǁith ǁateƌ,͟ the Baptist saǇs. ͞He ǁill ďaptize Ǉou ǁith the HolǇ “piƌit aŶd ǁith fiƌe.͟  

At fiƌst, Mattheǁ͛s JohŶ ƌefuses to ďaptize Jesus, suggestiŶg that it is he ǁho should be baptized by 

Jesus. Only after Jesus gives him permission does John presume to baptize the peasant from Nazareth.  

Luke goes one step further, repeating the same story presented in Mark and Matthew but choosing to 

gloss oǀeƌ Jesus͛s aĐtual ďaptisŵ. ͞Now when all the people had been baptized, and Jesus too was 

ďaptized, the heaǀeŶs opeŶed …͟ ;Luke ϯ:ϮϭͿ. IŶ otheƌ ǁoƌds, Luke oŵits aŶǇ ageŶt iŶ Jesus͛s ďaptisŵ. It 
is not John who baptizes Jesus. Jesus is merely baptized. Luke buttresses his point by giving John his own 

infancy narrative alongside the one he invents for Jesus to prove that even as fetuses, Jesus was the 

supeƌioƌ figuƌe: JohŶ͛s ďiƌth to a ďaƌƌeŶ ǁoŵaŶ, Elizaďeth, ŵaǇ haǀe ďeeŶ ŵiƌaĐulous, ďut it ǁas Ŷot 
ŶeaƌlǇ as ŵiƌaĐulous as Jesus͛s ďiƌth to a ǀiƌgiŶ. This is all paƌt of Luke͛s ĐoŶĐeƌted effoƌt, ǁhiĐh the 
eǀaŶgelist Đaƌƌies foƌth iŶto his gospel͛s seƋuel, the ďook of AĐts, to peƌsuade JohŶ͛s disĐiples to 
abandon their prophet and follow Jesus instead.  

By the time the gospel of John recouŶts Jesus͛s ďaptisŵ, thƌee deĐades afteƌ Maƌk, JohŶ the Baptist is 
no longer a baptist; the title is never used of him. In fact, Jesus is never actually baptized by John. The 

Baptist͛s sole puƌpose iŶ the fouƌth gospel is to ďeaƌ ǁitŶess to Jesus͛s diǀiŶity. Jesus is not just 

͞stƌoŶgeƌ͟ thaŶ JohŶ the Baptist. He is the light, the Loƌd, the Laŵď of God, the ChoseŶ OŶe. He is the 
pƌeeǆisteŶt logos, ǁho ͞eǆisted ďefoƌe ŵe,͟ the Baptist saǇs.  

͞I ŵǇself saǁ the holǇ spiƌit desĐeŶd upoŶ hiŵ fƌoŵ heaǀeŶ like a doǀe,͟ JohŶ Đlaiŵs of Jesus, ĐoƌƌeĐtiŶg 
aŶotheƌ of Maƌk͛s oƌigiŶal oŵissioŶs, ďefoƌe eǆpƌesslǇ ĐoŵŵaŶdiŶg his disĐiples to leaǀe hiŵ aŶd folloǁ 
Jesus instead. For John the evangelist, it was not enough simply to reduce the Baptist; the Baptist had to 

reduce himself, to publicly denigrate himself before the true prophet and messiah.  

͞I aŵ Ŷot the ŵessiah,͟ JohŶ the Baptist adŵits iŶ the fouƌth gospel. ͞I haǀe ďeeŶ seŶt ďefoƌe hiŵ … He 
ŵust iŶĐƌease, as I ŵust deĐƌease͟ ;JohŶ ϯ:Ϯϴ–30).  

This frantic attempt to ƌeduĐe JohŶ͛s sigŶifiĐaŶĐe, to ŵake hiŵ iŶfeƌioƌ to Jesus—to make him little 

ŵoƌe thaŶ Jesus͛s heƌald—betrays an urgent need on the part of the early Christian community to 

counteract what the historical evidence clearly suggests: whoever the Baptist was, wherever he came 

from, and however he intended his baptismal ritual, Jesus very likely began his ministry as just another 

of his disciples. Before his encounter with John, Jesus was an unknown peasant and day laborer toiling 

aǁaǇ iŶ Galilee. JohŶ͛s ďaptism not only made him part of the new and redeemed nation of Israel, it 

iŶitiated hiŵ iŶto JohŶ͛s iŶŶeƌ ĐiƌĐle. Not eǀeƌǇoŶe ǁho ǁas ďaptized ďǇ JohŶ ďeĐaŵe his disĐiple; ŵaŶǇ 
simply returned to their homes. But Jesus did not. The gospels make it clear that rather than returning 

to Galilee afteƌ his ďaptisŵ, he ǁeŶt ͞out iŶto the ǁildeƌŶess͟ of Judea; that is, Jesus ǁeŶt diƌeĐtlǇ iŶto 
the place whence John had just emerged. And he stayed in the wilderness for a while, not to be 

͞teŵpted ďǇ “ataŶ,͟ as the eǀaŶgelists imagine it, but to learn from John and to commune with his 

followers.  

The fiƌst ǁoƌds of Jesus͛s puďliĐ ŵiŶistƌǇ eĐho JohŶ͛s: ͞The tiŵe is fulfilled. The KiŶgdoŵ of God is Ŷeaƌ. 
‘epeŶt aŶd ďelieǀe iŶ the good Ŷeǁs͟ ;Maƌk ϭ:ϭϱͿ. “o does Jesus͛s fiƌst puďliĐ aĐtioŶ: ͞Afteƌ this Jesus 
aŶd his disĐiples ǁeŶt iŶto Judea aŶd theƌe theǇ ǁeƌe ďaptiziŶg, aŶd JohŶ also ǁas ďaptiziŶg …͟ ;JohŶ 
3:22–ϮϯͿ. Of Đouƌse, Jesus͛s fiƌst disĐiples—Andrew and Philip—were not his disciples at all; they were 

JohŶ͛s ;JohŶ ϭ:35–37). They only followed Jesus after John was arrested. Jesus even addresses his 



eŶeŵies aŵoŶg the sĐƌiďes aŶd Phaƌisees ǁith the saŵe distiŶĐt phƌase JohŶ uses foƌ theŵ: ͞You ďƌood 
of ǀipeƌs!͟ ;Mattheǁ ϭϮ:ϯϰͿ.  

Jesus remained in Judea for some time afteƌ his ďaptisŵ, ŵoǀiŶg iŶ aŶd out of JohŶ͛s ĐiƌĐle, pƌeaĐhiŶg 
his ŵasteƌ͛s ǁoƌds aŶd ďaptiziŶg otheƌs aloŶgside hiŵ, uŶtil AŶtipas, fƌighteŶed ďǇ JohŶ͛s poǁeƌ aŶd 
popularity, had him seized and thrown into a dungeon. Only then did Jesus leave Judea and return home 

to his family.  

It ǁould ďe ďaĐk iŶ Galilee, aŵoŶg his oǁŶ people, that Jesus ǁould fullǇ take up JohŶ͛s ŵaŶtle aŶd 
begin preaching about the Kingdom of God and the judgment that was to come. Yet Jesus would not 

siŵplǇ ŵiŵiĐ JohŶ. Jesus͛s ŵessage would be far more revolutionary, his conception of the Kingdom of 

God far more radical, and his sense of his own identity and mission far more dangerous than anything 

John the Baptist could have conceived. John may have baptized by water. But Jesus would baptize by 

the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit and fire.  

 

Chapter Eight 

 

 

  

  

Follow Me  

The Galilee to which Jesus returned after his stint with John the Baptist was not the Galilee into which 

he had ďeeŶ ďoƌŶ. The Galilee of Jesus͛s Đhildhood had uŶdeƌgoŶe a profound psychic trauma, having 

felt the full foƌĐe of ‘oŵe͛s ƌetƌiďutioŶ foƌ the ƌeǀolts that eƌupted thƌoughout the laŶd afteƌ the death 
of Herod the Great in 4 B.C.E.  

The Roman response to rebellion, no matter where it arose in the realm, was scripted and predictable: 

burn the villages, raze the cities, enslave the population. That was likely the command given to the 

legioŶs of tƌoops dispatĐhed ďǇ Eŵpeƌoƌ Augustus afteƌ Heƌod͛s death to teaĐh the ƌeďellious Jeǁs a 
lesson. The Romans easily snuffed out the uprisings in Judea and Peraea. But special attention was given 

to Galilee, the center of the revolt. Thousands were killed as the countryside was set ablaze. The 

devastation spread to every town and village; few were spared. The villages of Emmaus and Sampho 

ǁeƌe laid ǁaste. “epphoƌis, ǁhiĐh had alloǁed Judas the GalileaŶ to ďƌeaĐh the ĐitǇ͛s aƌŵoƌǇ, ǁas 
flattened. The whole of Galilee was consumed in fire and blood. Even tiny Nazareth would not have 

escaped the wrath of Rome.  

Rome may have been right to focus so brutally on Galilee. The region had been a hotbed of 

ƌeǀolutioŶaƌǇ aĐtiǀitǇ foƌ ĐeŶtuƌies. LoŶg ďefoƌe the ‘oŵaŶ iŶǀasioŶ, the teƌŵ ͞GalileaŶ͟ had ďeĐoŵe 
sǇŶoŶǇŵous ǁith ͞ƌeďel.͟ Josephus speaks of the people of Galilee as ͞iŶuƌed to ǁaƌ fƌoŵ their 

iŶfaŶĐǇ,͟ aŶd Galilee itself, ǁhiĐh ďeŶefited fƌoŵ a ƌugged topogƌaphǇ aŶd ŵouŶtaiŶous teƌƌaiŶ, he 
desĐƌiďes as ͞alǁaǇs ƌesistaŶt to hostile iŶǀasioŶ.͟  



It did not matter whether the invaders were gentiles or Jews, the Galileans would not submit to foreign 

rule. Not even King Solomon could tame Galilee; the region and its people fiercely resisted the heavy 

taxes and forced labor he imposed on them to complete construction of the first Temple in Jerusalem. 

Nor could the Hasmonaeans—the priest-kings who ruled the land from 140 B.C.E. until the Roman 

invasion in 63 B.C.E.—ever quite manage to induce the Galileans to submit to the Temple-state they 

created in Judea. And Galilee was a constant thorn in the side of King Herod, who was not named King of 

the Jews until after he proved he could rid the troublesome region of the bandit menace.  

The Galileans seem to have considered themselves a wholly different people from the rest of the Jews in 

Palestine. Josephus explicitly refers to the people of Galilee as a separate ethnoi, or nation; the Mishnah 

claims the Galileans had different rules and customs than the Judeans when it came to matters such as 

marriage or weights and measures. These were pastoral people—country folk—easily recognizable by 

their provincial customs and their distinctly rustic accent (it was his Galilean accent that gave Simon 

Peteƌ aǁaǇ as a folloǁeƌ of Jesus afteƌ his aƌƌest: ͞CeƌtaiŶlǇ Ǉou aƌe also oŶe of [Jesus͛s disĐiples], foƌ 
Ǉouƌ aĐĐeŶt ďetƌaǇs Ǉou͟; Mattheǁ Ϯϲ:ϳϯͿ. The uƌďaŶ elite in Judea referred to the Galileans derisively 

as ͞the people of the laŶd,͟ a teƌŵ ŵeaŶt to ĐoŶǀeǇ theiƌ depeŶdeŶĐe oŶ suďsisteŶĐe faƌŵiŶg. But the 
term had a more sinister connotation, meaning those who are uneducated and impious, those who do 

not properly abide by the law, particularly when it came to making the obligatory tithes and offerings to 

the Temple. The literature of the era is full of Judean complaints about the laxity of the Galileans in 

paying their Temple dues in a timely manner, while a bevy of apocryphal scriptures, such as The 

Testament of Levi and the Enoch corpus, reflect a distinctly Galilean critique of the lavish lifestyles of the 

Judean priesthood, their exploitation of the peasantry, and their shameful collaboration with Rome.  

No doubt the Galileans felt a meaningful connection to the Temple as the dwelling place of the spirit of 

God, but they also evinced a deep disdain for the Temple priests who viewed themselves as the sole 

aƌďiteƌs of God͛s ǁill. Theƌe is eǀideŶĐe to suggest that the Galileans were both less observant of the 

Temple rituals and, given the three-day distance between Galilee and Jerusalem, less likely to make 

frequent visits to it. Those Galilean farmers and peasants who could scrape enough money together to 

make it to Jerusalem for the sacred festivals would have found themselves in the humiliating position of 

handing over their meager sacrifices to wealthy Temple priests, some of whom may have owned the 

very lands these peasants and farmers labored on back home.  

The divide between Judea and Galilee grew wider after Rome placed Galilee under the direct rule of 

Heƌod the Gƌeat͛s soŶ, AŶtipas. Foƌ the fiƌst tiŵe iŶ theiƌ histoƌǇ the GalileaŶs had a ƌuleƌ ǁho aĐtuallǇ 
ƌesided iŶ Galilee. AŶtipas͛s tetƌaƌĐhǇ tƌaŶsfoƌŵed the province into a separate political jurisdiction no 

longer subject to the direct authority of the Temple and the priestly aristocracy in Jerusalem. The 

Galileans still owed their tithes to the ravenous Temple treasury, and Rome still exercised control over 

eǀeƌǇ aspeĐt of life iŶ Galilee: ‘oŵe had iŶstalled AŶtipas aŶd ‘oŵe ĐoŵŵaŶded hiŵ. But AŶtipas͛s ƌule 
allowed for a small yet meaningful measure of Galilean autonomy. There were no longer any Roman 

troops stationed in the province; they had been replaced ďǇ AŶtipas͛s oǁŶ soldieƌs. AŶd at least AŶtipas 
was a Jew who, for the most part, tried not to offend the religious sensibilities of those under his rule—
his ŵaƌƌiage to his ďƌotheƌ͛s ǁife aŶd the eǆeĐutioŶ of JohŶ the Baptist ŶotǁithstaŶdiŶg.  

From around 10 C.E., when Antipas established his capital at Sepphoris, to 36 C.E., when he was 

deposed by the emperor Caligula and sent into exile, the Galileans enjoyed a period of peace and 

tranquillity that was surely a welcome respite from the decade of rebellion and war that had preceded 



it. But the peace was a ruse, the cessation of conflict a pretense for the physical transformation of 

Galilee. For in the span of those twenty years, Antipas built two new Greek cities—his first capital, 

Sepphoris, followed by his second, Tiberias, on the coast of the Sea of Galilee—that completely upended 

traditional Galilean society.  

These were the first real cities that Galilee had ever seen, and they were almost wholly populated with 

non-Galileans: Roman merchants, Greek-speaking gentiles, pursy Judean settlers. The new cities placed 

eŶoƌŵous pƌessuƌe oŶ the ƌegioŶ͛s eĐoŶoŵǇ, esseŶtiallǇ diǀidiŶg the pƌoǀiŶĐe ďetǁeeŶ those ǁith 
wealth and power and those who served them by providing the labor necessary to maintain their lavish 

lifestyles. Villages in which subsistence farming or fishing were the norm were gradually overwhelmed 

by the needs of the cities, as agriculture and food production became singularly focused on feeding the 

new cosmopolitan population. Taxes were raised, land prices doubled, and debts soared, slowly 

disintegrating the traditional way of life in Galilee.  

When Jesus was born, Galilee was aflame. His first decade of life coincided with the plunder and 

destruction of the Galilean countryside, his second with its refashioning at the hands of Antipas. When 

Jesus departed Galilee for Judea and John the Baptist, Antipas had already left Sepphoris for his even 

larger and more ornate royal seat at Tiberias. By the time he returned, the Galilee he knew—of family 

farms and open fields, of blooming orchards and vast meadows bursting with wildflowers—looked a lot 

like the province of Judea he had just left behind: urbanized, Hellenized, iniquitous, and strictly stratified 

between those who had and those who had not.  

Jesus͛s fiƌst stop upoŶ ƌetuƌŶiŶg to Galilee ǁould suƌelǇ haǀe ďeeŶ Nazaƌeth, ǁheƌe his faŵilǇ still 
resided, though he did not stay long in his hometown. Jesus had left Nazareth a simple tekton. He 

returned as something else. His transformation created a deep rift in his community. They seem hardly 

to ƌeĐogŶize the itiŶeƌaŶt pƌeaĐheƌ ǁho suddeŶlǇ ƌeappeaƌed iŶ theiƌ ǀillage. The gospels saǇ Jesus͛s 
mother, brothers, and sisters were scandalized by what people were saying about him; they tried 

desperately to silence and restrain him (Mark 3:21). Yet when they approached Jesus and urged him to 

ƌetuƌŶ hoŵe aŶd ƌesuŵe the faŵilǇ ďusiŶess, he ƌefused. ͞Who aƌe ŵǇ ŵotheƌ aŶd ŵǇ ďƌotheƌs?͟ Jesus 
asked, lookiŶg at those aƌouŶd hiŵ. ͞Heƌe aƌe ŵǇ ŵotheƌ aŶd ŵǇ ďƌotheƌs. Whoever does the will of 

God is ŵǇ ďƌotheƌ aŶd sisteƌ aŶd ŵotheƌ͟ ;Maƌk ϯ:ϯϭ–34).  

This aĐĐouŶt iŶ the gospel of Maƌk is ofteŶ iŶteƌpƌeted as suggestiŶg that Jesus͛s faŵilǇ ƌejeĐted his 
teachings and denied his identity as messiah. But there is nothing iŶ Jesus͛s ƌeplǇ to his faŵilǇ that hiŶts 
at hostility between him and his brothers and sisters. Nor is there anything in the gospels to indicate 

that Jesus͛s faŵilǇ ƌeďuffed his ŵessiaŶiĐ aŵďitioŶs. OŶ the ĐoŶtƌaƌǇ, Jesus͛s ďƌotheƌs plaǇed faiƌlǇ 
significant roles in the movement he founded. His brother James became the leader of the community 

iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ afteƌ his ĐƌuĐifiǆioŶ. Peƌhaps his faŵilǇ ǁas sloǁ iŶ aĐĐeptiŶg Jesus͛s teaĐhiŶgs aŶd his 
extraordinary claims. But the historical evidence suggests that they all eventually came to believe in him 

and his mission.  

Jesus͛s Ŷeighďoƌs ǁeƌe a diffeƌeŶt stoƌǇ, hoǁeǀeƌ. The gospel paiŶts his felloǁ NazaƌeaŶs as distƌessed 
ďǇ the ƌetuƌŶ of ͞MaƌǇ͛s soŶ.͟ Although a feǁ spoke ǁell of hiŵ aŶd ǁeƌe aŵazed ďǇ his ǁords, most 

were deeply disturbed by his presence and his teachings. Jesus quickly became an outcast in the small 

hilltop community. The gospel of Luke claims the residents of Nazareth finally drove him out to the brow 

of the hill on which the village was built and tried to push him off a cliff (Luke 4:14–30). The story is 

suspect; there is no cliff to be pushed off in Nazareth, just a gently sloping hillside. Still, the fact remains 



that, at least at first, Jesus was unable to find much of a following in Nazaƌeth. ͞No pƌophet is aĐĐepted 
iŶ his hoŵetoǁŶ,͟ he said ďefoƌe aďaŶdoŶiŶg his Đhildhood hoŵe foƌ a ŶeaƌďǇ fishiŶg ǀillage Đalled 
Capernaum on the northern coast of the Sea of Galilee.  

Capernaum was the ideal place for Jesus to launch his ministry, as it perfectly reflected the calamitous 

ĐhaŶges ǁƌought ďǇ the Ŷeǁ GalileaŶ eĐoŶoŵǇ uŶdeƌ AŶtipas͛s ƌule. The seaside ǀillage of soŵe fifteeŶ 
hundred mostly farmers and fishermen, known for its temperate climate and its fertile soil, would 

ďeĐoŵe Jesus͛s ďase of operations throughout the first year of his mission in Galilee. The entire village 

stretched along a wide expanse of the seacoast, allowing the cool salt air to nurture all manner of plants 

and trees. Clumps of lush littoral vegetation thrived along the vast coastline throughout the year, while 

thickets of walnut and pine, fig and olive trees dotted the low-lying hills inland. The true gift of 

Capernaum was the magnificent sea itself, which teemed with an array of fish that had nourished and 

sustained the population for centuries.  

BǇ the tiŵe Jesus set up his ŵiŶistƌǇ theƌe, hoǁeǀeƌ, CapeƌŶauŵ͛s eĐoŶoŵǇ had ďeĐoŵe alŵost ǁhollǇ 
centered on serving the needs of the new cities that had cropped up around it, especially the new 

capital, Tiberias, which lay just a few kilometers to the south. Food production had increased 

exponentially, and with it the standard of living for those farmers and fishermen who had the capacity 

to purchase more cultivatable land or to buy more boats and nets. But, as in the rest of Galilee, the 

profits from this increase in the means of production disproportionately benefited the large landowners 

and moneylenders who resided outside Capernaum: the wealthy priests in Judea and the new urban 

elite in Sepphoris and Tiberias. The majoritǇ of CapeƌŶauŵ͛s ƌesideŶts had ďeeŶ left ďehiŶd ďǇ the Ŷeǁ 
Galilean economy. It would be these people whom Jesus would specifically target—those who found 

themselves cast to the fringes of society, whose lives had been disrupted by the rapid social and 

economic shifts taking place throughout Galilee.  

This is not to say that Jesus was interested solely in the poor, or that only the poor would follow him. A 

number of fairly prosperous benefactors—the toll collectors Levi (Mark 2:13–15) and Zacchaeus (Luke 

19:1–10) and the wealthy patron Jairus (Mark 5:21–43), to name a few—ǁould Đoŵe to fuŶd Jesus͛s 
ŵissioŶ ďǇ pƌoǀidiŶg food aŶd lodgiŶg to hiŵ aŶd his folloǁeƌs. But Jesus͛s ŵessage ǁas desigŶed to ďe 
a direct challenge to the wealthy and the powerful, be they the occupiers in Rome, the collaborators in 

the Temple, or the new moneyed class in the Greek cities of Galilee. The message was simple: the Lord 

God had seen the suffering of the poor and dispossessed; he had heard their cries of anguish. And he 

was finally going to do something about it. This may not have been a new message—John preached 

much the same thing—but it was a message being delivered to a new Galilee, by a man who, as a tried 

and true Galilean himself, shared the anti-Judea, anti-Temple sentiments that permeated the province.  

Jesus was not in Capernaum for long before he began gathering to himself a small group of like-minded 

GalileaŶs, ŵostlǇ Đulled fƌoŵ the ƌaŶks of the fishiŶg ǀillage͛s disaffeĐted Ǉouth, ǁho ǁould ďeĐoŵe his 
first disciples (actually, Jesus had arrived with a couple of disciples already in tow, those who had left 

John the Baptist after his capture and followed Jesus instead). According to the gospel of Mark, Jesus 

found his first followers while walking along the edge of the Sea of Galilee. Spying two young fishermen, 

“iŵoŶ aŶd his ďƌotheƌ AŶdƌeǁ, ĐastiŶg Ŷets, he said, ͞Folloǁ ŵe, aŶd I ǁill ŵake Ǉou fisheƌs of ŵeŶ.͟ 
The brothers, Mark writes, immediately dropped their nets and went with him. Sometime later Jesus 

came upon another pair of fishermen—James and John, the young sons of Zebedee—and made them 

the same offer. They, too, left their boat and their nets and followed Jesus (Mark 1:16–20).  



What set the disciples apart from the crowds that swelled and shrank whenever Jesus entered one 

village or another is that they actually traveled with Jesus. Unlike the enthusiastic but fickle masses, the 

disciples were specifically called by Jesus to leave their homes and their families behind to follow him 

from town to town, village to ǀillage. ͞If aŶǇoŶe Đoŵes to ŵe aŶd does Ŷot hate his fatheƌ aŶd ŵotheƌ 
and wife and children and brothers and sisters—yes even his life—he ĐaŶŶot ďe ŵǇ disĐiple.͟ ;Luke 
14:26 | Matthew 10:37).  

The gospel of Luke claims that there were seventy-two disciples in all (Luke 10:1–12), and they 

undoubtedly included women, some of whom, in defiance of tradition, are actually named in the New 

TestaŵeŶt: JoaŶŶa, the ǁife of Heƌod͛s steǁaƌd, Chuza; MaƌǇ, the ŵotheƌ of Jaŵes aŶd Joseph; MaƌǇ, 
the wife of Clopas; Susanna; Salome; and perhaps most famous of all, Mary from Magdala, whom Jesus 

had Đuƌed of ͞seǀeŶ deŵoŶs͟ ;Luke ϴ:ϮͿ. That these ǁoŵeŶ fuŶĐtioŶed as Jesus͛s disĐiples is 
demonstrated by the fact that all four gospels present them as traveling with Jesus from town to town 

(Mark 15:40–41; Matthew 27:55–56; Luke 8:2–ϯ; Ϯϯ:ϰϵ; JohŶ ϭϵ:ϮϱͿ. The gospels Đlaiŵ ͞ŵaŶǇ otheƌ 
ǁoŵeŶ … folloǁed [Jesus] aŶd seƌǀed hiŵ,͟ too ;Maƌk ϭϱ:ϰϬ–41), from his first days preaching in Galilee 

to his last breath on the hill in Golgotha.  

But among the seventy-two, there was an inner core of disciples—all of them men—who would serve a 

speĐial fuŶĐtioŶ iŶ Jesus͛s ŵiŶistƌǇ. These ǁeƌe kŶoǁŶ siŵplǇ as ͞the Tǁelǀe.͟ TheǇ iŶĐluded the 
brothers James and John—the sons of Zebedee—who would be Đalled BoaŶeƌges, ͞the soŶs of 
thuŶdeƌ͟; Philip, ǁho ǁas fƌoŵ Bethsaida aŶd ǁho ďegaŶ as oŶe of JohŶ the Baptist͛s disĐiples ďefoƌe 
he switched his allegiance to Jesus (John 1:35–44); Andrew, who the gospel of John claims also began as 

a follower of the Baptist, though the synoptic gospels contradict this assertion by locating him in 

CapeƌŶauŵ; AŶdƌeǁ͛s ďƌotheƌ “iŵoŶ, the disĐiple ǁhoŵ Jesus ŶiĐkŶaŵes Peteƌ; Mattheǁ, ǁho is 
soŵetiŵes eƌƌoŶeouslǇ assoĐiated ǁith aŶotheƌ of Jesus͛s disĐiples, Leǀi, the toll collector; Jude the son 

of Jaŵes; Jaŵes the soŶ of Alphaeus; Thoŵas, ǁho ǁould ďeĐoŵe legeŶdaƌǇ foƌ douďtiŶg Jesus͛s 
ƌesuƌƌeĐtioŶ; Baƌtholoŵeǁ, aďout ǁhoŵ alŵost ŶothiŶg is kŶoǁŶ; aŶotheƌ “iŵoŶ, kŶoǁŶ as ͞the 
)ealot,͟ a desigŶatioŶ ŵeaŶt to sigŶal his Đoŵŵitment to the biblical doctrine of zeal, not his association 

with the Zealot Party, which would not exist for another thirty years; and Judas Iscariot, the man the 

gospels claim would one day betray Jesus to the high priest Caiaphas.  

The Twelve will become the pƌiŶĐipal ďeaƌeƌs of Jesus͛s ŵessage—the apostolou, oƌ ͞aŵďassadoƌs͟—
apostles sent off to neighboring towns and villages to preach independently and without supervision 

(Luke 9:1–ϲͿ. TheǇ ǁould Ŷot ďe the leadeƌs of Jesus͛s ŵoǀeŵeŶt, ďut ƌatheƌ its Đhief missionaries. Yet 

the Tǁelǀe had aŶotheƌ ŵoƌe sǇŵďoliĐ fuŶĐtioŶ, oŶe that ǁould ŵaŶifest itself lateƌ iŶ Jesus͛s ŵiŶistƌǇ. 
For they will come to represent the restoration of the twelve tribes of Israel, long since destroyed and 

scattered.  

With his home base firmly established and his handpicked group of disciples growing, Jesus began 

visiting the village synagogue to preach his message to the people of Capernaum. The gospels say that 

those who heard him were astonished at his teaching, though not so much because of his words. Again, 

at this poiŶt, Jesus ǁas ŵeƌelǇ eĐhoiŶg his ŵasteƌ, JohŶ the Baptist: ͞Fƌoŵ that tiŵe [ǁheŶ Jesus aƌƌiǀed 
iŶ CapeƌŶauŵ],͟ Mattheǁ ǁƌites, ͞Jesus ďegaŶ to pƌoĐlaiŵ, ͚‘epeŶt! The KiŶgdoŵ of HeaǀeŶ is Ŷeaƌ͛ ͟ 
(Matthew 4:17). Rather, what astonished the crowds at that Capernaum synagogue was the charismatic 

authoƌitǇ ǁith ǁhiĐh Jesus spoke, ͞foƌ he taught theŵ as oŶe ǁith authoƌitǇ, aŶd Ŷot as the sĐƌiďes͟ 
(Matthew 7:28; Mark 1:22; Luke 4:31).  



The comparison to the scribes, emphasized in all three synoptic gospels, is conspicuous and telling. 

Unlike John the Baptist, who was likely raised in a family of Judean priests, Jesus was a peasant. He 

spoke like a peasant. He taught in Aramaic, the common tongue. His authority was not that of the 

bookish scholars and the priestly aristocracy. Their authority came from their solemn lucubration and 

theiƌ iŶtiŵate ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ to the Teŵple. Jesus͛s authoƌitǇ Đaŵe diƌeĐtlǇ fƌoŵ God. IŶdeed, fƌoŵ the 
moment he entered the synagogue in this small coastal village, Jesus went out of his way to set himself 

in direct opposition to the guardians of the Temple and the Jewish cult by challenging their authority as 

God͛s ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀes oŶ eaƌth.  

Although the gospels portray Jesus as being in conflict with a whole range of Jewish authorities who are 

ofteŶ luŵped togetheƌ iŶto foƌŵulaiĐ Đategoƌies suĐh as ͞the Đhief pƌiests aŶd eldeƌs,͟ oƌ ͞the sĐƌiďes 
aŶd Phaƌisees,͟ these ǁeƌe sepaƌate aŶd distiŶĐt gƌoups iŶ fiƌst-century Palestine, and Jesus had 

differeŶt ƌelatioŶships ǁith eaĐh of theŵ. While the gospels teŶd to paiŶt the Phaƌisees as Jesus͛s ŵaiŶ 
detractors, the fact is that his relations with the Pharisees, while occasionally testy, were, for the most 

part, fairly civil and even friendly at times. It was a Pharisee who warned Jesus that his life was in danger 

(Luke 13:31), a Pharisee who helped bury him after his execution (John 19:39–40), a Pharisee who saved 

the lives of his disciples after he ascended into heaven (Acts 5:34). Jesus dined with Pharisees, he 

debated them, he lived among them; a few Pharisees were even counted among his followers.  

In contrast, the handful of encounters Jesus had with the priestly nobility and the learned elite of legal 

scholars (the scribes) who represent them is always portrayed by the gospels in the most hostile light. 

To ǁhoŵ else ǁas Jesus ƌefeƌƌiŶg ǁheŶ he said, ͞You haǀe tuƌŶed ŵǇ house iŶto a deŶ of thieǀes͟? It 
was not the merchants and money changers he was addressing as he raged through the Temple 

courtyard, overturning tables and breaking open cages. It was those who profited most heavily from the 

Teŵple͛s ĐoŵŵeƌĐe, aŶd ǁho did so oŶ the ďaĐks of pooƌ GalileaŶs like hiŵself.  

Like his zealous predecessors, Jesus was less concerned with the pagan empire occupying Palestine than 

he ǁas ǁith the Jeǁish iŵposteƌ oĐĐupǇiŶg God͛s Teŵple. Both ǁould Đoŵe to ǀieǁ Jesus as a thƌeat, 
aŶd ďoth ǁould seek his death. But theƌe ĐaŶ ďe Ŷo douďt that Jesus͛s ŵaiŶ aŶtagoŶist iŶ the gospels is 
neither the distant emperor in Rome nor his heathen officials in Judea. It is the high priest Caiaphas, 

who will become the main instigator of the plot to execute Jesus precisely because of the threat he 

posed to the Teŵple͛s authoƌitǇ ;Maƌk ϭϰ:ϭ–2; Matthew 26:57–66; John 11:49–50).  

As Jesus͛s ŵiŶistƌǇ eǆpaŶded, ďeĐoŵiŶg eǀeƌ ŵoƌe uƌgeŶt aŶd ĐoŶfƌoŶtatioŶal, his ǁoƌds aŶd aĐtioŶs 
would increasingly reflect a deep antagonism toward the high priest and the Judean religious 

estaďlishŵeŶt, ǁho, iŶ Jesus͛s ǁoƌds, loǀed ͞to pƌaŶĐe aƌouŶd iŶ loŶg robes and be greeted with respect 

iŶ the ŵaƌketplaĐes, aŶd to haǀe the fƌoŶt seats iŶ the sǇŶagogues aŶd the plaĐes of hoŶoƌ at feasts.͟  

͞TheǇ deǀouƌ the hoŵes of ǁidoǁs aŶd ŵake loŶg pƌaǇeƌs foƌ the sake of appeaƌaŶĐe,͟ Jesus saǇs of 
the scribes. And foƌ that, ͞theiƌ ĐoŶdeŵŶatioŶ ǁill ďe the gƌeateƌ͟ ;Maƌk ϭϮ:ϯϴ–ϰϬͿ. Jesus͛s paƌaďles, 
especially, were riddled with the same anticlerical sentiments that shaped the politics and piety of 

Galilee, and that would become the hallmark of his ministry. Consider the famous parable of the Good 

Samaritan:  

A certain man went down from Jerusalem to Jericho. He fell among thieves who stripped him of his 

clothes, beat him, and left him half dead. By chance, a priest came down that road, and when he saw 

the man, he passed by on the other side. A Levite (priest) also came by that place and seeing the man, 



he, too, passed on the other side. But a certain Samaritan on a journey came where the man was, and 

when he saw him, he had compassion. He went to him and bandaged his wounds and poured oil and 

wine on them. He placed the man on his own animal, and led him to an inn, and took care of him. The 

folloǁiŶg daǇ he gaǀe the iŶŶkeepeƌ tǁo deŶaƌii aŶd said, ͞Take Đaƌe of hiŵ; ǁheŶ I Đoŵe ďaĐk I ǁill 
repay you whatever more you speŶd͟ ;Luke ϭϬ:ϯϬ–37).  

Christians have long interpreted this parable as reflecting the importance of helping those in distress. 

But foƌ the audieŶĐe gatheƌed at Jesus͛s feet, the paƌaďle ǁould haǀe had less to do ǁith the goodŶess 
of the Samaritan than with the baseness of the two priests.  

The Jews considered the Samaritans to be the lowliest, most impure people in Palestine for one chief 

reason: the Samaritans rejected the primacy of the Temple of Jerusalem as the sole legitimate place of 

worship. Instead, they worshipped the God of Israel in their own temple on Mount Gerizim, on the 

ǁesteƌŶ ďaŶk of the JoƌdaŶ ‘iǀeƌ. Foƌ those aŵoŶg Jesus͛s listeŶeƌs ǁho ƌeĐogŶized theŵselǀes as the 
beaten, half-dead man left lying on the road, the lesson of the parable would have been self-evident: 

the Samaritan, who denies the authority of the Temple, goes out of his way to fulfill the commandment 

of the Loƌd to ͞loǀe Ǉouƌ Ŷeighďoƌ as Ǉouƌself͟ ;the paƌaďle itself ǁas giǀeŶ iŶ ƌespoŶse to the ƋuestioŶ 
͞Who is ŵǇ Ŷeighďoƌ?͟). The priests, who derive their wealth and authority from their connection to the 

Temple, ignore the commandment altogether for fear of defiling their ritual purity and thus endangering 

that connection.  

The people of Capernaum devoured this brazenly anticlerical message. Almost immediately, large 

crowds began to gather around Jesus. Some recognized him as the boy born in Nazareth to a family of 

woodworkers. Others heard of the power of his words and came to listen to him preach out of curiosity. 

Still, at this poiŶt, Jesus͛s ƌeputatioŶ ǁas ĐoŶtaiŶed aloŶg the shoƌes of CapeƌŶauŵ. Outside this fishiŶg 
village, no one else had yet heard of the charismatic Galilean preacher—not Antipas in Tiberias, not 

Caiaphas in Jerusalem.  

But then something happened that would change everything. 

While standing at the Capernaum synagogue, speaking about the Kingdom of God, Jesus was suddenly 

iŶteƌƌupted ďǇ a ŵaŶ the gospels desĐƌiďe as haǀiŶg ͞aŶ uŶĐleaŶ spiƌit.͟  

͞What haǀe ǁe to do ǁith Ǉou, Jesus of Nazaƌeth?͟ the ŵaŶ Đƌied out. ͞Haǀe Ǉou Đoŵe to destƌoǇ us? I 
kŶoǁ ǁho Ǉou aƌe, oh holǇ oŶe of God.͟  

Jesus Đut hiŵ off at oŶĐe. ͞“ileŶĐe! Coŵe out of hiŵ!͟  

All at once, the man fell to the floor, writhing in convulsions. A great cry came out of his mouth. And he 

was still.  

EǀeƌǇoŶe iŶ the sǇŶagogue ǁas aŵazed. ͞What is this?͟ the people asked oŶe aŶotheƌ. ͞A Ŷeǁ 
teaĐhiŶg? AŶd ǁith suĐh authoƌitǇ that he ĐoŵŵaŶds the spiƌits aŶd theǇ oďeǇ hiŵ͟ ;Maƌk ϭ:Ϯϯ–28).  

Afteƌ that, Jesus͛s faŵe Đould Ŷo loŶgeƌ ďe ĐoŶfiŶed to CapeƌŶauŵ. News of the itinerant preacher 

spread throughout the region, into the whole of Galilee. In every town and village the crowds grew 

larger as people everywhere came out, not so much to hear his message but to see the wondrous deeds 

they had heard about. For while the disciples would ultimately recognize Jesus as the promised messiah 

and the heir to the kingdom of David, while the Romans would view him as a false claimant to the office 



of King of the Jews, and while the scribes and the Temple priests would come to consider him a 

blasphemous threat to their control of the Jewish cult, for the vast majority of Jews in Palestine—those 

he claimed to have been sent to free from oppression—Jesus was neither messiah nor king, but just 

another traveling miracle worker and professional exorcist roaming through Galilee performing tricks.  

 

Chapter Nine 

 

 

  

  

By the Finger of God  

It did not take long for the people of Capernaum to realize what they had in their midst. Jesus was surely 

not the first exorcist to walk the shores of the Sea of Galilee. In first-century Palestine, professional 

wonder worker was a vocation as well established as that of woodworker or mason, and far better paid. 

Galilee especially abounded with charismatic fantasts claiming to channel the divine for a nominal fee. 

Yet from the perspective of the Galileans, what set Jesus apart from his fellow exorcists and healers is 

that he seemed to be providing his services free of charge. That first exorcism in the Capernaum 

synagogue may have shocked the rabďis aŶd eldeƌs ǁho saǁ iŶ it a ͞Ŷeǁ kiŶd of teaĐhiŶg͟—the gospels 

say a slew of scribes began descending upon the city immediately afterward to see for themselves the 

challenge posed to their authority by this simple peasant. But for the people of Capernaum, what 

ŵatteƌed ǁas Ŷot so ŵuĐh the souƌĐe of Jesus͛s healiŶgs. What ŵatteƌed ǁas theiƌ Đost.  

By evening, word had reached all of Capernaum about the free healer in their city. Jesus and his 

companions had taken shelter in the house of the brothers Simon aŶd AŶdƌeǁ, ǁheƌe “iŵoŶ͛s ŵotheƌ-

in-law lay in bed with a fever. When the brothers told Jesus of her illness, he went to her and took her 

haŶd, aŶd at oŶĐe she ǁas healed. “ooŶ afteƌ, a gƌeat hoƌde gatheƌed at “iŵoŶ͛s house, ĐaƌƌǇiŶg ǁith 
them the lame, the lepers, and those possessed by demons. The next morning, the crush of sick and 

infirm had grown even larger.  

To esĐape the Đƌoǁds Jesus suggested leaǀiŶg CapeƌŶauŵ foƌ a feǁ daǇs. ͞Let us go iŶto the Ŷeǆt toǁŶs 
so I may proclaim my message there as well͟ ;Maƌk ϭ:ϯϴͿ. But Ŷeǁs of the itiŶeƌaŶt ŵiƌaĐle ǁoƌkeƌ had 
already reached the neighboring cities. Everywhere Jesus went—Bethsaida, Gerasa, Jericho—the blind, 

the deaf, the mute, and the paralytic swarmed to him. And Jesus healed them all. When he finally 

ƌetuƌŶed to CapeƌŶauŵ a feǁ daǇs lateƌ, so ŵaŶǇ had huddled at “iŵoŶ͛s dooƌ that a gƌoup of ŵeŶ had 
to tear a hole in the roof just so they could lower their paralyzed friend down for Jesus to heal.  

To the ŵodeƌŶ ŵiŶd, the stoƌies of Jesus͛s healiŶgs aŶd exorcisms seem implausible, to say the least. 

Acceptance of his miracles forms the principal divide between the historian and the worshipper, the 

scholar and the seeker. It may seem somewhat incongruous, then, to say that there is more 

accumulated historiĐal ŵateƌial ĐoŶfiƌŵiŶg Jesus͛s ŵiƌaĐles thaŶ theƌe is ƌegaƌdiŶg eitheƌ his ďiƌth iŶ 
Nazareth or his death at Golgotha. To be clear, there is no evidence to support any particular miraculous 



action by Jesus. Attempts by scholars to judge the authenticity of oŶe oƌ aŶotheƌ of Jesus͛s healiŶgs oƌ 
exorcisms have proven a useless exercise. It is senseless to argue that it is more likely that Jesus healed a 

paƌalǇtiĐ ďut less likelǇ that he ƌaised Lazaƌus fƌoŵ the dead. All of Jesus͛s ŵiƌaĐle stoƌies ǁeƌe 
embellished with the passage of time and convoluted with Christological significance, and thus none of 

theŵ ĐaŶ ďe histoƌiĐallǇ ǀalidated. It is eƋuallǇ seŶseless to tƌǇ to deŵǇthologize Jesus͛s ŵiƌaĐles ďǇ 
searching for some rational basis to explain them away: Jesus only appeared to walk on water because 

of the changing tides; Jesus only seemed to exorcise a demon from a person who was in reality epileptic. 

Hoǁ oŶe iŶ the ŵodeƌŶ ǁoƌld ǀieǁs Jesus͛s ŵiƌaĐulous aĐtioŶs is iƌƌeleǀaŶt. All that ĐaŶ ďe kŶoǁŶ is 
how the people of his time viewed them. And therein lies the historical evidence. For while debates 

raged within the early church over who Jesus was—a rabbi? the messiah? God incarnate?—there was 

never any debate, either among his followers or his detractors, about his role as an exorcist and miracle 

worker.  

All of the gospels, iŶĐludiŶg the ŶoŶĐaŶoŶized sĐƌiptuƌes, ĐoŶfiƌŵ Jesus͛s ŵiƌaĐulous deeds, as does the 
eaƌliest souƌĐe ŵateƌial, Q. NeaƌlǇ a thiƌd of the gospel of Maƌk ĐoŶsists solelǇ of Jesus͛s healiŶgs and 

eǆoƌĐisŵs. The eaƌlǇ ĐhuƌĐh Ŷot oŶlǇ ŵaiŶtaiŶed a ǀiǀid ŵeŵoƌǇ of Jesus͛s ŵiƌaĐles, it ďuilt its ǀeƌǇ 
fouŶdatioŶ upoŶ theŵ. Jesus͛s apostles ǁeƌe ŵaƌked ďǇ theiƌ aďilitǇ to ŵiŵiĐ his ŵiƌaĐulous poǁeƌs, to 
heal and exorcise people in his name. Even those who did not accept him as messiah still viewed Jesus 

as ͞a doeƌ of staƌtliŶg deeds.͟ At Ŷo poiŶt iŶ the gospels do Jesus͛s eŶeŵies eǀeƌ deŶǇ his ŵiƌaĐles, 
though they do question their motive and source. Well into the second and third centuries, the Jewish 

iŶtelleĐtuals aŶd pagaŶ philosopheƌs ǁho ǁƌote tƌeatises deŶouŶĐiŶg ChƌistiaŶitǇ took Jesus͛s status as 
an exorcist and miracle worker for granted. They may have denounced Jesus as nothing more than a 

traveling magician, but they did not doubt his magical abilities.  

Again, Jesus was not the only miracle worker trolling though Palestine healing the sick and casting out 

demons. This was a world steeped in magic and Jesus was just one of an untold number of diviners and 

dream interpreters, magicians and medicine men who wandered Judea and Galilee. There was Honi the 

Circle-Drawer, so named because during a time of drought he drew a circle in the dirt and stood inside 

it. ͞I sǁeaƌ ďǇ Ǉouƌ gƌeat Ŷaŵe that I ǁill Ŷot ŵoǀe fƌoŵ heƌe uŶtil Ǉou haǀe ŵeƌĐǇ oŶ Ǉouƌ soŶs,͟ HoŶi 
shouted up to God. AŶd the ƌaiŶs Đaŵe at oŶĐe. HoŶi͛s gƌaŶdsoŶs Aďďa HilƋiah aŶd HaŶaŶ the HiddeŶ 
were also widely credited with miraculous deeds; both lived in Galilee around the same time as Jesus. 

Another Jewish miracle worker, Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa, who resided in the village of Arab just a few 

kiloŵeteƌs fƌoŵ Jesus͛s hoŵe iŶ Nazaƌeth, had the poǁeƌ to pƌaǇ oǀeƌ the siĐk aŶd eǀeŶ iŶteƌĐede oŶ 
their behalf to discern who would live and who would die. Perhaps the most famous miracle worker of 

the tiŵe ǁas ApolloŶius of TǇaŶa. DesĐƌiďed as a ͞holǇ ŵaŶ͟ ǁho taught the ĐoŶĐept of a ͞“upƌeŵe 
God,͟ ApolloŶius peƌfoƌŵed ŵiƌaĐulous deeds eǀeƌǇǁheƌe he ǁeŶt. He healed the laŵe, the ďliŶd, the 
paralytic. He even raised a girl from the dead.  

Nor was Jesus the sole exorcist in Palestine. The itinerant Jewish exorcist was a familiar sight, and 

exorcisms themselves could be a lucrative enterprise. Many exorcists are mentioned in the gospels 

(Matthew 12:27; Luke 11:19; Mark 9:38–40; see also Acts 19:11–17). Some, like the famed exorcist 

Eleazar, who may have been an Essene, used amulets and incantations to draw demons out of the 

afflicted through their noses. Others, such as Rabbi Simon ben Yohai, could cast out demons simply by 

utteƌiŶg the deŵoŶ͛s Ŷaŵe; like Jesus, Yohai would first command the demon to identify itself, which 

theŶ gaǀe hiŵ authoƌitǇ oǀeƌ it. The ďook of AĐts poƌtƌaǇs Paul as aŶ eǆoƌĐist ǁho used Jesus͛s Ŷaŵe as 



a talisman of power against demonic forces (Acts 16:16–18, 19:12). Exorcism instructions have even 

been found within the Dead Sea Scrolls.  

The ƌeasoŶ eǆoƌĐisŵs ǁeƌe so ĐoŵŵoŶplaĐe iŶ Jesus͛s tiŵe is that the Jeǁs ǀieǁed illŶess as a 
manifestation either of divine judgment or of demonic activity. However one wishes to define demon 

possession—as a medical problem or a mental illness, epilepsy or schizophrenia—the fact remains that 

the people of Palestine understood these problems to be signs of possession, and they saw Jesus as one 

of a number of professional exorcists with the power to bring healing to those afflicted.  

It may be true that, unlike many of his fellow exorcists and miracle workers, Jesus also maintained 

messianic ambitions. But so did the failed messiahs Theudas and the Egyptian, both of whom used their 

miraculous deeds to gain followers and make messianic claims. These men and their fellow wonder 

ǁoƌkeƌs ǁeƌe kŶoǁŶ ďǇ Jeǁs aŶd geŶtiles alike as ͞ŵeŶ of deeds,͟ the saŵe teƌŵ that ǁas applied to 
Jesus. What is more, the literary form of the miracle stories found in the Jewish and pagan writings of 

the first and second centuries is almost identical to that of the gospels; the same basic vocabulary is 

used to desĐƌiďe ďoth the ŵiƌaĐle aŶd the ŵiƌaĐle ǁoƌkeƌ. “iŵplǇ put, Jesus͛s status as aŶ eǆoƌĐist aŶd 
miracle worker may seem unusual, even absurd, to modern skeptics, but it did not deviate greatly from 

the standard expectation of exorcists and miracle workers in first-century Palestine. Whether Greek, 

Roman, Jewish, or Christian, all peoples in the ancient Near East viewed magic and miracle as a standard 

facet of their world.  

That said, there was a distinct difference between magic and miracle in the ancient mind, not in their 

methods or outcome—both were considered ways of disrupting the natural order of the universe—but 

in the way in which each was perceived. In the Graeco-Roman world, magicians were ubiquitous, but 

ŵagiĐ ǁas ĐoŶsideƌed a foƌŵ of ĐhaƌlataŶƌǇ. Theƌe ǁeƌe a haŶdful of ‘oŵaŶ laǁs agaiŶst ͞ŵagiĐ-

ǁoƌkiŶg,͟ aŶd ŵagiĐiaŶs theŵselǀes Đould ďe eǆpelled oƌ eǀeŶ eǆeĐuted if they were found to practice 

ǁhat ǁas soŵetiŵes ƌefeƌƌed to as ͞daƌk ŵagiĐ.͟ IŶ Judaisŵ, too, ŵagiĐiaŶs ǁeƌe faiƌlǇ pƌeǀaleŶt, 
despite the pƌohiďitioŶ agaiŶst ŵagiĐ iŶ the Laǁ of Moses, ǁheƌe it is puŶishaďle ďǇ death. ͞No oŶe 
shall be found among you,͟ the Biďle ǁaƌŶs, ͞ǁho eŶgages iŶ diǀiŶatioŶ, oƌ is a ǁitĐh, aŶ eŶĐhaŶteƌ, oƌ a 
soƌĐeƌeƌ, oƌ oŶe ǁho Đasts spells, oƌ ǁho ĐoŶsults spiƌits, oŶe ǁho is a ǁizaƌd oƌ a ŶeĐƌoŵaŶĐeƌ͟ 
(Deuteronomy 18:10–11).  

The discrepancy between law and practice when it came to the magical arts can best be explained by 

the ǀaƌiaďle ǁaǇs iŶ ǁhiĐh ͞ŵagiĐ͟ ǁas defiŶed. The ǁoƌd itself had eǆtƌeŵe Ŷegatiǀe ĐoŶŶotatioŶs, ďut 
oŶlǇ ǁheŶ applied to the pƌaĐtiĐes of otheƌ peoples aŶd ƌeligioŶs. ͞Although the ŶatioŶs Ǉou aƌe aďout 
to dispossess giǀe heed to soothsaǇeƌs aŶd diǀiŶeƌs,͟ God tells the Isƌaelites, ͞as foƌ Ǉou, the Loƌd Ǉouƌ 
God does Ŷot peƌŵit Ǉou to do so͟ ;DeuteƌoŶoŵǇ ϭϴ:ϭϰͿ. AŶd Ǉet God ƌegulaƌlǇ has his seƌǀaŶts eŶgage 
in magical acts in order to prove his might. So, for example, God commands Moses and Aaron to 

͞peƌfoƌŵ a ǁoŶdeƌ͟ iŶ fƌoŶt of Phaƌaoh ďǇ tƌaŶsfoƌŵiŶg a staff iŶto a sŶake. But ǁheŶ Phaƌaoh͛s ͞ǁise 
ŵeŶ͟ do the saŵe tƌiĐk, theǇ aƌe disŵissed as ͞ŵagiĐiaŶs͟ ;Eǆodus ϳ:ϭ–13, 9:8–12). In other words, a 

representative of God—such as Moses, Elijah, or Elisha—peƌfoƌŵs ŵiƌaĐles, ǁheƌeas a ͞false 
pƌophet͟—suĐh as Phaƌaoh͛s ǁise ŵeŶ oƌ the pƌiests of Baal—performs magic.  

This explains why the early Christians went to such lengths to argue that Jesus was not a magician. 

Thƌoughout the seĐoŶd aŶd thiƌd ĐeŶtuƌies, the ĐhuƌĐh͛s Jeǁish aŶd ‘oŵaŶ detƌaĐtoƌs ǁƌote Ŷuŵeƌous 
tƌaĐts aĐĐusiŶg Jesus of haǀiŶg used ŵagiĐ to Đaptiǀate people aŶd tƌiĐk theŵ iŶto folloǁiŶg hiŵ. ͞But 
though they saw such works, they asserted it was magiĐal aƌt,͟ the seĐoŶd-century Christian apologist 



JustiŶ MaƌtǇƌ ǁƌote of his ĐƌitiĐs. ͞Foƌ theǇ daƌed to Đall [Jesus] a ŵagiĐiaŶ, aŶd a deĐeiǀeƌ of the 
people.͟  

Note that these enemies of the church did not deny that Jesus performed wondrous deeds. They merely 

laďeled those deeds ͞ŵagiĐ.͟ ‘egaƌdless, ĐhuƌĐh leadeƌs, suĐh as the faŵed thiƌd-century theologian 

OƌigeŶ of AleǆaŶdƌia, ƌespoŶded fuƌiouslǇ to suĐh aĐĐusatioŶs, deĐƌǇiŶg the ͞slaŶdeƌous aŶd Đhildish 
Đhaƌge [that] Jesus ǁas a ŵagiĐiaŶ,͟ oƌ that he performed his miracles by means of magical devices. As 

the early church father Irenaeus, bishop of Lugdunum, argued, it was precisely the lack of such magical 

deǀiĐes that distiŶguished Jesus͛s ŵiƌaĐulous aĐtioŶs fƌoŵ those of the ĐoŵŵoŶ ŵagiĐiaŶ. Jesus, in the 

ǁoƌds of IƌeŶaeus, peƌfoƌŵed his deeds ͞ǁithout aŶǇ poǁeƌ of iŶĐaŶtatioŶs, ǁithout the juiĐe of heƌďs 
aŶd of gƌasses, ǁithout aŶǇ aŶǆious ǁatĐhiŶg of saĐƌifiĐes, of liďatioŶs, oƌ of seasoŶs.͟  

Despite IƌeŶaeus͛s pƌotestatioŶs, hoǁeǀeƌ, Jesus͛s ŵiƌaĐulous actions in the gospels, especially in the 

earliest gospel, Mark, do bear a striking resemblance to the actions of similar magicians and wonder 

workers of the time, which is why more than a few contemporary biblical scholars have openly labeled 

Jesus a ŵagiĐiaŶ. No douďt Jesus uses a ŵagiĐiaŶ͛s teĐhŶiƋues—incantations, rehearsed formulae, 

spitting, repeated supplications—in some of his miracles. Once, in the region of the Decapolis, a group 

of villagers brought a deaf-mute man to Jesus and begged him for help. Jesus took the man aside, away 

from the crowd. Then, in a bizarre set of ritualized actions that could have come directly from an ancient 

ŵagiĐiaŶ͛s ŵaŶual, Jesus plaĐed his fiŶgeƌs iŶ the deaf ŵaŶ͛s eaƌs, spat, touĐhed his toŶgue, aŶd, 
looking up to the heaǀeŶs, ĐhaŶted the ǁoƌd ephphatha, ǁhiĐh ŵeaŶs ͞ďe opeŶed͟ iŶ AƌaŵaiĐ. 
IŵŵediatelǇ the ŵaŶ͛s eaƌs ǁeƌe opeŶed aŶd his toŶgue ƌeleased ;Maƌk ϳ:ϯϭ–35).  

In Bethsaida, Jesus performed a similar action on a blind man. He led the man away from the crowds, 

spat diƌeĐtlǇ iŶto his eǇes, plaĐed his haŶds oŶ hiŵ, aŶd asked, ͞Do Ǉou see aŶǇthiŶg?͟  

͞I ĐaŶ see people,͟ the ŵaŶ said. ͞But theǇ look like ǁalkiŶg tƌees.͟ 

Jesus repeated the ritual formula once more. This time the miracle took; the man regained his sight 

(Mark 8:22–26).  

The gospel of Mark narrates an even more curious story about a woman who had been suffering from 

hemorrhages for twelve years. She had seen numerous doctors and spent all the money she possessed, 

but had found no relief from her condition. Having heard about Jesus, she came up behind him in a 

crowd, reached out, and touched his cloak. At once, her hemorrhaging ceased and she felt in her body 

that she had been healed.  

What is remarkable about this story is that, according to Mark, Jesus ͞felt poǁeƌ dƌaiŶed fƌoŵ hiŵ.͟ He 
stopped iŶ his tƌaĐks aŶd shouted, ͞Who touĐhed ŵǇ Đloak?͟ The ǁoŵaŶ fell doǁŶ ďefoƌe hiŵ aŶd 
ĐoŶfessed the tƌuth. ͞Daughteƌ,͟ Jesus ƌeplied. ͞Youƌ faith has healed Ǉou͟ ;Maƌk ϱ:Ϯϰ–34).  

Maƌk͛s Ŷaƌƌatiǀe seeŵs to suggest that Jesus was a passive conduit through which healing power 

coursed like an electrical current. That is in keeping with the way in which magical processes are 

desĐƌiďed iŶ the teǆts of the tiŵe. It is ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ ŶoteǁoƌthǇ that Mattheǁ͛s ƌetelliŶg of the 

hemorrhaging-ǁoŵaŶ stoƌǇ tǁeŶtǇ Ǉeaƌs lateƌ oŵits the ŵagiĐal ƋualitǇ of Maƌk͛s ǀeƌsioŶ. IŶ Mattheǁ, 
Jesus turns around when the woman touches him, acknowledges and addresses her, and only then does 

he actively heal her illness (Matthew 9:20–22).  



Despite the magical elements that can be traced in some of his miracles, the fact is that nowhere in the 

gospels does anyone actually charge Jesus with performing magic. It would have been an easy 

accusation for his enemies to make, one that would have carried an immediate death sentence. Yet 

when Jesus stood before the Roman and Jewish authorities to answer the charges against him, he was 

accused of many misdeeds—sedition, blasphemy, rejecting the Law of Moses, refusing to pay the 

tribute, threatening the Temple—but being a magician was not one of them.  

It is also worth noting that Jesus never exacted a fee for his services. Magicians, healers, miracle 

workers, exorcists—these were skilled and fairly well-paid professions in first-century Palestine. Eleazar 

the Exorcist was once asked to perform his feats for no less a personage than Emperor Vespasian. In the 

book of Acts, a professional magician popularly known as Simon Magus offers the apostles money to be 

trained in the art of manipulating the Holy Spirit to heal the siĐk. ͞Giǀe ŵe this poǁeƌ also,͟ “iŵoŶ asks 
Peteƌ aŶd JohŶ, ͞so that aŶǇoŶe I laǇ ŵǇ haŶds upoŶ ŵaǇ ƌeĐeiǀe the HolǇ “piƌit.͟  

͞MaǇ Ǉouƌ ŵoŶeǇ peƌish ǁith Ǉou,͟ Peteƌ ƌeplies, ͞foƌ Ǉou thought Ǉou Đould puƌĐhase ǁith ŵoŶeǇ 
what God gives as a free gift͟ ;AĐts ϴ:ϵ–24).  

Peteƌ͛s aŶsǁeƌ ŵaǇ seeŵ eǆtƌeŵe. But he is ŵeƌelǇ folloǁiŶg the ĐoŵŵaŶd of his ŵessiah, ǁho told his 
disĐiples to ͞heal the siĐk, ĐleaŶse the lepeƌs, ƌaise the dead, aŶd Đast out the deŵoŶs. You ƌeĐeiǀed 
[these gifts] without payment. Giǀe theŵ out ǁithout paǇŵeŶt͟ ;Mattheǁ ϭϬ:ϴ | Luke ϵ:ϭ–2)  

In the end, it may be futile to argue about whether Jesus was a magician or a miracle worker. Magic and 

miracle are perhaps best thought of as two sides of the same coin in ancient Palestine. The church 

fathers were right about one thing, however. There is clearly something unique and distinctive about 

Jesus͛s ŵiƌaĐulous aĐtioŶs iŶ the gospels. It is Ŷot siŵplǇ that Jesus͛s ǁoƌk is fƌee of Đhaƌge, oƌ that his 
healings do not always employ a magiciaŶ͛s ŵethods. It is that Jesus͛s ŵiƌaĐles aƌe Ŷot iŶteŶded as aŶ 
end in themselves. Rather, his actions serve a pedagogical purpose. They are a means of conveying a 

very specific message to the Jews.  

A clue to what that message might be surfaces in an intriguing passage in Q. As recounted in the gospels 

of Matthew and Luke, John the Baptist is languishing in a prison cell atop the fortress of Machaerus, 

awaiting his execution, when he hears of the wondrous deeds being performed in Galilee by one of his 

foƌŵeƌ disĐiples. Cuƌious aďout the ƌepoƌts, JohŶ seŶds a ŵesseŶgeƌ to ask Jesus ǁhetheƌ he is ͞the oŶe 
ǁho is to Đoŵe.͟  

͞Go tell JohŶ ǁhat Ǉou heaƌ aŶd see,͟ Jesus tells the ŵesseŶgeƌ. ͞The ďliŶd see, the laŵe ǁalk, the 
lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead aƌe ƌaised up, aŶd the pooƌ aƌe ďƌought good Ŷeǁs͟ 
(Matthew 11:1–6 | Luke 7:18–23).  

Jesus͛s ǁoƌds aƌe a deliďeƌate ƌefeƌeŶĐe to the pƌophet Isaiah, ǁho loŶg ago foƌetold a daǇ ǁheŶ Isƌael 
ǁould ďe ƌedeeŵed aŶd Jeƌusaleŵ ƌeŶeǁed, a daǇ ǁheŶ God͛s kingdom would be established on earth. 

͞TheŶ the eǇes of the ďliŶd shall ďe opeŶed, aŶd the eaƌs of the deaf shall ďe uŶstopped, the laŵe shall 
leap like deeƌ, aŶd the toŶgue of the ŵute shall siŶg foƌ joǇ,͟ Isaiah pƌoŵised. ͞The dead shall liǀe, aŶd 
the coƌpses shall ƌise͟ ;Isaiah ϯϱ:ϱ–6, 26:19).  

BǇ ĐoŶŶeĐtiŶg his ŵiƌaĐles ǁith Isaiah͛s pƌopheĐǇ, Jesus is statiŶg iŶ Ŷo uŶĐeƌtaiŶ teƌŵs that the Ǉeaƌ of 
the Loƌd͛s faǀoƌ, the daǇ of God͛s ǀeŶgeaŶĐe, ǁhiĐh the pƌophets pƌediĐted, has fiŶallǇ aƌƌiǀed. God͛s 
reigŶ has ďeguŶ. ͞If ďǇ the fiŶgeƌ of God I Đast out deŵoŶs, theŶ suƌelǇ the KiŶgdoŵ of God has Đoŵe 



upoŶ Ǉou͟ ;Mattheǁ ϭϮ:Ϯϴ | Luke ϭϭ:ϮϬͿ. Jesus͛s ŵiƌaĐles aƌe thus the ŵaŶifestatioŶ of God͛s kiŶgdoŵ 
on earth. It is the finger of God that heals the blind, the deaf, the mute—the finger of God that exorcises 

the deŵoŶs. Jesus͛s task is siŵplǇ to ǁield that fiŶgeƌ as God͛s ageŶt oŶ eaƌth.  

Except that God already had agents on earth. They were the ones clothed in fine white robes milling 

about the Temple, hovering over the mountains of incense and the ceaseless sacrifices. The chief 

function of the priestly nobility was not only to preside over the Temple rituals, but to control access to 

the Jewish cult. The very purpose of designing the Temple of Jerusalem as a series of ever more 

restrictive ingressions was to maintain the priestly monopoly over who can and cannot come into the 

pƌeseŶĐe of God aŶd to ǁhat degƌee. The siĐk, the laŵe, the lepeƌ, the ͞deŵoŶ-possessed,͟ 
menstruating women, those with bodily discharges, those who had recently given birth—none of these 

were permitted to enter the Temple and take part in the Jewish cult unless first purified according to the 

priestly code. With every leper cleansed, every paralytic healed, every demon cast out, Jesus was not 

only challenging that priestly code, he was invalidating the very purpose of the priesthood.  

Thus, in the gospel of Matthew, when a leper comes to him begging to be healed, Jesus reaches out and 

touches him, healing his affliction. But he does not stop theƌe. ͞Go shoǁ Ǉouƌself to the pƌiest,͟ he tells 
the ŵaŶ. ͞Offeƌ hiŵ as a testiŵoŶǇ the thiŶgs that the Laǁ of Moses ĐoŵŵaŶded foƌ Ǉouƌ ĐleaŶsiŶg.͟  

Jesus is joking. His command to the leper is a jest—a calculated swipe at the priestly code. The leper is 

not just ill, after all. He is impure. He is ceremonially unclean and unworthy of entering the Temple of 

God. His illness contaminates the entire community. According to the Law of Moses to which Jesus 

refers, the only way for a leper to be cleansed is to complete the most laborious and costly ritual, one 

that could be conducted solely by a priest. First the leper must bring the priest two clean birds, along 

with some cedarwood, crimson yarn, and hyssop. One of the birds must be sacrificed immediately and 

the living bird, the cedarwood, the yarn, and the hyssop dipped in its blood. The blood must then be 

sprinkled upon the leper and the living bird released. Seven days later, the leper must shave off all his 

hair and bathe himself in water. On the eighth day, the leper must take two male lambs, free of blemish, 

and one ewe lamb, also without blemish, as well as a grain offering of choice flour mixed with oil, back 

to the priest, who will make of them a burnt offering to the Lord. The priest must smear the blood from 

the offeƌiŶg oŶ the lepeƌ͛s ƌight eaƌloďe, oŶ his ƌight thuŵď, aŶd oŶ the ďig toe of his ƌight foot. He ŵust 
then sprinkle the leper with the oil seven times. Only after all of this is complete shall the leper be 

considered free of the sin and guilt that led to his leprosy in the first place; only then shall he be allowed 

to rejoin the community of God (Leviticus 14).  

Obviously, Jesus is not telling the leper he has just healed to buy two birds, two lambs, a ewe, a strip of 

cedarwood, a spool of crimson yarn, a sprig of hyssop, a bushel of flour, and a jar of oil and to give them 

all to the priest as an offering to God. He is telling him to present himself to the priest, having already 

been cleansed. This is a direct challenge not only to the pƌiest͛s authoƌitǇ, ďut to the Teŵple itself. Jesus 
did not only heal the leper, he purified him, making him eligible to appear at the Temple as a true 

Israelite. And he did so for free, as a gift from God—without tithe, without sacrifice—thus seizing for 

himself the powers granted solely to the priesthood to deem a man worthy of entering the presence of 

God.  

Such a blatant attack on the legitimacy of the Temple could be scorned and discounted so long as Jesus 

remains ensconced in the backwoods of Galilee. But once he and his disciples leave their base in 

Capernaum and begin slowly making their way to Jerusalem, healing the sick and casting out demons 



aloŶg the ǁaǇ, Jesus͛s ĐollisioŶ ǁith the pƌiestlǇ authoƌities, aŶd the ‘oŵaŶ Eŵpiƌe that suppoƌts theŵ, 
becomes inevitable. Soon, the authorities in Jerusalem will no longer be able to ignore this itinerant 

exorcist and miracle worker. The closer he draws to the Holy City, the more urgent the need to silence 

hiŵ ǁill ďeĐoŵe. Foƌ it is Ŷot just Jesus͛s ŵiƌaĐulous actions that they fear; it is the simple yet incredibly 

dangerous message conveyed through them: the Kingdom of God is at hand.  

 

Chapter Ten 

 

 

  

  

May Your Kingdom Come  

͞To ǁhat shall I Đoŵpaƌe the KiŶgdoŵ of God?͟ Jesus asked. It is like a ŵightǇ king who, having 

prepared a grand wedding banquet for his son, sends forth his servants to the four corners of the 

kingdom to invite his honored guests to the joyous occasion.  

͞Tell ŵǇ guests I haǀe ƌeadied the ďaŶƋuet,͟ the kiŶg iŶstƌuĐts his seƌǀaŶts. ͞The oxen and cattle have 

ďeeŶ fatteŶed aŶd ďutĐheƌed. EǀeƌǇthiŶg is pƌepaƌed. Coŵe to the ǁeddiŶg festiǀities.͟  

The seƌǀaŶts go out to spƌead the kiŶg͛s tidiŶgs. Yet oŶe ďǇ oŶe the hoŶoƌed guests deĐliŶe the 
iŶǀitatioŶ. ͞I haǀe ƌeĐeŶtlǇ puƌĐhased a pieĐe of laŶd,͟ oŶe saǇs. ͞I ŵust teŶd to it. Please aĐĐept ŵǇ 
ƌegƌets.͟  

͞I haǀe ďought fiǀe Ǉoke of oǆeŶ aŶd I ŵust test theŵ out,͟ saǇs aŶotheƌ. ͞Please aĐĐept ŵǇ ƌegƌets.͟  

͞I ŵǇself just got ŵaƌƌied,͟ saǇs a thiƌd. ͞I ĐaŶŶot Đoŵe.͟ 

When the servants return, they inform the king that none of his guests have accepted the invitation, 

that soŵe of those iŶǀited Ŷot oŶlǇ ƌefused to atteŶd the ĐeleďƌatioŶ, theǇ seized the kiŶg͛s seƌǀaŶts, 
mistreated them, even killed them.  

In a rage the king orders the servants to search the streets and back alleys of the kingdom, to gather 

everyone they can find—young and old, poor and weak, the lame, the crippled, the blind, the outcast—
and to bring them all to the banquet.  

The servants do so, and the feast commences. But in the midst of the celebrations the king notices a 

guest who was not invited; he is not wearing the wedding clothes.  

͞Hoǁ did Ǉou get iŶ heƌe?͟ the kiŶg asks the stƌaŶgeƌ. 

The man has no answer. 

͞Tie hiŵ haŶd aŶd foot!͟ the kiŶg ĐoŵŵaŶds. ͞Thƌoǁ hiŵ out iŶto the darkness, where there will be 

ǁeepiŶg aŶd gŶashiŶg of teeth. Foƌ ŵaŶǇ ǁill ďe iŶǀited, ďut feǁ aƌe ĐhoseŶ.͟  



As for those guests who refused to come to the wedding, the ones who seized and killed his servants—
the king unleashes his army to drive them out of their homes, to slaughter them like sheep, and burn 

their cities to the ground.  

͞He ǁho has eaƌs to heaƌ, let hiŵ heaƌ͟ ;Mattheǁ ϮϮ:ϭ–4 | Luke 14:16–24). 

Of this theƌe ĐaŶ ďe Ŷo douďt: the ĐeŶtƌal theŵe aŶd uŶifǇiŶg ŵessage of Jesus͛s ďƌief thƌee-year 

ministry was the promise of the Kingdom of God. Practically everything Jesus said or did in the gospels 

seƌǀed the fuŶĐtioŶ of puďliĐlǇ pƌoĐlaiŵiŶg the KiŶgdoŵ͛s ĐoŵiŶg. It ǁas the ǀeƌǇ fiƌst thiŶg he pƌeaĐhed 
about after separating from John the Baptist: ͞‘epeŶt, the KiŶgdoŵ of God is Ŷeaƌ͟ ;Maƌk ϭ:ϭϱͿ. It ǁas 
the Đoƌe of the Loƌd͛s pƌaǇeƌ, ǁhiĐh JohŶ taught to Jesus aŶd Jesus iŶ tuƌŶ taught to his disĐiples: ͞Ouƌ 
Fatheƌ, ǁho is iŶ heaǀeŶ, holǇ is Ǉouƌ Ŷaŵe. MaǇ Ǉouƌ KiŶgdoŵ Đoŵe …͟ ;Mattheǁ ϲ:ϵ–13 | Luke 11:1–
ϮͿ. It ǁas ǁhat Jesus͛s folloǁeƌs ǁeƌe told to stƌiǀe foƌ aďoǀe all else—͞“eek fiƌst the KiŶgdoŵ of God, 
aŶd God͛s justiĐe, theŶ all these thiŶgs shall ďe added uŶto Ǉou͟ ;Mattheǁ ϲ:ϯϯ | Luke ϭϮ:ϯϭͿ—for only 

by forsaking everything and everyone for the Kingdom of God would they have any hope of entering it 

(Matthew 10:37–39 | Luke 14:25–27).  

Jesus spoke so often, and so abstractly, about the Kingdom of God that it is difficult to know whether he 

himself had a unified conception of it. The phrase, aloŶg ǁith its MatthaeaŶ eƋuiǀaleŶt ͞KiŶgdoŵ of 
HeaǀeŶ,͟ haƌdlǇ appeaƌs iŶ the Neǁ TestaŵeŶt outside of the gospels. Although Ŷuŵeƌous passages iŶ 
the Heďƌeǁ “Đƌiptuƌes desĐƌiďe God as kiŶg aŶd sole soǀeƌeigŶ, the eǆaĐt phƌase ͞KiŶgdoŵ of God͟ 
appears only in the apoĐƌǇphal teǆt The Wisdoŵ of “oloŵoŶ ;ϭϬ:ϭϬͿ, iŶ ǁhiĐh God͛s kiŶgdoŵ is 
eŶǀisioŶed as phǇsiĐallǇ situated iŶ heaǀeŶ, the plaĐe ǁheƌe God͛s thƌoŶe sits, ǁheƌe the aŶgeliĐ Đouƌt 
sees to his every demand, and where his will is done always and without fail.  

Yet the KiŶgdoŵ of God iŶ Jesus͛s teaĐhiŶgs is Ŷot a Đelestial kiŶgdoŵ eǆistiŶg oŶ a ĐosŵiĐ plaŶe. Those 
who claim otherwise often point to a single unreliable passage in the gospel of John in which Jesus 

allegedlǇ tells Pilate, ͞MǇ kiŶgdoŵ is Ŷot of this ǁoƌld͟ ;JohŶ ϭϴ:ϯϲͿ. Not oŶlǇ is this the sole passage iŶ 
the gospels where Jesus makes such a claim, it is an imprecise translation of the original Greek. The 

phƌase ouk estiŶ ek tou kosŵou is peƌhaps ďetteƌ tƌaŶslated as ͞Ŷot paƌt of this oƌdeƌ/sǇstem [of 

goǀeƌŶŵeŶt].͟ EǀeŶ if oŶe aĐĐepts the histoƌiĐitǇ of the passage ;aŶd ǀeƌǇ feǁ sĐholaƌs doͿ, Jesus ǁas 
not claiming that the Kingdom of God is unearthly; he was saying it is unlike any kingdom or government 

on earth.  

Neither did Jesus present the Kingdom of God as some distant future kingdom to be established at the 

eŶd of tiŵe. WheŶ Jesus said, ͞the KiŶgdoŵ of God has dƌaǁŶ Ŷeaƌ͟ ;Maƌk ϭ:ϭϱͿ oƌ ͞the KiŶgdoŵ of 
God is iŶ Ǉouƌ ŵidst͟ ;Luke ϭϳ:ϮϭͿ, he ǁas poiŶtiŶg to God͛s saǀiŶg aĐtioŶ iŶ his pƌeseŶt age, at his 

present time. True, Jesus spoke of wars and uprisings, earthquakes and famine, false messiahs and 

prophets who would presage the establishment of the Kingdom of God on earth (Mark 13:5–37). But far 

fƌoŵ auguƌiŶg soŵe futuƌe apoĐalǇpse, Jesus͛s words were in reality a perfectly apt description of the 

era in which he lived: an era of wars, famines, and false messiahs. In fact, Jesus seemed to expect the 

KiŶgdoŵ of God to ďe estaďlished at aŶǇ ŵoŵeŶt: ͞I tell Ǉou, theƌe aƌe those heƌe ǁho ǁill Ŷot taste 

death uŶtil theǇ haǀe seeŶ the KiŶgdoŵ of God Đoŵe ǁith poǁeƌ͟ ;Maƌk ϵ:ϭͿ.  

If the Kingdom of God is neither purely celestial nor wholly eschatological, then what Jesus was 

proposing must have been a physical and present kingdom: a real kingdom, with an actual king that was 

aďout to ďe estaďlished oŶ eaƌth. That is ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ hoǁ the Jeǁs ǁould haǀe uŶdeƌstood it. Jesus͛s 



particular conception of the Kingdom of God may have been distinctive and somewhat unique, but its 

connotations would not have been unfamiliar to his audience. Jesus was merely reiterating what the 

zealots had been preaching for years. Simply put, the Kingdom of God was shorthand for the idea of God 

as the sole sovereign, the one and only king, not just over Israel, but over all the woƌld. ͞EǀeƌǇthiŶg iŶ 
heaǀeŶ aŶd eaƌth ďeloŶgs to Ǉou,͟ the Biďle states of God. ͞Youƌs is the kiŶgdoŵ … You ƌule oǀeƌ 
eǀeƌǇthiŶg͟ ;ϭ ChƌoŶiĐles Ϯϵ:ϭϭ–12; see also Numbers 23:21; Deuteronomy 33:5). In fact, the concept of 

the sole sovereignty of God lay behind the message of all the great prophets of old. Elijah, Elisha, Micah, 

Amos, Isaiah, Jeremiah—these men vowed that God would deliver the Jews from bondage and liberate 

Israel from foreign rule if only they refused to serve any earthly master or bow to any king save the one 

and only king of the universe. That same belief formed the foundation of nearly every Jewish resistance 

movement, from the Maccabees who threw off the yoke of Seleucid rule in 164 B.C.E., after the mad 

Greek king Antiochus Epiphanes demanded that the Jews worship him like a god, to the radicals and 

revolutionaries who resisted the Roman occupation—the bandits, the Sicarii, the zealots, and the 

martyrs at Masada—all the way to the last of the great failed messiahs, Simon son of Kochba, whose 

ƌeďellioŶ iŶ ϭϯϮ C.E. iŶǀoked the eǆaĐt phƌase ͞KiŶgdoŵ of God͟ as a Đall foƌ fƌeedoŵ fƌoŵ foƌeigŶ ƌule.  

Jesus͛s ǀieǁ of the sole soǀeƌeigŶtǇ of God ǁas Ŷot all that diffeƌeŶt fƌoŵ the ǀieǁ of the pƌophets, 
bandits, zealots, and messiahs who came before and after him, as evidenced by his answer to the 

ƋuestioŶ aďout paǇiŶg tƌiďute to Caesaƌ. AĐtuallǇ, his ǀieǁ of God͛s ƌeigŶ ǁas Ŷot so diffeƌeŶt fƌoŵ that 
of his ŵasteƌ, JohŶ the Baptist, fƌoŵ ǁhoŵ he likelǇ piĐked up the phƌase ͞KiŶgdoŵ of God.͟ What 
made Jesus͛s iŶteƌpƌetatioŶ of the KiŶgdoŵ of God diffeƌeŶt fƌoŵ JohŶ͛s, hoǁeǀeƌ, ǁas his agƌeeŵeŶt 
ǁith the zealots that God͛s ƌeigŶ ƌeƋuiƌed Ŷot just aŶ iŶteƌŶal tƌaŶsfoƌŵatioŶ toǁaƌd justiĐe aŶd 
righteousness, but a complete reversal of the present politiĐal, ƌeligious, aŶd eĐoŶoŵiĐ sǇsteŵ. ͞Blessed 
are you who are poor, for the Kingdom of God is yours. Blessed are you who are hungry, for you shall be 

fed. Blessed aƌe Ǉou ǁho ŵouƌŶ, foƌ Ǉou shall sooŶ ďe laughiŶg͟ ;Luke ϲ:ϮϬ–21).  

These abiding words of the Beatitudes are, more than anything else, a promise of impending deliverance 

from subservience and foreign rule. They predict a radically new world order wherein the meek inherit 

the earth, the sick are healed, the weak become strong, the hungry are fed, and the poor are made rich. 

IŶ the KiŶgdoŵ of God, ǁealth ǁill ďe ƌedistƌiďuted aŶd deďts ĐaŶĐeled. ͞The fiƌst shall ďe last aŶd the 
last shall ďe fiƌst͟ ;Mattheǁ ϱ:ϯ–12 | Luke 6:20–24).  

But that also means that when the Kingdom of God is established on earth, the rich will be made poor, 

the stƌoŶg ǁill ďeĐoŵe ǁeak, aŶd the poǁeƌful ǁill ďe displaĐed ďǇ the poǁeƌless. ͞Hoǁ haƌd it ǁill ďe 
foƌ the ǁealthǇ to eŶteƌ the KiŶgdoŵ of God!͟ ;Maƌk ϭϬ:ϮϯͿ. The KiŶgdoŵ of God is Ŷot soŵe utopiaŶ 
fantasy wherein God ǀiŶdiĐates the pooƌ aŶd the dispossessed. It is a ĐhilliŶg Ŷeǁ ƌealitǇ iŶ ǁhiĐh God͛s 
ǁƌath ƌaiŶs doǁŶ upoŶ the ƌiĐh, the stƌoŶg, aŶd the poǁeƌful. ͞Woe to Ǉou ǁho aƌe ƌiĐh, foƌ Ǉou haǀe 
received your consolation. Woe to you who are full, for you shall hunger. Woe to you laughing now, for 

sooŶ Ǉou ǁill ŵouƌŶ͟ ;Luke ϲ:Ϯϰ–25).  

The iŵpliĐatioŶs of Jesus͛s ǁoƌds aƌe Đleaƌ: The KiŶgdoŵ of God is aďout to ďe estaďlished oŶ eaƌth; God 
is oŶ the ǀeƌge of ƌestoƌiŶg Isƌael to gloƌǇ. But God͛s ƌestoƌatioŶ ĐaŶŶot happen without the destruction 

of the pƌeseŶt oƌdeƌ. God͛s ƌule ĐaŶŶot ďe estaďlished ǁithout the aŶŶihilatioŶ of the pƌeseŶt leadeƌs. 
“aǇiŶg ͞the KiŶgdoŵ of God is at haŶd,͟ theƌefoƌe, is akiŶ to saǇiŶg the eŶd of the ‘oŵaŶ Eŵpiƌe is at 
hand. It means God is going to replace Caesar as ruler of the land. The Temple priests, the wealthy 



Jewish aristocracy, the Herodian elite, and the heathen usurper in distant Rome—all of these were 

about to feel the wrath of God.  

The Kingdom of God is a call to revolution, plain and simple. And what revolution, especially one fought 

against an empire whose armies had ravaged the land set aside by God for his chosen people, could be 

free of violence and bloodshed? If the Kingdom of God is not an ethereal fantasy, how else could it be 

established upon a land occupied by a massive imperial presence except through the use of force? The 

pƌophets, ďaŶdits, zealots, aŶd ŵessiahs of Jesus͛s tiŵe all kŶeǁ this, ǁhiĐh is ǁhǇ theǇ did Ŷot hesitate 
to employ violence in trying to establish God͛s ƌule oŶ eaƌth. The ƋuestioŶ is, did Jesus feel the saŵe? 
Did he agree with his fellow messiahs Hezekiah the bandit chief, Judas the Galilean, Menahem, Simon 

son of Giora, Simon son of Kochba, and the rest, that violence was necessary to bring about the rule of 

God on earth? Did he follow the zealot doctrine that the land had to be forcibly cleansed of all foreign 

elements just as God had demanded in the scriptures?  

There may be no more important question than this for those trying to pry the historical Jesus away 

fƌoŵ the ChƌistiaŶ Chƌist. The ĐoŵŵoŶ depiĐtioŶ of Jesus as aŶ iŶǀeteƌate peaĐeŵakeƌ ǁho ͞loǀed his 
eŶeŵies͟ aŶd ͞tuƌŶed the otheƌ Đheek͟ has ďeeŶ ďuilt ŵostlǇ oŶ his poƌtƌaǇal as aŶ apolitiĐal pƌeaĐheƌ 
with no interest in or, for that matter, knowledge of the politically turbulent world in which he lived. 

That picture of Jesus has already been shown to be a complete fabrication. The Jesus of history had a far 

more complex attitude toward violence. There is no evidence that Jesus himself openly advocated 

ǀioleŶt aĐtioŶs. But he ǁas ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ Ŷo paĐifist. ͞Do Ŷot thiŶk that I haǀe Đoŵe to ďƌiŶg peaĐe oŶ eaƌth. I 
haǀe Ŷot Đoŵe to ďƌiŶg peaĐe, ďut the sǁoƌd͟ ;Mattheǁ ϭϬ:ϯϰ | Luke ϭϮ:ϱϭͿ.  

After the Jewish Revolt and the destruction of Jerusalem, the early Christian church tried desperately to 

distance Jesus from the zealous nationalism that had led to that awful war. As a result, statements such 

as ͞loǀe Ǉouƌ eŶeŵies͟ aŶd ͞tuƌŶ the otheƌ Đheek͟ ǁeƌe deliďeƌatelǇ ĐleaŶsed of theiƌ Jeǁish ĐoŶteǆt 
and transformed into abstract ethical principles that all peoples could abide regardless of their ethnic, 

cultural, or religious persuasions.  

Yet if one wants to uncover what Jesus himself truly believed, one must never lose sight of this 

fundamental fact: Jesus of Nazareth was first and finally a Jew. As a Jew, Jesus was concerned 

exclusively with the fate of his fellow Jews. Israel was all that mattered to Jesus. He insisted that his 

ŵissioŶ ǁas ͞solelǇ to the lost sheep of the house of Isƌael͟ ;Mattheǁ ϭϱ:24) and commanded his 

disĐiples to shaƌe the good Ŷeǁs ǁith ŶoŶe ďut theiƌ felloǁ Jeǁs: ͞Go Ŷoǁheƌe Ŷeaƌ the geŶtiles aŶd do 
Ŷot eŶteƌ the ĐitǇ of the “aŵaƌitaŶs͟ ;Mattheǁ ϭϬ:ϱ–6). Whenever he himself encountered gentiles, he 

always kept them at a distance and often healed them reluctantly. As he explained to the 

“ǇƌophoeŶiĐiaŶ ǁoŵaŶ ǁho Đaŵe to hiŵ seekiŶg help foƌ heƌ daughteƌ, ͞Let the ĐhildƌeŶ [ďǇ ǁhiĐh 
Jesus ŵeaŶs Isƌael] ďe fed fiƌst, foƌ it is Ŷot ƌight to take the ĐhildƌeŶ͛s ďƌead aŶd thƌoǁ it to the dogs [by 

ǁhiĐh he ŵeaŶs geŶtiles like heƌ]͟ ;Maƌk ϳ:ϮϳͿ.  

When it came to the heart and soul of the Jewish faith—the Law of Moses—Jesus was adamant that his 

mission was not to abolish the law but to fulfill it (Matthew 5:17). That law made a clear distinction 

between relations among Jews and relations between Jews and foreigners. The oft-repeated 

ĐoŵŵaŶdŵeŶt to ͞loǀe Ǉouƌ Ŷeighďoƌ as Ǉouƌself͟ ǁas oƌigiŶallǇ giǀeŶ stƌiĐtlǇ iŶ the ĐoŶteǆt of iŶteƌŶal 
ƌelatioŶs ǁithiŶ Isƌael. The ǀeƌse iŶ ƋuestioŶ ƌeads: ͞You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge 

agaiŶst aŶǇ of Ǉouƌ people, ďut Ǉou shall loǀe Ǉouƌ Ŷeighďoƌ as Ǉouƌself͟ ;LeǀitiĐus ϭϵ:ϭϴͿ. To the 
Isƌaelites, as ǁell as to Jesus͛s ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ iŶ fiƌst-ĐeŶtuƌǇ PalestiŶe, ͞Ŷeighďoƌ͟ ŵeaŶt oŶe͛s felloǁ Jeǁs. 



With regard to the treatment of foreigners and outsiders, oppressors and occupiers, however, the Torah 

Đould Ŷot ďe Đleaƌeƌ: ͞You shall dƌiǀe theŵ out ďefoƌe Ǉou. You shall ŵake Ŷo ĐoǀeŶaŶt ǁith theŵ aŶd 
theiƌ gods. TheǇ shall Ŷot liǀe iŶ Ǉouƌ laŶd͟ ;Eǆodus 23:31–33).  

Foƌ those ǁho ǀieǁ Jesus as the liteƌallǇ ďegotteŶ soŶ of God, Jesus͛s JeǁishŶess is iŵŵateƌial. If Chƌist 
is divine, then he stands above any particular law or custom. But for those seeking the simple Jewish 

peasant and charismatic preacher who lived in Palestine two thousand years ago, there is nothing more 

iŵpoƌtaŶt thaŶ this oŶe uŶdeŶiaďle tƌuth: the saŵe God ǁhoŵ the Biďle Đalls ͞a ŵaŶ of ǁaƌ͟ ;Eǆodus 
15:3), the God who repeatedly commands the wholesale slaughter of every foreign man, woman, and 

Đhild ǁho oĐĐupies the laŶd of the Jeǁs, the ͞ďlood-spatteƌed God͟ of Aďƌahaŵ, aŶd Moses, aŶd JaĐoď, 
aŶd Joshua ;Isaiah ϲϯ:ϯͿ, the God ǁho ͞shatteƌs the heads of his eŶeŵies,͟ ďids his ǁaƌƌioƌs to ďathe 
their feet in their blood and leave their corpses to be eaten by dogs (Psalms 68:21–23)—that is the only 

God that Jesus knew and the sole God he worshipped.  

Theƌe is Ŷo ƌeasoŶ to ĐoŶsideƌ Jesus͛s ĐoŶĐeptioŶ of his Ŷeighďoƌs aŶd eŶeŵies to haǀe ďeeŶ aŶǇ ŵoƌe 
or less expansive than that of any other Jew of his tiŵe. His ĐoŵŵaŶds to ͞loǀe Ǉouƌ eŶeŵies͟ aŶd ͞tuƌŶ 
the otheƌ Đheek͟ ŵust ďe ƌead as ďeiŶg diƌeĐted eǆĐlusiǀelǇ at his felloǁ Jeǁs aŶd ŵeaŶt as a ŵodel of 
peaceful relations exclusively within the Jewish community. The commands have nothing to do with 

hoǁ to tƌeat foƌeigŶeƌs aŶd outsideƌs, espeĐiallǇ those saǀage ͞pluŶdeƌeƌs of the ǁoƌld͟ ǁho oĐĐupied 
God͛s laŶd iŶ diƌeĐt ǀiolatioŶ of the Laǁ of Moses, ǁhiĐh Jesus ǀieǁed hiŵself as fulfilliŶg. TheǇ shall Ŷot 
live in your land.  

In any case, neither the ĐoŵŵaŶdŵeŶt to loǀe oŶe͛s eŶeŵies Ŷoƌ the plea to tuƌŶ the otheƌ Đheek is 
equivalent to a call for nonviolence or nonresistance. Jesus was not a fool. He understood what every 

otheƌ ĐlaiŵaŶt to the ŵaŶtle of the ŵessiah uŶdeƌstood: God͛s soǀeƌeigŶtǇ Đould not be established 

eǆĐept thƌough foƌĐe. ͞Fƌoŵ the daǇs of JohŶ the Baptist uŶtil Ŷoǁ the KiŶgdoŵ of God has ďeeŶ 
ĐoŵiŶg ǀioleŶtlǇ, aŶd the ǀioleŶt oŶes tƌǇ to sŶatĐh it aǁaǇ͟ ;Mattheǁ ϭϭ:ϭϮ | Luke ϭϲ:ϭϲͿ.  

It was precisely to prepare for the unavoidable consequences of establishing the Kingdom of God on 

eaƌth that Jesus haŶdpiĐked his tǁelǀe apostles. The Jeǁs of Jesus͛s tiŵe ďelieǀed that a daǇ ǁould 
come when the twelve tribes of Israel would be reconstituted to once again form a single, united nation. 

The pƌophets had pƌediĐted it: ͞I shall ƌestoƌe the foƌtuŶes of ŵǇ people, Isƌael aŶd Judah, saǇs the Loƌd, 
aŶd I shall ďƌiŶg theŵ ďaĐk to the laŶd that I gaǀe theiƌ aŶĐestoƌs aŶd theǇ shall take possessioŶ of it͟ 
(Jeremiah 30:3). By designating the Twelǀe aŶd pƌoŵisiŶg that theǇ ǁould ͞sit oŶ tǁelǀe thƌoŶes judgiŶg 
the tǁelǀe tƌiďes of Isƌael͟ ;Mattheǁ ϭϵ:Ϯϴ | Luke ϮϮ:Ϯϴ–30), Jesus was signaling that the day they had 

ďeeŶ ǁaitiŶg foƌ, ǁheŶ the Loƌd of Hosts ǁould ͞ďƌeak the Ǉoke fƌoŵ off the ŶeĐk͟ of the Jews and 

͞ďuƌst theiƌ ďoŶds͟ ;Jeƌeŵiah ϯϬ:ϴͿ, had aƌƌiǀed. The ƌestoƌatioŶ aŶd ƌeŶeǁal of the tƌue ŶatioŶ of 
Israel, which John the Baptist had preached, was finally at hand. The Kingdom of God was here.  

This was a daring and provocative message. For as the pƌophet Isaiah ǁaƌŶed, God ǁould ͞gatheƌ the 
sĐatteƌed people of Isƌael aŶd the dispeƌsed people of Judah͟ foƌ a siŶgle puƌpose: ǁaƌ. The Ŷeǁ, 
ƌeĐoŶstituted Isƌael ǁill, iŶ the ǁoƌds of the pƌophet, ͞ƌaise a sigŶal-ďaŶŶeƌ to the ŶatioŶs,͟ it ǁill 
͞sǁoop doǁŶ oŶ the ďaĐks of the PhilistiŶes iŶ the ǁest͟ aŶd ͞pluŶdeƌ the people of the east.͟ It ǁill 
repossess the land God gave the Jews and wipe from it forever the foul stench of foreign occupation 

(Isaiah 11:11–16).  



The designation of the Twelve is, if not a call to war, an admission of its inevitability, which is why Jesus 

eǆpƌesslǇ ǁaƌŶed theŵ of ǁhat ǁas to Đoŵe: ͞If aŶǇoŶe ǁishes to folloǁ ŵe, let hiŵ deŶǇ hiŵself aŶd 
take up his Đƌoss aŶd folloǁ ŵe͟ ;Maƌk ϴ:ϯϰͿ. This is Ŷot the stateŵeŶt of self-denial it has so often been 

interpreted as being. The cross is the punishment for sedition, not a symbol of self-abnegation. Jesus 

was warning the Twelve that their status as the embodiment of the twelve tribes that will reconstitute 

the nation of Israel and throw off the yoke of occupation would rightly be understood by Rome as 

treason and thus inevitably lead to crucifixion. It was an admission that Jesus frequently made for 

himself. Over and over again, Jesus reminded his disciples of what lay ahead for him: rejection, arrest, 

torture, and execution (Matthew 16:21, 17:22–23, 20:18–19; Mark 8:31, 9:31, 10:33; Luke 9:22, 44, 

18:32–33). It could be argued that the evangelists, who were writing decades after the events they 

desĐƌiďed, kŶeǁ that Jesus͛s stoƌǇ ǁould end on a cross in Golgotha, and so they put these predictions 

iŶto Jesus͛s ŵouth to pƌoǀe his pƌoǁess as a pƌophet. But the sheeƌ ǀoluŵe of Jesus͛s stateŵeŶts aďout 
his inevitable capture and crucifixion indicates that his frequent self-prophecies may be historical. Then 

again, it does not take a prophet to predict what happens to someone who challenges either the priestly 

control of the Temple or the Roman occupation of Palestine. The road ahead for Jesus and the Twelve 

had been made manifest by the many messianic aspirants who came before him. The destination was 

clear.  

That explains why Jesus went to such lengths to hide the truth about the Kingdom of God from all but 

his disciples. Jesus recognized that the new world order he envisioned was so radical, so dangerous, so 

ƌeǀolutioŶaƌǇ, that ‘oŵe͛s oŶlǇ ĐoŶĐeiǀaďle ƌespoŶse to it ǁould ďe to aƌƌest aŶd eǆeĐute theŵ all foƌ 
sedition. He therefore consciously chose to veil the Kingdom of God in abstruse and enigmatic parables 

that are nearly impossible to uŶdeƌstaŶd. ͞The seĐƌet of the KiŶgdoŵ of God has ďeeŶ giǀeŶ to Ǉou to 
kŶoǁ,͟ Jesus tells his disĐiples. ͞But to outsideƌs, eǀeƌǇthiŶg is said iŶ paƌaďles so that theǇ ŵaǇ see aŶd 
Ŷot peƌĐeiǀe, theǇ ŵaǇ heaƌ aŶd Ŷot uŶdeƌstaŶd͟ ;Maƌk ϰ:ϭϭ–12).  

What, then, is the KiŶgdoŵ of God iŶ Jesus͛s teaĐhiŶgs? It is at oŶĐe the joǇous ǁeddiŶg feast ǁithiŶ the 
kiŶg͛s ƌoǇal hall, aŶd the ďlood-soaked streets outside its walls. It is a treasure hidden in a field; sell all 

you have and buy that field (Matthew 13:44). It is a pearl tucked inside a shell; sacrifice everything to 

seek out that shell (Matthew 13:45). It is a mustard seed—the smallest of seeds—buried in soil. One day 

soon it will bloom into a majestic tree, and birds shall nest in its branches (Matthew 13:31–32). It is a net 

drawn from the sea, bursting with fish both good and bad; the good shall be kept, the bad discarded 

(Matthew 13:47). It is a meadow choking with both weeds and wheat. When the reaper comes, he will 

harvest the wheat. But the weeds he will bundle together and toss into the fire (Matthew 13:24–30). 

AŶd the ƌeapeƌ is ŶeaƌlǇ heƌe. God͛s ǁill is aďout to ďe doŶe oŶ eaƌth, just as it is iŶ heaǀeŶ. “o theŶ, 
take your hand off the plow and do not look back, let the dead bury the dead, leave behind your 

husband and your wife, your brothers and sisters and children, and prepare yourself to receive the 

KiŶgdoŵ of God. ͞AlƌeadǇ, the aǆ is laid at the ƌoot of the tƌee.͟  

Of Đouƌse, ŶoŶe of Jesus͛s oďfusĐatioŶs aďout the ŵeaŶiŶg aŶd iŵpliĐatioŶs of the KiŶgdom of God 

ǁould keep hiŵ fƌoŵ ďeiŶg seized aŶd ĐƌuĐified. Jesus͛s asseƌtioŶ that the pƌeseŶt oƌdeƌ ǁas aďout to 
be reversed, that the rich and the powerful were going to be made poor and weak, that the twelve 

tribes of Israel would soon be reconstituted into a single nation and God made once again the sole ruler 

in Jerusalem—none of these provocative statements would have been well received in the Temple, 

where the high priest reigned, or the Antonia Fortress, where Rome governed. After all, if the Kingdom 

of God, as Jesus presented it, was in fact a real, physical kingdom, then did it not require a real, physical 



king? Was not Jesus claiming for himself that royal title? He promised a throne for each of his twelve 

apostles. Did he not have in mind a throne for himself?  

Granted, Jesus provided no specifics about the new world order he envisioned (though neither did any 

other royal claimant of his time). There are no practical programs, no detailed agendas, no specific 

political or economic recommendations iŶ Jesus͛s teaĐhiŶgs aďout the KiŶgdoŵ of God. He seeŵs to 
haǀe had Ŷo iŶteƌest at all iŶ laǇiŶg out hoǁ God͛s ƌeigŶ oŶ eaƌth ǁould aĐtuallǇ fuŶĐtioŶ. That ǁas foƌ 
God alone to determine. But there is no question that Jesus had a clear vision for his own role in the 

KiŶgdoŵ of God: ͞If ďǇ the fiŶgeƌ of God I Đast out deŵoŶs, theŶ suƌelǇ the KiŶgdoŵ of God has Đoŵe 
upoŶ Ǉou.͟  

The presence of the Kingdom of God had empowered Jesus to heal the sick and the demon-possessed. 

But at the saŵe tiŵe, it ǁas Jesus͛s healings and exorcisms that were bringing the Kingdom of God to 

fƌuitioŶ. It ǁas, iŶ otheƌ ǁoƌds, a sǇŵďiotiĐ ƌelatioŶship. As God͛s ageŶt oŶ eaƌth—the one who wielded 

God͛s fiŶgeƌ—Jesus hiŵself ǁas usheƌiŶg iŶ the KiŶgdoŵ of God aŶd estaďlishiŶg God͛s doŵinion 

through his miraculous actions. He was, in effect, the Kingdom of God personified. Who else should sit 

oŶ God͛s thƌoŶe?  

No wonder, then, that at the end of his life, when he stood beaten and bruised before Pontius Pilate to 

answer the charges made against him, Jesus was asked but a single question. It was the only question 

that mattered, the only question he would have been brought before the Roman governor to answer 

before being sent off to the cross to receive the standard punishment for all rebels and insurrectionists.  

͞Aƌe Ǉou the KiŶg of the Jeǁs?͟ 

 

Chapter Eleven 

 

 

  

  

Who Do You Say I Am?  

Two years have passed, more or less, since Jesus of Nazareth first met John the Baptist at the lip of the 

Jordan River and followed him into the Judean desert. In that time, Jesus has not only carried on his 

ŵasteƌ͛s ŵessage aďout the KiŶgdoŵ of God; he has eǆpaŶded it iŶto a ŵoǀeŵeŶt of ŶatioŶal liďeƌatioŶ 
for the afflicted and oppressed—a movement founded upon the promise that God would soon 

intervene on behalf of the meek and the poor, that he would smite the imperial Roman power just as he 

sŵote Phaƌaoh͛s aƌŵǇ so loŶg ago aŶd fƌee his Teŵple fƌoŵ the haŶds of the hǇpoĐƌites ǁho ĐoŶtƌolled 
it. Jesus͛s ŵoǀeŵeŶt has dƌaǁŶ to hiŵ a Đoƌps of zealous disĐiples, twelve of whom have been given the 

authority to preach his message on their own. In every town and city they enter, in the villages and the 

countryside, great crowds gather to hear Jesus and his disciples preach, and to take part in the free 

healings and exorcisms they offer to those who seek their help.  



Despite their relative success, however, Jesus and his disciples have for the most part restricted their 

activities to the northern provinces of Galilee, Phoenicia, and Gaulanitis, wisely keeping a safe distance 

from Judea and the seat of the Roman occupation in Jerusalem. They have cut a circuitous route 

through the Galilean countryside, altogether bypassing the royal cities of Sepphoris and Tiberias, lest 

theǇ ĐoŶfƌoŶt the tetƌaƌĐh͛s foƌĐes. Although theǇ͛ǀe appƌoaĐhed the pƌospeƌous poƌts of TǇƌe aŶd 
Sidon, they have refrained from actually entering either. They have rambled along the edge of the 

Decapolis, yet strictly avoided the Greek cities themselves and the heathen populations therein. In place 

of the ƌegioŶ͛s ǁealthǇ Đosŵopoleis, Jesus has foĐused his atteŶtioŶ oŶ pooƌeƌ ǀillages suĐh as Nazaƌeth, 
Capernaum, Bethsaida, and Nain, where his promise of a new world order has been eagerly received, as 

well as on the coastal towns that rim the Sea of Galilee, save for Tiberias, of course, where Herod 

Antipas stews on his throne.  

Afteƌ tǁo Ǉeaƌs, ǁoƌd of Jesus aŶd his ďaŶd of folloǁeƌs has fiŶallǇ ƌeaĐhed AŶtipas͛s Đouƌt. CeƌtaiŶlǇ, 
Jesus has Ŷot ďeeŶ shǇ iŶ ĐoŶdeŵŶiŶg ͞that Foǆ͟ ǁho Đlaiŵs the tetƌaƌĐhǇ of Galilee and Peraea, nor 

has he ceased pouring contempt upon the hypocrite priests and scribes—the ͞ďƌood of ǀipeƌs͟—who he 

claims will be displaced in the coming Kingdom of God by harlots and toll collectors. Not only has he 

healed those whom the Temple cast out as sinners beyond salvation, he has cleansed them of their sins, 

thus rendering irrelevant the entire priestly establishment and their costly, exclusivist rituals. His 

healings and exorcisms have drawn crowds too large for the tetrarch in Tiberias to ignore, though, at 

least foƌ Ŷoǁ, the fiĐkle ŵasses seeŵ less iŶteƌested iŶ Jesus͛s teaĐhiŶgs thaŶ iŶ his ͞tƌiĐks,͟ so ŵuĐh so 
that when they keep asking for a sign so that they may believe his message, Jesus seems finally to have 

had eŶough. ͞It is aŶ eǀil aŶd adulteƌous geŶeƌatioŶ that seeks a sigŶ; Ŷo sigŶ shall ďe giǀeŶ to it͟ 
(Matthew 12:38).  

All of this aĐtiǀitǇ has the sǇĐophaŶts at AŶtipas͛s Đouƌt ĐhatteƌiŶg aďout ǁho this GalileaŶ pƌeaĐheƌ ŵaǇ 
be. Some think he is Elijah reborn, or perhaps one of the otheƌ ͞pƌophets of old.͟ That is Ŷot a ǁhollǇ 
unreasonable conclusion. Elijah, who lived in the northern kingdom of Israel in the ninth century B.C.E., 

was the paradigm of the wonder-working prophet. A fearsome and uncompromising warrior for 

Yahweh, Elijah stƌoǀe to ƌoot out the ǁoƌship of the CaŶaaŶite god Baal aŵoŶg the Isƌaelites. ͞Hoǁ loŶg 
ǁill Ǉou ĐoŶtiŶue liŵpiŶg aloŶg ǁith tǁo opiŶioŶs?͟ Elijah asked the people. ͞If Yahǁeh is god, theŶ 
folloǁ hiŵ; if Baal is god, theŶ folloǁ hiŵ͟ ;ϭ KiŶgs ϭϴ:21).  

To pƌoǀe Yahǁeh͛s supeƌioƌitǇ, Elijah ĐhalleŶged fouƌ huŶdƌed aŶd fiftǇ pƌiests of Baal to a ĐoŶtest. TheǇ 
would prepare two altars, each with a bull placed on a pillar of wood. The priests would pray to Baal for 

fire to consume the offering, while Elijah prayed to Yahweh.  

Day and night the priests of Baal prayed. They shouted aloud and cut themselves with swords and lances 

until they were awash in blood. They cried and begged and pleaded with Baal to bring down fire, but 

nothing happened.  

Elijah then poured twelve jars of water on his pyre, took a step back, and called upon the god of 

Abraham, Isaac, and Israel to show his might. At once a great ball of fire fell down from heaven and 

consumed the bull, the wood, the stones, the dust on the ground, and the pools of water surrounding 

the sacrifice. When the Israelites saw the work of Yahweh, they fell down on their knees and 

worshipped him as God. But Elijah was not finished. He seized the four hundred and fifty priests of Baal, 

forced them down into the valley of Wadi Kishon, and, according to the scriptures, slaughtered every 



last oŶe of theŵ ǁith his oǁŶ haŶds, foƌ he ǁas ͞zealous foƌ the Loƌd God AlŵightǇ͟ ;ϭ KiŶgs ϭϴ:ϮϬ–40, 

19:10).  

“o gƌeat ǁas Elijah͛s faithfulŶess that he ǁas Ŷot alloǁed to die but was taken up to heaven in a 

ǁhiƌlǁiŶd to sit ďeside God͛s thƌoŶe ;Ϯ KiŶgs Ϯ:ϭϭͿ. His ƌetuƌŶ at the eŶd of tiŵe, ǁheŶ he ǁould gatheƌ 
together the twelve tribes of Israel and sweep in the messianic age, was predicted by the prophet 

MalaĐhi: ͞Behold, I am sending the prophet Elijah to you before the great and terrible day of the Lord 

comes. He will turn the hearts of fathers to their sons, and the hearts of sons to their fathers, lest I come 

aŶd sŵite the laŶd ǁith a Đuƌse͟ ;MalaĐhi ϰ:ϱ–6).  

MalaĐhi͛s pƌopheĐǇ eǆplaiŶs ǁhǇ the Đouƌtieƌs at Tiďeƌias see iŶ Jesus the ƌeiŶĐaƌŶatioŶ of Isƌael͛s 
quintessential end-times prophet. Jesus has done little to discourage such comparisons, consciously 

taking upon himself the symbols of the prophet Elijah—the itinerant ministry, the peremptory calling of 

disciples, the mission to reconstitute the twelve tribes, the strict focus on the northern regions of Israel, 

and the signs and wonders he performs everywhere he goes.  

Antipas, however, is unconvinced by the mutterings of his courtiers. He believes that the preacher from 

Nazareth is not Elijah but John the Baptist, whom he killed, risen from the dead. Blinded by guilt over 

JohŶ͛s eǆeĐutioŶ, he is iŶĐapaďle of ĐoŶĐeiǀiŶg Jesus͛s tƌue ideŶtitǇ ;Mattheǁ ϭϰ:ϭ–2; Mark 6:14–16; 

Luke 9:7–9).  

Meanwhile, Jesus and his disciples continue their slow journey toward Judea and Jerusalem. Leaving 

behind the village of Bethsaida, where, according to the Gospel of Mark, Jesus fed five thousand people 

with only five loaves of bread and two fish (Mark 6:30–44), the disciples begin traveling along the 

outskirts of Caesarea Philippi, a Roman city north of the Sea of Galilee that serves as the seat of the 

tetƌaƌĐhǇ of Heƌod the Gƌeat͛s otheƌ soŶ, Philip. As theǇ ǁalk, Jesus ĐasuallǇ asks his folloǁeƌs, ͞Who do 
the people saǇ I aŵ?͟  

The disĐiples͛ ƌespoŶse ƌefleĐts the speĐulatioŶs at Tiďeƌias: ͞“oŵe saǇ Ǉou aƌe JohŶ the Baptist. Otheƌs 
saǇ Elijah. “till otheƌs saǇ Ǉou aƌe Jeƌeŵiah oƌ oŶe of the otheƌ pƌophets ƌiseŶ fƌoŵ the dead.͟  

Jesus stops aŶd tuƌŶs to his disĐiples. ͞But ǁho do Ǉou saǇ I aŵ?͟  

It falls upoŶ “iŵoŶ Peteƌ, the ŶoŵiŶal leadeƌ of the Tǁelǀe, to aŶsǁeƌ foƌ the ƌest: ͞You aƌe ŵessiah,͟ 
Peter says, inferring at this fateful juncture in the gospel story the mystery that the tetrarch in Tiberias 

could not possibly comprehend (Matthew 16:13–16; Mark 8:27–29; Luke 9:18–20).  

Six days later, Jesus takes Peter and the brothers James and John—the sons of Zebedee—to a high 

ŵouŶtaiŶ, ǁheƌe he is ŵiƌaĐulouslǇ tƌaŶsfoƌŵed ďefoƌe theiƌ eǇes. ͞His clothes became dazzling white, 

like sŶoǁ,͟ Maƌk ǁƌites, ͞ǁhiteƌ thaŶ aŶǇ fulleƌ oŶ eaƌth Đould ǁhiteŶ theŵ.͟ “uddeŶlǇ Elijah, the 
prophet and precursor to the messiah, appears on the mountain. With him is Moses, the great liberator 

and lawgiver of Israel, the man who broke the bonds of the Israelites and shepherded the people of God 

back to the Promised Land.  

Elijah͛s pƌeseŶĐe oŶ the ŵouŶtaiŶ has alƌeadǇ ďeeŶ pƌiŵed ďǇ the speĐulatioŶs iŶ Tiďeƌias aŶd ďǇ the 
ruminations of the disciples at Caesarea Philippi. But Moses͛s appeaƌaŶĐe is soŵethiŶg else eŶtiƌelǇ. The 
parallels between the so-called transfiguration story and the Exodus account of Moses receiving the law 

on Mount Sinai are hard to miss. Moses also took three companions with him up the mountain—Aaron, 



Nadab and Abihu—aŶd he, too, ǁas phǇsiĐallǇ tƌaŶsfoƌŵed ďǇ the eǆpeƌieŶĐe. Yet ǁheƌeas Moses͛s 
tƌaŶsfoƌŵatioŶ ǁas the ƌesult of his ĐoŵiŶg iŶto ĐoŶtaĐt ǁith God͛s gloƌǇ, Jesus is tƌaŶsfoƌŵed ďǇ his 
own glory. Indeed, the scene is written in such a way so that Moses and Elijah—the Law and the 

Prophets—are clearly made subordinate to Jesus.  

The disciples are terrified by the vision, and rightly so. Peter tries to ease the disquiet by offering to 

build three tabernacles at the site: one for Jesus, one for Elijah, and one for Moses. As he speaks, a cloud 

consumes the mountain—just as it did centuries ago on Mount Sinai—and a voice from within echoes 

the words that were uttered from on high the day that Jesus began his ministry at the Jordan River: 

͞This is ŵǇ soŶ. The Beloǀed. ListeŶ to hiŵ,͟ God saǇs, ďestoǁiŶg upoŶ Jesus the saŵe soďƌiƋuet ;ho 
Agapitos, ͞the Beloǀed͟Ϳ that God had giǀeŶ to KiŶg Daǀid. Thus, ǁhat AŶtipas͛s Đouƌt Đould Ŷot 
conceive, and Simon Peter could only surmise, is now divinely confirmed in a voice from a cloud atop a 

mountain: Jesus of Nazareth is the anointed messiah, the King of the Jews (Matthew 17:1–8; Mark 9:2–
8; Luke 9:28–36).  

What makes these three clearly interconnected scenes so significant is that up to this point in Jesus͛s 
ministry, particularly as it has been presented in the earliest gospel, Mark, Jesus has made no statement 

whatsoever about his messianic identity. In fact, he has repeatedly tried to conceal whatever messianic 

aspirations he may or may not have had. He silences the demons that recognize him (Mark 1:23–25, 34, 

3:11–12). He swears those he heals to secrecy (Mark 1:43–45, 5:40–43, 7:32–36, 8:22–26). He veils 

himself in incomprehensible parables and goes out of his way to obscure his identity and mission from 

the crowds that gather around him (Mark 7:24). Over and over again Jesus rebuffs, avoids, eludes, and 

sometimes downright rejects the title of messiah bestowed upon him by others.  

There is a term for this strange phenomenon, which has its origins in the gospel of Mark but which can 

ďe tƌaĐed thƌoughout the gospels. It is Đalled the ͞ŵessiaŶiĐ seĐƌet.͟  

“oŵe ďelieǀe that the ŵessiaŶiĐ seĐƌet is the eǀaŶgelist͛s oǁŶ iŶǀeŶtioŶ, that it is eitheƌ a liteƌaƌǇ deǀiĐe 
to sloǁlǇ ƌeǀeal Jesus͛s tƌue ideŶtitǇ oƌ a clever ploy to emphasize just how wondrous and compelling 

Jesus͛s ŵessiaŶiĐ pƌeseŶĐe ǁas; despite his ŵaŶǇ atteŵpts to hide his ideŶtitǇ fƌoŵ the Đƌoǁds, it 
siŵplǇ Đould Ŷot ďe ĐoŶĐealed. ͞The ŵoƌe he oƌdeƌed theŵ [Ŷot to tell aŶǇoŶe aďout hiŵ],͟ Maƌk 
writes, ͞the ŵoƌe eǆĐessiǀelǇ theǇ pƌoĐlaiŵed it͟ ;Maƌk ϳ:ϯϲͿ.  

Yet that assuŵes a leǀel of liteƌaƌǇ skill iŶ the gospel of Maƌk foƌ ǁhiĐh Ŷo eǀideŶĐe eǆists ;Maƌk͛s gospel 
is ǁƌitteŶ iŶ a Đoaƌse, eleŵeŶtaƌǇ Gƌeek that ďetƌaǇs the authoƌ͛s liŵited eduĐatioŶͿ. The notion that 

the ŵessiaŶiĐ seĐƌet ŵaǇ haǀe ďeeŶ Maƌk͛s ǁaǇ of sloǁlǇ ƌeǀealiŶg Jesus͛s ideŶtitǇ ďelies the 
fuŶdaŵeŶtal theologiĐal asseƌtioŶ that lauŶĐhes the gospel iŶ the fiƌst plaĐe: ͞This is the ďegiŶŶiŶg of 
the good Ŷeǁs of Jesus the Chƌist͟ ;Maƌk ϭ:ϭͿ. ‘egaƌdless, eǀeŶ at the ŵoŵeŶt iŶ ǁhiĐh Jesus͛s 
messianic identity is first surmised by Simon Peter in his dramatic confession outside Caesarea Philippi—
indeed, even when his identity is spectacularly revealed by God upon the mountaintop—Jesus still 

commands his disciples to secrecy, sternly ordering them not to tell anyone what Peter confessed (Mark 

8:30), and forbidding the three witnesses to his transfiguration to utter a word about what they saw 

(Mark 9:9).  

It is more likely that the messianic secret can be traced to the historical Jesus, though it may have been 

eŵďellished aŶd ƌeĐoŶstƌuĐted iŶ Maƌk͛s gospel ďefoƌe ďeiŶg adopted haphazaƌdlǇ aŶd ǁith oďǀious 
reservations by Matthew and Luke. That the messianic secret may be historical helps explaiŶ ǁhǇ Maƌk͛s 



ƌedaĐtoƌs ǁeŶt to suĐh leŶgths to ĐoŵpeŶsate foƌ theiƌ pƌedeĐessoƌ͛s poƌtƌaǇal of a ŵessiah ǁho seeŵs 
to ǁaŶt ŶothiŶg to do ǁith the title. Foƌ eǆaŵple, ǁhile Maƌk͛s aĐĐouŶt of “iŵoŶ Peteƌ͛s ĐoŶfessioŶ 
ends with Jesus neither accepting nor rejeĐtiŶg the title ďut siŵplǇ oƌdeƌiŶg the disĐiples ͞Ŷot to tell 
aŶǇoŶe aďout hiŵ,͟ Mattheǁ͛s aĐĐouŶt of the saŵe stoƌǇ, ǁhiĐh took shape tǁeŶtǇ Ǉeaƌs lateƌ, has 
Jesus ƌespoŶdiŶg to Peteƌ ǁith a ƌesouŶdiŶg ĐoŶfiƌŵatioŶ of his ŵessiaŶiĐ ideŶtitǇ: ͞Blessed are you, 

“iŵoŶ soŶ of JoŶah!͟ Jesus eǆĐlaiŵs. ͞Flesh aŶd ďlood did Ŷot ƌeǀeal this to Ǉou; it ǁas ŵǇ fatheƌ iŶ 
heaǀeŶ ǁho did so͟ ;Mattheǁ ϭϲ:ϭϳͿ.  

In Mark, the miraculous moment on the mountaintop ends without comment from Jesus, only a firm 

reminder not to tell anyone what had happened. But in Matthew, the transfiguration ends with a 

lengthy discourse by Jesus in which he identifies John the Baptist as Elijah reborn, thereby explicitly 

claiming for himself, as the successor to John/Elijah, the mantle of the messiah (Matthew 17:9–13). And 

Ǉet, despite these apologetiĐ elaďoƌatioŶs, eǀeŶ Mattheǁ aŶd Luke ĐoŶĐlude ďoth Peteƌ͛s ĐoŶfessioŶ 
aŶd the tƌaŶsfiguƌatioŶ ǁith stƌiĐt ĐoŵŵaŶds ďǇ Jesus to, iŶ Mattheǁ͛s ǁoƌds, ͞Ŷot tell aŶǇoŶe that he 
ǁas the ŵessiah͟ ;Matthew 16:20).  

If it is true that the messianic secret can be traced to the historical Jesus, then it could very well be the 

key to unlocking, not who the early church thought Jesus was, but who Jesus himself thought he was. 

Admittedly, this is no easy task. It is extremely difficult, if not impossible, to rely on the gospels to access 

Jesus͛s self-consciousness. As has been repeatedly noted, the gospels are not about a man known as 

Jesus of Nazareth who lived two thousand years ago; they are about a messiah whom the gospel writers 

viewed as an eternal being sitting at the right hand of God. The firstcentury Jews who wrote about Jesus 

had already made up their minds about who he was. They were constructing a theological argument 

about the nature and function of Jesus as Christ, not composing a historical biography about a human 

being.  

Still, there is no mistaking the tension that exists in the gospels between how the early church viewed 

Jesus and how Jesus seems to view himself. Obviously, the disciples who followed Jesus recognized him 

as messiah, either during his lifetime or immediately after his death. But one should not forget that 

messianic expectations were by no means uniformly defined in first-century Palestine. Even those Jews 

who agreed that Jesus was the messiah did not agree about what being the messiah actually meant. 

When they scoured the smattering of prophecies in the scriptures, they discovered a confusing, often 

ĐoŶtƌadiĐtoƌǇ, aƌƌaǇ of ǀieǁs aŶd opiŶioŶs aďout the ŵessiah͛s ŵissioŶ aŶd ideŶtity. He would be an 

eschatological prophet who will usher in the End of Days (Daniel 7:13–14; Jeremiah 31:31–34). He would 

be a liberator who will release the Jews from bondage (Deuteronomy 18:15–19; Isaiah 49:1–7). He 

would be a royal claimant who will recreate the Kingdom of David (Micah 5:1–5; Zechariah 9:1–10).  

In first-century Palestine, nearly every claimant to the mantle of the messiah neatly fit one of these 

messianic paradigms. Hezekiah the bandit chief, Judas the Galilean, Simon of Peraea, and Athronges the 

shepherd all modeled themselves after the Davidic ideal, as did Menahem and Simon son of Giora 

during the Jewish War. These were king-messiahs whose royal aspirations were clearly defined in their 

revolutionary actions against Rome and its clients in Jerusalem. Others, such as Theudas the wonder 

worker, the Egyptian, and the Samaritan cast themselves as liberator-messiahs in the mold of Moses, 

each would-be messiah promising to free his followers from the yoke of Roman occupation through 

some miraculous deed. Oracular prophets such as John the Baptist and the holy man Jesus ben Ananias 

may not have overtly assumed any messianic ambitions, but their prophecies about the End Times and 



the coming judgment of God clearly conformed to the prophet-messiah archetype one finds both in the 

Hebrew Scripture and in the rabbinic traditions and commentaries known as the Targum.  

The problem for the early church is that Jesus did not fit any of the messianic paradigms offered in the 

Hebrew Bible, nor did he fulfill a single requirement expected of the messiah. Jesus spoke about the end 

of daǇs, ďut it did Ŷot Đoŵe to pass, Ŷot eǀeŶ afteƌ the ‘oŵaŶs destƌoǇed Jeƌusaleŵ aŶd defiled God͛s 
Temple. He promised that God would liberate the Jews from bondage, but God did no such thing. He 

vowed that the twelve tribes of Israel would be reconstituted and the nation restored; instead, the 

Romans expropriated the Promised Land, slaughtered its inhabitants, and exiled the survivors. The 

Kingdom of God that Jesus predicted never arrived; the new world order he described never took shape. 

According to the standards of the Jewish cult and the Hebrew Scriptures, Jesus was as successful in his 

messianic aspirations as any of the other would-be messiahs.  

The early church obviously recognized this dilemma and, as will become apparent, made a conscious 

decision to change those messianic standards. They mixed and matched the different depictions of the 

messiah found in the Hebrew Bible to create a candidate that transcended any particular messianic 

model or expectation. Jesus may not have been prophet, liberator, or king. But that is because he rose 

above such simple messianic paradigms. As the transfiguration proved, Jesus was greater than Elijah 

(the prophet), greater than Moses (the liberator), even greater than David (the king).  

That ŵaǇ haǀe ďeeŶ hoǁ the eaƌlǇ ĐhuƌĐh uŶdeƌstood Jesus͛s ideŶtitǇ. But it does Ŷot appeaƌ to ďe hoǁ 
Jesus himself understood it. After all, in the entire first gospel there exists not a single definitive 

messianic statement from Jesus himself, not even at the very end when he stands before the high priest 

Caiaphas and somewhat passively accepts the title that others keep foisting upon him (Mark 14:62). The 

same is true for the early Q source material, which also contains not a single messianic statement by 

Jesus.  

Perhaps Jesus was loath to take on the multiple expectations the Jews had of the messiah. Perhaps he 

rejected the designation outright. Either way, the fact remains that, especially in Mark, every time 

someone tries to ascribe the title of messiah to him—whether a demon, or a supplicant, or one of the 

disciples, or even God himself—Jesus brushes it off or, at best, accepts it reluctantly and always with a 

caveat.  

However Jesus understood his mission and identity—whether he himself believed he was the messiah—
what the evidence from the earliest gospel suggests is that, for whatever reason, Jesus of Nazareth did 

Ŷot opeŶlǇ ƌefeƌ to hiŵself as ŵessiah. Noƌ, ďǇ the ǁaǇ, did Jesus Đall hiŵself ͞“oŶ of God,͟ aŶotheƌ title 
that otheƌs seeŵ to haǀe asĐƌiďed to hiŵ. ;CoŶtƌaƌǇ to ChƌistiaŶ ĐoŶĐeptioŶs, the title ͞“oŶ of God͟ ǁas 
Ŷot a desĐƌiptioŶ of Jesus͛s filial ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ to God ďut ƌatheƌ the tƌaditioŶal desigŶatioŶ foƌ Isƌael͛s 
kings. Numerous figures are Đalled ͞“oŶ of God͟ iŶ the Biďle, ŶoŶe ŵoƌe ofteŶ thaŶ Daǀid, the gƌeatest 
king—2 Samuel 7:14; Psalms 2:7, 89:26; Isaiah 42:1). Rather, when it came to referring to himself, Jesus 

used an altogether different title, one so enigmatic and unique that for centuries scholars have been 

despeƌatelǇ tƌǇiŶg to figuƌe out ǁhat he Đould haǀe possiďlǇ ŵeaŶt ďǇ it. Jesus Đalled hiŵself ͞the “oŶ of 
MaŶ.͟  

The phƌase ͞the “oŶ of MaŶ͟ ;ho huios tou aŶthƌopou iŶ GƌeekͿ appeaƌs soŵe eightǇ tiŵes iŶ the Neǁ 
Testament, and only once, in a positively operatic passage from the book of Acts, does it occur on the 

lips of anyone other than Jesus. In that passage from Acts, a follower of Jesus named Stephen is about to 



be stoned to death for proclaiming Jesus to be the promised messiah. As an angry crowd of Jews 

encircles him, Stephen has a sudden, rapturous vision in which he looks up to the heavens and sees 

Jesus ǁƌapped iŶ the gloƌǇ of God. ͞Look!͟ “tepheŶ shouts, his aƌŵs thƌust iŶto the aiƌ. ͞I ĐaŶ see the 
heavens opening, and the “oŶ of MaŶ staŶdiŶg at the ƌight haŶd of God͟ ;ϳ:ϱϲͿ. These aƌe the last ǁoƌds 
he utters before the stones begin to fly.  

“tepheŶ͛s distiŶĐtlǇ foƌŵulaiĐ use of the title is pƌoof that ChƌistiaŶs did iŶ faĐt ƌefeƌ to Jesus as the “oŶ 
of Man after his death. But the extreme rarity of the term outside of the gospels, and the fact that it 

never occurs in the letters of Paul, make it unlikely that the Son of Man was a Christological expression 

made up by the early church to describe Jesus. On the contrary, this title, which is so ambiguous, and so 

infrequently found in the Hebrew Scriptures that to this day no one is certain what it actually means, is 

almost certainly one that Jesus gave himself.  

It should be mentioned, of course, that Jesus spoke Aramaic, not Greek, meaning that if the expression 

͞the “oŶ of MaŶ͟ ĐaŶ iŶdeed ďe tƌaĐed ďaĐk to hiŵ, he ǁould haǀe used the phƌase ďaƌ eŶash;aͿ, oƌ 
peƌhaps its Heďƌeǁ eƋuiǀaleŶt, ďeŶ adaŵ, ďoth of ǁhiĐh ŵeaŶ ͞soŶ of a huŵaŶ ďeiŶg.͟ IŶ otheƌ ǁoƌds, 
saǇiŶg ͞soŶ of ŵaŶ͟ iŶ Heďƌeǁ oƌ AƌaŵaiĐ is eƋuiǀaleŶt to saǇiŶg ͞ŵaŶ,͟ ǁhiĐh is eǆaĐtlǇ hoǁ the 
Heďƌeǁ Biďle ŵost ofteŶ uses the teƌŵ: ͞God is Ŷot a ŵaŶ that he should lie; Ŷoƌ is he a soŶ of ŵaŶ 
[ďeŶ adaŵ] that he should ƌepeŶt͟ ;Nuŵďeƌs Ϯϯ:ϭϵͿ.  

A case could be made that this is also how Jesus used the term—as a common Hebrew/Aramaic idiom 

foƌ ͞ŵaŶ.͟ The idioŵatiĐ seŶse is ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ pƌeseŶt iŶ soŵe of the eaƌliest “oŶ of MaŶ saǇiŶgs iŶ Q aŶd 
the gospel of Mark:  

͞Foǆes haǀe holes aŶd ďiƌds of the aiƌ haǀe Ŷests ďut the “oŶ of MaŶ [i.e., ͚a ŵaŶ suĐh as I͛] has Ŷo plaĐe 
to laǇ his head͟ ;Mattheǁ ϴ:ϮϬ | Luke ϵ:ϱϴͿ.  

͞Whoeǀeƌ speaks a ǁoƌd agaiŶst the “oŶ of MaŶ [i.e., ͚aŶǇ ŵaŶ͛] it shall ďe foƌgiǀeŶ of hiŵ; ďut ǁhoeǀeƌ 
speaks against the Holy Spirit shall not be forgiven, neitheƌ iŶ this age Ŷoƌ the oŶe to Đoŵe͟ ;Mattheǁ 
12:32 | Luke 12:10).  

Some have even argued that Jesus deliberately used the expression to emphasize his humanity, that it 

ǁas a ǁaǇ foƌ hiŵ to saǇ, ͞I aŵ a huŵaŶ ďeiŶg [ďaƌ eŶash].͟ Hoǁeǀeƌ, suĐh aŶ eǆplaŶation is predicated 

oŶ the assuŵptioŶ that the people of Jesus͛s tiŵe Ŷeeded to ďe ƌeŵiŶded that he ǁas iŶ faĐt ͞a huŵaŶ 
ďeiŶg,͟ as though that ǁeƌe soŵehoǁ iŶ douďt. It ŵost ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ ǁas Ŷot. ModeƌŶ ChƌistiaŶs ŵaǇ 
consider Jesus to be God incarnate, but such a conception of the messiah is anathema to five thousand 

Ǉeaƌs of Jeǁish sĐƌiptuƌe, thought, aŶd theologǇ. The idea that Jesus͛s audieŶĐe ǁould haǀe Ŷeeded 
ĐoŶstaŶt ƌeŵiŶdiŶg that he ǁas ͞just a ŵaŶ͟ is siŵplǇ ŶoŶseŶsiĐal.  

In any case, while it is true that the Aramaic phrase in its indefinite form (bar enash rather than the 

defiŶite ďaƌ eŶashaͿ ĐaŶ ďe tƌaŶslated as ͞a soŶ of ŵaŶ,͟ oƌ just ͞ŵaŶ,͟ the Gƌeek ǀeƌsioŶ ho huios tou 
aŶthƌopou ĐaŶ oŶlǇ ŵeaŶ ͞the soŶ of ŵaŶ.͟ The diffeƌeŶĐe ďetǁeeŶ the AƌaŵaiĐ and Greek is 

significant and not likely the result of a poor translation by the evangelists. In employing the definite 

form of the phrase, Jesus was using it in a wholly new and unprecedented way: as a title, not as an 

idiom. Simply put, Jesus was not calliŶg hiŵself ͞a soŶ of ŵaŶ.͟ He ǁas ĐalliŶg hiŵself the “oŶ of MaŶ.  

Jesus͛s idiosǇŶĐƌatiĐ use of this ĐƌǇptiĐ phƌase ǁould haǀe ďeeŶ ĐoŵpletelǇ Ŷeǁ to his audieŶĐe. It is 
often assumed that when Jesus spoke of himself as the Son of Man, the Jews knew what he was talking 



aďout. TheǇ did Ŷot. IŶ faĐt, the Jeǁs of Jesus͛s tiŵe had Ŷo uŶified ĐoŶĐeptioŶ of ͞soŶ of ŵaŶ.͟ It is Ŷot 
that the Jews were unfamiliar with the phrase, which would have instantly triggered an array of imagery 

from the books of Ezekiel, Daniel, or the Psalms. It is that they would not have recognized it as a title, 

the way they would have with, say, the Son of God.  

Jesus, too, would have looked to the Hebrew Scriptures to draw his imagery for the Son of Man as a 

distinct individual rather thaŶ as just a ďǇǁoƌd foƌ ͞ŵaŶ.͟ He Đould haǀe used the ďook of Ezekiel, 
ǁheƌeiŶ the pƌophet is ƌefeƌƌed to as ͞soŶ of ŵaŶ͟ ŶeaƌlǇ ŶiŶetǇ tiŵes: ͞[God] said to ŵe, ͚Oh, soŶ of 
ŵaŶ [ďeŶ adaŵ], staŶd oŶ Ǉouƌ feet aŶd I ǁill speak to Ǉou͛ ͟ ;Ezekiel Ϯ:ϭͿ. Yet if there is one thing 

sĐholaƌs agƌee oŶ, it is that the pƌiŵaƌǇ souƌĐe foƌ Jesus͛s paƌtiĐulaƌ iŶteƌpƌetatioŶ of the phƌase Đaŵe 
from the book of Daniel.  

Written during the reign of the Seleucid king Antiochus Epiphanes (175 B.C.E.–164 B.C.E.)—the king who 

thought he was a god—the book of Daniel records a series of apocalyptic visions the prophet claims to 

have had while serving as seer for the Babylonian court. In one of these visions, Daniel sees four 

monstrous beasts rise out of a great sea—each beast representing one of four great kingdoms: Babylon, 

Persia, Medea, and the Greek kingdom of Antiochus. The four beasts are let loose upon the earth to 

plunder and trample upon the cities of men. In the midst of the death and destruction, Daniel sees what 

he desĐƌiďes as ͞the AŶĐieŶt of DaǇs͟ ;GodͿ sittiŶg upoŶ a thƌoŶe ŵade of flaŵes, his Đlothes ǁhite as 
sŶoǁ, the haiƌ oŶ his head like puƌe ǁool. ͞A thousaŶd thousaŶds seƌǀed hiŵ,͟ DaŶiel ǁƌites, ͞aŶd teŶ 
thousaŶd tiŵes teŶ thousaŶd stood atteŶdiŶg hiŵ.͟ The Ancient of Days passes judgment on the beasts, 

killing and burning some with fire, taking dominion and authority away from the rest. Then, as Daniel 

staŶds iŶ aǁe of the speĐtaĐle, he sees ͞oŶe like a soŶ of ŵaŶ [ďaƌ eŶash] ĐoŵiŶg ǁith the Đlouds of 
heaven.͟  

͞He Đaŵe to the AŶĐieŶt of DaǇs aŶd ǁas pƌeseŶted ďefoƌe hiŵ,͟ DaŶiel ǁƌites of this ŵǇsteƌious figuƌe. 
͞AŶd to hiŵ ǁas giǀeŶ doŵiŶioŶ aŶd gloƌǇ aŶd a kiŶgdoŵ, so that all peoples, ŶatioŶs, aŶd laŶguages 
should serve him. His dominion shall be everlastiŶg; it shall Ŷeǀeƌ ďe destƌoǇed͟ ;DaŶiel ϳ:ϭ–14). Thus, 

the ͞oŶe like a soŶ of ŵaŶ,͟ ďǇ ǁhiĐh DaŶiel appeaƌs to ďe ƌefeƌƌiŶg to a distiŶĐt iŶdiǀidual, is giǀeŶ 
sovereignty over the earth and accorded power and authority to rule over all nations and all peoples as 

king.  

DaŶiel aŶd Ezekiel aƌe Ŷot the oŶlǇ ďooks that use ͞soŶ of ŵaŶ͟ to ƌefeƌ to a siŶgulaƌ aŶd speĐifiĐ 
person. The phrase appears in much the same way in the apocryphal books 4 Ezra and 1 Enoch, more 

specifically in the parables section of Enoch popularly called the Similitudes (1 Enoch 37–72). In the 

“iŵilitudes, EŶoĐh has a ǀisioŶ iŶ ǁhiĐh he looks up to heaǀeŶ aŶd sees a peƌsoŶ he desĐƌiďes as ͞the 
soŶ of ŵaŶ to ǁhoŵ ďeloŶgs ƌighteousŶess.͟ He Đalls this figuƌe ͞the ChoseŶ OŶe͟ aŶd suggests that he 

ǁas appoiŶted ďǇ God ďefoƌe ĐƌeatioŶ to Đoŵe doǁŶ to eaƌth aŶd judge huŵaŶitǇ oŶ God͛s ďehalf. He 
will be granted eternal power and kingship over the earth and will pass fiery judgment on the kings of 

this world. The wealthy and the powerful will plead for his mercy, but no mercy shall be shown them. At 

the end of the passage, the reader discovers that this son of man is actually Enoch himself.  

In 4 Ezra, the son-of-ŵaŶ figuƌe ďuƌsts out of the sea, flǇiŶg oŶ ͞the Đlouds of heaǀeŶ.͟ As iŶ DaŶiel aŶd 

EŶoĐh, Ezƌa͛s soŶ of ŵaŶ also Đoŵes to judge the ǁiĐked. Tasked ǁith ƌeĐoŶstitutiŶg the tǁelǀe tƌiďes of 
Isƌael, he ǁill gatheƌ his foƌĐes oŶ MouŶt )ioŶ aŶd destƌoǇ the aƌŵies of ŵeŶ. But ǁhile Ezƌa͛s 
apoĐalǇptiĐ judge appeaƌs as ͞soŵethiŶg like the figuƌe of a ŵaŶ,͟ he is Ŷo ŵeƌe ŵoƌtal. He is a 
pƌeeǆisteŶt ďeiŶg ǁith supeƌŶatuƌal poǁeƌs ǁho shoots fiƌe out his ŵouth to ĐoŶsuŵe God͛s eŶeŵies.  



Both 4 Ezra and the Similitudes of Enoch were written near the end of the first century C.E., after the 

destructioŶ of Jeƌusaleŵ aŶd loŶg afteƌ Jesus͛s death. No douďt these tǁo apoĐƌǇphal teǆts iŶflueŶĐed 
the early Christians, who may have latched on to the more spiritual, preexistent son of man ideal 

desĐƌiďed iŶ theŵ to ƌeiŶteƌpƌet Jesus͛s ŵissioŶ aŶd ideŶtitǇ aŶd help explain why he failed to 

accomplish any of his messianic functions on earth. The gospel of Matthew in particular, which was 

written around the same time as the Similitudes and 4 Ezra, seems to have borrowed a great deal of 

imagery from them, including the ͞thƌoŶe of gloƌǇ͟ upoŶ ǁhiĐh the “oŶ of MaŶ ǁill sit at the eŶd of tiŵe 
;Mattheǁ ϭϵ:Ϯϴ; ϭ EŶoĐh ϲϮ:ϱͿ aŶd the ͞fuƌŶaĐe of fiƌe͟ iŶto ǁhiĐh he ǁill thƌoǁ all eǀildoeƌs ;Mattheǁ 
13:41–42; 1 Enoch 54:3–6)—neither of these phrases appears anywhere else in the New Testament. But 

there is no way that Jesus of Nazareth, who died more than sixty years before either the Similitudes or 4 

Ezra was composed, could have been influenced by either. So while the Enoch/Ezra image of an eternal 

son of man chosen by God fƌoŵ the ďegiŶŶiŶg of tiŵe to judge ŵaŶkiŶd aŶd ƌule oŶ eaƌth oŶ God͛s 
behalf does eventually get transposed upon Jesus (so much so that by the time John writes his gospel, 

the Son of Man is a purely divine figure—the logos—very much like the primal man in 4 Ezra), Jesus 

himself could not have understood the Son of Man in the same way.  

If oŶe aĐĐepts the ĐoŶseŶsus ǀieǁ that Jesus͛s ŵaiŶ, if Ŷot sole, ƌefeƌeŶĐe foƌ the “oŶ of MaŶ ǁas the 
book of Daniel, then one should look to that passage in the gospels iŶ ǁhiĐh Jesus͛s use of the title ŵost 
ĐloselǇ eĐhoes DaŶiel͛s iŶ oƌdeƌ to uŶĐoǀeƌ ǁhat Jesus ŵaǇ haǀe ŵeaŶt ďǇ it. As it happeŶs, this 
particular son-of-ŵaŶ saǇiŶg, ǁhiĐh takes plaĐe Ŷeaƌ the eŶd of Jesus͛s life, is oŶe that ŵost sĐholaƌs 
agree is authentic and traceable to the historical Jesus.  

According to the gospels, Jesus has been dragged before the Sanhedrin to answer the charges made 

against him. As one after another, the chief priests, the elders, and the scribes fling accusations his way, 

Jesus sits impassively, silent, and unresponsive. Finally, the high priest Caiaphas stands and asks Jesus 

diƌeĐtlǇ, ͞Aƌe Ǉou the ŵessiah?͟  

It is here, at the end of the journey that began on the sacred shores of the Jordan River, that the 

messianic secret is finallǇ peeled aǁaǇ aŶd Jesus͛s tƌue Ŷatuƌe seeŵiŶglǇ ƌeǀealed.  

͞I aŵ,͟ Jesus aŶsǁeƌs. 

But then immediately this clearest and most concise statement yet by Jesus of his messianic identity is 

muddied with an ecstatic exhortation, borrowed directly from the book of Daniel, that once again 

thƌoǁs eǀeƌǇthiŶg iŶto ĐoŶfusioŶ: ͞AŶd Ǉou ǁill see the “oŶ of MaŶ seated at the ƌight haŶd of the 
Poǁeƌ, aŶd ĐoŵiŶg ǁith the Đlouds of heaǀeŶ͟ ;Maƌk ϭϰ:ϲϮͿ.  

The fiƌst half of Jesus͛s ƌespoŶse to the high pƌiest is aŶ allusioŶ to the Psalms, in which God promises 

KiŶg Daǀid that he shall sit at his ƌight haŶd, ͞uŶtil I ŵake Ǉouƌ eŶeŵies a footstool foƌ Ǉouƌ feet͟ ;Psalŵ 
ϭϭϬ:ϭͿ. But the phƌase ͞ĐoŵiŶg ǁith the Đlouds of heaǀeŶ͟ is a diƌeĐt ƌefeƌeŶĐe to the soŶ of ŵaŶ of 
DaŶiel͛s vision (Daniel 7:13).  

This is Ŷot the fiƌst tiŵe that Jesus diǀeƌts soŵeoŶe͛s deĐlaƌatioŶ of hiŵ as ŵessiah iŶto a diatƌiďe aďout 
the “oŶ of MaŶ. Afteƌ Peteƌ͛s ĐoŶfessioŶ Ŷeaƌ Caesaƌea Philippi, Jesus fiƌst sileŶĐes hiŵ, theŶ goes oŶ to 
describe how the Son of Man must suffer and be rejected before being killed and rising again three days 

lateƌ ;Maƌk ϴ:ϯϭͿ. Afteƌ the tƌaŶsfiguƌatioŶ, Jesus sǁeaƌs the disĐiples to seĐƌeĐǇ, ďut oŶlǇ uŶtil ͞afteƌ 
the “oŶ of MaŶ is ƌaised fƌoŵ the dead͟ ;Maƌk ϵ:ϵͿ. IŶ ďoth Đases, it is Đleaƌ that Jesus͛s ĐoŶĐeptioŶ of 



the “oŶ of MaŶ is to take pƌeĐedeŶĐe oǀeƌ otheƌ people͛s asseƌtioŶ of his ŵessiaŶiĐ ideŶtitǇ. EǀeŶ at the 
end of his life, when he stands in the presence of his accusers, he is willing to accept the generic title of 

messiah only if it can be made to fit his specific interpretation, à la the book of Daniel, of the Son of 

Man.  

What this suggests is that the keǇ to uŶĐoǀeƌiŶg the ŵessiaŶiĐ seĐƌet, aŶd theƌefoƌe Jesus͛s oǁŶ seŶse 
of self, lies in deciphering his unique iŶteƌpƌetatioŶ of the ͞oŶe like a soŶ of ŵaŶ͟ iŶ DaŶiel. AŶd heƌe is 
where one can come closest to discovering who Jesus thought he was. For while the curious son-of-man 

figure in Daniel is never explicitly identified as messiah, he is clearly and unambiguously called king—one 

who will rule on behalf of God over all peoples on earth. Could that be what Jesus means when he gives 

hiŵself the stƌaŶge title ͞the “oŶ of MaŶ͟? Is he ĐalliŶg hiŵself kiŶg?  

To be sure, Jesus speaks at length about the Son of Man, and often in contradictory terms. He is 

powerful (Mark 14:62) yet suffering (Mark 13:26). He is present on earth (Mark 2:10) yet coming in the 

future (Mark 8:38). He will be rejected by men (Mark 10:33), yet he will judge over them (Mark 14:62). 

He is both ruler (Mark 8:38) and servant (Mark 10:45). But what appears on the surface as a set of 

contradictory statements is in fact fairly consistent with how Jesus describes the Kingdom of God. 

Indeed, the two ideas—the Son of Man and the Kingdom of God—are often linked together in the 

gospels, as though they represent one and the same concept. Both are described in startlingly similar 

terms, and occasionally the two are presented as interchangeable, as when the gospel of Matthew 

changes the famous verse in Mark 9:1—͞I tell Ǉou, theƌe aƌe those heƌe ǁho ǁill Ŷot taste death uŶtil 
theǇ haǀe seeŶ the KiŶgdoŵ of God Đoŵe ǁith poǁeƌ͟—to ͞I tell Ǉou theƌe aƌe those staŶdiŶg heƌe ǁho 
ǁill Ŷot taste death uŶtil theǇ see the “oŶ of MaŶ ĐoŵiŶg iŶ his kiŶgdoŵ͟ ;Mattheǁ ϭϲ:28).  

By replacing one term with the other, Matthew implies that the kingdom belonging to the Son of Man is 

one and the same as the Kingdom of God. And since the Kingdom of God is built upon a complete 

reversal of the present order, wherein the poor become powerful and the meek are made mighty, what 

ďetteƌ kiŶg to ƌule oǀeƌ it oŶ God͛s ďehalf thaŶ oŶe ǁho hiŵself eŵďodies the Ŷeǁ soĐial oƌdeƌ flipped 
on its head? A peasant king. A king with no place to lay his head. A king who came to serve, not to be 

served. A king riding on a donkey.  

When Jesus calls himself the Son of Man, using the description from Daniel as a title, he is making a clear 

statement about how he views his identity and his mission. He is associating himself with the paradigm 

of the DavidiĐ ŵessiah, the kiŶg ǁho ǁill ƌule the eaƌth oŶ God͛s ďehalf, ǁho ǁill gatheƌ the tǁelǀe 
tƌiďes of Isƌael ;iŶ Jesus͛s Đase, thƌough his tǁelǀe apostles, ǁho ǁill ͞sit oŶ tǁelǀe thƌoŶes͟Ϳ aŶd ƌestoƌe 
the nation of Israel to its former glory. He is claiming the saŵe positioŶ as KiŶg Daǀid, ͞at the ƌight haŶd 
of the Poǁeƌ.͟ IŶ shoƌt, he is ĐalliŶg hiŵself kiŶg. He is statiŶg, alďeit iŶ a deliďeƌatelǇ ĐƌǇptiĐ ǁaǇ, that 
his role is not merely to usher in the Kingdom of God through his miraculous actions; it is to rule that 

kiŶgdoŵ oŶ God͛s ďehalf.  

Recognizing the obvious danger of his kingly ambitions and wanting to avoid, if at all possible, the fate of 

the others who dared claim the title, Jesus attempts to restrain all declarations of him as messiah, 

opting instead foƌ the ŵoƌe aŵďiguous, less opeŶlǇ Đhaƌged title ͞the “oŶ of MaŶ.͟ The ŵessiaŶiĐ seĐƌet 
ǁas ďoƌŶ pƌeĐiselǇ fƌoŵ the teŶsioŶ that aƌises ďetǁeeŶ Jesus͛s desiƌe to pƌoŵote his soŶ-of-man 

identity over the messianic title given to him by his followers.  



Regardless of how Jesus viewed himself, the fact remains that he was never able to establish the 

Kingdom of God. The choice for the early church was clear: either Jesus was just another failed messiah, 

oƌ ǁhat the Jeǁs of Jesus͛s tiŵe eǆpeĐted of the ŵessiah was wrong and had to be adjusted. For those 

who fell into the latter camp, the apocalyptic imagery of 1 Enoch and 4 Ezra, both written long after 

Jesus͛s death, paǀed a ǁaǇ foƌǁaƌd, alloǁiŶg the eaƌlǇ ĐhuƌĐh to ƌeplaĐe Jesus͛s uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of 
himself as king and messiah with a new, post–Jewish Revolt paradigm of the messiah as a preexistent, 

pƌedeteƌŵiŶed, heaǀeŶlǇ, aŶd diǀiŶe “oŶ of MaŶ, oŶe ǁhose ͞kiŶgdoŵ͟ ǁas Ŷot of this ǁoƌld.  

But Jesus͛s kiŶgdoŵ—the Kingdom of God—was very much of this world. And while the idea of a poor 

Galilean peasant claiming kingship for himself may seem laughable, it is no more absurd than the kingly 

aŵďitioŶs of Jesus͛s felloǁ ŵessiahs Judas the GalileaŶ, MeŶaheŵ, “iŵoŶ soŶ of Gioƌa, “iŵoŶ soŶ of 
Kochba, and the rest. Like theŵ, Jesus͛s ƌoǇal Đlaiŵs ǁeƌe ďased Ŷot oŶ his poǁeƌ oƌ ǁealth. Like theŵ, 
Jesus had no great army with which to overturn the kingdoms of men, no fleet to sweep the Roman 

seas. The sole weapon he had with which to build the Kingdom of God was the one used by all the 

messiahs who came before or after him, the same weapon used by the rebels and bandits who would 

eventually push the Roman empire out of the city of God: zeal.  

Now, with the festival of Passover at hand—the ĐoŵŵeŵoƌatioŶ of Isƌael͛s liďeƌation from heathen 

rule—Jesus will finally take this message to Jerusalem. Armed with zeal as his weapon, he will directly 

challenge the Temple authorities and their Roman overseers over who truly rules this holy land. But 

though it may be Passover, Jesus will Ŷot ďe eŶteƌiŶg the saĐƌed ĐitǇ as a loǁlǇ pilgƌiŵ. He is Jeƌusaleŵ͛s 
ƌightful kiŶg; he is ĐoŵiŶg to stake his Đlaiŵ to God͛s thƌoŶe. AŶd the oŶlǇ ǁaǇ a kiŶg ǁould eŶteƌ 
Jerusalem is with a praiseful multitude waving palm branches, declaring his victory oǀeƌ God͛s eŶeŵies, 
laǇiŶg theiƌ Đloaks oŶ the ƌoad ďefoƌe hiŵ, shoutiŶg: ͞HosaŶŶa! HosaŶŶa to the “oŶ of Daǀid! Blessed is 
the KiŶg ǁho Đoŵes iŶ the Ŷaŵe of the Loƌd͟ ;Mattheǁ Ϯϭ:ϵ; Maƌk ϭϭ:ϵ–10; Luke 19:38).  

 

Chapter Twelve 

 

 

  

  

No King but Caesar  

He is praying when they finally come for him: an unruly crowd wielding swords, torches, and wooden 

clubs, sent by the chief priests and elders to seize Jesus from his hideout in the Garden of Gethsemane. 

The crowd is not unexpected. Jesus had warned his disciples they would come for him. That is why they 

are hiding in Gethsemane, shrouded in darkness, and armed with swords—just as Jesus had 

commanded. They are ready for a confrontation. But the arresting party knows precisely where to find 

them. They have been tipped off by one of the Twelve, Judas Iscariot, who knows their location and can 

easily identify Jesus. Still, Jesus and his disciples will not be taken easily. One of them draws his sword 

and a brief melee ensues in which a servant of the high priest is injured. Resistance is useless, however, 



and the disciples are forced to abandon their master and flee into the night as Jesus is seized, bound, 

and dragged back to the city to face his accusers.  

They bring him to the courtyard of the high priest Caiaphas, where the chief priests, the scribes, and 

elders—the whole of the Sanhedrin—haǀe gatheƌed. Theƌe, theǇ ƋuestioŶ hiŵ aďout the thƌeats he͛s 
ŵade to the Teŵple, usiŶg his oǁŶ ǁoƌds agaiŶst hiŵ: ͞We heaƌd hiŵ saǇ ͚I ǁill ďƌiŶg doǁŶ this Teŵple 
made with humaŶ haŶds, aŶd iŶ thƌee daǇs I ǁill ďuild aŶotheƌ ŵade Ŷot ǁith haŶds.͛ ͟  

This is a grave accusation. The Temple is the chief civic and religious institution of the Jews. It is the sole 

souƌĐe of the Jeǁish Đult aŶd the pƌiŶĐipal sǇŵďol of ‘oŵe͛s hegeŵoŶǇ over Judea. Even the slightest 

threat to the Temple would instantly arouse the attention of the priestly and Roman authorities. A few 

years earlier, when two zealous rabbis, Judas son of Sepphoraeus and Matthias son of Margalus, shared 

with their students their plans to remove the golden eagle that Herod the Great had placed above the 

Teŵple͛s ŵaiŶ gate, ďoth ƌaďďis aŶd foƌtǇ of theiƌ studeŶts ǁeƌe ƌouŶded up aŶd ďuƌŶed aliǀe.  

Yet Jesus refuses to answer the charges leveled against him, probably because there is no answer to be 

ŵade. Afteƌ all, he has puďliĐlǇ aŶd ƌepeatedlǇ thƌeateŶed the Teŵple of Jeƌusaleŵ, ǀoǁiŶg that ͞Ŷot 
oŶe stoŶe ǁould ďe left upoŶ aŶotheƌ; all ǁill ďe thƌoǁŶ doǁŶ͟ ;Maƌk ϭϯ:ϮͿ. He has ďeeŶ iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ 
only a few days but already he has caused a riot at the Court of Gentiles, violently disrupting the 

Teŵple͛s fiŶaŶĐial tƌaŶsaĐtioŶs. He has ƌeplaĐed the ĐostlǇ ďlood aŶd flesh saĐƌifiĐe ŵaŶdated ďǇ the 
Temple with his free healings and exorcisms. For three years he has raged against the Temple 

pƌiesthood, thƌeateŶiŶg theiƌ pƌiŵaĐǇ aŶd poǁeƌ. He has ĐoŶdeŵŶed the sĐƌiďes aŶd the eldeƌs as ͞a 
ďƌood of ǀipeƌs͟ aŶd pƌoŵised that the KiŶgdoŵ of God ǁould sǁeep aǁaǇ the eŶtiƌe pƌiestlǇ Đlass. His 
very ministry is founded upon the destruction of the present order and the removal from power of every 

single person who now stands in judgment of him. What else is there to say?  

When morning comes, Jesus is bound again and escorted through the rough stone ramparts of the 

Antonia Fortress to appear befoƌe PoŶtius Pilate. As goǀeƌŶoƌ, Pilate͛s Đhief ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ is 
to maintain order on behalf of the emperor. The only reason a poor Jewish peasant and day laborer 

would be brought before him is if he had jeopardized that order. Otherwise there would be no hearing, 

no questions asked, no need for a defense. Pilate, as the histories reveal, was not one for trials. In his 

ten years as governor of Jerusalem, he had sent thousands upon thousands to the cross with a simple 

scratch of his reed pen on a slip of papyrus. The notion that he would even be in the same room as 

Jesus, let aloŶe deigŶ to gƌaŶt hiŵ a ͞tƌial,͟ ďeggaƌs the iŵagiŶatioŶ. Eitheƌ the thƌeat posed ďǇ Jesus to 
the stability of Jerusalem is so great that he is one of only a handful of Jews to have the opportunity to 

stand before Pilate and answer for his alleged crimes, or else the so-called trial before Pilate is a 

fabrication.  

There is reason to suspect the latter. The scene does have an unmistakable air of theater to it. This is the 

fiŶal ŵoŵeŶt iŶ Jesus͛s ŵiŶistƌǇ, the eŶd of a jouƌŶeǇ that ďegaŶ thƌee Ǉeaƌs eaƌlieƌ oŶ the ďaŶks of the 
Jordan River. In the gospel of Mark, Jesus speaks only one other time after his interview with Pilate—
ǁheŶ he is ǁƌithiŶg oŶ the Đƌoss. ͞MǇ God, ŵǇ God, ǁhǇ haǀe Ǉou foƌsakeŶ ŵe?͟ ;Maƌk ϭϱ:ϯϰͿ.  

Yet iŶ Maƌk͛s telliŶg of the stoƌǇ, soŵethiŶg happeŶs ďetǁeeŶ Jesus͛s tƌial ďefoƌe Pilate aŶd his death oŶ 
a cross that is so incredible, so obviously contrived, that it casts suspicion over the entire episode 

leadiŶg up to Jesus͛s ĐƌuĐifiǆioŶ. Pilate, haǀiŶg iŶteƌǀieǁed Jesus aŶd fouŶd hiŵ iŶŶoĐeŶt of all Đhaƌges, 
presents him to the Jews along with a bandit (lestes) named bar Abbas who has been accused of 



murdering Roman guards during an insurrection at the Temple. According to Mark, it was a custom of 

the Roman governor during the feast of Passover to release one prisoner to the Jews, anyone for whom 

they asked. When Pilate asks the crowd which prisoner they would like to have released—Jesus, the 

preacher and traitor to Rome, or bar Abbas, the insurrectionist and murderer—the crowd demands the 

release of the insurrectionist and the crucifixion of the preacher.  

͞WhǇ?͟ Pilate asks, paiŶed at the thought of haǀiŶg to put aŶ iŶŶoĐeŶt Jeǁish peasaŶt to death. ͞What 

eǀil has he doŶe?͟  

But the Đƌoǁd shouts all the loudeƌ foƌ Jesus͛s death. ͞CƌuĐifǇ hiŵ! CƌuĐifǇ hiŵ!͟ ;Maƌk ϭϱ:ϭ–20).  

The scene makes no sense at all. Never mind that outside the gospels there exists not a shred of 

historical evidence for any such Passover custom on the part of any Roman governor. What is truly 

beyond belief is the portrayal of Pontius Pilate—a man renowned for his loathing of the Jews, his total 

disregard for Jewish rituals and customs, and his penchant for absentmindedly signing so many 

execution orders that a formal complaint was lodged against him in Rome—spending even a moment of 

his time pondering the fate of yet another Jewish rabble-rouser.  

Why would Mark have concocted such a patently fictitious scene, one that his Jewish audience would 

immediately have recognized as false? The answer is simple: Mark was not writing for a Jewish 

audieŶĐe. Maƌk͛s audieŶĐe ǁas iŶ ‘oŵe, ǁheƌe he hiŵself ƌesided. His aĐĐouŶt of the life aŶd death of 
Jesus of Nazareth was written mere months after the Jewish Revolt had been crushed and Jerusalem 

destroyed.  

Like the Jews, the early Christians struggled to make sense of the trauma of the Jewish Revolt and its 

afteƌŵath. Moƌe to the poiŶt, theǇ had to ƌeiŶteƌpƌet Jesus͛s ƌeǀolutioŶaƌǇ ŵessage aŶd his self-identity 

as the kingly Son of Man in light of the fact that the Kingdom of God they were awaiting never 

materialized. Scattered across the Roman Empire, it was only natural for the gospel writers to distance 

themselves from the Jewish independence movement by erasing, as much as possible, any hint of 

ƌadiĐalisŵ oƌ ǀioleŶĐe, ƌeǀolutioŶ oƌ zealotƌǇ, fƌoŵ the stoƌǇ of Jesus, aŶd to adapt Jesus͛s ǁoƌds aŶd 
actions to the new political situation in which they found themselves. That task was made somewhat 

easieƌ ďǇ the faĐt that ŵaŶǇ aŵoŶg Jeƌusaleŵ͛s ChƌistiaŶ ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ seeŵ to haǀe sat out the ǁaƌ ǁith 
Rome, viewing it as a welcomed sign of the end times promised by their messiah. According to the third-

century historian Eusebius of Caesarea, a large number of Christians in Jerusalem fled to the other side 

of the JoƌdaŶ ‘iǀeƌ. ͞The people of the ĐhuƌĐh at Jeƌusaleŵ,͟ Euseďius ǁƌote, ͞iŶ aĐĐoƌdaŶĐe ǁith a 
certain oracle that was vouchsafed by way of revelation to approved men there, had been commanded 

to depart fƌoŵ the ĐitǇ ďefoƌe the ǁaƌ, aŶd to iŶhaďit a ĐeƌtaiŶ ĐitǇ of Peƌaea theǇ Đalled Pella.͟ BǇ ŵost 
accounts, the church they left behind was demolished in 70 C.E. and all signs of the first Christian 

community in Jerusalem were buried in a mound of rubble and ash.  

With the Temple in ruins and the Jewish religion made pariah, the Jews who followed Jesus as messiah 

had an easy decision to make: they could either maintain their cultic connections to their parent religion 

aŶd thus shaƌe iŶ ‘oŵe͛s eŶŵitǇ ;‘oŵe͛s enmity toward Christians would peak much later), or they 

could divorce themselves from Judaism and transform their messiah from a fierce Jewish nationalist into 

a pacifistic preacher of good works whose kingdom was not of this world.  



It was not only fear of Roman reprisal that drove these early Christians. With Jerusalem despoiled, 

Christianity was no longer a tiny Jewish sect centered in a predominantly Jewish land surrounded by 

hundreds of thousands of Jews. After 70 C.E., the center of the Christian movement shifted from Jewish 

Jerusalem to the Graeco-Roman cities of the Mediterranean: Alexandria, Corinth, Ephesus, Damascus, 

AŶtioĐh, ‘oŵe. A geŶeƌatioŶ afteƌ Jesus͛s ĐƌuĐifiǆioŶ, his ŶoŶ-Jewish followers outnumbered and 

overshadowed the Jewish ones. By the end of the first century, when the bulk of the gospels were being 

written, Rome—in particular the Roman intellectual elite—had become the primary target of Christian 

evangelism.  

Reaching out to this particular audience required a bit of creativity on the part of the evangelists. Not 

only did all traces of revolutionary zeal have to be removed from the life of Jesus, the Romans had to be 

ĐoŵpletelǇ aďsolǀed of aŶǇ ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ foƌ Jesus͛s death. It ǁas the Jeǁs ǁho killed the ŵessiah. The 
Romans were unwitting pawns of the high priest Caiaphas, who desperately wanted to murder Jesus but 

who did not have the legal means to do so. The high priest duped the Roman governor Pontius Pilate 

into carrying out a tragic miscarriage of justice. Poor Pilate tried everything he could to save Jesus. But 

the Jews cried out for blood, leaving Pilate no choice but to give in to them, to hand Jesus over to be 

crucified. Indeed, the farther each gospel gets from 70 C.E. and the destruction of Jerusalem, the more 

detached aŶd outlaŶdish Pilate͛s ƌole iŶ Jesus͛s death ďeĐoŵes.  

The gospel of Matthew, written in Damascus some twenty years after the Jewish Revolt, paints a picture 

of Pontius Pilate at great pains to set Jesus free. Having been warned by his wife not to have anything to 

do ǁith ͞that iŶŶoĐeŶt ŵaŶ,͟ aŶd ƌeĐogŶiziŶg that the ƌeligious authoƌities aƌe haŶdiŶg Jesus oǀeƌ to 
hiŵ solelǇ ͞out of jealousǇ,͟ Mattheǁ͛s Pilate liteƌallǇ ǁashes his haŶds of aŶǇ ďlaŵe foƌ Jesus͛s death. 
͞I aŵ iŶŶoĐeŶt of this ŵaŶ͛s ďlood,͟ he tells the Jeǁs. ͞“ee to it Ǉouƌselǀes.͟  

IŶ Mattheǁ͛s ƌetelliŶg of Maƌk, the Jeǁs ƌespoŶd to Pilate ͞as a ǁhole͟—that is, as an entire nation (pas 

ho laos)—that theǇ theŵselǀes ǁill aĐĐept the ďlaŵe foƌ Jesus͛s death fƌoŵ this daǇ uŶtil the eŶd of 
time: ͞MaǇ his ďlood ďe oŶ ouƌ heads, aŶd oŶ ouƌ ĐhildƌeŶ!͟ ;Mattheǁ Ϯϳ:ϭ–26).  

Luke, writing in the Greek city of Antioch at around the same time as Matthew, not only confirms 

Pilate͛s guiltlessŶess foƌ Jesus͛s death; he uŶeǆpeĐtedlǇ eǆteŶds that aŵŶestǇ to Heƌod Antipas as well. 

Luke͛s ĐopǇ of Maƌk pƌeseŶts Pilate eǆĐoƌiatiŶg the Đhief pƌiests, the ƌeligious leadeƌs, aŶd the people 
foƌ the aĐĐusatioŶs theǇ haǀe daƌed to leǀel agaiŶst Jesus. ͞You ďƌought this peƌsoŶ to ŵe as oŶe ǁho 
was turning the people away [from the Law]. I have examined him in your presence and found him guilty 

of none of the charges you have brought against him. Neither has Herod, when I sent [Jesus] to him. He 

has doŶe ŶothiŶg ǁoƌthǇ of death͟ ;Luke Ϯϯ:ϭϯ–15). After trying three separate times to dissuade the 

Jews from their bloodlust, Pilate reluctantly consents to their demands and hands Jesus over to be 

crucified.  

Not suƌpƌisiŶglǇ, it is the last of the ĐaŶoŶized gospels that pushes the ĐoŶĐeit of Pilate͛s iŶŶoĐeŶĐe—
aŶd the Jeǁs͛ guilt—to the extreme. In the gospel of John, written in Ephesus sometime after 100 C.E., 

Pilate does everything he can to save the life of this poor Jewish peasant, not because he thinks Jesus is 

guiltless, but because he seems to believe that Jesus may in fact ďe the ͞“oŶ of God.͟ Neǀeƌtheless, 
after struggling in vain against the Jewish authorities to set Jesus free, the ruthless prefect who 

commands legions of troops and who regularly sends them into the streets to slaughter the Jews 

whenever they protest any of his decisions (as he did when the Jews objected to his pilfering of the 



Teŵple tƌeasuƌǇ to paǇ foƌ Jeƌusaleŵ͛s aƋueduĐtsͿ is foƌĐed ďǇ the deŵaŶds of the uŶƌulǇ Đƌoǁd to giǀe 
Jesus up.  

As Pilate hands him over to be crucified, Jesus himself removes all doubt as to who is truly responsible 

foƌ his death: ͞The oŶe ǁho haŶded ŵe oǀeƌ to Ǉou is guiltǇ of a gƌeateƌ siŶ,͟ Jesus tells Pilate, 
personally absolving him of all guilt by laying the blame squarely on the Jewish religious authorities. 

John then adds one final, unforgivable insult to a Jewish nation that, at the time, was on the verge of a 

full-scale insurrection, by attributing to them the most foul, the most blasphemous piece of pure heresy 

that any Jew in first-century Palestine could conceivably utter. When asked by Pilate what he should do 

ǁith ͞theiƌ kiŶg,͟ the Jeǁs ƌeplǇ, ͞We haǀe Ŷo kiŶg ďut Caesaƌ!͟ ;JohŶ ϭϵ:ϭ–16).  

Thus, a stoƌǇ ĐoŶĐoĐted ďǇ Maƌk stƌiĐtlǇ foƌ eǀaŶgelistiĐ puƌposes to shift the ďlaŵe foƌ Jesus͛s death 
away from Rome is stretched with the passage of time to the point of absurdity, becoming in the 

process the basis for two thousand years of Christian anti-Semitism.  

It is, of course, not inconceivable that Jesus would have received a brief audience with the Roman 

governor, but, again, only if the magnitude of his crime warranted special attention. Jesus was no simple 

troublemaker, after all. His provocative entry into Jerusalem trailed by a multitude of devotees declaring 

him king, his act of public disturbance at the Temple, the size of the force that marched into 

Gethsemane to arrest him—all of these indicate that the authorities viewed Jesus of Nazareth as a 

seƌious thƌeat to the staďilitǇ aŶd oƌdeƌ of Judea. “uĐh a ͞ĐƌiŵiŶal͟ ǁould ǀeƌǇ likelǇ haǀe ďeeŶ deeŵed 
ǁoƌthǇ of Pilate͛s attention. But any trial Jesus received would have been brief and perfunctory, its sole 

purpose to officially record the charges for which he was being executed. Hence, the one question that 

Pilate asks Jesus iŶ all fouƌ gospel aĐĐouŶts: ͞Aƌe Ǉou the KiŶg of the Jeǁs?͟  

If the gospel stoƌǇ ǁeƌe a dƌaŵa ;aŶd it isͿ, Jesus͛s aŶsǁeƌ to Pilate͛s ƋuestioŶ ǁould seƌǀe as the Đliŵaǆ 
that uŶfuƌls the stoƌǇ͛s deŶoueŵeŶt: the ĐƌuĐifiǆioŶ. This is the ŵoŵeŶt ǁheŶ the pƌiĐe ŵust ďe paid foƌ 
all that Jesus has said and done over the previous three years: the attacks against the priestly 

authorities, the condemnation of the Roman occupation, the claims of kingly authority. It has all led to 

this inevitable moment of judgment, just as Jesus said it would. From here it will be the cross and the 

tomb.  

AŶd Ǉet peƌhaps Ŷo otheƌ ŵoŵeŶt iŶ Jesus͛s ďƌief life is ŵoƌe opaƋue aŶd iŶaĐĐessiďle to sĐholaƌs thaŶ 
this oŶe. That has paƌtlǇ to do ǁith the ŵultiple tƌaditioŶs upoŶ ǁhiĐh the stoƌǇ of Jesus͛s tƌial aŶd 
crucifixion rely. Recall that while Mark was the first written gospel, it was preceded by blocks of oral and 

ǁƌitteŶ tƌaditioŶs aďout Jesus that ǁeƌe tƌaŶsŵitted ďǇ his eaƌliest folloǁeƌs. OŶe of these ͞ďloĐks͟ has 
already been introduced: the material unique to the gospels of Matthew and Luke that scholars term Q. 

But there is reason to believe that other blocks of traditions existed before the gospel of Mark that dealt 

eǆĐlusiǀelǇ ǁith Jesus͛s death aŶd ƌesuƌƌeĐtioŶ. These so-called passion narratives set up a basic 

sequence of eǀeŶts that the eaƌliest ChƌistiaŶs ďelieǀed oĐĐuƌƌed at the eŶd of Jesus͛s life: the Last 
Supper. The betrayal by Judas Iscariot. The arrest at Gethsemane. The appearance before the high priest 

and Pilate. The crucifixion and the burial. The resurrection three days later.  

This sequence of events did not actually contain a narrative, but was designed strictly for liturgical 

purposes. It was a means for the early Christians to relive the last days of their messiah through ritual 

by, for instance, sharing the same meal he shared with his disciples, praying the same prayers he offered 

iŶ GethseŵaŶe, aŶd so oŶ. Maƌk͛s ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ to the passioŶ Ŷaƌƌatiǀes ǁas his tƌaŶsfoƌŵatioŶ of this 



ritualized sequence of events into a cohesive story about the death of Jesus, which his redactors, 

Matthew and Luke, integrated into their gospels along with their own unique flourishes (John may have 

relied on a separate set of passion narratives for his gospel, since almost none of the details he provides 

about the last days of Jesus match what is found in the Synoptics).  

As ǁith eǀeƌǇthiŶg else iŶ the gospels, the stoƌǇ of Jesus͛s aƌƌest, tƌial, aŶd eǆeĐutioŶ ǁas ǁƌitteŶ foƌ oŶe 
reason and one reason only: to prove that he was the promised messiah. Factual accuracy was 

irrelevant. What mattered was Christology, not history. The gospel writers obviously recognized how 

iŶtegƌal Jesus͛s death ǁas to the ŶasĐeŶt ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ, ďut the stoƌǇ of that death Ŷeeded elaďoƌatiŶg. It 
needed to be slowed down and refocused. It required certain details and embellishments on the part of 

the evangelists. As a result, this final, most significant episode in the story of Jesus of Nazareth is also 

the one most clouded by theological enhancements and flat-out fabrications. The only means the 

modern reader has at his or her disposal to try to retrieve some semblance of historical accuracy in the 

passioŶ Ŷaƌƌatiǀes is to sloǁlǇ stƌip aǁaǇ the theologiĐal oǀeƌlaǇ iŵposed ďǇ the eǀaŶgelists oŶ Jesus͛s 
final days and return to the most primitive version of the story that can be excavated from the gospels. 

And the only way to do that is to start at the end of the story, with Jesus nailed to a cross.  

Crucifixion was a widespread and exceedingly common form of execution in antiquity, one used by 

Persians, Indians, Assyrians, Scythians, Romans, and Greeks. Even the Jews practiced crucifixion; the 

punishment is mentioned numerous times in rabbinic sources. The reason crucifixion was so common is 

because it was so cheap. It could be carried out almost anywhere; all one needed was a tree. The torture 

could last for days without the need for an actual torturer. The procedure of the crucifixion—how the 

victim was hanged—was left completely to the executioner. Some were nailed with their heads 

downward. Some had their private parts impaled. Some were hooded. Most were stripped naked.  

It was Rome that conventionalized crucifixion as a form of state punishment, creating a sense of 

uniformity in the process, particularly when it came to the nailing of the hands and feet to a crossbeam. 

“o ĐoŵŵoŶplaĐe ǁas ĐƌuĐifiǆioŶ iŶ the ‘oŵaŶ Eŵpiƌe that CiĐeƌo ƌefeƌƌed to it as ͞that plague.͟ AŵoŶg 
the ĐitizeŶƌǇ, the ǁoƌd ͞Đƌoss͟ ;ĐƌuǆͿ ďeĐaŵe a populaƌ aŶd paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ ǀulgaƌ tauŶt, akiŶ to ͞go haŶg 
Ǉouƌself.͟  

Yet it would be inaccurate to refer to crucifixion as a death penalty, for it was often the case that the 

victim was first executed, then nailed to a cross. The purpose of crucifixion was not so much to kill the 

criminal as it was to serve as a deterrent to others who might defy the state. For that reason, 

crucifixions were always carried out in public—at crossroads, in theaters, on hills, or on high ground—
anywhere where the population had no choice but to bear witness to the gruesome scene. The criminal 

was always left hanging long after he had died; the crucified were almost never buried. Because the 

entire point of the crucifixion was to humiliate the victim and frighten the witnesses, the corpse would 

be left where it hung to be eaten by dogs and picked clean by the birds of prey. The bones would then 

ďe thƌoǁŶ oŶto a heap of tƌash, ǁhiĐh is hoǁ Golgotha, the plaĐe of Jesus͛s ĐƌuĐifiǆioŶ, eaƌŶed its Ŷaŵe: 
the place of skulls. Simply put, crucifixion was more than a capital punishment for Rome; it was a public 

reminder of what happens when one challenges the empire. That is why it was reserved solely for the 

most extreme political crimes: treason, rebellion, sedition, banditry.  

If one knew nothing else about Jesus of Nazareth save that he was crucified by Rome, one would know 

practically all that was needed to uncover who he was, what he was, and why he ended up nailed to a 



cross. His offense, in the eyes of Rome, is self-evident. It was etched upon a plaque and placed above his 

head for all to see: Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews. His crime was daring to assume kingly ambitions.  

The gospels testify that Jesus was crucified alongside other lestai, or bandits: revolutionaries, just like 

him. Luke, obviously uncomfortable with the implications of the term, changes lestai to kakourgoi, or 

͞eǀildoeƌs.͟ But tƌǇ as he ŵight, Luke ĐaŶŶot aǀoid the ŵost ďasiĐ faĐt aďout his ŵessiah: Jesus ǁas 
executed by the Roman state for the crime of sedition. Everything else about the last days of Jesus of 

Nazareth must be interpreted through this singular, stubborn fact.  

So, then, one can dismiss the theatrical trial before Pilate as pure fantasy for all the reasons stated 

above. If Jesus did in fact appear before Pilate, it would have been brief and, for Pilate, utterly 

forgettable. The governor may not have bothered to look up from his logbook long enough to register 

Jesus͛s faĐe, let aloŶe eŶgage iŶ a leŶgthǇ ĐoŶǀeƌsatioŶ ǁith hiŵ aďout the ŵeaŶiŶg of tƌuth.  

He ǁould haǀe asked his oŶe ƋuestioŶ: ͞Aƌe Ǉou the KiŶg of the Jeǁs?͟ He ǁould haǀe ƌegisteƌed Jesus͛s 
answer. He would have logged the crime. And he would have sent Jesus on his way to join the countless 

others dying or already dead up on Golgotha.  

Even the earlier trial before the Sanhedrin must be reexamined in the light of the cross. The story of that 

trial, as it is presented in the gospels, is full of contradictions and inconsistencies, but the general outline 

is as follows: Jesus is arrested at night, on the eve of the Sabbath, during the festival of Passover. He is 

brought under cover of darkness to the courtyard of the high priest, where the members of the 

Sanhedrin await him. At once, a group of witnesses appear and testify that Jesus has made threats 

against the Temple of Jerusalem. When Jesus refuses to answer these accusations, the high priest asks 

hiŵ diƌeĐtlǇ ǁhetheƌ he is the ŵessiah. Jesus͛s aŶsǁeƌ ǀaƌies iŶ all fouƌ gospels, ďut it alǁaǇs iŶĐludes a 
declaration of himself as the Son of Man. The declaration infuriates the high priest, who immediately 

charges Jesus with blasphemy, the punishment for which is death. The next morning, the Sanhedrin 

hands Jesus over to Pilate to be crucified.  

The problems with this scene are too numerous to count. The trial before the Sanhedrin violates nearly 

every requirement laid down by Jewish law for a legal proceeding. The Mishnah is adamant on this 

subject. The Sanhedrin is not permitted to meet at night. It is not permitted to meet during Passover. It 

is not permitted to meet on the eve of the Sabbath. It is certainly not permitted to meet so casually in 

the courtyard (aule) of the high priest, as Matthew and Mark claim. And it must begin with a detailed list 

of why the accused is innocent before any witnesses are allowed to come forth. The argument that the 

trial rules laid down by the rabbis in the Mishnah did not apply in the the thirties, when Jesus was tried, 

falls flat when one remembers that the gospels were also not written in the thirties. The social, religious, 

aŶd politiĐal ĐoŶteǆt foƌ the Ŷaƌƌatiǀe of Jesus͛s tƌial ďefoƌe the Sanhedrin was post–70 C.E. rabbinic 

Judaism: the era of the Mishnah. At the very least, what these flagrant inaccuracies demonstrate is the 

eǀaŶgelists͛ eǆtƌeŵelǇ pooƌ gƌasp of Jeǁish laǁ aŶd “aŶhedƌiŶ pƌaĐtiĐe. That aloŶe should Đast douďt oŶ 
the historicity of the trial before Caiaphas.  

Even if one excuses all of the above violations, the most troublesome aspect of the Sanhedrin trial is its 

ǀeƌdiĐt. If the high pƌiest did iŶ faĐt ƋuestioŶ Jesus aďout his ŵessiaŶiĐ aŵďitioŶs, aŶd if Jesus͛s aŶsǁeƌ 
did sigŶifǇ ďlaspheŵǇ, theŶ the Toƌah Đould Ŷot ďe Đleaƌeƌ aďout the puŶishŵeŶt: ͞The oŶe ǁho 
blasphemes the name of the Lord shall surely be put to death: the congregation shall stone him to 

death͟ ;LeǀitiĐus Ϯϰ:ϭϲͿ. That is the puŶishŵeŶt iŶfliĐted upoŶ “tephen for his blasphemy when he calls 



Jesus the Son of Man (Acts 7:1–60). Stephen is not transferred to Roman authorities to answer for his 

crime; he is stoned to death on the spot. It may be true that under the Roman imperium, the Jews did 

not have the authority to execute criminals (though that did not stop them from killing Stephen). But 

one cannot lose sight of the fundamental fact with which we began: Jesus is not stoned to death by the 

Jews for blasphemy; he is crucified by Rome for sedition.  

Just as theƌe ŵaǇ ďe a keƌŶel of tƌuth iŶ the stoƌǇ of Jesus͛s tƌial ďefoƌe Pilate, theƌe ŵaǇ also ďe a 
kernel of truth in the story of the Sanhedrin trial. The Jewish authorities arrested Jesus because they 

viewed him both as a threat to their control of the Temple and as a menace to the social order of 

Jerusalem, which under their agreement with Rome they were responsible for maintaining. Because the 

Jewish authorities technically had no jurisdiction in capital cases, they handed Jesus over to the Romans 

to answer for his seditious teachings. The personal relationship between Pilate and Caiaphas may have 

facilitated the transfer, but the Roman authorities surely needed little convincing to put yet another 

Jewish insurrectionist to death. Pilate dealt with Jesus the way he dealt with all threats to the social 

order: he sent him to the cross. No trial was held. No trial was necessary. It was Passover, after all, 

always a time of heightened tensions in Jerusalem. The city was bursting at its seams with pilgrims. Any 

hint of trouble had to be immediately addressed. And whatever else Jesus may have been, he was 

certainly trouble.  

With his Đƌiŵe ƌeĐoƌded iŶ Pilate͛s logďook, Jesus ǁould haǀe ďeeŶ led out of the AŶtoŶia Foƌtƌess aŶd 
taken to the courtyard, where he would be stripped naked, tied to a stake, and savagely scourged, as 

was the custom for all those sentenced to the cross. The Romans would then have placed a crossbeam 

behind the nape of his neck and hooked his arms back over it—again, as was the custom—so that the 

messiah who had promised to remove the yoke of occupation from the necks of the Jews would himself 

be yoked like an animal led to slaughter.  

As with all those condemned to crucifixion, Jesus would have been forced to carry the crossbeam 

himself to a hill situated outside the walls of Jerusalem, directly on the road leading into the city gates—
perhaps the same road he had used a few days earlier to enter the city as its rightful king. This way, 

every pilgrim entering Jerusalem for the holy festivities would have no choice but to bear witness to his 

suffering, to be reminded of what happens to those who defy the rule of Rome. The crossbeam would 

ďe attaĐhed to a sĐaffold oƌ post, aŶd Jesus͛s ǁƌists aŶd aŶkles ǁould ďe Ŷailed to the stƌuĐtuƌe ǁith 
three iron spikes. A heave, and the cross would be lifted to the vertical. Death would not have taken 

loŶg. IŶ a feǁ shoƌt houƌs, Jesus͛s luŶgs ǁould haǀe tiƌed, aŶd ďƌeathiŶg ďeĐoŵe iŵpossiďle to sustaiŶ.  

That is how, on a bald hill covered in crosses, beset by the cries and moans of agony from hundreds of 

dying criminals, as a murder of crows circled eagerly over his head waiting for him to breathe his last, 

the messiah known as Jesus of Nazareth would have met the same ignominious end as every other 

messiah who came before or after him.  

Except that unlike those other messiahs, this one would not be forgotten. 

 

 

PART III  



 

 

 

Blow a trumpet in Zion; 

raise a shout on my holy mountain! 

Let all the inhabitants of the land tremble,  

for the day of the Lord is coming,  

it is near; 

a day of darkness and gloom,  

a day of clouds and thick darkness.  

JOEL 2:1–2 

 

Prologue 

 

 

  

  

God Made Flesh  

Stephen—he who was stoned to death by an angry mob of Jews for blasphemy—ǁas the fiƌst of Jesus͛s 
followers to be killed after the crucifixion, though he would not be the last. It is curious that the first 

ŵaŶ ŵaƌtǇƌed foƌ ĐalliŶg Jesus ͞Chƌist͟ did Ŷot hiŵself kŶoǁ Jesus of Nazaƌeth. “tepheŶ ǁas Ŷot a 
disciple, after all. He never met the Galilean peasant and day laborer who claimed the throne of the 

Kingdom of God. He did not walk with Jesus or talk to him. He was not part of the ecstatic crowd that 

welcomed Jesus into Jerusalem as its rightful ruler. He took no part in the disturbance at the Temple. He 

was not there when Jesus was arrested and charged with sedition. He did not watch Jesus die.  

Stephen did not hear about Jesus of Nazareth until after his crucifixion. A Greek-speaking Jew who lived 

in one of the many Hellenistic provinces outside the Holy Land, Stephen had come to Jerusalem on 

pilgrimage, along with thousands of other Diaspora Jews just like him. He was probably presenting his 

sacrifice to the Temple priests when he spied a band of mostly Galilean farmers and fishermen 

wandering about the Court of Gentiles, preaching about a simple Nazarean whom they called messiah.  

By itself, such a spectacle would not have been unusual in Jerusalem, certainly not during the festivals 

and feast days, when Jews from all over the Roman Empire flocked to the sacred city to make their 

Temple offerings. Jerusalem was the center of spiritual activity for the Jews, the cultic heart of the 



Jewish nation. Every sectarian, every fanatic, every zealot, messiah, and self-proclaimed prophet, 

eventually made his way to Jerusalem to missionize or admonish, to offeƌ God͛s ŵeƌĐǇ oƌ ǁaƌŶ of God͛s 
wrath. The festivals in particular were an ideal time for these schismatics to reach as wide and 

international an audience as possible.  

So when Stephen saw the gaggle of hirsute men and ragged women huddled beneath a portico in the 

Teŵple͛s outeƌ Đouƌt—simple provincials who had sold their possessions and given the proceeds to the 

poor; who held all things in common and owned nothing themselves save their tunics and sandals—he 

probably did not pay much attention at first. He may have pricked up his ears at the suggestion that 

these particular schismatics followed a messiah who had already been killed (crucified, no less!). He may 

haǀe ďeeŶ astoŶished to leaƌŶ that, despite the uŶalteƌaďle faĐt that Jesus͛s death ďǇ definition 

disqualified him as liberator of Israel, his followers still called him messiah. But even that would not have 

ďeeŶ ĐoŵpletelǇ uŶheaƌd of iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ. Weƌe Ŷot JohŶ the Baptist͛s folloǁeƌs still pƌeaĐhiŶg aďout 
their late master, still baptizing Jews in his name?  

What tƌulǇ ǁould haǀe Đaught “tepheŶ͛s atteŶtioŶ ǁas the staggeƌiŶg Đlaiŵ ďǇ these Jeǁs that, uŶlike 
every other criminal crucified by Rome, their messiah was not left on the cross for his bones to be 

picked clean by the greedy birds Stephen had seen circling above Golgotha when he entered the gates 

of Jerusalem. No, the corpse of this particular peasant—this Jesus of Nazareth—had been brought down 

from the cross and placed in an extravagant rock-hewn tomb fit for the wealthiest of men in Judea. 

More remarkable still, his followers claimed that three days after their messiah had been placed in the 

ƌiĐh ŵaŶ͛s toŵď, he Đaŵe ďaĐk to life. God ƌaised hiŵ up agaiŶ, fƌeed hiŵ fƌoŵ death͛s gƌip. The 
spokesman of the group, a fisherman from Capernaum called Simon Peter, swore that he witnessed this 

resurrection with his own eyes, as did many others among them.  

To be clear, this was not the resurrection of the dead that the Pharisees expected at the end of days and 

the Sadducees denied. This was not the gravestones cracking open and the earth coughing up the buried 

masses, as the prophet Isaiah had envisioned (Isaiah 26:19). This had nothing to do with the rebirth of 

the ͞House of Isƌael͟ foƌetold ďǇ the pƌophet Ezekiel, ǁheƌeiŶ God ďƌeathes Ŷeǁ life into the dry bones 

of the nation (Ezekiel 37). This was a lone individual, dead and buried in rock for days, suddenly rising up 

and walking out of his tomb of his own accord, not as a spirit or ghost, but as a man of flesh and blood.  

Nothing quite like what these followers of Jesus were contending existed at the time. Ideas about the 

resurrection of the dead could be found among the ancient Egyptians and Persians, of course. The 

Greeks believed in the immortality of the soul, though not of the body. Some gods—for instance, 

Osiris—were thought to have died and risen again. Some men—Julius Caesar, Caesar Augustus—became 

gods after they died. But the concept of an individual dying and rising again, in the flesh, into a life 

everlasting was extremely rare in the ancient world and practically nonexistent in Judaism.  

And yet what the followers of Jesus were arguing was not only that he rose from the dead, but that his 

resurrection confirmed his status as messiah, an extraordinary claim without precedent in Jewish 

history. Despite two millennia of Christian apologetics, the fact is that belief in a dying and rising 

messiah simply did not exist in Judaism. In the entirety of the Hebrew Bible there is not a single passage 

of scripture or prophecy about the promised messiah that even hints of his ignominious death, let alone 

his ďodilǇ ƌesuƌƌeĐtioŶ. The pƌophet Isaiah speaks of aŶ eǆalted ͞suffeƌiŶg seƌǀaŶt͟ ǁho ǁould ďe 
͞stƌiĐkeŶ foƌ the tƌaŶsgƌessioŶs of [God͛s] people͟ ;Isaiah ϱϮ:ϭϯ–53:12). But Isaiah never identifies this 

nameless servant as the messiah, nor does he claim that the stricken servant rose from the dead. The 



pƌophet DaŶiel ŵeŶtioŶs ͞aŶ aŶoiŶted oŶe͟ ;i.e., ŵessiahͿ ǁho ͞shall ďe Đut off aŶd shall haǀe ŶothiŶg͟ 
;DaŶiel ϳ:ϮϲͿ. But DaŶiel͛s aŶoiŶted is Ŷot killed; he is ŵeƌelǇ deposed ďǇ a ͞pƌiŶĐe ǁho is to Đoŵe.͟ It 
ŵaǇ ďe tƌue that, ĐeŶtuƌies afteƌ Jesus͛s death, ChƌistiaŶs ǁould iŶteƌpƌet these ǀeƌses iŶ suĐh a ǁaǇ as 
to help ŵake seŶse of theiƌ ŵessiah͛s failuƌe to aĐĐoŵplish aŶǇ of the ŵessiaŶiĐ tasks expected of him. 

But the Jeǁs of Jesus͛s tiŵe had Ŷo ĐoŶĐeptioŶ ǁhatsoeǀeƌ of a ŵessiah ǁho suffeƌs aŶd dies. TheǇ 
were awaiting a messiah who triumphs and lives.  

What Jesus͛s folloǁeƌs ǁeƌe pƌoposiŶg ǁas a ďƌeathtakiŶglǇ ďold ƌedefiŶitioŶ, Ŷot just of the messianic 

prophecies but of the very nature and function of the Jewish messiah. The fisherman, Simon Peter, 

displaying the reckless confidence of one unschooled and uninitiated in the scriptures, even went so far 

as to argue that King David himself had pƌophesied Jesus͛s ĐƌuĐifiǆioŶ aŶd ƌesuƌƌeĐtioŶ iŶ oŶe of his 
Psalŵs. ͞BeiŶg a pƌophet, aŶd kŶoǁiŶg God had sǁoƌŶ aŶ oath to hiŵ that the fƌuit of his loiŶs, of his 
flesh, ǁould ďe ƌaised as the ŵessiah to ďe seated oŶ his thƌoŶe,͟ Peteƌ told the pilgƌiŵs gathered at the 

Teŵple, ͞Daǀid, foƌeseeiŶg [Jesus], spoke of the ƌesuƌƌeĐtioŶ of the ŵessiah, saǇiŶg that ͚his soul ǁas 
Ŷot left iŶ Hades, Ŷoƌ did his flesh see ĐoƌƌuptioŶ͛ ͟ ;AĐts Ϯ:ϯϬ–31).  

Had Stephen been knowledgeable about the sacred texts, had he been a scribe or a scholar saturated in 

the scriptures, had he simply been an inhabitant of Jerusalem, for whom the sound of the Psalms 

cascading from the Temple walls would have been as familiar as the sound of his own voice, he would 

have known immediatelǇ that KiŶg Daǀid Ŷeǀeƌ said aŶǇ suĐh thiŶg aďout the ŵessiah. The ͞pƌopheĐǇ͟ 
Peter speaks of was a Psalm David sang about himself: 

Therefore my heart is glad, and my honor rejoices; 

my body also dwells secure. 

For you did not forsake my soul to Sheol [the uŶdeƌǁoƌld oƌ ͞Hades͟],  

or allow your godly one to see the Pit. 

[Rather] you taught me the way of life; 

in your presence there is an abundance of joy, 

in your right hand there is eternal pleasure. 

PSALMS 16:9–11  

But—and here lies the key to understandiŶg the dƌaŵatiĐ tƌaŶsfoƌŵatioŶ that took plaĐe iŶ Jesus͛s 
message after his death—Stephen was not a scribe or scholar. He was not an expert in the scriptures. He 

did not live in Jerusalem. As such, he was the perfect audience for this new, innovative, and thoroughly 

unorthodox interpretation of the messiah being peddled by a group of illiterate ecstatics whose 

certainty in their message was matched only by the passion with which they preached it.  

“tepheŶ ĐoŶǀeƌted to the Jesus ŵoǀeŵeŶt shoƌtlǇ afteƌ Jesus͛s death. As with most converts from the 

distant Diaspora, he would have abandoned his hometown, sold his possessions, pooled his resources 

into the community, and made a home for himself in Jerusalem, under the shadow of the Temple walls. 

Although he would spend only a brief time as a member of the new community—perhaps a year or 

two—his violent death soon after his conversion would forever enshrine his name in the annals of 

Christian history.  



The story of that celebrated death can be found in the book of Acts, which chronicles the first few 

decades of the Jesus movement after the crucifixion. The evangelist Luke, who allegedly composed the 

ďook as a seƋuel to his gospel, pƌeseŶts “tepheŶ͛s stoŶiŶg as a ǁateƌshed ŵoǀeŵeŶt iŶ the eaƌlǇ histoƌǇ 
of the church. “tepheŶ is Đalled a ŵaŶ ͞full of gƌaĐe aŶd poǁeƌ [ǁho] did gƌeat ǁoŶdeƌs aŶd sigŶs 
aŵoŶg the people͟ ;AĐts ϲ:ϴͿ. His speeĐh aŶd ǁisdoŵ, Luke Đlaiŵs, ǁeƌe so poǁeƌful that feǁ Đould 
staŶd agaiŶst hiŵ. IŶ faĐt, “tepheŶ͛s speĐtaĐulaƌ death iŶ the ďook of AĐts becomes, for Luke, a coda to 

Jesus͛s passioŶ Ŷaƌƌatiǀe; Luke͛s gospel, aloŶe aŵoŶg the “ǇŶoptiĐs, tƌaŶsfeƌs to “tepheŶ͛s ͞tƌial͟ the 
accusation made against Jesus that he had threatened to destroy the Temple.  

͞This ŵaŶ [“tepheŶ] Ŷeǀeƌ Đeases ďlaspheŵiŶg agaiŶst this holǇ plaĐe [the Teŵple] aŶd the laǁ,͟ a gaŶg 
of stone-ǁieldiŶg ǀigilaŶtes Đƌies out. ͞We haǀe heaƌd hiŵ saǇ that Jesus of Nazaƌeth ǁill deŵolish this 
plaĐe aŶd ǁill ĐhaŶge the Đustoŵs that Moses haŶded doǁŶ to us͟ ;AĐts ϲ:ϭϯ–14).  

Luke also provides Stephen with the self-defense that Jesus never received in his gospel. In a long and 

rambling diatribe before the mob, Stephen summarizes nearly all of Jewish history, starting with 

Abraham and ending with Jesus. The speech, which is obviously Luke͛s ĐƌeatioŶ, is ƌiddled ǁith the ŵost 
basic errors: it misidentifies the burial site of the great patriarch Jacob, and it inexplicably claims that an 

angel gave the law to Moses when even the most uneducated Jew in Palestine would have known it was 

God himself ǁho gaǀe Moses the laǁ. Hoǁeǀeƌ, the speeĐh͛s tƌue sigŶifiĐaŶĐe Đoŵes Ŷeaƌ the eŶd, 
ǁheŶ iŶ a fit of eĐstasǇ, “tepheŶ looks up to the heaǀeŶs aŶd sees ͞the “oŶ of MaŶ staŶdiŶg at the ƌight 
haŶd of God͟ ;AĐts ϳ:ϱϲͿ.  

The image seems to have been a favorite of the early Christian community. Mark, yet another Greek-

speakiŶg Jeǁ fƌoŵ the Diaspoƌa, has Jesus saǇ soŵethiŶg siŵilaƌ to the high pƌiest iŶ his gospel: ͞AŶd 
Ǉou ǁill see the “oŶ of MaŶ seated at the ƌight haŶd of the Poǁeƌ͟ ;Maƌk ϭϰ:ϲϮͿ, ǁhiĐh is then picked 

up by Matthew and Luke—two more Greek-speaking Diaspora Jews—in their own accounts. But 

whereas Jesus in the Synoptics is directly quoting Psalm 110 so as to draw a connection between himself 

aŶd KiŶg Daǀid, “tepheŶ͛s speeĐh iŶ AĐts ĐoŶsĐiouslǇ ƌeplaĐes the phƌase ͞the ƌight haŶd of the Poǁeƌ͟ 
ǁith ͞the ƌight haŶd of God.͟ Theƌe is a ƌeasoŶ foƌ the ĐhaŶge. IŶ aŶĐieŶt Isƌael, the ƌight haŶd ǁas a 
sǇŵďol of poǁeƌ aŶd authoƌitǇ; it sigŶified a positioŶ of eǆaltatioŶ. “ittiŶg ͞at the ƌight haŶd of God͟ 
ŵeaŶs shaƌiŶg iŶ God͛s gloƌǇ, ďeiŶg oŶe ǁith God iŶ hoŶoƌ aŶd esseŶĐe. As Thoŵas AƋuiŶas ǁƌote, ͞to 
sit oŶ the ƌight haŶd of the Fatheƌ is ŶothiŶg else thaŶ to shaƌe iŶ the gloƌǇ of the Godhead … [Jesus] sits 
at the right hand of the Father, because He has the saŵe Natuƌe as the Fatheƌ.͟  

IŶ otheƌ ǁoƌds, “tepheŶ͛s “oŶ of MaŶ is Ŷot the kiŶglǇ figuƌe of DaŶiel ǁho Đoŵes ͞ǁith the Đlouds of 
heaǀeŶ.͟ He does Ŷot estaďlish his kiŶgdoŵ oŶ eaƌth ͞so that all peoples, ŶatioŶs, aŶd laŶguages should 
seƌǀe hiŵ͟ ;Daniel 7:1–ϭϰͿ. He is Ŷot eǀeŶ the ŵessiah aŶǇ loŶgeƌ. The “oŶ of MaŶ, iŶ “tepheŶ͛s ǀisioŶ, 
is a preexistent, heavenly being whose kingdom is not of this world; who stands at the right hand of 

God, equal in glory and honor; who is, in form and substance, God made flesh.  

That is all it takes for the stones to start flying. 

Understand that there can be no greater blasphemy for a Jew than what Stephen suggests. The claim 

that an individual died and rose again into eternal life may have been unprecedented in Judaism. But the 

pƌesuŵptioŶ of a ͞god-ŵaŶ͟ ǁas siŵplǇ aŶatheŵa. What “tepheŶ Đƌies out iŶ the ŵidst of his death 
throes is nothing less than the launch of a wholly new religion, one radically and irreconcilably divorced 

fƌoŵ eǀeƌǇthiŶg “tepheŶ͛s oǁŶ ƌeligion had ever posited about the nature of God and man and the 



relationship of the one to the other. One can say that it was not only Stephen who died that day outside 

the gates of Jerusalem. Buried with him under the rubble of stones is the last trace of the historical 

person known as Jesus of Nazareth. The story of the zealous Galilean peasant and Jewish nationalist 

who donned the mantle of messiah and launched a foolhardy rebellion against the corrupt Temple 

priesthood and the vicious Roman occupation comes to an abrupt end, not with his death on the cross, 

nor with the empty tomb, but at the first moment one of his followers dares suggest he is God.  

Stephen was martyred sometime between 33 and 35 C.E. Among those in the crowd who countenanced 

his stoning was a pious young Pharisee from a wealthy Roman city on the Mediterranean Sea called 

Tarsus. His name was Saul, and he was a true zealot: a fervent follower of the Law of Moses who had 

burnished a reputation for violently suppressing blasphemies such as StepheŶ͛s. AƌouŶd ϰϵ C.E., a ŵeƌe 
fifteen years after he gladly watched Stephen die, this same fanatical Pharisee, now an ardent Christian 

convert renamed Paul, would write a letter to his friends in the Greek city of Philippi in which he 

unambiguously, and without ƌeseƌǀatioŶ, Đalls Jesus of Nazaƌeth God. ͞He ǁas iŶ the foƌŵ of God,͟ Paul 
ǁƌote, though he ǁas ͞ďoƌŶ iŶ the likeŶess of ŵaŶ͟ ;PhilippiaŶs Ϯ:ϲ–7).  

How could this have happened? How could a failed messiah who died a shameful death as a state 

criminal be transformed, in the span of a few years, into the creator of the heavens and the earth: God 

incarnate?  

The answer to that question relies on recognizing this one rather remarkable fact: practically every word 

ever written about Jesus of Nazareth, including every gospel story in Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, 

was written by people who, like Stephen and Paul, never actually knew Jesus when he was alive (recall 

that, with the possible exception of Luke, the gospels were not written by those after whom they were 

named). Those who did know Jesus—those who followed him into Jerusalem as its king and helped him 

ĐleaŶse the Teŵple iŶ God͛s Ŷaŵe, ǁho ǁeƌe theƌe ǁheŶ he ǁas aƌƌested aŶd ǁho ǁatĐhed hiŵ die a 
lonely death—played a surprisingly small role in defining the movement Jesus left behind. The members 

of Jesus͛s faŵilǇ, aŶd espeĐiallǇ his ďƌotheƌ Jaŵes, ǁho ǁould lead the ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ iŶ Jesus͛s aďseŶĐe, 
were certainly influential in the decades after the crucifixion. But they were hampered by their decision 

to remain more or less ensconced in Jerusalem waiting for Jesus to return, until they and their 

ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ, like ŶeaƌlǇ eǀeƌǇoŶe else iŶ the holǇ ĐitǇ, ǁeƌe aŶŶihilated ďǇ Titus͛s aƌŵǇ iŶ ϳϬ C.E. The 
apostles who were tasked by Jesus to spread his message did leave Jerusalem and fan out across the 

land bearing the good news. But they were severely limited by their inability to theologically expound on 

the new faith or compose instructive narratives about the life and death of Jesus. These were farmers 

and fishermen, after all; they could neither read nor write.  

The task of defiŶiŶg Jesus͛s ŵessage fell iŶstead to a Ŷeǁ Đƌop of eduĐated, uƌďaŶized, Gƌeek-speaking 

Diaspora Jews who would become the primary vehicles for the expansion of the new faith. As these 

extraordinary men and women, many of them immersed in Greek philosophy and Hellenistic thought, 

ďegaŶ to ƌeiŶteƌpƌet Jesus͛s ŵessage so as to ŵake it ŵoƌe palataďle ďoth to theiƌ felloǁ Gƌeek-

speaking Jews and to their gentile neighbors in the Diaspora, they gradually transformed Jesus from a 

revolutionary zealot to a Romanized demigod, from a man who tried and failed to free the Jews from 

Roman oppression to a celestial being wholly uninterested in any earthly matter.  

This transformation did not occur without conflict or difficulty. The original Aramaic-speaking followers 

of Jesus, including the members of his family and the remnants of the Twelve, openly clashed with the 

Greek-speakiŶg Diaspoƌa Jeǁs ǁheŶ it Đaŵe to the ĐoƌƌeĐt uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of Jesus͛s ŵessage. The 



discord between the two groups resulted in the emergence of two distinct and competing camps of 

ChƌistiaŶ iŶteƌpƌetatioŶ iŶ the deĐades afteƌ the ĐƌuĐifiǆioŶ: oŶe ĐhaŵpioŶed ďǇ Jesus͛s ďƌotheƌ, Jaŵes; 
the other promoted by the former Pharisee, Paul. As we shall see, it would be the contest between 

these two bitter and openly hostile adversaries that, more than anything else, would shape Christianity 

as the global religion we know today.  

 

Chapter Thirteen 

 

 

  

  

If Christ Has Not Been Risen  

It was, the gospels say, the sixth hour of the day—thƌee o͛ĐloĐk iŶ the afteƌŶooŶ—on the day before the 

Sabbath when Jesus of Nazareth breathed his last. According to the gospel of Mark, a crowning darkness 

came over the whole of the earth, as though all creation had paused to bear witness to the death of this 

simple Nazarean, scourged and executed for calling himself King of the Jews. At the ninth hour, Jesus 

suddeŶlǇ Đƌied out, ͞MǇ God, ŵǇ God, ǁhǇ haǀe Ǉou foƌsakeŶ ŵe?͟ “oŵeoŶe soaked a spoŶge iŶ souƌ 
wine and raised it to his lips to ease his suffering. Finally, no longer able to bear the heaving pressure on 

his lungs, Jesus lifted his head to the sky and, with a loud, agonized cry, gave up his spirit.  

Jesus͛s eŶd ǁould haǀe ďeeŶ sǁift aŶd uŶŶotiĐed ďǇ all, save, perhaps, for the handful of female 

disciples who stood weeping at the bottom of the hill, gazing up at their maimed and mutilated master: 

most of the men had scattered into the night at the first sign of trouble in Gethsemane. The death of a 

state criminal hanging on a cross atop Golgotha was a tragically banal event. Dozens died with Jesus that 

day, their broken bodies hanging limp for days afterward to serve the ravenous birds that circled above 

and the dogs that came out under cover of night to finish what the birds left behind.  

Yet Jesus was no common criminal, not for the evangelists who composed the narrative of his final 

ŵoŵeŶts. He ǁas God͛s ageŶt oŶ eaƌth. His death Đould Ŷot haǀe ĐoŶĐeiǀaďlǇ goŶe uŶŶotiĐed, eitheƌ ďǇ 
the Roman governor who sent him to the cross or by the high priest who handed him over to die. And 

so, when Jesus yielded his soul to heaven, at the precise moment of his final breath, the gospels say that 

the veil in the Temple, which separated the altar from the Holy of Holies—the blood-spattered veil 

sprinkled with the sacrifice of a thousand thousand offerings, the veil that the high priest, and only the 

high priest, would draw back as he entered the private presence of God—was violently rent in two, from 

top to bottom.  

͞“uƌelǇ this ǁas a soŶ of God,͟ a ďeǁildeƌed ĐeŶtuƌioŶ at the foot of the Đƌoss deĐlaƌes, ďefoƌe ƌuŶŶiŶg 
off to Pilate to report what had happened.  

The teaƌiŶg of the Teŵple͛s ǀeil is a fittiŶg eŶd to the passioŶ Ŷaƌƌatiǀes, the peƌfeĐt sǇŵďol of ǁhat the 
death of Jesus ŵeaŶt foƌ the ŵeŶ aŶd ǁoŵeŶ ǁho ƌefleĐted upoŶ it ŵaŶǇ deĐades lateƌ. Jesus͛s 
sacrifice, they argued, removed the barrier between humanity and God. The veil that separated the 



divine presence from the rest of the world had been torn away. Through Jesus͛s death, eǀeƌǇoŶe Đould 
Ŷoǁ aĐĐess God͛s spiƌit, ǁithout ƌitual oƌ pƌiestlǇ ŵediatioŶ. The high pƌiest͛s high-priced prerogative, 

the very Temple itself, was suddenly made irrelevant. The body of Christ had replaced the Temple 

rituals, just as the words of Jesus had supplanted the Torah.  

Of course, these are theological reflections rendered years after the Temple had already been 

destƌoǇed; it is Ŷot diffiĐult to ĐoŶsideƌ Jesus͛s death to haǀe displaĐed a Teŵple that Ŷo loŶgeƌ eǆisted. 
For the disciples who remained in Jerusalem after the crucifixion, however, the Temple and the 

priesthood were still very much a reality. The veil that hung before the Holy of Holies was still apparent 

to all. The high priest and his cohort still controlled the Temple MouŶt. Pilate͛s soldieƌs still ƌoaŵed the 
stone streets of Jerusalem. Not much had changed at all. The world remained essentially as it was 

before their messiah had been taken from them.  

The disĐiples faĐed a pƌofouŶd test of theiƌ faith afteƌ Jesus͛s death. The crucifixion marked the end of 

their dream of overturning the existing system, of reconstituting the twelve tribes of Israel and ruling 

oǀeƌ theŵ iŶ God͛s Ŷaŵe. The KiŶgdoŵ of God ǁould Ŷot ďe estaďlished oŶ eaƌth, as Jesus had 
promised. The meek and the poor would not exchange places with the rich and the powerful. The 

Roman occupation would not be overthrown. As with the followers of every other messiah the empire 

had killed, theƌe ǁas ŶothiŶg left foƌ Jesus͛s disĐiples to do ďut aďaŶdoŶ theiƌ Đause, renounce their 

revolutionary activities, and return to their farms and villages.  

Then something extraordinary happened. What exactly that something was is impossible to know. 

Jesus͛s ƌesuƌƌeĐtioŶ is aŶ eǆĐeediŶglǇ diffiĐult topiĐ foƌ the histoƌiaŶ to discuss, not least because it falls 

beyond the scope of any examination of the historical Jesus. Obviously, the notion of a man dying a 

gruesome death and returning to life three days later defies all logic, reason, and sense. One could 

simply stop the argument there, dismiss the resurrection as a lie, and declare belief in the risen Jesus to 

be the product of a deludable mind.  

However, there is this nagging fact to consider: one after another of those who claimed to have 

witnessed the risen Jesus went to their own gruesome deaths refusing to recant their testimony. That is 

not, in itself, unusual. Many zealous Jews died horribly for refusing to deny their beliefs. But these first 

followers of Jesus were not being asked to reject matters of faith based on events that took place 

centuries, if not millennia, before. They were being asked to deny something they themselves 

personally, directly encountered.  

The disĐiples ǁeƌe theŵselǀes fugitiǀes iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ, ĐoŵpliĐit iŶ the seditioŶ that led to Jesus͛s 
crucifixion. They were repeatedly arrested and abused for their preaching; more than once their leaders 

had been brought before the Sanhedrin to answer charges of blasphemy. They were beaten, whipped, 

stoned, and crucified, yet they would not cease proclaiming the risen Jesus. And it worked! Perhaps the 

ŵost oďǀious ƌeasoŶ Ŷot to disŵiss the disĐiples͛ ƌesuƌƌeĐtioŶ eǆpeƌieŶĐes out of haŶd is that, aŵoŶg all 
the other failed messiahs who came before and after him, Jesus alone is still called messiah. It was 

precisely the fervor with which the followers of Jesus believed in his resurrection that transformed this 

tiny Jewish sect into the largest religion in the world.  

Although the first resurrection stories were not written until the mid- to late nineties (there is no 

resurrection appearance in either the Q source materials, compiled in around 50 C.E., or in the gospel of 

Mark, written after 70 C.E.), belief in the resurrection seems to have been part of the earliest liturgical 



formula of the nascent Christian community. Paul—the former Pharisee who would become the most 

iŶflueŶtial iŶteƌpƌeteƌ of Jesus͛s ŵessage—writes about the resurrection in a letter addressed to the 

ChƌistiaŶ ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ iŶ the Gƌeek ĐitǇ of CoƌiŶth, soŵetiŵe aƌouŶd ϱϬ C.E. ͞Foƌ I giǀe oǀeƌ to Ǉou the 

fiƌst thiŶgs ǁhiĐh I ŵǇself aĐĐepted,͟ Paul ǁƌites, ͞that Chƌist died foƌ the sake of ouƌ siŶs, aĐĐoƌdiŶg to 
the scriptures; that he was buried and that he rose again on the third day, according to the scriptures; 

that he was seen by Cephas [Simon Peter], then by the Twelve. After that, he was seen by over five 

hundred brothers at once, many of whom are still alive, though some have died. After that, he was seen 

by [his brother] James; then by all the apostles. And, last of all, he was seen by me as well …͟ ;ϭ 
Corinthians 15:3–8).  

Paul may have written those words in 50 C.E., but he is repeating what is likely a much older formula, 

one that may be traced to the early forties. That means belief in the resurrection of Jesus was among 

the ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ͛s fiƌst attestations of faith—earlier than the passion narratives, earlier even than the 

story of the virgin birth.  

Nevertheless, the fact remains that the resurrection is not a historical event. It may have had historical 

ripples, but the event itself falls outside the scope of history and into the realm of faith. It is, in fact, the 

ultiŵate test of faith foƌ ChƌistiaŶs, as Paul ǁƌote iŶ that saŵe letteƌ to the CoƌiŶthiaŶs: ͞If Chƌist has 
Ŷot ďeeŶ ƌiseŶ, theŶ ouƌ pƌeaĐhiŶg is eŵptǇ aŶd Ǉouƌ faith is iŶ ǀaiŶ͟ ;1 Corinthians 15:17).  

Paul ŵakes a keǇ poiŶt. Without the ƌesuƌƌeĐtioŶ, the ǁhole edifiĐe of Jesus͛s Đlaiŵ to the ŵaŶtle of the 
messiah comes crashing down. The resurrection solves an insurmountable problem, one that would 

have been impossible for the disĐiples to igŶoƌe: Jesus͛s ĐƌuĐifiǆioŶ iŶǀalidates his Đlaiŵ to ďe the 
ŵessiah aŶd suĐĐessoƌ to Daǀid. AĐĐoƌdiŶg to the Laǁ of Moses, Jesus͛s ĐƌuĐifiǆioŶ aĐtuallǇ ŵaƌks hiŵ as 
the aĐĐuƌsed of God: ͞AŶǇoŶe huŶg oŶ a tƌee [that is, ĐƌuĐified] is uŶdeƌ God͛s Đuƌse͟ ;DeuteƌoŶoŵǇ 
21:23). But if Jesus did not actually die—if his death were merely the prelude to his spiritual evolution—
then the cross would no longer be a curse or a symbol of failure. It would be transformed into a symbol 

of victory.  

Precisely because the resurrection claim was so preposterous and unique, an entirely new edifice 

needed to be constructed to replace the one that had crumbled in the shadow of the cross. The 

resurrection stories in the gospels were created to do just that: to put flesh and bones upon an already 

accepted creed; to create narrative out of established belief; and, most of all, to counter the charges of 

ĐƌitiĐs ǁho deŶied the Đlaiŵ, ǁho aƌgued that Jesus͛s folloǁeƌs saǁ ŶothiŶg ŵoƌe thaŶ a ghost oƌ a 
spirit, who thought it was the disĐiples theŵselǀes ǁho stole Jesus͛s ďodǇ to ŵake it appeaƌ as though 
he rose again. By the time these stories were written, six decades had passed since the crucifixion. In 

that time, the evangelists had heard just about every conceivable objection to the resurrection, and they 

were able to create narratives to counter each and every one of them.  

The disciples saw a ghost? Could a ghost eat fish and bread, as the risen Jesus does in Luke 24:42–43?  

Jesus ǁas ŵeƌelǇ aŶ iŶĐoƌpoƌeal spiƌit? ͞Does a spiƌit haǀe flesh aŶd ďoŶes?͟ the ƌiseŶ Jesus asks his 
incredulous disciples as he offers his hands and feet to touch as proof (Luke 24:36–39).  

Jesus͛s ďodǇ ǁas stoleŶ? Hoǁ so, ǁheŶ Mattheǁ has ĐoŶǀeŶieŶtlǇ plaĐed aƌŵed guaƌds at his toŵď—
guards who saw for themselves the risen Jesus, but who were bribed by the priests to say the disciples 



had stoleŶ the ďodǇ fƌoŵ uŶdeƌ theiƌ Ŷoses? ͞AŶd this stoƌǇ has ďeeŶ spƌead aŵoŶg the Jeǁs to this 
daǇ͟ ;Mattheǁ Ϯϴ:ϭ–15).  

Again, these stories are not meant to be accounts of historical events; they are carefully crafted 

rebuttals to an argument that is taking place offscreen. Still, it is one thing to argue that Jesus of 

Nazareth rose from the dead. That is, in the end, purely a matter of faith. It is something else entirely to 

say that he did so according to the scriptures. Luke portrays the risen Jesus as addressing this issue 

hiŵself ďǇ patieŶtlǇ eǆplaiŶiŶg to his disĐiples, ǁho ͞had hoped he ǁas the oŶe to ƌedeeŵ Isƌael͟ ;Luke 
24:21), how his death and resurrection were in reality the fulfillment of the messianic prophecies, how 

eǀeƌǇthiŶg ǁƌitteŶ aďout the ŵessiah ͞iŶ the Laǁ of Moses, the pƌophets, aŶd the Psalŵs͟ led to the 
Đƌoss aŶd the eŵptǇ toŵď. ͞Thus it is ǁƌitteŶ that the ŵessiah ǁould suffeƌ aŶd ƌise agaiŶ on the third 

daǇ,͟ Jesus iŶstƌuĐts his disĐiples ;Luke Ϯϰ:ϰϰ–46).  

Except that nowhere is any such thing written: not in the Law of Moses, not in the prophets, not in the 

Psalms. In the entire history of Jewish thought there is not a single line of scripture that says the messiah 

is to suffer, die, and rise again on the third day, which may explain why Jesus does not bother to cite any 

scripture to back up his incredible claim.  

No ǁoŶdeƌ Jesus͛s folloǁeƌs had suĐh a diffiĐult tiŵe ĐoŶǀiŶĐiŶg theiƌ felloǁ Jews in Jerusalem to accept 

theiƌ ŵessage. WheŶ Paul ǁƌites iŶ his letteƌ to the CoƌiŶthiaŶs that the ĐƌuĐifiǆioŶ is ͞a stuŵďliŶg ďloĐk 
to the Jeǁs,͟ he is gƌosslǇ uŶdeƌstatiŶg the disĐiples͛ dileŵŵa ;ϭ CoƌiŶthiaŶs ϭ:ϮϯͿ. To the Jeǁs, a 
crucified messiah was ŶothiŶg less thaŶ a ĐoŶtƌadiĐtioŶ iŶ teƌŵs. The ǀeƌǇ faĐt of Jesus͛s ĐƌuĐifiǆioŶ 
annulled his messianic claims. Even the disciples recognized this problem. That is why they so 

desperately tried to deflect their dashed hopes by arguing that the Kingdom of God they had hoped to 

establish was in actuality a celestial kingdom, not an earthly one; that the messianic prophecies had 

been misconstrued; that the scriptures, properly interpreted, said the opposite of what everyone 

thought they did; that embedded deep in the texts was a secret truth about the dying and rising messiah 

that only they could uncover. The problem was that in a city as steeped in the scriptures as Jerusalem, 

such an argument would have fallen on deaf ears, especially when it came from a group of illiterate 

peasants from the backwoods of Galilee whose only experience with the scriptures was what little they 

heard of them in their synagogues back home. Try as they might, the disciples simply could not persuade 

a significant number of Jerusalemites to accept Jesus as the long-awaited liberator of Israel.  

The disciples could have left Jerusalem, fanned out across Galilee with their message, returned to their 

villages to preach among their friends and neighbors. But Jerusalem was the place of Jesus͛s death aŶd 
resurrection, the place to which they believed he would soon return. It was the center of Judaism, and 

despite their peculiar interpretation of the scriptures, the disciples were, above all else, Jews. Theirs was 

an altogether Jewish movemeŶt iŶteŶded, iŶ those fiƌst feǁ Ǉeaƌs afteƌ Jesus͛s ĐƌuĐifiǆioŶ, foƌ aŶ 
exclusively Jewish audience. They had no intention of abandoning the sacred city or divorcing 

themselves from the Jewish cult, regardless of the persecution they faced from the priestly authorities. 

The ŵoǀeŵeŶt͛s pƌiŶĐipal leadeƌs—the apostles Peteƌ aŶd JohŶ, aŶd Jesus͛s ďƌotheƌ, Jaŵes—
maintained their fealty to Jewish customs and Mosaic Law to the end. Under their leadership, the 

Jeƌusaleŵ ĐhuƌĐh ďeĐaŵe kŶoǁŶ as the ͞ŵotheƌ asseŵďlǇ.͟ No matter how far and wide the movement 

spƌead, Ŷo ŵatteƌ hoǁ ŵaŶǇ otheƌ ͞asseŵďlies͟ ǁeƌe estaďlished iŶ Đities suĐh as Philippi, CoƌiŶth, oƌ 
even Rome, no matter how many new converts—Jew or gentile—the movement attracted, every 



assembly, every convert, aŶd eǀeƌǇ ŵissioŶaƌǇ ǁould fall uŶdeƌ the authoƌitǇ of the ͞ŵotheƌ asseŵďlǇ͟ 
in Jerusalem, until the day it was burned to the ground.  

There was another, more practical advantage to centering the movement in Jerusalem. The yearly cycle 

of festivals and feasts brought thousands of Jews from across the empire directly to them. And unlike 

the Jeǁs liǀiŶg iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ, ǁho seeŵ to haǀe easilǇ disŵissed Jesus͛s folloǁeƌs as uŶiŶfoƌŵed at ďest, 
heretical at worst, the Diaspora Jews, who lived far from the sacred city and beyond the reach of the 

Teŵple, pƌoǀed faƌ ŵoƌe susĐeptiďle to the disĐiples͛ ŵessage.  

As small minorities living in large cosmopolitan centers like Antioch and Alexandria, these Diaspora Jews 

had become deeply acculturated to both Roman society and Greek ideas. Surrounded by a host of 

different races and religions, they tended to be more open to questioning Jewish beliefs and practices, 

even when it came to such basic matters as circumcision and dietary restrictions. Unlike their brethren 

in the Holy Land, Diaspora Jews spoke Greek, not Aramaic: Greek was the language of their thought 

processes, the language of their worship. They experienced the scriptures not in the original Hebrew but 

in a Greek translation (the Septuagint), which offered new and originative ways of expressing their faith, 

allowing them to more easily harmonize traditional biblical cosmology with Greek philosophy. Consider 

the Jewish scriptures that came out of the Diaspora. Books such as The Wisdom of Solomon, which 

anthropomorphizes Wisdom as a woman to be sought above all else, and Jesus Son of Sirach (commonly 

referred to as The Book of Ecclesiasticus) read more like Greek philosophical tracts than like Semitic 

scriptures.  

It is not surprising, therefore, that Diaspora Jews were more receptive to the innovative interpretation 

of the sĐƌiptuƌes ďeiŶg offeƌed ďǇ Jesus͛s folloǁeƌs. IŶ faĐt, it did Ŷot take loŶg foƌ these Gƌeek-speaking 

Jews to outnumber the original Aramaic-speaking followers of Jesus in Jerusalem. According to the book 

of AĐts, the ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ ǁas diǀided iŶto tǁo sepaƌate aŶd distiŶĐt Đaŵps: the ͞Heďƌeǁs,͟ the teƌŵ used 
by Acts to refer to the Jerusalem-based believers under the leadership of James and the apostles, and 

the ͞HelleŶists,͟ those Jeǁs ǁho Đaŵe fƌoŵ the Diaspora and who spoke Greek as their primary 

language (Acts 6:1).  

It was not just language that separated the Hebrews from the Hellenists. The Hebrews were primarily 

peasants, farmers, and fishermen—transplants in Jerusalem from the Judean and Galilean countryside. 

The Hellenists were more sophisticated and urbane, better educated, and certainly wealthier, as 

evidenced by their ability to travel hundreds of kilometers to make pilgrimage at the Temple. It was, 

however, the division in language that would ultimately prove decisive in differentiating the two 

communities. The Hellenists, who worshipped Jesus in Greek, relied on a language that provided a vastly 

different set of symbols and metaphors than did either Aramaic or Hebrew. The difference in language 

gradually led to differences in doctrine, as the Hellenists began to meld their Greek-inspired worldviews 

ǁith the Heďƌeǁs͛ alƌeadǇ idiosǇŶĐƌatiĐ ƌeadiŶg of the Jeǁish sĐƌiptuƌes.  

When conflict broke out between the two communities over the equal distribution of communal 

resources, the apostles designated seven leaders among the Hellenists to see to their own needs. 

KŶoǁŶ as ͞the “eǀeŶ,͟ these leadeƌs aƌe listed iŶ the ďook of AĐts as Philip, PƌoĐhoƌus, NiĐaŶoƌ, TiŵoŶ, 
Parmenas, Nicolaus (a Gentile convert from Antioch), and, of course, Stephen, whose death at the hands 

of an angry mob would make permanent the division between the Hebrews and Hellenists.  



A ǁaǀe of peƌseĐutioŶ folloǁed “tepheŶ͛s death. The ƌeligious authoƌities, ǁho uŶtil theŶ seeŵed to 

haǀe gƌudgiŶglǇ toleƌated the pƌeseŶĐe of Jesus͛s folloǁeƌs iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ, ǁeƌe iŶĐeŶsed ďǇ “tepheŶ͛s 
shockingly heretical words. It was bad enough to call a crucified peasant messiah; it was unforgivably 

blasphemous to call him God. In response, the authorities systematically expelled the Hellenists from 

Jerusalem, an act that, interestingly, did not seem to have been greatly opposed by the Hebrews. 

Indeed, the fact that the Jerusalem assembly continued to thrive under the shadow of the Temple for 

decades afteƌ “tepheŶ͛s death iŶdiĐates that the Heďƌeǁs ƌeŵaiŶed soŵeǁhat uŶaffeĐted ďǇ the 
persecutions of the Hellenists. It was as though the priestly authorities did not consider the two groups 

to be related.  

Meanwhile, the expelled Hellenists flooded back into the Diaspora. Armed with the message they had 

adopted from the Hebrews in Jerusalem, they began transmitting it, in Greek, to their fellow Diaspora 

Jews, those living in the Gentile cities of Ashdod and Caesarea, in the coastal regions of Syria-Palestine, 

in Cyprus and Phoenicia and Antioch, the city in which they were, for the first time, referred to as 

Christians (Acts 11:27). Little by little over the following decade, the Jewish sect founded by a group of 

rural Galileans morphed into a religion of urbanized Greek speakers. No longer bound by the confines of 

the Teŵple aŶd the Jeǁish Đult, the HelleŶist pƌeaĐheƌs ďegaŶ to gƌaduallǇ shed Jesus͛s ŵessage of its 
nationalistic concerns, transforming it into a universal calling that would be more appealing to those 

living in a Graeco-Roman milieu. In doing so, they unchained themselves from the strictures of Jewish 

law, until it ceased to have any primacy. Jesus did not come to fulfill the law, the Hellenists argued. He 

Đaŵe to aďolish it. Jesus͛s ĐoŶdeŵŶation was not of the priests who defiled the Temple with their 

wealth and hypocrisy. His condemnation was of the Temple itself.  

Still, at this point, the Hellenists reserved their preaching solely for their fellow Jews, as Luke writes in 

the book of Acts: ͞TheǇ spoke the ǁoƌd to Ŷo oŶe ďut the Jeǁs͟ ;AĐts ϭϭ:ϭϵͿ. This ǁas still a pƌiŵaƌilǇ 
Jewish movement, one that blossomed through the theological experimentation that marked the 

Diaspora experience in the Roman Empire. But then a few among the Hellenists began sharing the 

ŵessage of Jesus ǁith geŶtiles, ͞so that a gƌeat Ŷuŵďeƌ of theŵ ďeĐaŵe ďelieǀeƌs.͟ The geŶtile ŵissioŶ 
was not paramount—not yet. But the farther the Hellenists spread from Jerusalem and the heart of the 

Jesus movement, the more their focus shifted from an exclusively Jewish audience to a primarily gentile 

one. The more their focus shifted to converting gentiles, the more they allowed certain syncretistic 

elements borrowed from Greek gnosticism and Roman religions to creep into the movement. And the 

ŵoƌe the ŵoǀeŵeŶt ǁas shaped ďǇ these Ŷeǁ ͞pagaŶ͟ ĐoŶǀeƌts, the ŵoƌe foƌĐefullǇ it disĐaƌded its 
Jewish past for a Graeco-Roman future.  

All of this was still many years away. It would not be until after the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 C.E. 

that the mission to the Jews would be abandoned and Christianity transformed into a Romanized 

religion. Yet even at this early stage in the Jesus movement, the path toward gentile dominance was 

being set, though the tipping point would not come until a young Pharisee and Hellenistic Jew from 

Tarsus named Saul—the saŵe “aul ǁho had ĐouŶteŶaŶĐed “tepheŶ͛s stoŶiŶg foƌ ďlaspheŵǇ—met the 

risen Jesus on the road to Damascus and became known forevermore as Paul.  

 

Chapter Fourteen 

 



 

  

  

Am I Not an Apostle?  

Saul of Tarsus was still breathing threats and murder against the disciples when he left Jerusalem to find 

aŶd puŶish the HelleŶists ǁho had fled to DaŵasĐus afteƌ “tepheŶ͛s stoŶiŶg. “aul ǁas Ŷot asked ďǇ the 
high priest to hunt down these followers of Jesus; he went of his own accord. An educated, Greek-

speaking, Diaspora Jew and citizen of one of the wealthiest port cities in the Roman Empire, Saul was 

zealouslǇ deǀoted to the Teŵple aŶd Toƌah. ͞CiƌĐuŵĐised oŶ the eighth daǇ, of the stoĐk of Isƌael, of the 
tribe of BeŶjaŵiŶ, a Heďƌeǁ ďoƌŶ of Heďƌeǁs,͟ he ǁƌites of hiŵself iŶ a letteƌ to the PhilippiaŶs, ͞as to 
[knowledge of] the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the 

laǁ, ďlaŵeless͟ ;PhilippiaŶs ϯ:ϱ–6).  

It was while en route to Damascus that the young Pharisee had an ecstatic experience that would 

change everything for him, and for the faith he would adopt as his own. As he approached the city gates 

with his traveling companions, he was suddenly struck by a light from heaven flashing all around him. He 

fell to the gƌouŶd iŶ a heap. A ǀoiĐe said to hiŵ, ͞“aul, “aul, ǁhǇ aƌe Ǉou peƌseĐutiŶg ŵe?͟  

͞Who aƌe Ǉou, Loƌd?͟ “aul asked. 

The ƌeplǇ ďƌoke thƌough the ďliŶdiŶg ǁhite light, ͞I aŵ Jesus.͟  

Struck blind by the vision, Saul made his way to Damascus, where he met a follower of Jesus named 

Ananias, who laid hands upon him and restored his sight. Immediately, something like scales dropped 

fƌoŵ “aul͛s eǇes aŶd he ǁas filled ǁith the HolǇ “piƌit. ‘ight theŶ aŶd theƌe, “aul was baptized into the 

Jesus movement. He changed his name to Paul and immediately began preaching the risen Jesus, not to 

his fellow Jews, but to the gentiles who had, up to this point, been more or less ignored by the 

ŵoǀeŵeŶt͛s Đhief ŵissioŶaƌies.  

The stoƌǇ of Paul͛s dƌaŵatiĐ ĐoŶǀeƌsioŶ oŶ the ƌoad to DaŵasĐus is a ďit of pƌopagaŶdistiĐ legeŶd 
created by the evangelist Luke; Paul himself never recounts the story of being blinded by the sight of 

Jesus. If the traditions can be believed, Luke was a young devotee of Paul: he is mentioned in two 

letters, Colossians and Timothy, commonly attributed to Paul but written long after his death. Luke 

wrote the book of Acts as a kind of eulogy to his former master some thirty to forty years after Paul had 

died. In fact, Acts is less an account of the apostles than it is a reverential biography of Paul; the apostles 

disappear from the book early on, serving as little more than the bridge between Jesus and Paul. In 

Luke͛s ƌeiŵagiŶiŶg, it is Paul—not James, nor Peter, nor John, nor any of the Twelve—who is the true 

suĐĐessoƌ to Jesus. The aĐtiǀitǇ of the apostles iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ seƌǀes oŶlǇ as pƌelude to Paul͛s pƌeaĐhiŶg iŶ 
the Diaspora.  

Although Paul does not divulge any details about his conversion, he does repeatedly insist that he has 

witnessed the risen Jesus for himself, and that this experience has endowed him with the same apostolic 

authoƌitǇ as the Tǁelǀe. ͞Aŵ I Ŷot aŶ apostle?͟ Paul ǁƌites iŶ defeŶse of his ĐƌedeŶtials, ǁhiĐh ǁeƌe 
frequently challenged by the motheƌ asseŵďlǇ iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ. ͞Haǀe I Ŷot seeŶ Jesus ouƌ Loƌd?͟ ;ϭ 
Corinthians 9:1).  



Paul may have considered himself an apostle, but it seems that few if any of the other movement 

leadeƌs agƌeed. Not eǀeŶ Luke, Paul͛s sǇĐophaŶt, ǁhose ǁƌitiŶgs ďetƌaǇ a deliďerate, if ahistorical, 

atteŵpt to eleǀate his ŵeŶtoƌ͛s status iŶ the fouŶdiŶg of the ĐhuƌĐh, ƌefeƌs to Paul as aŶ apostle. As faƌ 
as Luke is concerned, there are only twelve apostles, one for each tribe of Israel, just as Jesus had 

intended. In recounting the story of how the remaining eleven apostles replaced Judas Iscariot with 

Matthias afteƌ Jesus͛s death, Luke Ŷotes that the Ŷeǁ ƌeĐƌuit Ŷeeded to ďe soŵeoŶe ǁho ͞aĐĐoŵpaŶied 
[the disciples] all the time that the Lord Jesus went in and out among us, startiŶg ǁith JohŶ͛s ďaptisŵ, 
ƌight up to the daǇ [Jesus] ǁas takeŶ fƌoŵ us͟ ;AĐts ϭ:ϮϭͿ. “uĐh a ƌeƋuiƌeŵeŶt ǁould ĐleaƌlǇ haǀe ƌuled 
out Paul, who converted to the movement around 37 C.E., nearly a decade after Jesus had died. But that 

does not deter Paul, who not only demands to be called an apostle—͞eǀeŶ if I aŵ Ŷot aŶ apostle to 
otheƌs, at least I aŵ to Ǉou,͟ he tells his ďeloǀed ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ iŶ CoƌiŶth ;ϭ CoƌiŶthiaŶs ϵ:ϮͿ—he insists he 

is far superior to all the other apostles.  

͞Aƌe theǇ Heďƌeǁs?͟ Paul ǁƌites of the apostles. ͞“o aŵ I! Aƌe theǇ Isƌaelites? “o aŵ I! Aƌe theǇ the 
seed of Abraham? So am I! Are they servants of Christ? I am a better one (though it may be foolish to 

say so), with greater labors, more floggings, more imprisonments, and more often neaƌ death͟ ;Ϯ 
Corinthians 11:22–23). Paul holds particular contempt for the Jerusalem-based triumvirate of James, 

Peteƌ, aŶd JohŶ, ǁhoŵ he deƌides as the ͞so-Đalled pillaƌs of the ĐhuƌĐh͟ ;GalatiaŶs Ϯ:ϵͿ. ͞Whateǀeƌ 
theǇ aƌe ŵakes Ŷo diffeƌeŶĐe to ŵe,͟ he ǁƌites. ͞Those leadeƌs ĐoŶtƌiďuted ŶothiŶg to ŵe͟ ;GalatiaŶs 
2:6). The apostles may have walked and talked with the living Jesus (or, as Paul dismissively calls him, 

͞Jesus-in-the-flesh͟Ϳ. But Paul ǁalks aŶd talks ǁith the diǀiŶe Jesus: theǇ haǀe, aĐĐoƌdiŶg to Paul, 

conversations in which Jesus imparts secret instructions intended solely for his ears. The apostles may 

have been handpicked by Jesus as they toiled away on their fields or brought up their fishing nets. But 

Jesus chose Paul before he was born: he was, he tells the Galatians, called by Jesus into apostleship 

ǁhile still iŶ his ŵotheƌ͛s ǁoŵď ;GalatiaŶs ϭ:ϭϱͿ. IŶ otheƌ ǁoƌds, Paul does Ŷot ĐoŶsideƌ hiŵself the 
thirteenth apostle. He thinks he is the first apostle.  

The claim of apostleship is an urgent one for Paul, as it was the only way to justify his entirely self-

ascribed mission to the gentiles, which the leaders of the Jesus movement in Jerusalem appear not to 

have initially supported. Although there was a great deal of discussion among the apostles over how 

strictly the new community should adhere to the Law of Moses, with some advocating rigorous 

compliance and others taking a more moderate stance, there was little argument about whom the 

community was meant to serve: this was a Jewish movement intended for a Jewish audience. Even the 

Hellenists reserved their preaching mostly for the Jews. If a handful of gentiles decided to accept Jesus 

as messiah, so be it, as long as they submitted to circumcision and the law.  

Yet, for Paul, there is no room whatsoever for debating the role of the Law of Moses in the new 

ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ. Not oŶlǇ does Paul ƌejeĐt the pƌiŵaĐǇ of Jeǁish laǁ, he ƌefeƌs to it as a ͞ŵiŶistƌǇ of death, 
Đhiseled iŶ letteƌs oŶ a stoŶe taďlet͟ that ŵust ďe supeƌseded ďǇ ͞a ŵiŶistƌǇ of the “piƌit Đoŵe iŶ gloƌǇ͟ 
(2 Corinthians 3:7–8). He calls his fellow believers who continue to practice circumcision—the 

quintessential mark of the nation of Israel—͞dogs aŶd eǀildoeƌs͟ ǁho ͞ŵutilate the flesh͟ ;PhilippiaŶs 
3:2). These are startling statements for a former Pharisee to make. But for Paul they reflect the truth 

aďout Jesus that he feels he aloŶe ƌeĐogŶizes, ǁhiĐh is that ͞Chƌist is the eŶd of the Toƌah͟ ;‘oŵaŶs 
10:4).  



Paul͛s ďƌeezǇ disŵissal of the ǀeƌǇ fouŶdatioŶ of Judaisŵ ǁas as shoĐkiŶg to the leaders of the Jesus 

movement in Jerusalem as it would have been to Jesus himself. After all, Jesus claimed to have come to 

fulfill the Law of Moses, not to abolish it. Far from rejecting the law, Jesus continually strove to expand 

and intensify it. Wheƌe the laǁ ĐoŵŵaŶds, ͞thou shall Ŷot kill,͟ Jesus added, ͞if Ǉou aƌe aŶgƌǇ ǁith Ǉouƌ 
ďƌotheƌ oƌ sisteƌ Ǉou aƌe liaďle to [the saŵe] judgŵeŶt͟ ;Mattheǁ ϱ:ϮϮͿ. Wheƌe the laǁ states, ͞thou 
shall Ŷot Đoŵŵit adulteƌǇ,͟ Jesus eǆteŶded it to iŶĐlude ͞eǀeƌǇoŶe ǁho looks at a ǁoŵaŶ ǁith lust͟ 
(Matthew 5:28). Jesus may have disagreed with the scribes and scholars over the correct interpretation 

of the law, particularly when it came to such matters as the prohibition against working on the Sabbath. 

But he never rejected the laǁ. OŶ the ĐoŶtƌaƌǇ, Jesus ǁaƌŶed that ͞ǁhoeǀeƌ ďƌeaks oŶe of the least of 
these ĐoŵŵaŶdŵeŶts aŶd teaĐhes otheƌs to do so, ǁill ďe Đalled least iŶ the kiŶgdoŵ of heaǀeŶ͟ 
(Matthew 5:19).  

OŶe ǁould thiŶk that Jesus͛s adŵoŶishŵeŶt Ŷot to teaĐh otheƌs to break the Law of Moses would have 

had soŵe iŵpaĐt oŶ Paul. But Paul seeŵs totallǇ uŶĐoŶĐeƌŶed ǁith aŶǇthiŶg ͞Jesus-in-the-flesh͟ ŵaǇ oƌ 
may not have said. In fact, Paul shows no interest at all in the historical Jesus. There is almost no trace of 

Jesus of Nazareth in any of his letters. With the exception of the crucifixion and the Last Supper, which 

he tƌaŶsfoƌŵs fƌoŵ a Ŷaƌƌatiǀe iŶto a lituƌgiĐal foƌŵula, Paul does Ŷot Ŷaƌƌate a siŶgle eǀeŶt fƌoŵ Jesus͛s 
life. Noƌ does Paul eǀeƌ aĐtuallǇ Ƌuote Jesus͛s words (again, with the exception of his rendering of the 

EuĐhaƌistiĐ foƌŵula: ͞This is ŵǇ ďodǇ …͟Ϳ. AĐtuallǇ, Paul soŵetiŵes diƌeĐtlǇ ĐoŶtƌadiĐts Jesus. Coŵpaƌe 
what Paul writes in his epistle to the Romans—͞eǀeƌǇoŶe ǁho Đalls upoŶ the Ŷaŵe of the Loƌd ǁill be 

saǀed͟ ;‘oŵaŶs ϭϬ:ϭϯͿ—to ǁhat Jesus saǇs iŶ the gospel of Mattheǁ: ͞Not eǀeƌǇoŶe ǁho saǇs to ŵe 
͚Loƌd Loƌd͛ shall eŶteƌ the kiŶgdoŵ of heaǀeŶ͟ ;Mattheǁ ϳ:ϮϭͿ.  

Paul͛s laĐk of ĐoŶĐeƌŶ ǁith the histoƌiĐal Jesus is Ŷot due, as soŵe haǀe aƌgued, to his emphasis on 

Christological rather than historical concerns. It is due to the simple fact that Paul had no idea who the 

living Jesus was, nor did he care. He repeatedly boasts that he has not learned about Jesus either from 

the apostles or from anyone else who ŵaǇ haǀe kŶoǁŶ hiŵ. ͞But ǁheŶ it pleased God … to ƌeǀeal his 
son to me, so that I might preach him to the gentiles, I did not confer with anyone, nor did I go up to 

Jeƌusaleŵ [to ask peƌŵissioŶ of] the apostles ďefoƌe ŵe,͟ Paul ďoasts. ͞IŶstead, I ǁeŶt directly to 

Aƌaďia, aŶd theŶ agaiŶ to DaŵasĐus͟ ;GalatiaŶs ϭ:ϭϱ–17).  

Only after three years of preaching a message that Paul insists he received not from any human being 

(by which he quite obviously means James and the apostles), but directly from Jesus, did he deign to 

visit the men and women in Jerusalem who had actually known the man Paul professed as Lord 

(Galatians 1:12).  

Why does Paul go to such lengths not only to break free from the authority of the leaders in Jerusalem, 

but to denigrate and dismiss theŵ as iƌƌeleǀaŶt oƌ ǁoƌse? BeĐause Paul͛s ǀieǁs aďout Jesus aƌe so 
extreme, so beyond the pale of acceptable Jewish thought, that only by claiming that they come directly 

from Jesus himself could he possibly get away with preaching them. What Paul offers in his letters is not, 

as some of his contemporary defenders maintain, merely an alternative take on Jewish spirituality. Paul, 

instead, advances an altogether new doctrine that would have been utterly unrecognizable to the 

person upon whom he claims it is ďased. Foƌ it ǁas Paul ǁho solǀed the disĐiples͛ dileŵŵa of ƌeĐoŶĐiliŶg 
Jesus͛s shaŵeful death oŶ the Đƌoss ǁith the ŵessiaŶiĐ eǆpeĐtatioŶs of the Jeǁs, ďǇ siŵplǇ disĐaƌdiŶg 
those expectations and transforming Jesus into a completely new creature, one that seems almost 

wholly of his own making: Christ.  



Although ͞Chƌist͟ is teĐhŶiĐallǇ the Gƌeek ǁoƌd foƌ ͞ŵessiah,͟ that is Ŷot hoǁ Paul eŵploǇs the teƌŵ. 
He does Ŷot eŶdoǁ Chƌist ǁith aŶǇ of the ĐoŶŶotatioŶs attaĐhed to the teƌŵ ͞ŵessiah͟ iŶ the Heďƌeǁ 
SĐƌiptuƌes. He Ŷeǀeƌ speaks of Jesus as ͞the aŶoiŶted of Isƌael.͟ Paul ŵaǇ haǀe ƌeĐogŶized Jesus as a 
descendant of King David, but he does not look to the scriptures to argue that Jesus was the Davidic 

liberator the Jews had been awaiting. He ignores all the messianic prophecies that the gospels would 

rely on many years later to prove that Jesus was the Jewish messiah (when Paul does look to the 

Hebrew prophets—foƌ iŶstaŶĐe, Isaiah͛s pƌopheĐǇ aďout the ƌoot of Jesse ǁho ǁill oŶe daǇ seƌǀe as ͞a 
light to the geŶtiles͟ ;ϭϭ:ϭϬͿ—he thinks the prophets are predicting him, not Jesus). Most tellingly, 

unlike the gospel writers (save for John, of course), Paul does not call Jesus the Christ (Yesus ho Xristos), 

as though Christ were his title. Rather, Paul calls him ͞Jesus Chƌist,͟ oƌ just ͞Chƌist,͟ as if it ǁeƌe his 
surname. This is an extremely unusual formulation whose closest parallel is in the way Roman emperors 

adopted ͞Caesaƌ͟ as a ĐogŶoŵeŶ, as iŶ Caesaƌ Augustus.  

Paul͛s Chƌist is Ŷot eǀeŶ huŵaŶ, though he has taken on the likeness of one (Philippians 2:7). He is a 

ĐosŵiĐ ďeiŶg ǁho eǆisted ďefoƌe tiŵe. He is the fiƌst of God͛s ĐƌeatioŶs, thƌough ǁhoŵ the ƌest of 
ĐƌeatioŶ ǁas foƌŵed ;ϭ CoƌiŶthiaŶs ϴ:ϲͿ. He is God͛s ďegotteŶ soŶ, God͛s phǇsiĐal pƌogeŶǇ ;‘oŵaŶs ϴ:3). 

He is the new Adam, born not of dust but of heaven. Yet while the first Adam became a living being, 

͞the Last Adaŵ,͟ as Paul Đalls Chƌist, has ďeĐoŵe ͞a life-giǀiŶg spiƌit͟ ;ϭ CoƌiŶthiaŶs ϭϱ:ϰϱ–47). Christ is, 

in short, a comprehensively new being. But he is Ŷot uŶiƋue. He is ŵeƌelǇ the fiƌst of his kiŶd: ͞the fiƌst-

ďoƌŶ aŵoŶg ŵaŶǇ ďƌotheƌs͟ ;‘oŵaŶs ϴ:ϮϵͿ. All those ǁho ďelieǀe iŶ Chƌist, as Paul does—those who 

aĐĐept Paul͛s teaĐhiŶgs aďout hiŵ—can become one with him in a mystical union (1 Corinthians 6:17). 

Through their belief, their bodies will be transformed into the glorious body of Christ (Philippians 3:20–
21). They will join him in spirit and share in his likeness, which, as Paul reminds his followers, is the 

likeness of God (Romans 8:29). Hence, as ͞heiƌs of God aŶd felloǁ heiƌs of Chƌist,͟ ďelieǀeƌs ĐaŶ also 
become divine beings (Romans 8:17). They can become like Christ in his death (Philippians 3:10)—that 

is, divine and eternal—tasked with the responsibility of judging alongside him the whole of humanity, as 

well as the angels in heaven (1 Corinthians 6:2–3).  

Paul͛s poƌtƌaǇal of Jesus as Chƌist ŵaǇ souŶd faŵiliaƌ to ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ ChƌistiaŶs—it has since become 

the standard doctrine of the church—but it would have been downright bizarre to Jesus͛s Jeǁish 
followers. The transformation of the Nazarean into a divine, preexistent, literal son of God whose death 

and resurrection launch a new genus of eternal beings responsible for judging the world has no basis in 

any writings about Jesus that are eveŶ ƌeŵotelǇ ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ ǁith Paul͛s ;a fiƌŵ iŶdiĐatioŶ that Paul͛s 
Christ was likely his own creation). Nothing like what Paul envisions exists in the Q source material, 

ǁhiĐh ǁas Đoŵpiled aƌouŶd the saŵe tiŵe that Paul ǁas ǁƌitiŶg his letteƌs. Paul͛s Chƌist is certainly not 

the “oŶ of MaŶ ǁho appeaƌs iŶ Maƌk͛s gospel, ǁƌitteŶ just a feǁ Ǉeaƌs afteƌ Paul͛s death. Noǁheƌe iŶ 
the gospels of Matthew and Luke—composed between 90 and 100 C.E.—is Jesus ever considered the 

literal son of God. Both gospels employ the teƌŵ ͞“oŶ of God͟ eǆaĐtlǇ as it is used thƌoughout the 
Hebrew Scriptures: as a royal title, not a description. It is only in the last of the canonized gospels, the 

gospel of JohŶ, ǁƌitteŶ soŵetiŵe ďetǁeeŶ ϭϬϬ aŶd ϭϮϬ C.E., that Paul͛s ǀisioŶ of Jesus as Christ—the 

eternal logos, the only begotten son of God—can be found. Of course, by then, nearly half a decade 

afteƌ the destƌuĐtioŶ of Jeƌusaleŵ, ChƌistiaŶitǇ ǁas alƌeadǇ a thoƌoughlǇ ‘oŵaŶized ƌeligioŶ, aŶd Paul͛s 
Christ had long obliterated any last trace of the Jewish messiah in Jesus. During the decade of the fifties, 

however, when Paul is writing his letters, his conception of Jesus as Christ would have been shocking 



and plainly heretical, which is why, around 57 C.E., James and the apostles demand that Paul come to 

Jerusalem to answer for his deviant teachings.  

This ǁould Ŷot ďe Paul͛s fiƌst appeaƌaŶĐe ďefoƌe the ŵoǀeŵeŶt͛s leadeƌs. As he ŵeŶtioŶs iŶ his letteƌ to 
the Galatians, he initially met the apostles on a visit to the holy city three years after his conversion, 

around 40 C.E., when he came face-to-face with Peter and James. The two leaders were apparently 

thƌilled that ͞the oŶe ǁho had ďeeŶ peƌseĐutiŶg us is Ŷoǁ pƌoĐlaiŵiŶg the ŵessage of faith he oŶĐe 
tƌied to destƌoǇ͟ ;GalatiaŶs ϭ:ϮϯͿ. TheǇ glorified God because of Paul and sent him on his way to preach 

the message of Jesus in the regions of Syria and Cilicia, giving him as his companion and keeper a Jewish 

convert and close confidant of James named Barnabas.  

Paul͛s seĐoŶd tƌip to Jeƌusaleŵ took place about a decade later, sometime around 50 C.E., and was far 

less cordial than the first. He had been summoned to appear before a meeting of the Apostolic Council 

to defend his self-designated role as missionary to the gentiles (Paul insists he was not summoned to 

Jerusalem but went of his own accord because Jesus told him to). With his companion Barnabas and an 

uncircumcised Greek convert named Titus by his side, Paul stood before James, Peter, John, and the 

elders of the Jerusalem assembly to strongly defend the message he had been proclaiming to the 

gentiles.  

Luke, writing about this meeting some forty or fifty years later, paints a picture of perfect harmony 

ďetǁeeŶ Paul aŶd the ĐouŶĐil͛s ŵeŵďeƌs, ǁith Peteƌ hiŵself staŶdiŶg up foƌ Paul aŶd taking his side. 

According to Luke, James, in his capacity as leader of the Jerusalem assembly and head of the Apostolic 

CouŶĐil, ďlessed Paul͛s teaĐhiŶgs, deĐƌeeiŶg that theŶĐefoƌth geŶtiles ǁould ďe ǁelĐoŵed iŶto the 
community without having to follow the Laǁ of Moses, so loŶg as theǇ ͞aďstaiŶ fƌoŵ thiŶgs polluted ďǇ 
idols, fƌoŵ pƌostitutioŶ, fƌoŵ [eatiŶg] thiŶgs that haǀe ďeeŶ stƌaŶgled, aŶd fƌoŵ ďlood͟ ;AĐts ϭϱ:ϭ–21). 

Luke͛s desĐƌiptioŶ of the ŵeetiŶg is aŶ oďǀious ploǇ to legitiŵate Paul͛s ŵiŶistƌǇ ďǇ stamping it with the 

appƌoǀal of ŶoŶe otheƌ thaŶ ͞the ďƌotheƌ of the Loƌd.͟ Hoǁeǀeƌ, Paul͛s oǁŶ aĐĐouŶt of the ApostoliĐ 
Council, written in a letter to the Galatians not long after it had taken place, paints a completely 

different picture of what happened in Jerusalem.  

Paul Đlaiŵs that he ǁas aŵďushed at the ApostoliĐ CouŶĐil ďǇ a gƌoup of ͞false ďelieǀeƌs͟ ;those still 
accepting the primacy of the Temple and Torah) who had been secretly spying on him and his ministry. 

Although Paul reveals little detail about the meeting, he cannot mask his rage at the treatment he says 

he ƌeĐeiǀed at the haŶds of ͞the supposedlǇ aĐkŶoǁledged leadeƌs͟ of the ĐhuƌĐh: Jaŵes, Peteƌ, aŶd 
JohŶ. Paul saǇs he ͞ƌefused to suďŵit to theŵ, Ŷot eǀeŶ foƌ a ŵiŶute,͟ as Ŷeitheƌ theǇ, Ŷoƌ their opinion 

of his ministry, made any difference to him whatsoever (Galatians 2:1–10).  

Whatever took place during the Apostolic Council, it appears that the meeting concluded with a promise 

by James, the leader of the Jerusalem assembly, not to compel Paul͛s geŶtile folloǁeƌs to ďe 
circumcised. Yet what happened soon afterward indicates that he and James were far from reconciled: 

alŵost iŵŵediatelǇ afteƌ Paul left Jeƌusaleŵ, Jaŵes ďegaŶ seŶdiŶg his oǁŶ ŵissioŶaƌies to Paul͛s 
congregations in Galatia, Corinth, Philippi, and most other places where Paul had built a following, in 

oƌdeƌ to ĐoƌƌeĐt Paul͛s uŶoƌthodoǆ teaĐhiŶgs aďout Jesus.  

Paul was incensed by these delegations, which he viewed, correctly, as a threat to his authority. Almost 

all of Paul͛s epistles in the New Testament were written after the Apostolic Council and are addressed to 

ĐoŶgƌegatioŶs that had ďeeŶ ǀisited ďǇ these ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀes fƌoŵ Jeƌusaleŵ ;Paul͛s fiƌst letteƌ, to the 



Thessalonians, was written between 48 and 50 C.E.; his last letter, to the Romans, was written around 

ϱϲ C.E.Ϳ. That is ǁhǇ these letteƌs deǀote so ŵuĐh spaĐe to defeŶdiŶg Paul͛s status as aŶ apostle, toutiŶg 
his diƌeĐt ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ to Jesus, aŶd ƌailiŶg agaiŶst the leadeƌs iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ ǁho, ͞disguisiŶg theŵselǀes 
as apostles of Chƌist,͟ aƌe, iŶ Paul͛s ǀieǁ, aĐtuallǇ seƌǀaŶts of “ataŶ ǁho haǀe ďeǁitĐhed Paul͛s folloǁeƌs 
(Corinthians 11:13–15).  

Neǀeƌtheless, Jaŵes͛s delegatioŶs seeŵ to haǀe had aŶ iŵpaĐt, foƌ Paul ƌepeatedlǇ laŵďastes his 
congregations for abandoning hiŵ: ͞I aŵ aŵazed at hoǁ ƋuiĐklǇ Ǉou haǀe deseƌted the oŶe ǁho Đalled 
Ǉou͟ ;GalatiaŶs ϭ:ϲͿ. He iŵploƌes his folloǁeƌs Ŷot to listeŶ to these delegatioŶs, oƌ to aŶǇoŶe else foƌ 
that ŵatteƌ, ďut oŶlǇ to hiŵ: ͞If aŶǇoŶe else pƌeaĐhes a gospel ĐoŶtƌaƌǇ to the gospel you received 

[fƌoŵ ŵe], let hiŵ ďe daŵŶed͟ ;GalatiaŶs ϭ:ϵͿ. EǀeŶ if that gospel Đoŵes ͞fƌoŵ aŶ aŶgel iŶ heaǀeŶ,͟ 
Paul writes, his congregations should ignore it (Galatians 1:8). Instead, they should obey Paul and only 

Paul: ͞Be iŵitatoƌs of ŵe, as I aŵ of Chƌist͟ ;ϭ CoƌiŶthiaŶs ϭϭ:ϭͿ.  

Feeling bitter and no longer tethered to the authority of James and the apostles in Jerusalem 

;͞Whateǀeƌ theǇ aƌe ŵakes Ŷo diffeƌeŶĐe to ŵe͟Ϳ, Paul speŶt the Ŷeǆt feǁ Ǉeaƌs fƌeelǇ eǆpouŶdiŶg his 
doctrine of Jesus as Christ. Whetheƌ Jaŵes aŶd the apostles iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ ǁeƌe fullǇ aǁaƌe of Paul͛s 
activities during this period is debatable. After all, Paul was writing his letters in Greek, a language 

Ŷeitheƌ Jaŵes Ŷoƌ the apostles Đould ƌead. Moƌeoǀeƌ, BaƌŶaďas, Jaŵes͛s sole link to Paul, had 

abandoned him soon after the Apostolic Council for reasons that are unclear (though it bears 

mentioning that Barnabas was a Levite and as such would probably have been a strict observer of Jewish 

law). Regardless, by the year 57 C.E., the ƌuŵoƌs aďout Paul͛s teaĐhiŶgs Đould Ŷo loŶgeƌ ďe igŶoƌed. AŶd 
so, once again, he is summoned to Jerusalem to answer for himself.  

This time, James confronts Paul directly, telling him that it has come to their attention that Paul has 

been teaching believeƌs ͞to foƌsake Moses͟ aŶd ͞Ŷot ĐiƌĐuŵĐise theiƌ ĐhildƌeŶ oƌ oďseƌǀe the Đustoŵs 
[of the laǁ]͟ ;AĐts Ϯϭ:ϮϭͿ. Paul does Ŷot ƌespoŶd to the aĐĐusatioŶ, though this is eǆaĐtlǇ ǁhat he has 
been teaching. He has even gone so far as to say that those who let themselves be circumcised will have 

͞Đut theŵselǀes off fƌoŵ Chƌist͟ ;GalatiaŶs ϱ:Ϯ–4).  

To clear up matters once and for all, James forces Paul to take part with four other men in a strict 

purification ritual in the Temple—the same Temple that Paul believes has been replaced by the blood of 

Jesus—so that ͞all ǁill kŶoǁ theƌe is ŶothiŶg to the ƌuŵoƌs said aďout Ǉou, aŶd that Ǉou oďseƌǀe aŶd 
guaƌd the laǁ͟ ;AĐts Ϯϭ:ϮϰͿ. Paul oďeǇs; he seeŵs to haǀe Ŷo ĐhoiĐe iŶ the ŵatteƌ. But as he is 
completing the ritual, a group of devout Jews recognize him.  

͞MeŶ of Isƌael!͟ theǇ shout. ͞Help! This is the ŵaŶ ǁho has ďeeŶ teaĐhiŶg eǀeƌǇoŶe eǀeƌǇǁheƌe agaiŶst 
ouƌ people, ouƌ laǁ, aŶd this plaĐe͟ ;AĐts Ϯϭ:Ϯϳ–28). All at once, a mob descends upon Paul. They seize 

him and drag him out of the Temple. Just as they are about to beat him to death, a group of Roman 

soldiers suddenly appears. The soldiers break up the mob and take Paul into custody, not because of the 

disturbance at the Temple, but because they mistake him for someone else.  

͞Aƌe Ǉou Ŷot the EgǇptiaŶ ǁho soŵe daǇs ago led a ƌeǀolt iŶ the ǁildeƌŶess of fouƌ thousaŶd “iĐaƌii?͟ a 
military tribune asks Paul (Acts 21:38).  

It seeŵs Paul͛s aƌƌiǀal iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ iŶ ϱϳ C.E. Đould Ŷot haǀe Đoŵe at a ŵoƌe ĐhaotiĐ tiŵe. OŶe Ǉeaƌ 
earlier, the Sicarii had begun their reign of terror by slaying the high priest Jonathan. They were now 



wantonly murdering members of the priestly aristocracy, burning down their homes, kidnapping their 

families, and sowing fear in the hearts of the Jews. The messianic fervor in Jerusalem was at a boil. One 

by one, claimants to the mantle of the messiah had arisen to liberate the Jews from the yoke of Roman 

occupation. Theudas the wonder worker had already been cut down by Rome for his messianic 

aspirations. The rebellious sons of Judas the Galilean, Jacob and Simon, had been crucified. The bandit 

chief Eleazar son of Dinaeus, who had been ravaging the countryside, slaughtering Samaritans in the 

name of the God of Israel, had been captured and beheaded by the Roman prefect Felix. And then the 

Egyptian had suddenly appeared on the Mount of Olives, vowing to bring the walls of Jerusalem 

tumbling down at his command.  

For James and the apostles in Jerusalem, the turmoil could mean only one thing: the end was near; Jesus 

was about to return. The Kingdom of God they had assumed Jesus would build while he was alive would 

now finally be established—all the more reason to ensure that those espousing deviant teachings in 

Jesus͛s Ŷaŵe ǁeƌe ďƌought ďaĐk iŶto the fold.  

In that light, Paul͛s aƌƌest iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ ŵaǇ haǀe ďeeŶ uŶeǆpeĐted, ďut ĐoŶsideƌiŶg the apoĐalǇptiĐ 
expectations in Jerusalem, it was neither ill timed nor unwelcomed. If Jesus were about to return, it 

would be no bad thing to have Paul waiting for him in a prison cell, where, at the very least, he and his 

perverse views could be contained until Jesus could judge them himself. But because the arresting 

soldiers assumed Paul was the Egyptian, they sent him at once to be judged by the Roman governor, 

Felix, who happened at the time to be in the coastal town of Caesarea dealing with a conflict that had 

eƌupted ďetǁeeŶ the ĐitǇ͛s Jeǁs aŶd its “ǇƌiaŶ aŶd Gƌeek iŶhaďitaŶts. Although Feliǆ ultiŵatelǇ Đleaƌed 
Paul of the EgǇptiaŶ͛s Đƌiŵes, he Ŷeǀeƌtheless thƌeǁ hiŵ iŶ a Caesarean prison, where he languished 

until Festus replaced Felix as governor and promptly transferred Paul to Rome at his behest.  

Festus allowed Paul to go to Rome because Paul claimed to be a Roman citizen. Paul was born in Tarsus, 

a city whose inhabitants had been granted Roman citizenship by Mark Antony a century earlier. As a 

citizen, Paul had the right to demand a Roman trial, and Festus, who would serve as governor for an 

extremely brief and tumultuous period in Jerusalem, seemed happy to grant him one, if for no other 

reason than to simply be rid of him.  

There may have been a more urgent reason for Paul to want to go to Rome. After the embarrassing 

spectacle at the Temple, in which he was forced to renounce everything he had been preaching for 

years, Paul wanted to get as far as he could from Jerusalem and the ever-tightening noose of control 

placed around his neck by James and the apostles. Besides, Rome seemed the perfect place for Paul. 

This was the Imperial City, the seat of the Roman Empire. Surely the Hellenistic Jews who had chosen to 

ŵake Caesaƌ͛s hoŵe theiƌ oǁŶ ǁould ďe ƌeĐeptiǀe to Paul͛s uŶoƌthodoǆ teaĐhiŶgs aďout Jesus Chƌist. 
Rome already had a small but growing contingent of Christians who lived alongside a fairly sizable Jewish 

populatioŶ. A deĐade ďefoƌe Paul͛s aƌƌiǀal, ĐoŶfliĐts ďetǁeeŶ the tǁo ĐoŵŵuŶities had led the eŵpeƌoƌ 
Claudius to expel both groups from the city. By the time Paul arrived some time in the early sixties, 

however, both populations were once again flourishing. The ĐitǇ seeŵed ƌipe foƌ Paul͛s ŵessage.  

Although Paul was officially under house arrest in Rome, it appears he was able to continue his 

preaching without much interference from the authorities. Yet by all accounts, Paul had little success in 

converting Rome͛s Jeǁs to his side. The Jeǁish populatioŶ ǁas Ŷot just uŶƌeĐeptiǀe to his uŶiƋue 
interpretation of the messiah, they were openly hostile to it. Even the gentile converts did not appear 



overly welcoming toward Paul. That may be because Paul was not the onlǇ ͞apostle͟ pƌeaĐhiŶg Jesus iŶ 
the imperial city. Peter, the first of the Twelve, was also in Rome.  

Peteƌ had Đoŵe to ‘oŵe a feǁ Ǉeaƌs ďefoƌe Paul aŶd likelǇ at Jaŵes͛s ĐoŵŵaŶd to help estaďlish aŶ 
enduring community of Greek-speaking Jewish believers in the heart of the Roman Empire, a community 

that would be under the influence of the Jerusalem assembly and taught in accordance with the 

Jerusalem doctrine: in short, an anti-Pauline community. It is difficult to know just how successful Peter 

had become in his task before Paul arrived. But according to Acts, the Hellenists in Rome reacted so 

ŶegatiǀelǇ to Paul͛s pƌeaĐhiŶg that he deĐided to Đut hiŵself off oŶĐe aŶd foƌ all fƌoŵ his felloǁ Jeǁs 
͞ǁho listeŶ ďut Ŷeǀeƌ uŶdeƌstaŶd … ǁho look ďut Ŷeǀeƌ peƌĐeiǀe.͟ Paul ǀoǁed fƌoŵ that ŵoŵeŶt oŶ to 
pƌeaĐh to ŶoŶe ďut the geŶtiles, ͞foƌ theǇ ǁill listeŶ͟ ;AĐts Ϯϴ:Ϯϲ–29).  

No record exists of these final years in the lives of Peter and Paul, the two men who would become the 

most important figures of Christianity. StƌaŶgelǇ, Luke eŶds his aĐĐouŶt of Paul͛s life ǁith his aƌƌiǀal iŶ 
Rome and he does not mention that Peter was in the city, too. Stranger still, Luke does not bother to 

ƌeĐoƌd the ŵost sigŶifiĐaŶt aspeĐt of the tǁo ŵeŶ͛s Ǉeaƌs togetheƌ iŶ the Iŵpeƌial CitǇ. For in the year 

66 C.E., the same year that Jerusalem erupted in revolt, the emperor Nero, reacting to a sudden surge of 

Christian persecution in Rome, seized Peter and Paul and executed them both for espousing what he 

assumed was the same faith.  

He was wrong. 

 

Chapter Fifteen 

 

 

  

  

The Just One  

TheǇ Đalled Jaŵes, the ďƌotheƌ of Jesus, ͞Jaŵes the Just.͟ IŶ Jeƌusaleŵ, the ĐitǇ he had ŵade his hoŵe 
afteƌ his ďƌotheƌ͛s death, Jaŵes ǁas ƌeĐogŶized ďǇ all foƌ his uŶsuƌpassed pietǇ aŶd his tiƌeless defeŶse 
of the poor. He himself owned nothing, not even the clothes he wore—simple garments made of linen, 

not wool. He drank no wine and ate no meat. He took no baths. No razor ever touched his head, nor did 

he smear himself with scented oils. It was said he spent so ŵuĐh tiŵe ďeŶt iŶ ǁoƌship, ďeseeĐhiŶg God͛s 
foƌgiǀeŶess foƌ the people, that his kŶees gƌeǁ haƌd as a Đaŵel͛s.  

To the followers of Jesus, James was the living link to the messiah, the blood of the Lord. To everyone 

else iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ, he ǁas siŵplǇ ͞the just oŶe.͟ EǀeŶ the Jeǁish authoƌities pƌaised Jaŵes foƌ his 
rectitude and his unshakable commitment to the law. Was it not James who excoriated the heretic Paul 

for abandoning the Torah? Did he not force the former Pharisee to repent of his views and cleanse 

hiŵself at the Teŵple? The authoƌities ŵaǇ Ŷot haǀe aĐĐepted Jaŵes͛s ŵessage aďout Jesus aŶǇ ŵoƌe 
thaŶ theǇ aĐĐepted Paul͛s, ďut theǇ ƌespeĐted Jaŵes aŶd ǀieǁed hiŵ as a ƌighteous aŶd hoŶoƌaďle ŵaŶ. 
According to the early Christian historian Hegesippus (110–180 C.E.), the Jewish authorities repeatedly 



asked Jaŵes to use his iŶflueŶĐe aŵoŶg the people to dissuade theŵ fƌoŵ ĐalliŶg Jesus ŵessiah. ͞We 
eŶtƌeat Ǉou, ƌestƌaiŶ the people, foƌ theǇ haǀe goŶe astƌaǇ iŶ ƌegaƌd to Jesus, as if he ǁeƌe the Chƌist,͟ 

theǇ ďegged. ͞Foƌ ǁe ďeaƌ Ǉou ǁitŶess, as do all the people, that Ǉou aƌe just aŶd that Ǉou do Ŷot 
ƌespeĐt peƌsoŶs. Peƌsuade, theƌefoƌe, the ŵultitude Ŷot to ďe led astƌaǇ ĐoŶĐeƌŶiŶg Jesus.͟  

Their entreaties went unheeded, of course. For although James was, as everyone attests, a zealous 

devotee of the law, he was also a faithful follower of Jesus; he would never betray the legacy of his elder 

brother, not even when he was martyred for it.  

The stoƌǇ of Jaŵes͛s death ĐaŶ ďe fouŶd iŶ Josephus͛s AŶtiƋuities. The year was 62 C.E. All of Palestine 

was sinking into anarchy. Famine and drought had devastated the countryside, leaving fields fallow and 

farmers starving. Panic reigned in Jerusalem, as the Sicarii murdered and pillaged at will. The 

revolutionary fervor of the Jews was growing out of control, even as the priestly class upon which Rome 

relied to maintain order was tearing itself apart, with the wealthy priests in Jerusalem having concocted 

a scheme to seize for themselves the tithes that were meant to sustain the lower-class village priests. 

Meanwhile, a succession of inept Roman governors—from the hotheaded Cumanus to the scoundrel 

Felix and the hapless Festus—had only made matters worse.  

When Festus died suddenly and without an immediate successor, Jerusalem descended into chaos. 

‘eĐogŶiziŶg the uƌgeŶĐǇ of the situatioŶ, the eŵpeƌoƌ Neƌo huƌƌiedlǇ dispatĐhed Festus͛s ƌeplaĐeŵeŶt, 
Albinus, to restore order in the city. But it would take weeks for Albinus to arrive. The delay gave the 

newly appointed high priest, a rash and irascible young man named Ananus, the time and opportunity to 

try to fill the vacuum of power in Jerusalem himself.  

Ananus was the son of the extremely influential former high priest, also named Ananus, whose four 

other sons (and one son-in-law, Joseph Caiaphas) had all taken turns serving in the post. It was, in fact, 

the eldeƌ AŶaŶus, ǁhoŵ Josephus Đalls ͞the gƌeat hoaƌdeƌ of ŵoŶeǇ,͟ ǁho iŶstigated the shaŵeless 
effort to strip the lower priests of their tithes, their sole source of income. With no Roman governor to 

check his ambitions, the young Ananus began a reckless campaign to rid himself of his perceived 

enemies. Among his first actions, Josephus writes, was to assemble the Sanhedrin and bring before it 

͞Jaŵes, the ďƌotheƌ of Jesus, the oŶe theǇ Đall ŵessiah.͟ AŶaŶus Đhaƌged Jaŵes ǁith ďlaspheŵǇ aŶd 
transgressing the law, sentencing him to be stoned to death.  

The ƌeaĐtioŶ to Jaŵes͛s eǆeĐutioŶ ǁas iŵŵediate. A gƌoup of the ĐitǇ͛s Jeǁs, ǁhoŵ Josephus desĐƌiďes 
as ͞the ŵost faiƌ-miŶded aŶd … stƌiĐt iŶ the oďseƌǀaŶĐe of the laǁ,͟ ǁeƌe outƌaged ďǇ AŶaŶus͛s aĐtioŶs. 
They sent word to Albinus, who was en route to Jerusalem from Alexandria, informing him of what had 

transpired in his absence. In response, Albinus wrote a seething letter to Ananus, threatening to take 

murderous vengeance upon him the moment he arrived. By the time Albinus entered Jerusalem, 

however, Ananus had already been removed from his post as high priest and replaced with a man 

named Jesus son of Damneus, who was himself deposed a year later, just before the start of the Jewish 

Revolt.  

The passage concerning the death of James in Josephus is famous for being the earliest nonbiblical 

ƌefeƌeŶĐe to Jesus. As pƌeǀiouslǇ Ŷoted, Josephus͛s use of the appellatioŶ ͞Jaŵes, the brother of Jesus, 

the oŶe theǇ Đall ŵessiah,͟ pƌoǀes that ďǇ the Ǉeaƌ ϵϰ C.E., ǁheŶ the AŶtiƋuities ǁas ǁƌitteŶ, Jesus of 
Nazareth was already recognized as the founder of an important and enduring movement. Yet a closer 

look at the passage reveals that the tƌue foĐus of Josephus is Ŷot Jesus, ǁhoŵ he disŵisses as ͞the oŶe 



theǇ Đall ŵessiah,͟ ďut ƌatheƌ Jaŵes, ǁhose uŶjust death at the haŶds of the high pƌiest foƌŵs the Đoƌe 
of the story. That Josephus mentions Jesus is no doubt significant. But the fact that a Jewish historian 

ǁƌitiŶg to a ‘oŵaŶ audieŶĐe ǁould ƌeĐouŶt iŶ detail the ĐiƌĐuŵstaŶĐes of Jaŵes͛s death, aŶd the 
overwhelmingly negative reaction to his execution—not from the Christians in Jerusalem, but from the 

ĐitǇ͛s ŵost deǀout aŶd oďseƌǀaŶt Jews—is a clear indication of just how prominent a figure James was in 

first-ĐeŶtuƌǇ PalestiŶe. IŶdeed, Jaŵes ǁas ŵoƌe thaŶ just Jesus͛s ďƌotheƌ. He ǁas, as the histoƌiĐal 
evidence attests, the undisputed leader of the movement Jesus had left behind.  

Hegesippus, ǁho ďeloŶged to the seĐoŶd geŶeƌatioŶ of Jesus͛s folloǁeƌs, affiƌŵs Jaŵes͛s ƌole as head of 
the Christian community in his five-ǀoluŵe histoƌǇ of the eaƌlǇ ChuƌĐh. ͞CoŶtƌol of the ĐhuƌĐh,͟ 
Hegesippus ǁƌites, ͞passed, togetheƌ ǁith the apostles, to the brother of the Lord, James, whom 

eǀeƌǇoŶe fƌoŵ the Loƌd͛s tiŵe till ouƌ oǁŶ has Ŷaŵed ͚the Just,͛ foƌ theƌe ǁeƌe ŵaŶǇ Jaŵeses.͟ IŶ the 
ŶoŶĐaŶoŶiĐal Epistle of Peteƌ, the Đhief apostle aŶd leadeƌ of the Tǁelǀe ƌefeƌs to Jaŵes as ͞Loƌd aŶd 
Bishop of the HolǇ ChuƌĐh.͟ CleŵeŶt of ‘oŵe ;ϯϬ–97 C.E.), who would succeed Peter in the imperial 

ĐitǇ, addƌesses a letteƌ to Jaŵes as ͞the Bishop of Bishops, ǁho ƌules Jeƌusaleŵ, the HolǇ AsseŵďlǇ of 
the Heďƌeǁs, aŶd all the Asseŵďlies eǀeƌǇǁheƌe.͟ IŶ the Gospel of Thoŵas, usually dated somewhere 

between the end of the first and the beginning of the second century C.E., Jesus himself names James 

his suĐĐessoƌ: ͞The disĐiples said to Jesus, ͚We kŶoǁ that Ǉou ǁill depaƌt fƌoŵ us. Who ǁill ďe ouƌ 
leadeƌ?͛ Jesus said to theŵ, ͚Wheƌe Ǉou aƌe, Ǉou aƌe to go to Jaŵes the Just, foƌ ǁhose sake heaǀeŶ aŶd 
eaƌth Đaŵe iŶto ďeiŶg.͛ ͟  

The early Church father Clement of Alexandria (150–215 C.E.) claims that Jesus imparted a secret 

kŶoǁledge to ͞Jaŵes the Just, to JohŶ, aŶd to Peteƌ,͟ ǁho iŶ tuƌŶ ͞iŵpaƌted it to the otheƌ Apostles,͟ 
though CleŵeŶt Ŷotes that aŵoŶg the tƌiuŵǀiƌate it ǁas Jaŵes ǁho ďeĐaŵe ͞the fiƌst, as the ƌeĐoƌd 
tells us, to ďe eleĐted to the episĐopal thƌoŶe of the Jeƌusaleŵ ĐhuƌĐh.͟ IŶ his Liǀes of Illustƌious MeŶ, 
Saint Jerome (c. 347–420 C.E.), who translated the Bible into Latin (the Vulgate), writes that after Jesus 

asĐeŶded iŶto heaǀeŶ, Jaŵes ǁas ͞iŵŵediatelǇ appoiŶted Bishop of Jeƌusaleŵ ďǇ the apostles.͟ IŶ faĐt, 
Jeƌoŵe aƌgues that Jaŵes͛s holiŶess aŶd ƌeputatioŶ aŵoŶg the people ǁas so gƌeat that ͞the 
destƌuĐtioŶ of Jeƌusaleŵ ǁas ďelieǀed to haǀe oĐĐuƌƌed oŶ aĐĐouŶt of his death.͟ Jeƌoŵe is ƌefeƌeŶĐiŶg 
a tradition from Josephus, which is also remarked upon by the third-century Christian theologian Origen 

(c. 185–254 C.E.) and recorded in the Ecclesiastical History of Eusebius of Caesarea (c. 260–c. 339 C.E.), 

iŶ ǁhiĐh Josephus Đlaiŵs that ͞these thiŶgs [the Jeǁish ‘eǀolt aŶd the destƌuĐtioŶ of Jeƌusaleŵ] 
happened to the Jews in requital for James the Just, who was a brother of Jesus, known as Christ, for 

though he ǁas the ŵost ‘ighteous of ŵeŶ, the Jeǁs put hiŵ to death.͟ CoŵŵeŶtiŶg oŶ this Ŷo loŶgeƌ 
eǆtaŶt passage of Josephus, Euseďius ǁƌites: ͞“o ƌeŵaƌkaďle a peƌsoŶ ŵust Jaŵes haǀe ďeeŶ, so 
universally esteemed for Righteousness, that even the most intelligent of Jews felt this was why his 

ŵaƌtǇƌdoŵ ǁas iŵŵediatelǇ folloǁed ďǇ the siege of Jeƌusaleŵ͟ ;EĐĐlesiastiĐal HistoƌǇ Ϯ.ϮϯͿ.  

EǀeŶ the Neǁ TestaŵeŶt ĐoŶfiƌŵs Jaŵes͛s ƌole as head of the ChƌistiaŶ ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ: It is James who is 

usuallǇ ŵeŶtioŶed fiƌst aŵoŶg the ͞pillaƌs͟ Jaŵes, Peteƌ, aŶd JohŶ; Jaŵes ǁho peƌsoŶallǇ seŶds his 
emissaries to the different communities scattered in the Diaspora (Galatians 2:1–14); James, to whom 

Peter reports his activities before leaving Jerusalem (Acts 12:17); James who sits in charge of the 

͞eldeƌs͟ ǁheŶ Paul Đoŵes to ŵake suppliĐatioŶ ;AĐts Ϯϭ:ϭϴͿ; Jaŵes ǁho is the pƌesidiŶg authoƌitǇ oǀeƌ 
the Apostolic Council, who speaks last during its deliberations, and whose judgment is final (Acts 15:13). 

In fact, after the Apostolic Council, the apostles disappear from the rest of the book of Acts. But James 

does not. On the contrary, it is the fateful dispute between James and Paul, in which James publicly 



shames Paul for his deviant teachings by demanding he make supplication at the Temple, that leads to 

the Đliŵaǆ of the ďook: Paul͛s aƌƌest aŶd eǆtƌaditioŶ to ‘oŵe.  

Three centuries of early Christian and Jewish documentation, not to mention the nearly unanimous 

opinion of contemporary scholars, recognize James the brother of Jesus as head of the first Christian 

community—aďoǀe Peteƌ aŶd the ƌest of the Tǁelǀe; aďoǀe JohŶ, ͞the disĐiple ǁhoŵ Jesus loǀed͟ ;JohŶ 
20:2); far above Paul, with whom James repeatedly clashed. Why then has James been almost wholly 

excised from the New Testament and his role in the early church displaced by Peter and Paul in the 

imaginations of most modern Christians?  

PaƌtlǇ it has to do ǁith Jaŵes͛s ǀeƌǇ ideŶtitǇ as the ďƌotheƌ of Jesus. DǇŶastǇ ǁas the Ŷoƌŵ foƌ the Jews 

of Jesus͛s tiŵe. The Jeǁish HeƌodiaŶ aŶd HasŵoŶaeaŶ faŵilies, the high pƌiests aŶd the pƌiestlǇ 
aristocracies, the Pharisees, even the bandit gangs all practiced hereditary succession. Kinship was 

perhaps even more crucial for a messianic movement like Jesus͛s, ǁhiĐh ďased its legitiŵaĐǇ oŶ DaǀidiĐ 
descent. After all, if Jesus was a descendant of King David, then so was James; why should he not lead 

Daǀid͛s ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ afteƌ the death of the ŵessiah? Noƌ ǁas Jaŵes the sole ŵeŵďeƌ of Jesus͛s faŵilǇ to 
be giǀeŶ authoƌitǇ iŶ the eaƌlǇ ĐhuƌĐh. Jesus͛s ĐousiŶ “iŵeoŶ, soŶ of Clopas, suĐĐeeded Jaŵes as head of 
the Jeƌusaleŵ asseŵďlǇ, ǁhile otheƌ ŵeŵďeƌs of his faŵilǇ, iŶĐludiŶg tǁo gƌaŶdsoŶs of Jesus͛s otheƌ 
brother, Judas, maintained an active leadership role throughout the first and second centuries of 

Christianity.  

By the third and fourth centuries, however, as Christianity gradually transformed from a heterogeneous 

Jewish movement with an array of sects and schisms into an institutionalized and rigidly orthodox 

iŵpeƌial ƌeligioŶ of ‘oŵe, Jaŵes͛s ideŶtitǇ as Jesus͛s ďƌotheƌ ďeĐaŵe aŶ oďstaĐle to those ǁho 
advocated the perpetual virginity of his mother Mary. A few overly clever solutions were developed to 

ƌeĐoŶĐile the iŵŵutaďle faĐts of Jesus͛s faŵilǇ ǁith the inflexible dogma of the church. There was, for 

example, the well-ǁoƌŶ aŶd thoƌoughlǇ ahistoƌiĐal aƌguŵeŶt that Jesus͛s ďƌotheƌs aŶd sisteƌs ǁeƌe 
Joseph͛s ĐhildƌeŶ fƌoŵ a pƌeǀious ŵaƌƌiage, oƌ that ͞ďƌotheƌ͟ aĐtuallǇ ŵeaŶt ͞ĐousiŶ.͟ But the eŶd 
result was that Jaŵes͛s ƌole iŶ eaƌlǇ ChƌistiaŶitǇ ǁas gƌaduallǇ diŵiŶished.  

At the saŵe tiŵe that Jaŵes͛s iŶflueŶĐe ǁas iŶ deĐliŶe, Peteƌ͛s ǁas asĐeŶdaŶt. Iŵpeƌial ChƌistiaŶitǇ, like 
the empire itself, demanded an easily determinable power structure, one preferably headquartered in 

‘oŵe, Ŷot Jeƌusaleŵ, aŶd liŶked diƌeĐtlǇ to Jesus. Peteƌ͛s ƌole as the fiƌst ďishop of ‘oŵe aŶd his status 
as the chief apostle made him the ideal figure upon which to base the authority of the Roman Church. 

The bishops who succeeded Peter in Rome (and who eventually became infallible popes) justified the 

chain of authority they relied upon to maintain power in an ever-expanding church by citing a passage in 

the gospel of Mattheǁ iŶ ǁhiĐh Jesus tells the apostle, ͞I saǇ to Ǉou that Ǉou shall be called Peter, and 

upoŶ this ƌoĐk I shall ďuild ŵǇ ĐhuƌĐh͟ ;Mattheǁ ϭϲ:ϭϴͿ. The pƌoďleŵ ǁith this heaǀilǇ disputed ǀeƌse, 
which most scholars reject as unhistorical, is that it is the only passage in the entire New Testament that 

designates Peter as head of the church. In fact, it is the only passage in any early historical document—
biblical or otherwise—that names Peter the successor to Jesus and leader of the community he left 

behind. By contrast there are at least a dozen passages citing James as such. What historical records do 

eǆist aďout Peteƌ͛s ƌole iŶ eaƌlǇ ChƌistiaŶitǇ aƌe eǆĐlusiǀelǇ aďout his leadeƌship of the asseŵďlǇ iŶ ‘oŵe, 
which, while certainly a significant community, was just one of many assemblies that fell under the 

overarching authoƌitǇ of the Jeƌusaleŵ asseŵďlǇ: the ͞ŵotheƌ asseŵďlǇ.͟ IŶ otheƌ ǁoƌds, Peteƌ ŵaǇ 
haǀe ďeeŶ ďishop of ‘oŵe, ďut Jaŵes ǁas ͞Bishop of Bishops.͟  



Theƌe is, hoǁeǀeƌ, a ŵoƌe ĐoŵpelliŶg ƌeasoŶ foƌ Jaŵes͛s steadǇ aďateŵeŶt iŶ eaƌlǇ ChƌistiaŶitǇ, oŶe 
that has less to do ǁith his ideŶtitǇ as Jesus͛s ďƌotheƌ oƌ his ƌelatioŶ to Peteƌ thaŶ it does ǁith Jaŵes͛s 
beliefs and his opposition to Paul. Some measure of what James stood for in the early Christian 

community has already been revealed through his actions in the book of Acts and in his theological 

disagƌeeŵeŶts ǁith Paul. But aŶ eǀeŶ ŵoƌe thoƌough uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of Jaŵes͛s ǀieǁs ĐaŶ ďe fouŶd iŶ 
his own often overlooked and much maligned epistle, written sometime between 80 and 90 C.E.  

Obviously James did not himself write the epistle; he was, like his brother Jesus and most of the 

apostles, aŶ illiteƌate peasaŶt ǁith Ŷo foƌŵal eduĐatioŶ. Jaŵes͛s epistle ǁas pƌoďaďlǇ ǁƌitteŶ ďǇ 
someone from within his inner circle. Again, that is true of almost every book in the New Testament, 

iŶĐludiŶg the gospels of Maƌk, Mattheǁ, aŶd JohŶ, as ǁell as a good Ŷuŵďeƌ of Paul͛s letteƌs 
(Colossians, Ephesians, 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Timothy, and Titus). As noted, naming a book after 

someone significant was a common way of honoring that person and reflecting his views. James may not 

have written his own letter, but it no doubt represents what he believed (the epistle is thought to be an 

edited and expanded version of a sermon James gave in Jerusalem just before his death in 62 C.E.). The 

overwhelming consensus is that the traditions contained within the epistle can confidently be traced to 

Jaŵes the Just. That ǁould ŵake Jaŵes͛s epistle aƌguaďlǇ oŶe of the ŵost iŵpoƌtaŶt ďooks iŶ the Neǁ 
Testament. Because one sure way of uncovering what Jesus may have believed is to determine what his 

brother James believed.  

The fiƌst thiŶg to Ŷote aďout Jaŵes͛s epistle is its passioŶate ĐoŶĐeƌŶ ǁith the plight of the pooƌ. This, iŶ 
itself, is not surprising. The traditions all paint James as the champion of the destitute and dispossessed; 

it is hoǁ he eaƌŶed his ŶiĐkŶaŵe, ͞the Just.͟ The Jeƌusaleŵ asseŵďlǇ ǁas fouŶded ďǇ Jaŵes upoŶ the 
principle of service to the poor. There is even evidence to suggest that the first followers of Jesus who 

gathered under Jaŵes͛s leadeƌship ƌefeƌƌed to theŵselǀes ĐolleĐtiǀelǇ as ͞the pooƌ.͟  

What is peƌhaps ŵoƌe suƌpƌisiŶg aďout Jaŵes͛s epistle is its ďitteƌ ĐoŶdeŵŶatioŶ of the ƌiĐh. ͞Coŵe 
now, you wealthy ones, weep and howl for the miseries that are about to come upon you. Your riches 

have rotted and your garments are moth-eaten. Your gold and silver have corroded, and the venom 

ǁithiŶ theŵ shall ďe a ǁitŶess agaiŶst Ǉou; it shall eat Ǉouƌ flesh as though it ǁeƌe fiƌe͟ ;Jaŵes ϱ:ϭ–3). 

For James there is no path to salvatioŶ foƌ the ǁealthǇ ǁho ͞hoaƌd tƌeasuƌes foƌ the last daǇs,͟ aŶd ǁho 
͞liǀe oŶ the laŶd iŶ luǆuƌǇ aŶd pleasuƌe͟ ;Jaŵes ϱ:ϯ, ϱͿ. Theiƌ fate is set iŶ stoŶe. ͞The ƌiĐh ŵaŶ ǁill pass 
away like a flower in the field. For no sooner does the sun rise with its scorching heat, which withers the 

field, thaŶ the floǁeƌ dies aŶd its ďeautǇ peƌishes. “o it shall ďe ǁith the ƌiĐh ŵaŶ͟ ;Jaŵes ϭ:ϭϭͿ. Jaŵes 
goes so far as to suggest that one cannot truly be a follower of Jesus if one does not actively favor the 

pooƌ. ͞Do Ǉou with your acts of favoritism [toward the rich] really believe in our glorious Lord Jesus 

Chƌist?͟ he asks. ͞Foƌ if Ǉou shoǁ faǀoƌitisŵ, Ǉou Đoŵŵit siŶ aŶd aƌe eǆposed as a tƌaŶsgƌessoƌ of the 
laǁ͟ ;Jaŵes Ϯ:ϭ, ϵͿ.  

Jaŵes͛s fieƌĐe judgŵeŶt of the ƌiĐh ŵaǇ eǆplain why he drew the ire of the greedy high priest Ananus, 

whose father had schemed to impoverish the village priests by stealing their tithes. But in truth, James is 

ŵeƌelǇ eĐhoiŶg the ǁoƌds of his ďƌotheƌ͛s Beatitudes: ͞Woe to Ǉou ǁho aƌe ƌiĐh, foƌ Ǉou have received 

your consolation. Woe to you who are full, for you shall hunger. Woe to you laughing now, for soon you 

ǁill ŵouƌŶ͟ ;Luke ϲ:Ϯϰ–ϮϱͿ. AĐtuallǇ, ŵuĐh of Jaŵes͛s epistle ƌefleĐts the ǁoƌds of Jesus, ǁhetheƌ the 
topiĐ is the pooƌ ;͞Has Ŷot God Đhosen the poor in the world to be rich in faith and heirs to the kingdom 

that he has pƌoŵised to those ǁho loǀe hiŵ?͟ Jaŵes Ϯ:ϱ; ͞Blessed aƌe Ǉou ǁho aƌe pooƌ, foƌ the 



KiŶgdoŵ of God is Ǉouƌs.͟ Luke ϲ:ϮϬͿ; the sǁeaƌiŶg of oaths ;͞Do Ŷot sǁeaƌ, eitheƌ ďǇ heaǀen or earth, 

oƌ ďǇ aŶǇ otheƌ oath; let Ǉouƌ Ǉes ďe Ǉes aŶd Ǉouƌ Ŷo ďe Ŷo.͟ Jaŵes ϱ:ϭϮ; ͞Do Ŷot sǁeaƌ at all, eitheƌ ďǇ 
heaǀeŶ, ǁhiĐh is the thƌoŶe of God, oƌ ďǇ the eaƌth, ǁhiĐh is God͛s footstool.… Let Ǉouƌ Ǉes ďe Ǉes aŶd 
Ǉouƌ Ŷo ďe Ŷo.͟ Mattheǁ ϱ:ϯϰ, ϯϳͿ; oƌ the iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of puttiŶg oŶe͛s faith iŶto pƌaĐtiĐe ;͞Be doeƌs of 
the ǁoƌd, Ŷot just heaƌeƌs ǁho deĐeiǀe theŵselǀes.͟ Jaŵes ϭ:ϮϮ; ͞He ǁho heaƌs these ǁoƌds of ŵiŶe 
aŶd does theŵ ǁill ďe like the ǁise ŵaŶ ǁho ďuilt his house oŶ a ƌoĐk … he ǁho heaƌs these words of 

ŵiŶe aŶd does Ŷot do theŵ is like the foolish ŵaŶ ǁho ďuilt his house oŶ saŶd.͟ Mattheǁ ϳ:Ϯϰ, ϮϲͿ.  

Yet the issue over which James and Jesus are most clearly in agreement is the role and application of the 

Laǁ of Moses. ͞Whoeǀeƌ ďƌeaks oŶe of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do so, 

ǁill ďe Đalled least iŶ the kiŶgdoŵ of heaǀeŶ,͟ Jesus saǇs iŶ the gospel of Mattheǁ ;Mattheǁ ϱ:ϭϵͿ. 
͞Whoeǀeƌ keeps the ǁhole laǁ ďut tƌips up oŶ a siŶgle poiŶt of it is guiltǇ of [ǀiolatiŶg] it all,͟ Jaŵes 
echoes in his epistle (James 2:10).  

The pƌiŵaƌǇ ĐoŶĐeƌŶ of Jaŵes͛s epistle is oǀeƌ hoǁ to ŵaiŶtaiŶ the pƌopeƌ ďalaŶĐe ďetǁeeŶ deǀotioŶ to 
the Toƌah aŶd faith iŶ Jesus as ŵessiah. Thƌoughout the teǆt, Jaŵes ƌepeatedlǇ eǆhoƌts Jesus͛s folloǁeƌs 
to ƌeŵaiŶ faithful to the laǁ. ͞But he ǁho looks to the peƌfeĐt laǁ—the law of liberty—and perseveres 

[in following it], being not just hearers who forget, but doers who act [upon it], he shall be blessed in his 

doiŶg͟ ;Jaŵes ϭ:ϮϱͿ. Jaŵes Đoŵpaƌes Jeǁs ǁho abandon the law after converting to the Jesus 

ŵoǀeŵeŶt to those ǁho ͞look at theŵselǀes iŶ the ŵiƌƌoƌ … aŶd upoŶ ǁalkiŶg aǁaǇ, iŵŵediatelǇ 
foƌget ǁhat theǇ looked like͟ ;Jaŵes ϭ:ϮϯͿ.  

There should be little doubt as to whom James is referring in these verses. IŶ faĐt, Jaŵes͛s epistle ǁas 
ǀeƌǇ likelǇ ĐoŶĐeiǀed as a ĐoƌƌeĐtiǀe to Paul͛s pƌeaĐhiŶg, ǁhiĐh is ǁhǇ it is addƌessed to ͞the Tǁelǀe 
Tƌiďes of Isƌael sĐatteƌed iŶ the Diaspoƌa.͟ The epistle͛s hostilitǇ toǁaƌd PauliŶe theologǇ is 
unmistakable. Whereas Paul disŵisses the Laǁ of Moses as a ͞ŵiŶistƌǇ of death, Đhiseled iŶ letteƌs oŶ a 
stoŶe taďlet͟ ;Ϯ CoƌiŶthiaŶs ϯ:ϳͿ, Jaŵes Đeleďƌates it as ͞the laǁ of liďeƌtǇ.͟ Paul Đlaiŵs that ͞oŶe is Ŷot 
justified by the works of the law but only through belief in Jesus Chƌist͟ ;GalatiaŶs Ϯ:ϭϲͿ. Jaŵes 
eŵphatiĐallǇ ƌejeĐts Paul͛s ŶotioŶ that faith aloŶe eŶgeŶdeƌs salǀatioŶ. ͞CaŶ ďelief saǀe Ǉou?͟ he 
ƌetoƌts. ͞EǀeŶ the deŵoŶs ďelieǀe—aŶd shuddeƌ!͟ ;Jaŵes Ϯ:ϭϰ,ϭϵͿ. Paul ǁƌites iŶ his letteƌ to the 
‘oŵaŶs that ͞a ŵaŶ is justified ďǇ faith apaƌt fƌoŵ ǁoƌks of the laǁ͟ ;‘oŵaŶs ϯ:ϮϴͿ. Jaŵes Đalls this the 
opiŶioŶ of a ͞seŶseless peƌsoŶ,͟ ĐouŶteƌiŶg that ͞faith apaƌt fƌoŵ ǁoƌks [of the laǁ] is dead͟ ;Jaŵes 
2:26).  

What ďoth ŵeŶ ŵeaŶ ďǇ ͞ǁoƌks of the laǁ͟ is the appliĐatioŶ of Jeǁish law in the daily life of the 

ďelieǀeƌ. Put siŵplǇ, Paul ǀieǁs suĐh ͞ǁoƌks͟ as iƌƌeleǀaŶt to salǀatioŶ, ǁhile Jaŵes ǀieǁs theŵ as a 
requirement for belief in Jesus as Christ. To prove his point, James offers a telling example, one that 

demonstrates he was speĐifiĐallǇ ƌefutiŶg Paul iŶ his epistle. ͞Was Ŷot Aďƌahaŵ ouƌ fatheƌ justified ďǇ 
ǁoƌks ǁheŶ he offeƌed up his soŶ IsaaĐ upoŶ the altaƌ?͟ Jaŵes saǇs, alludiŶg to the stoƌǇ of Aďƌahaŵ͛s 
near sacrifice of Isaac at the behest of the Lord (Genesis 22:9–14). ͞You see hoǁ faith ǁeŶt haŶd-in-

haŶd ǁith [Aďƌahaŵ͛s] ǁoƌks, hoǁ it ǁas thƌough his ǁoƌks that his faith ǁas ŵade Đoŵplete? Thus 
ǁhat the sĐƌiptuƌe saǇs ǁas fulfilled: ͚Aďƌahaŵ ďelieǀed God, aŶd it ǁas ƌeĐkoŶed to hiŵ as 
ƌighteousŶess,͛ aŶd he ǁas Đalled the fƌieŶd of God͟ ;Jaŵes Ϯ:ϮϯͿ.  

What makes this example so telling is that it is the same one Paul often uses in his letters when making 

the eǆaĐt opposite aƌguŵeŶt. ͞What theŶ aƌe ǁe to saǇ aďout Aďƌahaŵ, ouƌ fatheƌ aĐĐoƌdiŶg to the 
flesh?͟ Paul ǁƌites. ͞Foƌ if Aďƌahaŵ ǁas justified ďǇ ǁoƌks, he has soŵethiŶg to ďoast aďout, though Ŷot 



ďefoƌe God. ‘atheƌ, ǁhat does the sĐƌiptuƌe saǇ? ͚Aďƌahaŵ ďelieǀed God, aŶd it ǁas ƌeĐkoŶed to hiŵ as 
ƌighteousŶess͛ ͟ ;‘oŵaŶs ϰ:ϭ–3; see also Galatians 3:6–9).  

James may Ŷot haǀe ďeeŶ aďle to ƌead aŶǇ of Paul͛s letteƌs ďut he ǁas oďǀiouslǇ faŵiliaƌ ǁith Paul͛s 
teaĐhiŶgs aďout Jesus. The last Ǉeaƌs of his life ǁeƌe speŶt dispatĐhiŶg his oǁŶ ŵissioŶaƌies to Paul͛s 
ĐoŶgƌegatioŶs iŶ oƌdeƌ to ĐoƌƌeĐt ǁhat he ǀieǁed as Paul͛s ŵistakes. The sermon that became his 

epistle ǁas just aŶotheƌ atteŵpt ďǇ Jaŵes to Đuƌď Paul͛s iŶflueŶĐe. JudgiŶg ďǇ Paul͛s oǁŶ epistles, 
Jaŵes͛s effoƌts ǁeƌe suĐĐessful, as ŵaŶǇ aŵoŶg Paul͛s ĐoŶgƌegatioŶs seeŵ to haǀe tuƌŶed theiƌ ďaĐks 
on him in favor of the teachers from Jerusalem.  

The aŶgeƌ aŶd ďitteƌŶess that Paul feels toǁaƌd these ͞false apostles [aŶd] deĐeitful ǁoƌkeƌs,͟ these 
͞seƌǀaŶts of “ataŶ͟ seŶt to iŶfiltƌate his ĐoŶgƌegatioŶs ďǇ a ŵaŶ he aŶgƌilǇ disŵisses as oŶe of the 
͞supposedlǇ aĐkŶoǁledged leadeƌs͟ of the ĐhuƌĐh—a ŵaŶ he Đlaiŵs ͞ĐoŶtƌiďuted ŶothiŶg͟ to hiŵ—
seeps like poisoŶ thƌough the pages of his lateƌ epistles ;Ϯ CoƌiŶthiaŶs ϭϭ:ϭϯ; GalatiaŶs Ϯ:ϲͿ. Yet Paul͛s 
attempts to convince his congregations not to abandon him would ultimately prove futile. There was 

never any doubt about where the loyalty of the community would lie in a dispute between a former 

Pharisee and the flesh and blood of the living Christ. No matter how Hellenistic the Diaspora Jews may 

have become, their allegiance to the leaders of the mother assembly did not waver. James, Peter, 

John—these were the pillars of the church. They were the principal characters in all the stories people 

told about Jesus. They were the men who walked and talked with Jesus. They were among the first to 

see him rise from the dead; they would be the first to witness him return with the clouds of heaven. The 

authority James and the apostles maintained over the community during their lifetimes was 

unbreakable. Not even Paul could escape it, as he discovered in 57 C.E., when he was forced by James to 

publicly repent of his beliefs by taking part in that strict purification ritual in the Temple of Jerusalem.  

As ǁith his aĐĐouŶt of the ApostoliĐ CouŶĐil soŵe Ǉeaƌs eaƌlieƌ, Luke͛s ƌeŶdeƌiŶg of this fiŶal meeting 

between James and Paul in the book of Acts tries to brush aside any hint of conflict or animosity by 

presenting Paul as silently acquiescing to the Temple rite demanded of him. But not even Luke can hide 

the tension that so obviously exists in this sĐeŶe. IŶ Luke͛s aĐĐouŶt, ďefoƌe Jaŵes seŶds Paul to the 
Teŵple to pƌoǀe to the Jeƌusaleŵ asseŵďlǇ that he ͞oďseƌǀes aŶd guaƌds the laǁ,͟ he fiƌst dƌaǁs a 
shaƌp distiŶĐtioŶ ďetǁeeŶ ͞the thiŶgs that God had doŶe aŵoŶg the geŶtiles iŶ [Paul͛s] ŵiŶistƌǇ,͟ aŶd 

the ͞ŵaŶǇ thousaŶds of ďelieǀeƌs … aŵoŶg the Jeǁs [ǁho] aƌe all zealous foƌ the laǁ͟ ;AĐts Ϯϭ:ϮϬͿ. 
Jaŵes theŶ giǀes Paul ͞fouƌ ŵeŶ ǁho aƌe uŶdeƌ a ǀoǁ͟ aŶd iŶstƌuĐts hiŵ to ͞go thƌough the ƌite of 
purification with them, and pay for the shaving of their heads͟ ;AĐts Ϯϭ:ϮϰͿ.  

What Luke is desĐƌiďiŶg iŶ this passage is Đalled a ͞Naziƌite ǀoǁ͟ ;Nuŵďeƌs ϲ:ϮͿ. Naziƌites ǁeƌe stƌiĐt 
devotees of the Law of Moses who pledged to abstain from wine and refused to shave their hair or 

come near a corpse for a set period of time, either as an act of piety or in return for the fulfillment of a 

wish, such as a healthy child or a safe journey (James himself may have been a Nazirite, as the 

description of those who take the vow perfectly matches the descriptions of him in the ancient 

ĐhƌoŶiĐlesͿ. CoŶsideƌiŶg Paul͛s ǀieǁs oŶ the Laǁ of Moses aŶd the Teŵple of Jeƌusaleŵ, his foƌĐed 
participation in such a ritual would have been hugely embarrassing for him. The entire purpose of the 

rite was to demonstrate to the Jerusalem assembly that he no longer believed what he had been 

pƌeaĐhiŶg foƌ ŶeaƌlǇ a deĐade. Theƌe is Ŷo otheƌ ǁaǇ to ƌead Paul͛s paƌtiĐipatioŶ iŶ the Naziƌite ǀoǁ 
eǆĐept as a soleŵŶ ƌeŶuŶĐiatioŶ of his ŵiŶistƌǇ aŶd a puďliĐ deĐlaƌatioŶ of Jaŵes͛s authoƌitǇ oǀeƌ hiŵ—



all the ŵoƌe ƌeasoŶ to douďt Luke͛s depiĐtioŶ of Paul as siŵplǇ goiŶg aloŶg ǁith the ƌitual ǁithout 
comment or complaint.  

IŶteƌestiŶglǇ, Luke͛s ŵaǇ Ŷot ďe the oŶlǇ aĐĐouŶt of this piǀotal ŵoŵeŶt. AŶ eeƌilǇ siŵilaƌ stoƌǇ is 
recounted in the compilation of writings known collectively as the Pseudo-Clementines. Although 

compiled sometime around 300 C.E. (nearly a century before the New Testament was officially 

canonized), the Pseudo-Clementines contain within them two separate sets of traditions that can be 

dated much earlier. The first is known as the Homilies, and comprises two epistles: one by the apostle 

Peteƌ, the otheƌ ďǇ Peteƌ͛s suĐĐessoƌ iŶ ‘oŵe, CleŵeŶt. The seĐoŶd set of tƌaditioŶs is Đalled the 
Recognitions, which is itself founded upon an older document titled Ascent of James that most scholars 

date to the middle of the second century C.E., perhaps two or three decades after the gospel of John 

was written.  

The Recognitions contains an incredible story about a violent altercation that James the brother of Jesus 

has ǁith soŵeoŶe siŵplǇ Đalled ͞the eŶeŵǇ.͟ IŶ the teǆt, Jaŵes aŶd the eŶeŵǇ aƌe eŶgaged iŶ a 
shouting match inside the Temple when, all of a sudden, the enemy attacks James in a fit of rage and 

throws him down the Temple stairs. James is badly hurt by the fall but his supporters quickly come to his 

rescue and carry him to safety. Remarkably, the enemy who attacked James is later identified as none 

other than Saul of Tarsus (Recognitions 1:70–71).  

As with the Lukan version, the story of the altercation between James and Paul in the Recognitions has 

its flaws. The fact that Paul is referred to as Saul in the text suggests that the author believes the event 

took plaĐe ďefoƌe Paul͛s ĐoŶǀeƌsioŶ ;though the ‘eĐogŶitioŶs Ŷeǀeƌ aĐtuallǇ ƌefeƌs to that Đonversion). 

Yet ƌegaƌdless of the histoƌiĐitǇ of the stoƌǇ itself, Paul͛s ideŶtitǇ as ͞the eŶeŵǇ͟ of the ĐhuƌĐh is 
repeatedly affirmed, not only in the Recognitions, but also in the other texts of the Pseudo-Clementines. 

In the Epistle of Peter, for example, the Đhief apostle ĐoŵplaiŶs that ͞soŵe fƌoŵ aŵoŶg the geŶtiles 
have rejected my lawful preaching, attaching themselves to certain lawless and trifling preaching of the 

ŵaŶ ǁho is ŵǇ eŶeŵǇ͟ ;Epistle of Peteƌ Ϯ:ϯͿ. Elseǁheƌe, Peteƌ flatlǇ ideŶtifies this ͞false pƌophet͟ ǁho 
teaĐhes ͞the dissolutioŶ of the laǁ͟ as Paul, ĐautioŶiŶg his folloǁeƌs to ͞ďelieǀe Ŷo teaĐheƌ, uŶless he 
ďƌiŶgs fƌoŵ Jeƌusaleŵ the testiŵoŶial of Jaŵes the Loƌd͛s ďƌotheƌ, oƌ ǁhosoeǀeƌ ŵaǇ Đoŵe afteƌ hiŵ͟ 
(Recognitions 4:34–35).  

What the Pseudo-Clementine documents indicate, and the New Testament clearly confirms, is that 

James, Peter, John, and the rest of the apostles viewed Paul with wariness and suspicion, if not open 

derision, which is why they went to such lengths to counteract Paul͛s teaĐhiŶgs, ĐeŶsuƌiŶg hiŵ foƌ his 
words, warning others not to follow him, even sending their own missionaries to his congregations. No 

wonder Paul was so keen to flee to Rome after the incident at the Temple in 57 C.E. He was surely not 

eager to be judged by the emperor for his alleged crimes, as Luke seems to suggest. Paul went to Rome 

ďeĐause he hoped he Đould esĐape Jaŵes͛s authoƌitǇ. But as he disĐoǀeƌed ǁheŶ he aƌƌiǀed iŶ the 
Imperial City and saw Peter already established there, one could not so easily escape the reach of James 

and Jerusalem.  

While Paul spent the last years of his life in Rome, frustrated by the lack of enthusiasm he received for 

his ŵessage ;peƌhaps ďeĐause the Jeǁs ǁeƌe heediŶg Peteƌ͛s Đall to ͞ďelieǀe Ŷo teaĐheƌ, uŶless he 
briŶgs fƌoŵ Jeƌusaleŵ the testiŵoŶial of Jaŵes the Loƌd͛s ďƌotheƌ͟Ϳ, the Jeƌusaleŵ asseŵďlǇ uŶdeƌ 
Jaŵes͛s leadeƌship thƌiǀed. The Heďƌeǁs iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ ǁeƌe ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ Ŷot iŵŵuŶe to peƌseĐutioŶ ďǇ the 
religious authorities. They were often arrested and sometimes killed for their preaching. James the son 



of Zebedee, one of the original Twelve, was even beheaded (Acts 12:3). But these periodic bouts of 

persecution were rare and seem not to have been the result of a rejection of the law on the part of the 

Hebrews, as was the case with the Hellenists who were expelled from the city. Obviously, the Hebrews 

had figured out a way to accommodate themselves to the Jewish priestly authorities, or else they could 

not have remained in Jerusalem. These were by all accounts law-abiding Jews who kept the customs and 

traditions of their forefathers but who happened also to believe that the simple Jewish peasant from 

Galilee named Jesus of Nazareth was the promised messiah.  

That is not to say that James and the apostles were uninterested in reaching out to gentiles, or that they 

believed gentiles could not join their movement. As indicated by his decision at the Apostolic Council, 

Jaŵes ǁas ǁilliŶg to foƌgo the pƌaĐtiĐe of ĐiƌĐuŵĐisioŶ aŶd otheƌ ͞ďuƌdeŶs of the laǁ͟ foƌ geŶtile 
converts. James did not want to force gentiles to first become Jews before they were allowed to become 

Christians. He merely insisted that they not divorce themselves entirely from Judaism, that they 

maintain a measure of fidelity to the beliefs and practices of the very man they claimed to be following 

(Acts 15:12–21). Otherwise, the movement risked becoming a wholly new religion, and that is 

something neither James nor his brother Jesus would have imagined.  

Jaŵes͛s steadǇ leadeƌship oǀeƌ the Jeƌusaleŵ assembly came to an end in 62 C.E., when he was 

executed by the high priest Ananus, not just because he was a follower of Jesus and certainly not 

ďeĐause he tƌaŶsgƌessed the laǁ ;oƌ else ͞the ŵost faiƌ-ŵiŶded aŶd … stƌiĐt iŶ the oďseƌǀaŶĐe of the 
laǁ͟ ǁould Ŷot have been up in arms about his unjust execution). James was likely killed because he 

ǁas doiŶg ǁhat he did ďest: defeŶdiŶg the pooƌ aŶd ǁeak agaiŶst the ǁealthǇ aŶd poǁeƌful. AŶaŶus͛s 
schemes to impoverish the lower-class priests by stealing their tithes would not have sat well with 

James the Just. And so, Ananus took advantage of the brief absence of Roman authority in Jerusalem to 

get rid of a man who had become a thorn in his side.  

OŶe ĐaŶŶot kŶoǁ hoǁ Paul felt iŶ ‘oŵe ǁheŶ he heaƌd aďout Jaŵes͛s death. But if he assumed the 

passiŶg of Jesus͛s ďƌotheƌ ǁould ƌelaǆ the gƌip of Jeƌusaleŵ oǀeƌ the ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ, he ǁas ŵistakeŶ. The 
leadeƌship of the Jeƌusaleŵ asseŵďlǇ passed sǁiftlǇ to aŶotheƌ of Jesus͛s faŵilǇ ŵeŵďeƌs, his ĐousiŶ 
Simeon son of Clopas, and the ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ ĐoŶtiŶued uŶaďated uŶtil fouƌ Ǉeaƌs afteƌ Jaŵes͛s death, 
when the Jews suddenly rose up in revolt against Rome.  

Some among the Hebrews seem to have fled Jerusalem for Pella when the uprising began. But there is 

no evidence to suggest that the core leadership of the mother assembly abandoned Jerusalem. Rather, 

theǇ ŵaiŶtaiŶed theiƌ pƌeseŶĐe iŶ the ĐitǇ of Jesus͛s death aŶd ƌesuƌƌeĐtioŶ, eageƌlǇ aǁaitiŶg his ƌetuƌŶ, 
ƌight up to the ŵoŵeŶt that Titus͛s aƌŵǇ aƌƌiǀed aŶd ǁiped the holǇ ĐitǇ aŶd its inhabitants—both 

Christians and Jews—off the face of the earth. With the destruction of Jerusalem, the connection 

between the assemblies scattered across the Diaspora and the mother assembly rooted in the city of 

God was permanently severed, and with it the last physical link between the Christian community and 

Jesus the Jew. Jesus the zealot.  

Jesus of Nazareth. 

 

Epilogue 

 



 

  

  

True God from True God  

The balding, gray-bearded old men who fixed the faith and practice of Christianity met for the first time 

in the Byzantine city of Nicaea, on the eastern shore of Lake Izmit in present-day Turkey. It was the 

summer of 325 C.E. The men had been brought together by the emperor Constantine and commanded 

to come to a consensus on the doctrine of the religion he had recently adopted as his own. Bedecked in 

ƌoďes of puƌple aŶd gold, aŶ auƌeate lauƌel ƌestiŶg oŶ his head, ‘oŵe͛s fiƌst ChƌistiaŶ eŵpeƌoƌ Đalled the 
council to order as though it were a Roman Senate, which is understandable, considering that every one 

of the nearly two thousand bishops he had gathered in Nicaea to permanently define Christianity was a 

Roman.  

The bishops were not to disband until they had resolved the theological differences among them, 

particularly when it came to the nature of Jesus and his relationship to God. Over the centuries since 

Jesus͛s ĐƌuĐifiǆioŶ, theƌe had ďeeŶ a gƌeat deal of disĐoƌd aŶd deďate aŵoŶg the leadeƌs of the ĐhuƌĐh 
over whether Jesus was human or divine. Was he, as those like Athanasius of Alexandria claimed, God 

incarnate, or was he, as the followers of Arius seemed to suggest, just a man—a perfect man, perhaps, 

but a man nonetheless?  

After months of heated negotiations, the council handed to Constantine what became known as the 

Nicene Creed, outlining for the first time the officially sanctioned, orthodox beliefs of the Christian 

church. Jesus is the literal son of God, the creed declared. He is Light from Light, true God from true 

God, begotten not made, of the same substance as the father. As for those who disagreed with the 

Đƌeed, those like the AƌiaŶs ǁho ďelieǀed that ͞theƌe ǁas a tiŵe ǁheŶ [Jesus] ǁas Ŷot,͟ theǇ ǁeƌe 
immediately banished from the empire and their teachings violently suppressed.  

It may be tempting to view the Nicene Creed as an overtly politicized attempt to stifle the legitimate 

ǀoiĐes of disseŶt iŶ the eaƌlǇ ĐhuƌĐh. It is ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ the Đase that the ĐouŶĐil͛s deĐisioŶ ƌesulted iŶ a 
thousand years or more of unspeakable bloodshed in the name of Christian orthodoxy. But the truth is 

that the council members were merely codifying a creed that was already the majority opinion, not just 

of the bishops gathered at Nicaea, but of the entire Christian community. Indeed, belief in Jesus as God 

had been enshrined in the church centuries before the Council of Nicaea, thanks to the overwhelming 

popularity of the letters of Paul.  

After the Temple was destroyed, the holy city burned to the ground, and the remnants of the Jerusalem 

assembly dispersed, Paul underwent a stunning rehabilitation in the Christian community. With the 

possible exception of the Q document (which is, after all, a hypothetical text), the only writings about 

Jesus that existed in 70 C.E. were the letters of Paul. These letters had been in circulation since the 

fifties. They were written to the Diaspora communities, which, after the destruction of Jerusalem, were 

the only Christian communities left in the realm. Without the mother assembly to guide the followers of 

Jesus, the ŵoǀeŵeŶt͛s ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ to Judaisŵ ǁas ďƌokeŶ, aŶd Paul ďeĐaŵe the primary vehicle through 

which a new generation of Christians was introduced to Jesus the Christ. Even the gospels were deeply 

iŶflueŶĐed ďǇ Paul͛s letteƌs. OŶe ĐaŶ tƌaĐe the shadoǁ of PauliŶe theologǇ iŶ Maƌk aŶd Mattheǁ. But it 



is in the gospel of Luke, ǁƌitteŶ ďǇ oŶe of Paul͛s deǀoted disĐiples, that oŶe ĐaŶ see the doŵiŶaŶĐe of 
Paul͛s ǀieǁs, ǁhile the gospel of JohŶ is little ŵoƌe thaŶ PauliŶe theologǇ iŶ Ŷaƌƌatiǀe foƌŵ.  

Paul͛s ĐoŶĐeptioŶ of ChƌistiaŶitǇ ŵaǇ haǀe ďeeŶ aŶatheŵa ďefoƌe ϳϬ C.E. But afteƌǁard, his notion of a 

wholly new religion free from the authority of a Temple that no longer existed, unburdened by a law 

that no longer mattered, and divorced from a Judaism that had become a pariah was enthusiastically 

embraced by converts throughout the Roman Empire. Hence, in 398 C.E., when, according to legend, 

another group of bishops gathered at a council in the city of Hippo Regius in modern-day Algeria to 

canonize what would become known as the New Testament, they chose to include in the Christian 

scriptures one letter from James, the brother and successor of Jesus, two letters from Peter, the chief 

apostle and first among the Twelve, three letters from John, the beloved disciple and pillar of the 

church, and fourteen letters from Paul, the deviant and outcast who was rejected and scorned by the 

leaders in Jerusalem. In fact, more than half of the twenty-seven books that now make up the New 

Testament are either by or about Paul.  

This should not be surprising. Christianity after the destruction of Jerusalem was almost exclusively a 

gentile religion; it needed a gentile theology. And that is precisely what Paul provided. The choice 

ďetǁeeŶ Jaŵes͛s ǀisioŶ of a Jeǁish ƌeligioŶ aŶĐhoƌed iŶ the Laǁ of Moses aŶd deƌiǀed fƌoŵ a Jeǁish 
nationalist who fought agaiŶst ‘oŵe, aŶd Paul͛s ǀisioŶ of a ‘oŵaŶ ƌeligioŶ that diǀoƌĐed itself fƌoŵ 
Jewish provincialism and required nothing for salvation save belief in Christ, was not a difficult one for 

the seĐoŶd aŶd thiƌd geŶeƌatioŶs of Jesus͛s folloǁeƌs to ŵake.  

Two thousaŶd Ǉeaƌs lateƌ, the Chƌist of Paul͛s ĐƌeatioŶ has utteƌlǇ suďsuŵed the Jesus of histoƌǇ. The 
memory of the revolutionary zealot who walked across Galilee gathering an army of disciples with the 

goal of establishing the Kingdom of God on earth, the magnetic preacher who defied the authority of 

the Temple priesthood in Jerusalem, the radical Jewish nationalist who challenged the Roman 

occupation and lost, has been almost completely lost to history. That is a shame. Because the one thing 

any comprehensive study of the historical Jesus should hopefully reveal is that Jesus of Nazareth—Jesus 

the man—is every bit as compelling, charismatic, and praiseworthy as Jesus the Christ. He is, in short, 

someone worth believing in.  

 

For my wife, Jessica Jackley, and the entire Jackley clan, 
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Notes  

INTRODUCTION 

I aŵ gƌeatlǇ iŶdeďted to JohŶ P. Meieƌ͛s epiĐ ǁoƌk, A MaƌgiŶal Jeǁ: ‘ethiŶkiŶg the Historical Jesus, vols. 

I–IV (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991–2009). I first met Father Meier while I was studying the 

New Testament at Santa Clara University, and it was his definitive look at the historical Jesus, which at 

the time existed only in its first volume, that planted the seeds of the present book in my mind. Father 

Meieƌ͛s ďook aŶsǁeƌs the ƋuestioŶ of ǁhǇ ǁe haǀe so little histoƌiĐal iŶfoƌŵatioŶ aďout a ŵaŶ ǁho so 
thoroughly changed the course of human history. His thesis—that we know so little about Jesus because 

in his lifetime he would have been viewed as little more than a marginal Jewish peasant from the 

backwoods of Galilee—forms the theoretical groundwork for the book you are reading.  

Of course, I argue further that part of the reason we know so little about the historical Jesus is that his 

messianic mission—historic as it may have turned out to be—was not uncommon in first-century 

PalestiŶe. HeŶĐe ŵǇ ƌefeƌeŶĐe to Celsus͛s Ƌuote—͞I aŵ God, oƌ the seƌǀaŶt of God, oƌ a diǀiŶe spiƌit 
…͟—whiĐh ĐaŶ ďe fouŶd iŶ ‘udolf Otto͛s ĐlassiĐ studǇ, The KiŶgdoŵ of God aŶd the “oŶ of MaŶ ;BostoŶ: 
Starr King Press, 1957), 13.  

A ďƌief ǁoƌd aďout ŵǇ use of the teƌŵ ͞fiƌst-ĐeŶtuƌǇ PalestiŶe͟ thƌoughout this ďook. While PalestiŶe 
was the unofficial Roman designation for the land encompassing modern-day Israel, Palestine, Jordan, 

“Ǉƌia, aŶd LeďaŶoŶ duƌiŶg Jesus͛s lifetiŵe, it ǁas Ŷot uŶtil the ‘oŵaŶs Ƌuashed the Baƌ KoĐhďa ƌeǀolt iŶ 
the middle of the second century C.E that the region was officially named Syria Palaestina. Nevertheless, 

the teƌŵ ͞fiƌst-ĐeŶtuƌǇ PalestiŶe͟ has ďeĐoŵe so ĐoŵŵoŶplaĐe iŶ aĐadeŵiĐ disĐussioŶs aďout the eƌa of 
Jesus that I see no reason not to use it in this book.  

Foƌ ŵoƌe oŶ Jesus͛s ŵessiaŶiĐ ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌies—the so-called false messiahs—see the works of Richard 

A. HoƌsleǇ, speĐifiĐallǇ ͞Populaƌ MessiaŶiĐ MoǀeŵeŶts AƌouŶd the Tiŵe of Jesus,͟ CatholiĐ BiďliĐal 
Quarterly 46 (1984): 409–ϯϮ; ͞Populaƌ PƌophetiĐ MoǀeŵeŶts at the Tiŵe of Jesus: Theiƌ PƌiŶĐipal 
Featuƌes aŶd “oĐial OƌigiŶs,͟ Journal for the Study of the New Testament 26 (1986): 3–27; and, with 

John S. Hanson, Bandits, Prophets, and Messiahs (Minneapolis: Winston Press, 1985), 135–189. The 

ƌeadeƌ ǁill Ŷote that I ƌelǇ a gƌeat deal oŶ Pƌofessoƌ HoƌsleǇ͛s ǁoƌk. That is ďeĐause he is by far the most 

prominent thinker on the subject of first-century apocalypticism.  

Although the so-called Two-Source Theory is almost universally accepted by scholars, there are a 

handful of biblical theorists who reject it as a viable explanation for the creation of the four canonized 

gospels as we know them. For example, J. Magne, From Christianity to Gnosis and from Gnosis to 

Christianity (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1993) views the Two-Source Theory as overly simplistic and 

incapable of adequately addressing what he sees as the complex variants among the Synoptic gospels.  



IŶ additioŶ to the stoƌǇ of the fieŶdish Jeǁish pƌiest AŶaŶus, theƌe is oŶe otheƌ passage iŶ Josephus͛s 
Antiquities that mentions Jesus of Nazareth. This is the so-called Testimonium Flavianum in book 18, 

chapter 3, in which Josephus appears to repeat the entire gospel formula. But that passage has been so 

corrupted by later Christian interpolation that its authenticity is dubious at best, and scholarly attempts 

to cull through the passage for some sliver of historicity have proven futile. Still, the second passage is 

sigŶifiĐaŶt iŶ that it ŵeŶtioŶs Jesus͛s ĐƌuĐifiǆioŶ.  

Among Romans, crucifixion originated as a deterrence against the revolt of slaves, probably as early as 

200 B.C.E. By Jesus͛s tiŵe, it ǁas the pƌiŵaƌǇ foƌŵ of puŶishŵeŶt foƌ ͞iŶĐitiŶg ƌeďellioŶ͟ ;i.e., tƌeasoŶ oƌ 
seditioŶͿ, the eǆaĐt Đƌiŵe ǁith ǁhiĐh Jesus ǁas Đhaƌged. “ee Huďeƌt CaŶĐiĐk et al., eds., Bƌill͛s Neǁ 
Pauly Encyclopedia of the Ancient World: Antiquity (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 2005), 60 and 966. The 

punishment applied solely to non-Roman citizens. Roman citizens could be crucified, however, if the 

crime was so grave that it essentially forfeited their citizenship.  

There are no resurrection appearances in the gospel of Mark, as it is the unanimous consensus of 

scholars that the original version of the gospel ended with Mark 16:8. For more on this, see note to 

chapter 3 below.  

In 313 C.E., the emperor Constantine passed the Edict of Milan, which initiated a period of Christian 

tolerance in the Roman Empire, wherein property that was confiscated from Christians by the state was 

returned and Christians were free to worship without fear of reprisals from the state. While the Edict of 

Milan created space for Christianity to become the official religion of the empire, Constantine never 

made it so. Julian the Apostate (d. 363 C.E), the last non-Christian emperor, actually tried to push the 

empire back toward paganism by emphasizing that system over and against Christianity and purging the 

government of Christian leaders, though he never repealed the Edict of Milan. It was not until the year 

380 C.E., during the rule of Emperor Flavius Theodosius, that Christianity became the official religion of 

the Roman Empire.  

The ǀeƌǇ ďƌief outliŶe of Jesus͛s life aŶd ŵiŶistƌǇ pƌeseŶted at the eŶd of the iŶtƌoduĐtioŶ to this ďook 
represents the view of the vast majority of scholars about what can be said with confidence about the 

historical Jesus. For more, see Charles H. Talbert, ed., Reimarus: Fragments (Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 

1985) and James K. Beilby and Paul Rhodes Eddy, ed., The Historical Jesus: Five Views (Downers Grove, 

Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2009).  

PART I PROLOGUE: A DIFFERENT SORT OF SACRIFICE 

Help with the description of the Temple of Jerusalem and the sacrifices therein comes from a variety of 

sources as well as from my frequent trips to the Temple site. But a few books were particularly helpful in 

reconstructing the ancient Jewish Temple, including Martin Jaffee, Early Judaism (Bethesda: University 

Press of Maryland, 2006), especially page 172–88; Joan Comay, The Temple of Jerusalem (London: 

Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1975); and John Day, ed., Temple and Worship in Biblical Israel (New York: 

T&T Clark, 2005).  

IŶstƌuĐtioŶs foƌ the Teŵple͛s fouƌ-horned altar were given to Moses while he and the Israelites rambled 

aĐƌoss the deseƌt seaƌĐhiŶg foƌ a hoŵe: ͞AŶd Ǉou shall ŵake the altaƌ of aĐaĐia ǁood. AŶd Ǉou shall affiǆ 
horns upon its four corners so that it shall be horned; and you shall overlay it with bronze. And you shall 

make pots for receiving its ashes, and shovels and basins and forks and fire pans; all of its vessels you 



shall cast in bronze. And you shall make for it a grating, a net made of bronze; and on the net you shall 

affix four bronze rings to its four corners. And you shall place it under the edge of the altar, so that the 

net extends halfway down the altar. And you shall make poles for the altar, poles of acacia wood, and 

overlay them with bronze. And the poles shall be inserted into the rings, so that the poles shall be on the 

two sides of the altar when it is carried. You shall make it hollow with boards, as it was shown to you on 

the ŵouŶtaiŶ. Thus it shall ďe doŶe͟ ;Eǆodus Ϯϳ:ϭϴͿ.  

What does it meaŶ foƌ the Teŵple to ďe the sole souƌĐe of God͛s diǀiŶe pƌeseŶĐe? CoŶsideƌ this: The 
Samaritans denied the primacy of the Temple of Jerusalem as the sole place of worship. They instead 

worshipped God on Mount Gerizim. Though this was essentially the only religious difference between 

the two peoples, it was enough for the Samaritans not to be considered Jews. There were other places 

of sacrifice for Jews (for instance, in Heliopolis), but these were considered substitutes, not 

replacements.  

For more on Judea as a ͞Teŵple-“tate,͟ see H. D. MaŶtel iŶ ͞The High Pƌiesthood aŶd the “aŶhedƌiŶ iŶ 
the Tiŵe of the “eĐoŶd Teŵple,͟ The HeƌodiaŶ Peƌiod, ed. M. Aǀi-Yonah and Z. Baras, The World History 

of the Jewish People 1.7 (Jerusalem: New Brunswick, 1975), 264–81. Josephus͛s Ƌuote ƌegaƌdiŶg 
Jerusalem as a theocracy is from Against Apion, 2.164–66. For more on the Temple of Jerusalem as a 

ďaŶk, see Neill Q. HaŵiltoŶ, ͞Teŵple CleaŶsiŶg aŶd Teŵple BaŶk,͟ JouƌŶal of BiďliĐal Liteƌatuƌe ϴϯ.ϰ 
(1964): 365–72. A very concise ďƌeakdoǁŶ of the Teŵple͛s ƌeǀeŶues ĐaŶ ďe fouŶd iŶ MageŶ Bƌoshi, ͞The 
‘ole of the Teŵple iŶ the HeƌodiaŶ EĐoŶoŵǇ,͟ Jeǁish “tudies ϯϴ ;ϭϵϴϳͿ: ϯϭ–37.  

The Qumran community rejected the Temple of Jerusalem for having fallen into the hands of the corrupt 

priesthood. Instead, it saw itself as a temporary replacement for the Temple, referring to the community 

as the ͞teŵple of ŵaŶ/ŵeŶ,͟ oƌ ŵiƋdash adaŵ. “oŵe sĐholaƌs haǀe aƌgued that this is ǁhǇ the 
Qumranites were so interested in ritual purity; they believed that their prayers and lustrations were 

more potent than the rituals and sacrifices in Jerusalem, which had been tainted by the Temple priests. 

Foƌ a detailed disĐussioŶ of the phƌase ͞teŵple of ŵaŶ/ŵeŶ͟ at QuŵƌaŶ, see G. Bƌooke, Eǆegesis at 
Qumran: 4QFlorilegium in its Jewish Context (Sheffield, U.K.: Sheffield Academic Press, 1985), 184–93; 

D. DiŵaŶt, ͞ϰQFloƌilegiuŵ aŶd the Idea of the CoŵŵuŶitǇ as Teŵple,͟ iŶ HelleŶiĐa et JudaiĐa: Hoŵŵage 
à Valentin Nikiprowetzky, ed. A. Caquot (Leuben-Paris: Éditions Peeters, 1986), 165–89.  

It is Josephus ǁho faŵouslǇ ƌefeƌs to the eŶtiƌe pƌiestlǇ ŶoďilitǇ as ͞loǀeƌs of luǆuƌǇ͟ iŶ The Jeǁish Waƌ, 
though he was not alone in his criticism. There is a similar criticism of the priests in the Dead Sea Scrolls, 

where they are Đalled the ͞seekeƌs of sŵooth thiŶgs͟ aŶd those ǁho aƌe ͞flatteƌǇ-seekeƌs.͟  

There is a wonderful description of the high priest in the famed Letter of Aristeas, written sometime 

around the second century B.C.E., a translation of which appears in the second volume of James H. 

Charlesworth, ed., The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (New York: Doubleday, 1985), 7–34. Here is the 

eǆĐeƌpt: ͞We ǁeƌe gƌeatlǇ astoŶished, ǁheŶ ǁe saǁ Eleazaƌ eŶgaged iŶ the ŵiŶistƌatioŶ, at the ŵode of 
his dress, and the majesty of his appearance, which was revealed in the robe which he wore and the 

precious stones upon his person. There were golden bells upon the garment which reached down to his 

feet, giving forth a peculiar kind of melody, and on both sides of them there were pomegranates with 

variegated flowers of a wonderful hue. He was girded with a girdle of conspicuous beauty, woven in the 

most beautiful colours. On his breast he wore the oracle of God, as it is called, on which twelve stones, 

of different kinds, were inset, fastened together with gold, containing the names of the leaders of the 

tribes, according to their original order, each one flashing forth in an indescribable way its own 



particular colour. On his head he wore a tiara, as it is called, and upon this in the middle of his forehead 

an inimitable turban, the royal diadem full of glory with the name of God inscribed in sacred letters on a 

plate of gold … haǀiŶg ďeeŶ judged ǁoƌthǇ to ǁeaƌ these eŵďleŵs iŶ the ŵiŶistƌatioŶs. Theiƌ 
appearance created such awe and confusion of mind as to make one feel that one had come into the 

presence of a man who belonged to a different world. I am convinced that any one who takes part in the 

spectacle which I have described will be filled with astonishment and indescribable wonder and be 

profoundly affected in his mind at the thought of the sanctity which is attached to each detail of the 

seƌǀiĐe.͟  

CHAPTER ONE: A HOLE IN THE CORNER 

Foƌ a pƌiŵeƌ oŶ ‘oŵe͛s poliĐǇ iŶ dealiŶg ǁith suďjeĐt populatioŶs, aŶd espeĐiallǇ its ƌelatioŶship ǁith 
the high priest and priestly aristocracy in Jerusalem, see Martin Goodman, The Ruling Class of Judea 

;Neǁ Yoƌk: Caŵďƌidge UŶiǀeƌsitǇ Pƌess, ϭϵϴϳͿ; also ‘iĐhaƌd A. HoƌsleǇ, ͞High Pƌiests aŶd the PolitiĐs of 
‘oŵaŶ PalestiŶe,͟ JouƌŶal foƌ the “tudǇ of Judaisŵ 17.1 (1986): 23–ϱϱ. GoodŵaŶ͛s ‘oŵe aŶd 
Jerusalem: The Clash of Ancient Civilizations (London: Penguin, 2007) provides an indispensable 

discussion of the remarkably tolerant attitude of Rome toward the Jews while also providing a range of 

Roman views about Jeǁish eǆĐeptioŶalisŵ. It is fƌoŵ GoodŵaŶ͛s ďook that the ƋuotatioŶs fƌoŵ CiĐeƌo, 
Tacitus, and Seneca are pulled (pages 390–91). Further discussion of Roman attitudes toward Jewish 

pƌaĐtiĐes ĐaŶ ďe fouŶd iŶ EƌiĐ “. GƌueŶ, ͞‘oŵaŶ PeƌspeĐtiǀes oŶ the Jeǁs in the Age of the Great 

‘eǀolt,͟ iŶ The Fiƌst Jeǁish ‘eǀolt, ed. AŶdƌea M. BeƌliŶ aŶd J. AŶdƌeǁ OǀeƌŵaŶ ;Neǁ Yoƌk: ‘outledge, 
2002), 27–42. For more on the religious practices and cults of Rome, see Mary Beard, John North, and 

Simon Price, Religions of Rome: A Sourcebook, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).  

The aĐt of ͞utteƌ aŶŶihilatioŶ͟ ;heƌeŵ iŶ HeďƌeǁͿ, iŶ ǁhiĐh God ĐoŵŵaŶds the ǁholesale slaughteƌ of 
͞all that ďƌeathes,͟ is a ƌeĐuƌƌiŶg theŵe iŶ the Biďle, as I eǆplaiŶ iŶ ŵǇ ďook Hoǁ to Win a Cosmic War 

(New York: Random House, 2009), 66–ϲϵ. It is ͞ethŶiĐ ĐleaŶsiŶg as a ŵeaŶs of eŶsuƌiŶg ĐultiĐ puƌitǇ,͟ to 
Ƌuote the gƌeat ďiďliĐal sĐholaƌ JohŶ ColliŶs, ͞The )eal of PhiŶehas: The Biďle aŶd the LegitiŵatioŶ of 
VioleŶĐe,͟ JouƌŶal of Biďlical Literature 122.1 (2003): 7.  

For precise taxes and measures taken by Rome upon the Jewish peasantry, see Lester L. Grabbe, 

Judaism from Cyrus to Hadrian, 2 vols. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 334–37; also Horsley and 

Hanson, Bandits, Prophets, Messiahs, 48–87. Grabbe notes that some scholars have cast doubt on 

whether the Jewish population was forced to pay tribute to Rome, though no one questions whether 

the Jews were forced to finance the Roman civil war between Pompey and Julius Caesar. On the subject 

of mass urbanization and the transfer of populations from rural to urban centers, see Jonathan Reed, 

͞IŶstaďilitǇ iŶ Jesus͛ Galilee: A DeŵogƌaphiĐ PeƌspeĐtiǀe,͟ JouƌŶal of BiďliĐal Liteƌatuƌe ;ϮϬϭϬͿ ϭϮϵ.Ϯ: 
343–65.  

CHAPTER TWO: KING OF THE JEWS 

The teƌŵ ͞ŵessiah͟ iŶ the Heďƌeǁ Biďle is used iŶ ƌefeƌeŶĐe to KiŶg “aul ;ϭ “aŵuel ϭϮ:ϱͿ, KiŶg Daǀid ;Ϯ 
Samuel 23:1), King Solomon (1 Kings 1:39), and the priest Aaron and his sons (Exodus 29:1–9), as well as 

the prophets Isaiah (Isaiah 61:1) and Elisha (1 Kings 19:15–16). The exception to this list can be found in 

Isaiah 45:1, where the Persian king Cyrus, though he does not know the God of the Jews (45:4), is called 

messiah. In all, there are thirty-ŶiŶe oĐĐuƌƌeŶĐes of the ǁoƌd ͞ŵessiah͟ iŶ the Heďƌeǁ Biďle that refer 

speĐifiĐallǇ to the aŶoiŶtiŶg of soŵeoŶe oƌ soŵethiŶg, suĐh as “aul͛s shield ;Ϯ “aŵuel ϭ:ϮϭͿ oƌ the 



Tabernacle (Numbers 7:1). And yet not one of these occurrences refers to the messiah as a future 

salvific character who would be appointed by God to rebuild the Kingdom of David and restore Israel to 

a position of glory and power. That view of the messiah, which seems to have been fairly well 

established by the time of Jesus, was actually shaped during the tumultuous period of the Babylonian 

Exile in the sixth century B.C.E.  

Although there is little doubt that the bandit gangs of Galilee represented an apocalyptic, eschatological, 

and millenarian movement, Richard Horsley and John Hanson view these as three distinct categories, 

and as a result theǇ ƌefuse to laďel the ďaŶdits a ͞ŵessiaŶiĐ͟ ŵoǀeŵeŶt. IŶ otheƌ ǁoƌds, the authoƌs 
ĐoŶteŶd that ͞ŵessiaŶiĐ͟ aŶd ͞esĐhatologiĐal͟ ŵust Ŷot ďe ǀieǁed as eƋuiǀaleŶts. Yet, as I disĐuss iŶ 
this section, there is no reason to believe that such a distinction existed in the minds of the Jewish 

peasant, who, far from having a sophisticated understanding of messianism, would have most likely 

luŵped all of these ͞distiŶĐt Đategoƌies͟ iŶto a ǀague eǆpeĐtatioŶ of the ͞EŶd Tiŵes.͟ IŶ aŶǇ Đase, 
Horsley and Hanson themselves adŵit that ͞ŵaŶǇ of the esseŶtial ĐoŶditioŶs foƌ ďaŶditƌǇ aŶd ŵessiaŶiĐ 
movements are the same. In fact, there might well have been no difference between them had there 

not been among the Jews a tradition of popular kingship and historical prototypes of a popular 

͚aŶoiŶted oŶe.͛ ͟ BaŶdits, Pƌophets, aŶd Messiahs, ϴϴ–93.  

Foƌ Caesaƌ as “oŶ of God, see Adela Yaƌďƌo ColliŶs, ͞Maƌk aŶd His ‘eadeƌs: The “oŶ of God AŵoŶg 
Gƌeeks aŶd ‘oŵaŶs,͟ Haƌǀaƌd TheologiĐal ‘eǀieǁ ϵϯ.Ϯ ;ϮϬϬϬͿ: ϴϱ–100. Two zealous rabbis, Judas son of 

Sepphoraeus and Matthias son of Margalus, led an uprising that attacked the Temple and tried to 

destroy the eagle that Herod placed atop the Temple gates. They and their students were captured and 

toƌtuƌed to death ďǇ Heƌod͛s ŵeŶ.  

The complexities of Jewish sectarianism in first-century Judaism are tackled nicely by Jeff S. Anderson in 

his cogent analysis The Internal Diversification of Second Temple Judaism (Lanham, Md: University Press 

of America, 2002).  

Josephus says Simon of Peraea called hiŵself ͞kiŶg,͟ ďǇ ǁhiĐh HoƌsleǇ aŶd HaŶsoŶ iŶfeƌ that he ǁas paƌt 
of the ͞populaƌ ŵessiaŶiĐ ŵoǀeŵeŶts͟ that eƌupted afteƌ Heƌod͛s death. “ee BaŶdits, Pƌophets, aŶd 
Messiahs, 93. Again, for me there seems to be no reason to assume any distinction whatsoever in the 

ŵiŶds of the Jeǁish peasaŶtƌǇ ďetǁeeŶ ͞ŵessiah͟ aŶd ͞kiŶg,͟ iŶsofaƌ as ďoth titles ƌelied Ŷot oŶ the 
scriptures, which the vast majority of Jews could neither access nor read, but rather on popular 

traditions and stories of messianic movements from Jewish history, as well as on oracles, popular 

iŵages, faďles, aŶd oƌal tƌaditioŶs. Of Đouƌse, soŵe sĐholaƌs go so faƌ as to ƌefuse to ĐoŶsideƌ ͞kiŶg͟ to 
ŵeaŶ ŵessiah. IŶ otheƌ ǁoƌds, theǇ ŵake a distiŶĐtioŶ ďetǁeeŶ, as Cƌaig EǀaŶs puts it, ͞politiĐal ƌoǇal 

ĐlaiŵaŶts aŶd ŵessiaŶiĐ ƌoǇal ĐlaiŵaŶts.͟ AŵoŶg this Đaŵp is M. De JoŶg, ChƌistologǇ iŶ CoŶteǆt: The 
Earliest Christian Response to Jesus (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1988). But Evans is right to argue 

that when dealing with any royal aspirant in first-ĐeŶtuƌǇ PalestiŶe, ͞the pƌesuŵptioŶ should ďe that aŶǇ 
Jeǁish Đlaiŵ to Isƌael͛s thƌoŶe is iŶ all pƌoďaďilitǇ a ŵessiaŶiĐ ĐlaiŵaŶt iŶ soŵe seŶse.͟ I ĐouldŶ͛t agƌee 
more. See Craig Evans, Jesus and His Contemporaries (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1995), 55.  

CHAPTER THREE: YOU KNOW WHERE I AM FROM 

On the population of ancient Nazareth, see the relevant entry in the Anchor Bible Dictionary (New York: 

Doubleday, 1992). See also E. Meyers and J. Strange, Archaeology, the Rabbis, and Early Christianity 

(Nashville: Abingdon, 1981) and John Dominic Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean 



Jewish Peasant (New York: HarperCollins, 1992), 18. Scholars disagree about just how many people lived 

in Nazareth at the time of Jesus, with some claiming fewer than a couple hundred, and others saying as 

many as a couple thousand. My instinct is to hedge toward the middle of the scale; hence my estimate 

of a population consisting of about one hundred families. For more about provincial life in the Galilee of 

Jesus see Scott Korb, Life in Year One: What the World Was Like in First-Century Palestine (New York: 

Riverhead, 2011).  

Despite the stoƌies iŶ the gospels aďout Jesus pƌeaĐhiŶg iŶ his hoŵetoǁŶ͛s sǇŶagogue, Ŷo aƌĐhaeologiĐal 
evidence has been unearthed to indicate the presence of a synagogue in ancient Nazareth, though there 

ǀeƌǇ ǁell Đould haǀe ďeeŶ a sŵall stƌuĐtuƌe that seƌǀed as suĐh ;ƌeŵeŵďeƌ that ͞sǇŶagogue͟ iŶ Jesus͛s 
time could mean something as simple as a room with a Torah scroll). It should also be remembered that 

by the time the gospels were written, the Temple of Jerusalem had been destroyed and the sole 

gathering place for Jews was the synagogue. So it makes sense that Jesus is constantly presented as 

teaching in the synagogue in every town he visits.  

No inscriptions have been found in Nazareth to indicate that the population was particularly literate. 

Scholars estimate that between 95 and 97 percent of the Jewish peasantry at the time of Jesus could 

neither read nor write. On that point see Crossan, Historical Jesus, 24–26.  

OŶ Nazaƌeth as the plaĐe of Jesus͛s ďiƌth, see JohŶ P. Meieƌ, A MaƌgiŶal Jeǁ, ǀol. ϭ, Ϯϳϳ–78; E. P. 

Sanders, The Historical Figure of Jesus (New York: Penguin, 1993); and John Dominic Crossan, Jesus: A 

Revolutionary Biography (New York: HarperOne, 1995), 18–23.  

For more on messianic views at the time of Jesus, see Gershom Scholem, The Messianic Idea in Judaism 

(New York: Schocken Books, 1971), 1–36. Scholem outlines two distinct messianic trends within early 

Judaism: the restorative and the utopian. Restorative messianism seeks a return to an ideal condition in 

the glorified past; in other words, it considers the improvement of the present era to be directly linked 

to the glories of the past. But while the restorative pole finds its hope in the past, it is nevertheless 

diƌeĐtlǇ ĐoŶĐeƌŶed ǁith the desiƌe of aŶ eǀeŶ ďetteƌ futuƌe that ǁill ďƌiŶg aďout ͞a state of thiŶgs ǁhiĐh 
has Ŷeǀeƌ Ǉet eǆisted.͟ ‘elated to the ƌestoƌatiǀe pole is utopiaŶ ŵessiaŶisŵ. Moƌe apoĐalǇptiĐ iŶ 
character, utopian messianism seeks catastrophic change with the coming of the messiah: that is, the 

annihilation of the present world and the initiation of a messianic age. Restorative messianism can be 

seen in the kingly traditions that look to the Davidic ideal—it seeks to establish a kingdom in the present 

time—while the utopian messianism is associated with the priestly figure found in the Dead Sea Scrolls 

at Qumran. Of course, neither of these messianic trends existed independently of the other. On the 

contrary, both poles existed in some form in nearly every messianic group. Indeed, it was the tension 

between these two messianic trends that created the varying character of the messiah in Judaism. For 

more on Jewish messianism, see studies by Richard HorsleǇ, iŶĐludiŶg ͞MessiaŶiĐ Figuƌes aŶd 
Movements in First-CeŶtuƌǇ PalestiŶe,͟ The Messiah, ed. Jaŵes H. Chaƌlesǁoƌth ;MiŶŶeapolis: Foƌtƌess 
Pƌess, ϭϵϵϮͿ, Ϯϵϱ; ͞Populaƌ MessiaŶiĐ MoǀeŵeŶts AƌouŶd the Tiŵe of Jesus,͟ CatholiĐ BiďliĐal QuaƌteƌlǇ 
46 (1984): 447–ϵϱ; aŶd ͞ ͚Like OŶe of the Pƌophets of Old͛: Tǁo TǇpes of Populaƌ Pƌophets at the Tiŵe 
of Jesus,͟ CatholiĐ BiďliĐal QuaƌteƌlǇ ϰϳ ;ϭϵϴϱͿ: ϰϯϱ–ϲϯ. All thƌee of HoƌsleǇ͛s studies haǀe ďeeŶ ǀital iŶ 
my examination of messianic ideas around the time of Jesus. I also recommend the relevant entry in The 

Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. D. N. Freedman et al. (New York: Doubleday, 1992); and The Encyclopedia 

of the Jewish Religion, ed. J. Werblowsky et al. (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1966).  



It would seem that the Qumran community did indeed await two different messiahs. The Community 

‘ule suggests this iŶ ϵ:ϭϮ ǁheŶ it speaks of the ĐoŵiŶg of ͞the Pƌophet aŶd the Messiahs of AaƌoŶ aŶd 
Isƌael.͟ CleaƌlǇ a diffeƌeŶtiatioŶ is ďeiŶg ŵade ďetǁeeŶ the kiŶglǇ aŶd pƌiestly messianic figures. This 

notion is further developed in the Rule of the Congregation. In this scroll a banquet is described in the 

͞last daǇs͟ iŶ ǁhiĐh the ŵessiah of Isƌael sits iŶ a suďoƌdiŶate positioŶ to the pƌiest of the ĐoŶgƌegatioŶ. 
While the teǆt does Ŷot use the ǁoƌd ͞ŵessiah͟ to ƌefeƌ to the pƌiest, his supeƌioƌ positioŶ at the taďle 
indicates his eschatological power. These texts have led scholars to deduce that the Qumran community 

believed in the coming of a kingly messiah and a priestly messiah, with the latter dominating over the 

foƌŵeƌ. “ee Jaŵes Chaƌlesǁoƌth, ͞Fƌoŵ Jeǁish MessiaŶologǇ to ChƌistiaŶ ChƌistologǇ; “oŵe Caǀeats aŶd 
PeƌspeĐtiǀes,͟ Judaisŵs aŶd Theiƌ Messiahs at the TuƌŶ of the ChƌistiaŶ Eƌa, ed. JaĐoď NeusŶeƌ et al. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 225–64.  

It should be noted that nowhere in the Hebrew Scriptures is the messiah explicitly termed the physical 

desĐeŶdaŶt of Daǀid, i.e., ͞“oŶ of Daǀid.͟ But the iŵageƌǇ assoĐiated ǁith the ŵessiah aŶd the faĐt that 
it is thought that his Đhief task is to ƌeestaďlish Daǀid͛s kiŶgdoŵ peƌŵaŶeŶtlǇ liŶked ŵessiaŶiĐ 
aspirations to Davidic lineage. This is in large part due to the so-called Davidic covenant, based on the 

pƌophet NathaŶ͛s pƌopheĐǇ: ͞Youƌ [Daǀid͛s] house aŶd Ǉour kingdom shall be made sure for ever before 

ŵe; Ǉouƌ thƌoŶe shall ďe estaďlished foƌeǀeƌ͟ ;Ϯ “aŵuel ϳ:ϭϲͿ.  

Jesus͛s liŶeage fƌoŵ KiŶg Daǀid is stated oǀeƌ aŶd oǀeƌ agaiŶ, Ŷot just thƌoughout the gospels ďut also iŶ 
the letters of Paul, in which Jesus is ƌepeatedlǇ desĐƌiďed as ͞of the seed of Daǀid͟ ;‘oŵaŶs ϭ:ϯ–4; 2 

Timothy 2:8). Whether it was true is impossible to say. Many people claimed lineage to the greatest 

Israelite king (who lived a thousand years before Jesus of Nazareth), and frankly none of them could 

either prove such lineage or disprove it. But obviously the link between Jesus and David was vital for the 

early Christian community because it helped prove that this lowly peasant was in fact the messiah.  

It is widely accepted that the original text of Mark ended with 16:8 and that Mark 16:9–20 was a later 

additioŶ to the teǆt. Peƌ NoƌŵaŶ PeƌƌiŶ: ͞It is the ǀiƌtuallǇ uŶaŶiŵous opiŶioŶ of ŵodeƌŶ sĐholaƌship 
that what appears in most translations of the gospel of Mark 16:9–20 is a pastiche of material taken 

from other gospels and added to the original text of the gospel as it was copied and transmitted by the 

sĐƌiďes of the aŶĐieŶt ChƌistiaŶ ĐoŵŵuŶities.͟ PeƌƌiŶ, The ‘esuƌƌeĐtioŶ AĐĐoƌdiŶg to Mattheǁ, Maƌk, 
and Luke (Philadelphia: Fortress Press: 1977), 16. However, there are still some who question this 

assuŵptioŶ, aƌguiŶg that a ďook ĐaŶŶot eŶd ǁith the Gƌeek ǁoƌd γαρ, as Maƌk ϭϲ:ϴ does. That ǀieǁ has 
ďeeŶ deďuŶked ďǇ P. W. ǀaŶ deƌ Hoƌst, ͞CaŶ a Book EŶd ǁith TAP Note oŶ Maƌk XVI.ϴ,͟ JouƌŶal of 
Theological Studies 23 (1972): 121–24. Horst notes numerous texts in antiquity that do in fact end in this 

ŵaŶŶeƌ ;e.g., PlotiŶus͛s ϯϮŶd tƌeatiseͿ. IŶ aŶǇ Đase, aŶǇoŶe ǁho ƌeads Maƌk iŶ the oƌigiŶal Gƌeek ĐaŶ tell 
that a different hand wrote the final eight verses.  

Foƌ pƌopheĐies ĐlaiŵiŶg that ͞ǁheŶ the ŵessiah Đoŵes, Ŷo oŶe ǁill kŶoǁ ǁheƌe he is fƌoŵ,͟ see ϭ 
Enoch 48:6 and 4 Ezra 13:51–52. For a complete breakdown of the so-Đalled ŵessiaŶiĐ ͞pƌoof teǆts,͟ see 
J.J.M. ‘oďeƌts, ͞The Old TestaŵeŶt͛s CoŶtƌiďutioŶ to MessiaŶiĐ EǆpeĐtatioŶs,͟ The Messiah, ϯϵ–51. 

According to Roberts, these texts fall into five categories. First, there are those passages that appear to 

ďe pƌopheĐies eǆ eǀeŶtu. ‘oďeƌts Đites Balaaŵ͛s oƌaĐle iŶ Nuŵďeƌs Ϯϰ:ϭϳ ;͞a staƌ ǁill Đoŵe foƌth out of 

JaĐoď͟Ϳ as aŶ iŶstaŶĐe iŶ ǁhiĐh a pƌopheĐǇ that seeŵs to fiŶd its fulfillŵeŶt iŶ the eaƌlǇ ŵoŶaƌĐhiĐal 
peƌiod ;iŶ this Đase, the ĐeleďƌatioŶ of Daǀid͛s ǀiĐtoƌies as kiŶg of Isƌael oǀeƌ Moaď aŶd Edoŵ, as is 
indicated in verses 17b and 18) has been forced to function as a prophecy regarding future divine 



kingship. Such a futuristic interpretation, argues Roberts, ignores the original setting of the prophecy. 

The second category deals with prophetic passages that seem to have settings in the enthronement 

ĐeƌeŵoŶies of the aŶoiŶted kiŶgs. Foƌ iŶstaŶĐe, Psalŵ Ϯ ;͞You aƌe ŵǇ soŶ … / this daǇ I ďeĐoŵe Ǉouƌ 
fatheƌ͟Ϳ aŶd Isaiah ϵ:ϲ ;͞Foƌ a Đhild has ďeeŶ ďoƌŶ to us … aŶd his title ǁill ďe WoŶdeƌful CouŶseloƌ, 
MightǇ Heƌo, EteƌŶal Fatheƌ, PƌiŶĐe of PeaĐe͟Ϳ ǁeƌe ŵost likely composed for specific occasions to serve 

both religious and political functions. The political usage of these texts is apparent in their claims of the 

authoritative power of the king and his direct link to God. They also establish a link between the 

ƌespoŶsiďilities of the kiŶg toǁaƌd his people aŶd the ĐoŵŵaŶds of God. The kiŶg ǁho seƌǀes iŶ God͛s 
stead ŵust displaǇ God͛s justiĐe. EǀeŶ so, suĐh stateŵeŶts as aƌe fouŶd iŶ these ǀeƌses ǁould Ŷo douďt 
create a powerful tool for kingly propaganda. The third category of the messianic proof texts do indeed 

speak of a future ruler and are perhaps the verses most frequently quoted by those who want to give a 

salvific interpretation to the messiah of the Hebrew scriptures (Micah 5:1–5; Zechariah 9:1–10). These 

texts speak of the embodiment of the Davidic ideal, metaphorically (not physically) referred to as a king 

of the Davidic line, who will restore the monarchy of Israel to its former glory. But for Roberts, the 

pƌoŵises of a futuƌe kiŶg ;e.g., MiĐah͛s pƌoŵise of a kiŶg ƌisiŶg fƌoŵ the huŵilitǇ of BethleheŵͿ ͞iŵplǇ a 
seƌious ĐƌitiĐisŵ of the ĐuƌƌeŶt oĐĐupaŶt of the DaǀidiĐ thƌoŶe as less thaŶ aŶ adeƋuate heiƌ to Daǀid.͟ 
Such criticism is apparent throughout the prophetic texts (see Isaiah 1:21–26, 11:1–9, 32:1–8). Roberts 

uses the same approach in the fourth group of messianic proof texts envisioning a future king. These 

texts, primarily Jeremiah and Ezekiel, Roberts places at the end of the Judean kingdom, when a 

restoration of the Davidic dynasty was a response to growing existential concerns over the future of 

Israel as a theocracy. The final category deals with the postexilic texts. According to Roberts, upon 

return from exile, the Jews were faced with a destroyed Temple, a disgraced priesthood, and no Davidic 

king. The prophetic texts of Zechariah and Haggai dealt with these problems in oracles that placed 

)eƌuďďaďel iŶ the positioŶ of ƌestoƌiŶg Isƌael͛s ŵoŶaƌĐhǇ aŶd Teŵple ;Haggai Ϯ:ϮϬ–23; Zechariah 4:6–
10). Roberts believes that the prophecies regarding the restoration of the crown and the Temple (e.g., 

Zechariah 6:9–15) refer solely to the actions of Zerubbabel and are an optimistic response to the terrible 

circumstances that existed in the postexilic period. He also traces the later priestly expectations of the 

messiah to the texts of this period that include a restoration of the priesthood under Joshua (Zechariah 

3:1–10). Roberts is convinced by his study of the messianic proof texts that the idea of a salvific messiah 

is not explicitly stated in the Hebrew scriptures but is rather a later development of Jewish eschatology 

that was adopted by the Pharisees, perhaps in the second or first century B.C.E., and later incorporated 

iŶto ͞Ŷoƌŵatiǀe Judaisŵ.͟  

CHAPTER FOUR: THE FOURTH PHILOSOPHY 

Some scholars ďelieǀe that tektoŶ ŵeaŶs Ŷot ͞ǁoodǁoƌkeƌ͟ ďut aŶǇ aƌtisaŶ ǁho deals iŶ the ďuildiŶg 
tƌades. While Maƌk ϲ:ϯ is the oŶlǇ ǀeƌse that Đalls Jesus a tektoŶ, Mattheǁ ϭϯ:ϱϱ states that Jesus͛s 
father was a tekton. Considering the strictures of the day, the verse is likely meant to indicate that Jesus 

ǁas a tektoŶ, too ;though this passage iŶ Mattheǁ does Ŷot aĐtuallǇ Ŷaŵe Jesus͛s fatheƌͿ. “oŵe 
scholars believe that artisans and day laborers in the time of Jesus should be considered akin to a lower 

middle class in the social hierarchy of Galilee, but that view has been disproven by Ramsay MacMullen 

in Roman Social Relations: 50 B.C. to A.D. 384 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974).  

Many studies have been done about the language of Jesus and of first-century Palestine in general, but 

ŶoŶe aƌe ďetteƌ thaŶ those of Joseph FitzŵǇeƌ. “ee ͞Did Jesus “peak Gƌeek?͟ BiďliĐal AƌĐhaeologǇ 
Review 18.5 (September/October 1992): 58–ϲϯ; aŶd ͞The LaŶguages of PalestiŶe iŶ the Fiƌst CeŶtuƌǇ 



A.D.,͟ iŶ The LaŶguage of the Neǁ Testament, ed. Stanley E. Porter (Sheffield, UK: Sheffield Academic 

Press, 1991), 126–ϲϮ. Otheƌ fiŶe studies oŶ the laŶguage of Jesus iŶĐlude Jaŵes Baƌƌ, ͞WhiĐh LaŶguage 
Did Jesus “peak? “oŵe ‘eŵaƌks of a “eŵitist,͟ BulletiŶ of the JohŶ ‘ǇlaŶds LiďƌaƌǇ ϱϯ.ϭ (Autumn 1970): 

14–ϭϱ; aŶd MiĐhael O. Wise, ͞LaŶguages of PalestiŶe,͟ iŶ DiĐtioŶaƌǇ of Jesus aŶd the Gospels, ed. Joel B. 
Green and Scot McKnight (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1992), 434–44.  

John Meier makes an interesting comment about the passage in Luke in which Jesus stands at the 

sǇŶagogue ƌeadiŶg the Isaiah sĐƌoll: ͞AŶǇoŶe ǁho ǁould ǁish to defeŶd Luke͛s depiĐtioŶ of the Isaiah 
reading as historically reliable even in its details would have to explain (1) how Jesus managed to read 

from an Isaiah scroll a passage made up of Isaiah 61:1a, b, d; 58:6d; 61:2a, with the omission of 61:1c, 

2d; (2) why it is that Jesus read a text of Isaiah that is basically that of the Greek Septuagint, even when 

at times the Septuagint diverges from the MasoretiĐ teǆt.͟ “ee Meieƌ, MaƌgiŶal Jeǁ, ǀol. ϭ, ϯϬϯ. 
Nevertheless, Meier actually believes that Jesus was not illiterate and that he even may have had some 

kind of formal education, though he provides an enlightening account of the debate on both sides of the 

argument (271–78).  

‘egaƌdiŶg Jesus͛s ďƌotheƌs, aƌguŵeŶts haǀe ďeeŶ ŵade ďǇ soŵe CatholiĐ ;aŶd a feǁ PƌotestaŶtͿ 
theologiaŶs that the Gƌeek ǁoƌd adelphos ;ďƌotheƌͿ Đould possiďlǇ ŵeaŶ ͞ĐousiŶ͟ oƌ ͞step-ďƌotheƌ.͟ 
While that may be true, nowhere in the entire New Testament is the word adelphos ever used to mean 

eitheƌ ;aŶd it is used soŵe ϯϰϬ tiŵesͿ. Maƌk ϲ:ϭϳ uses the ǁoƌd adelphos to ŵeaŶ ͞half ďƌotheƌ͟ ǁheŶ 
he ƌefeƌs to Philip͛s ƌelatioŶship to Heƌod AŶtipas, ďut eǀeŶ this usage iŵplies ͞phǇsiĐal ďƌotheƌ.͟  

OŶe iŶteƌestiŶg sideŶote aďout Jesus͛s faŵilǇ is that theǇ ǁeƌe all Ŷaŵed afteƌ gƌeat heƌoes aŶd 
patƌiaƌĐhs of the Biďle. Jesus͛s Ŷaŵe ǁas Yeshu, shoƌt foƌ Yeshua oƌ Joshua, the gƌeat Isƌaelite ǁaƌƌioƌ 
whose wholesale slaughter of the tribes inhabiting Canaan cleansed the land for the Israelites. His 

mother was Miriam, named after the sister of Moses. His father, Joseph, was named after the son of 

Jacob, who would become known as Israel. His brothers, James, Joseph, Simon, and Judas, were all 

named after biblical heroes. Apparently the naming of children after the great patriarchs became 

customary after the Maccabean revolt and may indicate a sense of awakened national identity that 

seemed to have been particularly marked in Galilee.  

The argument in Mattheǁ that Jesus͛s ǀiƌgiŶ ďiƌth ǁas pƌophesied iŶ Isaiah holds Ŷo ǁateƌ at all, siŶĐe 
sĐholaƌs aƌe ŶeaƌlǇ uŶaŶiŵous iŶ tƌaŶslatiŶg the passage iŶ Isaiah ϳ:ϭϰ Ŷot as ͞ďehold a ǀiƌgiŶ shall 
ĐoŶĐeiǀe͟ ďut ͞ďehold, a ǇouŶg ŵaideŶ ;alŵaͿ ǁill ĐoŶĐeiǀe.͟ Theƌe is Ŷo debate here: alma is Hebrew 

for a young woman. Period.  

Foƌ oŶe paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ ĐoŶtƌoǀeƌsial aƌguŵeŶt aďout Jesus͛s illegitiŵate ďiƌth, see JaŶe “Đhaďeƌg, The 
Illegitimacy of Jesus (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1978). Schaberg claims Mary was very likely raped, 

though it is not clear how she comes to that conclusion.  

Celsus͛s stoƌǇ aďout the soldieƌ PaŶtheƌa is fƌoŵ his seĐoŶd-century tract True Discourse, which has 

ďeeŶ lost to histoƌǇ. Ouƌ oŶlǇ aĐĐess to it Đoŵes fƌoŵ OƌigeŶ͛s poleŵiĐal ƌespoŶse to the work titled 

Against Celsus, written sometime in the middle of the third century C.E.  

It should ďe Ŷoted that ďoth Mattheǁ aŶd Luke ƌeĐouŶt the ͞soŶ of MaƌǇ͟ passage iŶ Maƌk ϲ:ϯ, ďut ďoth 
fiǆ Maƌk͛s stateŵeŶt ďǇ poiŶtedlǇ ƌefeƌƌiŶg to Jesus as ͞the ĐaƌpeŶteƌ͛s soŶ͟ ;Mattheǁ ϭϯ:ϱϱͿ aŶd ͞the 
soŶ of Joseph͟ ;Luke ϰ:ϮϮͿ ƌespeĐtiǀelǇ. Theƌe aƌe ǀaƌiaŶt ƌeadiŶgs of Maƌk that iŶseƌt ͞the soŶ of the 



ĐaƌpeŶteƌ͟ iŶ this ǀeƌse, ďut it is geŶeƌallǇ agƌeed that these aƌe lateƌ additioŶs. The oƌigiŶal of Maƌk ϲ:ϯ 
undoubtedlǇ Đalls Jesus ͞soŶ of MaƌǇ.͟ It is possiďle, though highlǇ uŶlikelǇ, that Jesus ǁas Đalled ͞soŶ of 
MaƌǇ͟ ďeĐause Joseph had died so loŶg ago that he ǁas foƌgotteŶ. But JohŶ Meieƌ Ŷotes that theƌe is 
only a single case in the entire Hebrew Scriptures in ǁhiĐh a ŵaŶ is ƌefeƌƌed to as his ŵotheƌ͛s soŶ. That 
would be the sons of Zeruiah—Joab, Abishai, and Asahel—ǁho ǁeƌe soldieƌs iŶ KiŶg Daǀid͛s aƌŵǇ ;ϭ 
“aŵuel Ϯϲ:ϲ; Ϯ “aŵuel Ϯ:ϭϯͿ. All thƌee aƌe ƌepeatedlǇ ƌefeƌƌed to as ͞soŶs of )eƌuiah.͟ “ee Meieƌ, 
Marginal Jew, vol. 1, 226.  

For more on the question of whether Jesus was married, see William E. Phipps, Was Jesus Married? 

(New York: Harper and Row, 1970) and The Sexuality of Jesus (New York: Harper and Row, 1973). Karen 

King, a professor at Harvard University, has recently unearthed a tiny scrap of papyrus, which she dates 

to the fouƌth ĐeŶtuƌǇ, that ĐoŶtaiŶs a CoptiĐ phƌase that tƌaŶslates to ͞Jesus said to theŵ, ŵǇ ǁife …͟ At 
the time of this writing, the fragment had yet to be authenticated, though even if it is not a forgery, it 

ǁould oŶlǇ tell us ǁhat those iŶ the fouƌth ĐeŶtuƌǇ ďelieǀed aďout Jesus͛s ŵaƌital status.  

There are some great stories about the boy Jesus in the gnostic gospels, especially The Infancy Gospel of 

Thomas, in which a petulant Jesus flaunts his magical powers by bringing clay birds to life or striking 

dead neighborhood kids who fail to show him deference. The best and most complete collection of the 

gnostic gospels in English is The Nag Hammadi Library, ed. Marvin W. Meyer (New York: Harper and 

Row, 1977).  

For more on Sepphoris, see the relevant entry by Z. Weiss in The New Encyclopedia of Archaeological 

Excavations in the Holy Land, ed. Ephraim Stern (New York: Simon and Schuster; Jerusalem: Israel 

Exploration Society, 1993), 1324–28. For Sepphoris as a major commercial center in Galilee, see Arlene 

FƌadkiŶ, ͞LoŶg-DistaŶĐe Tƌade iŶ the Loǁeƌ Galilee: Neǁ EǀideŶĐe fƌoŵ “epphoƌis,͟ iŶ AƌĐhaeologǇ aŶd 
the Galilee, Douglas R. Edwards and C. Thomas McCollough, eds. (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997), 107–16. 

Theƌe is soŵe deďate as to ǁhetheƌ the ŵiƋǀa͛ot ;ƌitual ďathsͿ disĐoǀeƌed iŶ “epphoƌis ǁeƌe aĐtuallǇ 
ƌitual ďaths; HaŶaŶ Eshel at Baƌ IlaŶ is aŵoŶg those ǁho do Ŷot thiŶk theǇ ǁeƌe. “ee ͞A Note oŶ 
͚MiƋǀaot͛ at “epphoƌis,͟ AƌĐhaeologǇ aŶd the Galilee, 131–ϯϯ. “ee also EƌiĐ MeǇeƌs, ͞“epphoƌis: CitǇ of 
PeaĐe,͟ iŶ The Fiƌst Jeǁish ‘eǀolt: AƌĐhaeologǇ, HistoƌǇ, aŶd IdeologǇ, ed. AŶdƌea M. BeƌliŶ aŶd AŶdƌeǁ 
J. Overman (London: Routledge, 2002), 110–ϮϬ. I aĐtuallǇ fiŶd Eshel͛s aƌguŵeŶt Ƌuite ĐoŶǀincing, though 

the majority of scholars and archaeologists do not.  

Theƌe is Ŷo ǁaǇ to ďe ĐeƌtaiŶ of the eǆaĐt date of AŶtipas͛s deĐlaƌatioŶ aŶd ƌeďuildiŶg of “epphoƌis as his 
royal seat. Eric Meyer says that Antipas moved to Sepphoris almost immediately after the Romans razed 

the ĐitǇ iŶ ϲ B.C.E.; see EƌiĐ M. MeǇeƌs, Ehud Netzeƌ, aŶd Caƌol L. MeǇeƌs, ͞OƌŶaŵeŶt of All Galilee,͟ The 
Biblical Archeologist, 49.1 (1986): 4–19. However, Shirley Jackson Case places the date much later, at 

aƌouŶd ϭϬ C.E., iŶ ͞Jesus aŶd “epphoƌis,͟ JouƌŶal of BiďliĐal Liteƌatuƌe ϰϱ ;ϭϵϮϲͿ: ϭϰ–22. For better or 

ǁoƌse, the Đlosest ǁe ĐaŶ plaĐe AŶtipas͛s eŶtƌǇ iŶto “epphoƌis is aƌouŶd the tuƌŶ of the fiƌst ĐeŶtuƌǇ. It 
should ďe Ŷoted that AŶtipas ƌeŶaŵed the ĐitǇ AutoĐƌatoƌis, oƌ ͞Iŵpeƌial CitǇ,͟ afteƌ he ŵade it the seat 
of his tetrarchy.  

Foƌ ŵoƌe oŶ Jesus͛s life iŶ “epphoƌis, see ‘iĐhaƌd A. BateǇ, Jesus aŶd the FoƌgotteŶ CitǇ: Neǁ Light oŶ 
Sepphoris and the Urban World of Jesus (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Book House, 1991). Archaeological 

work by Eric Meyers has cast some doubt on the widely held notion that the city was razed by Varus, as 

Josephus Đlaiŵs iŶ Waƌ Ϯ:ϲϴ. “ee ͞‘oŵaŶ “epphoƌis iŶ the Light of Neǁ AƌĐheologiĐal EǀideŶĐe aŶd 



‘eseaƌĐh,͟ The Galilee iŶ Late AŶtiƋuitǇ, ed. Lee I. Levine (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of 

America, 1992), 323.  

Although it seems that Judas was actually from the town of Gamala in the Golan, he was nevertheless 

kŶoǁŶ to all as ͞Judas the GalileaŶ.͟ Theƌe is a gƌeat deal of deďate aďout the ƌelationship between 

Hezekiah and Judas the Galilean, and while it cannot be definitively proven that Judas the Galilean was 

the saŵe peƌsoŶ as Judas the ďaŶdit ǁho ǁas Hezekiah͛s soŶ, that is ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ the assuŵptioŶ that 
Josephus makes (twice!), and I do not see a reason to doubt him. See War 2.56 and Antiquities 17.271–
ϳϮ. Foƌ ŵoƌe oŶ Judas͛s geŶealogiĐal ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ to Hezekiah, see the ƌeleǀaŶt eŶtƌǇ iŶ Geza Veƌŵes, 
Who͛s Who iŶ the Age of Jesus ;Neǁ Yoƌk: PeŶguiŶ, ϮϬϬϲͿ, ϭϲϱ–ϲϳ; also J. KeŶŶaƌd, ͞Judas the Galilean 

aŶd His ClaŶ,͟ Jeǁish QuaƌteƌlǇ ‘eǀieǁ ϯϲ ;ϭϵϰϲͿ: Ϯϴϭ–86. For the opposing view, see Richard A. 

HoƌsleǇ, ͞MeŶaheŵ iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ: A Bƌief MessiaŶiĐ Episode AŵoŶg the “iĐaƌii—Not ͚)ealot 
MessiaŶisŵ,͛ ͟ Noǀuŵ TestaŵeŶtuŵ Ϯϳ.ϰ ;ϭϵϴϱͿ: ϯϯϰ–48. On Judas the GalileaŶ͛s iŶŶoǀatioŶ aŶd his 
effeĐt oŶ the ƌeǀolutioŶaƌǇ gƌoups that ǁould folloǁ, see MoƌtoŶ “ŵith, ͞The )ealots aŶd the “iĐaƌii,͟ 
Harvard Theological Review 64 (1971): 1–19.  

The ďiďliĐal ĐoŶĐept of zeal is ďest defiŶed as ͞jealous aŶgeƌ,͟ aŶd it is derived from the divine character 

of God, ǁhoŵ the Biďle Đalls ͞a deǀouƌiŶg fiƌe, a jealous God͟ ;DeuteƌoŶoŵǇ ϰ:ϮϰͿ. The ŵost Đeleďƌated 
ŵodel of ďiďliĐal zeal is PhiŶehas, the gƌaŶdsoŶ of AaƌoŶ ;Moses͛s ďƌotheƌͿ, ǁhose eǆaŵple of 
spontaneous individual aĐtioŶ as aŶ eǆpƌessioŶ of God͛s jealous aŶgeƌ aŶd as atoŶeŵeŶt foƌ the siŶs of 
the Jewish nation became the model of personal righteousness in the Bible (Numbers 25). See my How 

to Win a Cosmic War, 70–72. Also see relevant entry in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, 1043–54.  

Once again, Richard Horsley rejects the proposition that Judas the Galilean had messianic aspirations. 

But his rejection is based on two assumptions: first, that Judas the Galilean is not descended from 

Hezekiah the bandit chief, which we have already questioned above; and second, that Josephus does 

Ŷot diƌeĐtlǇ Đall Judas ͞kiŶg͟ oƌ ͞ŵessiah͟ ďut iŶstead Đalls hiŵ ͞sophist,͟ a teƌŵ ǁith Ŷo ŵessiaŶiĐ 
connotations. See Menahem in Jerusalem, 342–43. However, Josephus clearly derides Judas for what he 

Đalls his ͞ƌoǇal aspiƌatioŶs.͟ What else Đould this ŵeaŶ ďut that Judas had ŵessiaŶiĐ ;i.e., kiŶglǇͿ 
aŵďitioŶs? What͛s ŵoƌe, Josephus uses the saŵe teƌŵ, ͞sophist,͟ to desĐƌiďe ďoth Mattathias 
(Antiquities 17.6), who was overtly connected to messianic aspirations during the Maccabean revolt, 

and Menahem (Jewish War 2.433–48), whose messianic pretensions are not in dispute. On this point I 

agƌee ǁith MaƌtiŶ HeŶgel ǁheŶ he ǁƌites that ͞a dǇŶastǇ of leadeƌs pƌoĐeeded fƌoŵ Judas [of Galilee], 
among whom messianic pretension became evident at least in one, Menahem, allows one to surmise 

that the ͚Fouƌth “eĐt͛ had a ŵessiaŶiĐ fouŶdatioŶ alƌeadǇ iŶ its fouŶdeƌ.͟ “ee The )ealots ;LoŶdoŶ: T&T 
Clark, 2000), 299. However, I disagree with Hengel that the members of the Fourth Philosophy can be 

adequately labeled Zealots. Rather, I contend that they preached zealotry as a biblical doctrine 

deŵaŶdiŶg the ƌeŵoǀal of foƌeigŶ eleŵeŶts fƌoŵ the HolǇ LaŶd, ǁhiĐh is ǁhǇ I use the teƌŵ ͞zealot,͟ 
with a lowercase z, to desĐƌiďe theŵ. Foƌ ŵoƌe oŶ Josephus͛s use of the teƌŵ ͞sophist,͟ see Ŷote ϳϭ iŶ 
WhistoŶ͛s tƌaŶslatioŶ of The Jeǁish Waƌ, ďook Ϯ, Đhapteƌ ϭ, seĐtioŶ ϯ.  

CHAPTER FIVE: WHERE IS YOUR FLEET TO SWEEP THE ROMAN SEAS? 

There is very little historical evidence about the life of Pontius Pilate before his tenure as prefect in 

Jerusalem, but Ann Wroe has written an interesting account titled Pontius Pilate (New York: Random 

House, 1999), which, while not a scholarly book, is definitely a fun read. With regard to the difference 

between a Roman prefect and a procurator, the short answer is that there was none, at least not in a 



small and fairly insignificant province like Judea. Josephus calls Pilate a procurator in the Antiquities 

18.5.6, whereas Philo refers to him as prefect. The terms were probably interchangeable at the time. I 

haǀe ĐhoseŶ to siŵplǇ use the teƌŵ ͞goǀeƌŶoƌ͟ to ŵeaŶ ďoth pƌefeĐt aŶd pƌoĐuƌatoƌ.  

Foƌ ŵoƌe oŶ Pilate͛s iŶtƌoduĐtioŶ of the shields iŶto the Teŵple of Jeƌusaleŵ, I ƌeĐoŵŵeŶd G. Fuks, 
͞AgaiŶ oŶ the Episode of the Gilded ‘oŵaŶ “hields at Jeƌusaleŵ,͟ Haƌǀaƌd TheologiĐal ‘eǀieǁ ϳϱ 
(1982): 503–ϳ, aŶd P. “. Daǀies, ͞The MeaŶiŶg of Philo͛s Teǆt Aďout the Gilded “hields,͟ JouƌŶal of 
Theological Studies 37 (1986): 109–14.  

A great deal has been written about the reasons why the Jews rebelled against Rome. No doubt there 

was a combination of social, economic, political, and religious grievances that ultimately led to the 

Jewish War, but David Rhoads outlines six principal causes in his book Israel in Revolution: 6–74 C.E. 

(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976): (1) the Jews were defending the Law of God; (2) the Jews believed 

God would lead them to victory; (3) the Jews wanted to rid the holy land of foreigners and gentiles; (4) 

the Jews were trying to defend God͛s ĐitǇ, Jeƌusaleŵ, fƌoŵ deseĐƌatioŶ; ;ϱͿ the Jeǁs ǁaŶted to ĐleaŶse 
the Temple; and (6) the Jews hoped it would usher in the end time and the coming of the messiah. 

However, some scholars (and I include myself in this category) emphasize the eschatological motivations 

of the Jeǁs oǀeƌ these otheƌ ƌeasoŶs. “ee foƌ eǆaŵple A. J. ToŵasiŶo, ͞OƌaĐles of IŶsuƌƌeĐtioŶ: The 
PƌophetiĐ CatalǇst of the Gƌeat ‘eǀolt,͟ JouƌŶal of Jeǁish “tudies ϱϵ ;ϮϬϬϴͿ: ϴϲ–111. Others caution 

about putting too much weight on the role that apocalyptic fervor played in stirring the Jews to revolt. 

“ee foƌ iŶstaŶĐe Tessa ‘ajak, ͞Jeǁish MilleŶaƌiaŶ EǆpeĐtatioŶs,͟ The Fiƌst Jeǁish ‘eǀolt, ed. AŶdƌea M. 
Berlin and J. Andrew Overman (New York: Routledge, 2002), 164–ϴϴ. ‘ajak ǁƌites: ͞Eǆpectation of an 

iŵŵiŶeŶt EŶd … ǁas Ŷot the Ŷoƌŵal ŵiŶdset of fiƌst-ĐeŶtuƌǇ Judaisŵ.͟ Hoǁeǀeƌ, I thiŶk the eǀideŶĐe to 
the contrary far outweighs this view, as the link between messianism and the Jewish Revolt could not be 

Đleaƌeƌ iŶ Josephus͛s aĐĐouŶt of the Jewish War.  

Concerning the list of messianic aspirants that arose in the buildup to the Jewish War, P. W. Barnett 

suggests that the faĐt that Josephus fails to Đall these ŵessiaŶiĐ figuƌes ďaselius, oƌ ͞kiŶg͟ ;ǁith the 
eǆĐeptioŶ of ͞the EgǇptiaŶ͟Ϳ, pƌoǀes that theǇ thought of theŵselǀes Ŷot as ŵessiahs ďut ƌatheƌ as ͞sigŶ 
pƌophets.͟ But BaƌŶett Ŷotes that eǀeŶ these sigŶ pƌophets ͞aŶtiĐipated soŵe gƌeat aĐt of 
esĐhatologiĐal ƌedeŵptioŶ,͟ ǁhiĐh, afteƌ all, is the iŶheƌeŶt ƌight of the ŵessiah. “ee P. W. BaƌŶett, ͞The 
Jeǁish “igŶ Pƌophets,͟ Neǁ TestaŵeŶt “tudies Ϯϳ ;ϭϵϴϬͿ: ϲϳϵ–97. James S. McLaren tries (and, in my 

opiŶioŶ, failsͿ to aǀoid ƌelǇiŶg too ŵuĐh oŶ the idea that the Jeǁs eǆpeĐted ͞diǀiŶe assistaŶĐe͟ to defeat 
the Romans or that they were fueled bǇ ŵessiaŶiĐ feƌǀoƌ, ďǇ ĐlaiŵiŶg that the Jeǁs ͞ǁeƌe siŵplǇ 
optiŵistiĐ that theǇ ǁould suĐĐeed,͟ iŶ the saŵe ǁaǇ that, saǇ, the GeƌŵaŶs ǁeƌe optiŵistiĐ that theǇ 
ǁould defeat BƌitaiŶ. Yet ǁhat else did ͞optiŵisŵ͟ ŵeaŶ iŶ fiƌst-century Palestine but confidence in 

God? “ee ͞GoiŶg to Waƌ AgaiŶst ‘oŵe: The MotiǀatioŶ of the Jeǁish ‘eďels,͟ iŶ The Jeǁish ‘eǀolt 
Against Rome: Interdisciplinary Perspectives, ed. M. Popovic, Supplements to the Journal for the Study 

of Judaism 154 (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 2011), 129–53.  

It should ďe Ŷoted that ǁhile ͞the “aŵaƌitaŶ͟ Đalled hiŵself ͞ŵessiah,͟ he did Ŷot ŵeaŶ it eǆaĐtlǇ iŶ the 
Jeǁish seŶse of the ǁoƌd. The “aŵaƌitaŶ eƋuiǀaleŶt of ͞ŵessiah͟ is Taheď. Hoǁeǀeƌ, the Taheď ǁas 
directly related to the messiah. In fact, the words were synonymous, as evidenced by the Samaritan 

ǁoŵaŶ iŶ the gospel of JohŶ ǁho tells Jesus, ͞I kŶoǁ that the ŵessiah is ĐoŵiŶg. WheŶ he ǁill Đoŵe, he 
ǁill shoǁ us all thiŶgs͟ ;JohŶ ϰ:ϮϱͿ.  



Josephus is the fiƌst to use the LatiŶ ǁoƌd ͞“iĐaƌii͟ ;Josephus, Jewish War 2.254–55), though it is obvious 

he ďoƌƌoǁs the teƌŵ fƌoŵ the ‘oŵaŶs. The ǁoƌd ͞“iĐaƌii͟ appeaƌs iŶ AĐts Ϯϭ:ϯϴ iŶ ƌefeƌeŶĐe to the 
͞false pƌophet͟ kŶoǁŶ as ͞the EgǇptiaŶ,͟ foƌ ǁhoŵ Paul is ŵistakeŶ. AĐts Đlaiŵs the EgǇptiaŶ had fouƌ 
thousand followers, which is a more likely figure than the thirty thousand that Josephus claims in Jewish 

War 2.247–70 (though in Antiquities 20.171, Josephus provides a much smaller number).  

Although Josephus desĐƌiďes the “iĐaƌii as ͞a diffeƌeŶt tǇpe of ďaŶdit,͟ he uses the ǁoƌds ͞“iĐaƌii͟ aŶd 
͞ďaŶdits͟ iŶteƌĐhaŶgeaďlǇ thƌoughout The Jeǁish Waƌ. IŶ faĐt, at tiŵes he uses the teƌŵ ͞“iĐaƌii͟ to 
describe groups of bandits who do not use daggers as weapons. It is likely that his reason for 

differentiating the Sicarii fƌoŵ ͞the otheƌ ďaŶdits͟ ǁas to keep all the ǀaƌious ďaŶdit gaŶgs distiŶĐt foƌ 
Ŷaƌƌatiǀe͛s sake, though a Đase ĐaŶ ďe ŵade that afteƌ the ƌise of MeŶaheŵ iŶ the fiƌst Ǉeaƌ of the ǁaƌ, 
the Sicarii became a recognizably separate group—the same group that seized control of Masada. See 

“hiŵoŶ Appleďauŵ, ͞The )ealots: The Case foƌ ‘eǀaluatioŶ,͟ JouƌŶal of ‘oŵaŶ “tudies ϲϭ ;ϭϵϳϭͿ: ϭϱϱ–
70. In my opinion, the best and most up-to-date study of the Sicarii is Mark Andrew Brighton, The Sicarii 

iŶ Josephus͛s JudeaŶ War: Rhetorical Analysis and Historical Observations (Atlanta: Society of Biblical 

Scholarship, 2009).  

Other views on the Sicarii include Emil Schurer, A History of the Jewish People in the Time of Jesus 

Christ, 3 vols. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1890), for whom the Sicarii are a fanatical offshoot of the Zealot 

Party; Martin Hengel, The Zealots (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1989), who disagrees with Schurer, arguing 

that the Sicarii were just an ultra-ǀioleŶt suďgƌoup of the ďaŶdits; “oloŵoŶ )eitliŶ, ͞)ealots aŶd “iĐaƌii,͟ 
Journal of Biblical Literature 81 (1962): 395–98, who believes the Sicarii and the Zealots were two 

distiŶĐt aŶd ͞ŵutuallǇ hostile͟ gƌoups; ‘iĐhaƌd A. HoƌsleǇ, ͞Josephus aŶd the BaŶdits,͟ JouƌŶal foƌ the 
Study of Judaism 10 (1979): 37–63, for whom the Sicarii are just a localized phenomenon, part of the 

laƌgeƌ ŵoǀeŵeŶt of ͞soĐial ďaŶditƌǇ͟ that ǁas ƌife iŶ the JudeaŶ ĐouŶtƌǇside; aŶd MoƌtoŶ “ŵith, 
͞)ealots aŶd “iĐaƌii: Theiƌ OƌigiŶs aŶd ‘elatioŶ,͟ Haƌǀaƌd TheologiĐal ‘eǀieǁ ϲϰ ;ϭϵϳϭͿ: ϳ–31, whose 

view that labels such as Sicarii and Zealot were not static designations but rather indicated a generalized 

and widespread yearning for the biblical doctrine of zeal is wholeheartedly adopted in this book.  

In the Antiquities, written some time after The Jewish War, Josephus suggests that it was the Roman 

proconsul Felix who spurred the Sicarii to murder the high priest Jonathan for his own political purposes. 

Some scholars, most notably Martin Goodman, The Ruling Class of Judea (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1987), continue to argue this point, viewing the Sicarii as little more than hired 

assassins or mercenaries. This is unlikely. First of all, the explanation given in the Antiquities contradicts 

Josephus͛s eaƌlieƌ, aŶd likelǇ ŵoƌe ƌeliaďle, aĐĐouŶt in The Jewish War, which makes no mention of 

Feliǆ͛s haŶd iŶ the assassiŶatioŶ of JoŶathaŶ. IŶ faĐt, the desĐƌiptioŶ of JoŶathaŶ͛s ŵuƌdeƌ iŶ the 
Antiquities fails to mention the role of the Sicarii at all. Instead, the text refers to assassins generally as 

͞ďaŶdits͟ ;lestaiͿ. IŶ aŶǇ Đase, the aĐĐouŶt of JoŶathaŶ͛s ŵuƌdeƌ iŶ The Jeǁish Waƌ is ǁƌitteŶ 
deliďeƌatelǇ to eŵphasize the ideologiĐal/ƌeligious ŵotiǀatioŶs of the “iĐaƌii ;heŶĐe theiƌ slogaŶ ͞No loƌd 
ďut God!͟Ϳ, aŶd as a pƌelude to the ŵuĐh ŵoƌe sigŶificant murders of the high priest Ananus ben 

Ananus (62 C.E.) and Jesus ben Gamaliel (63–64 C.E.), which ultimately launch the war with Rome.  

TaĐitus͛s Ƌuote aďout Feliǆ Đoŵes fƌoŵ Geza Veƌŵes, Who͛s Who iŶ the Age of Jesus ;LoŶdoŶ: PeŶguiŶ, 
2005), 89. Josephus͛s Ƌuote aďout eǀeƌǇ ŵaŶ houƌlǇ eǆpeĐtiŶg death is fƌoŵ The Jeǁish Waƌ ϳ.Ϯϱϯ.  

Rome actually assigned one more procurator to succeed Gessius Florus: Marcus Antonius Julianus. But 

that was during the years of the Jewish Revolt, and he never seems to have set foot in Jerusalem.  



Agƌippa͛s speeĐh is fƌoŵ The Jeǁish Waƌ Ϯ.ϯϱϱ–78. As moving as the speech may be, it is obviously 

Josephus͛s oǁŶ ĐƌeatioŶ.  

CHAPTER SIX: YEAR ONE 

For more on the history of Masada and its changes under Herod, see Solomon ZeitliŶ, ͞Masada aŶd the 
“iĐaƌii,͟ Jeǁish QuaƌteƌlǇ ‘eǀieǁ ϱϱ.ϰ ;ϭϵϲϱͿ: Ϯϵϵ–317.  

Josephus seeŵs to deliďeƌatelǇ aǀoid usiŶg the ǁoƌd ͞ŵessiah͟ to ƌefeƌ to MeŶaheŵ, ďut iŶ desĐƌiďiŶg 
MeŶaheŵ͛s postuƌiŶg as a populaƌlǇ ƌeĐogŶized ͞aŶoiŶted kiŶg,͟ he is Ŷo douďt describing phenomena 

that, aĐĐoƌdiŶg to ‘iĐhaƌd HoƌsleǇ, ͞ĐaŶ ďe uŶdeƌstood as ĐoŶĐƌete eǆaŵples of populaƌ ͚ŵessiahs͛ aŶd 
theiƌ ŵoǀeŵeŶts.͟ HoƌsleǇ, ͞MeŶaheŵ iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ,͟ ϯϰϬ.  

For some great examples of the coins struck by the victorious Jewish rebels, see Ya͛akoǀ Meshoƌeƌ, 
Treasury of Jewish Coins from the Persian Period to Bar Kokhba (Jerusalem and Nyack, N.Y.: Amphora 

Books, 2001).  

The speech of the Sicarii leader was made by Eleazar ben Yair and can be found in Josephus, The Jewish 

War 7.335. Tacitus͛s desĐƌiptioŶ of the eƌa iŶ ‘oŵe ďeiŶg ͞ƌiĐh iŶ disasteƌs͟ Đoŵes fƌoŵ GoodŵaŶ, 
Rome and Jerusalem, 430.  

The Zealot Party was led by a revolutionary priest named Eleazar son of Simon. Some scholars argue that 

this Eleazar was the same Eleazar the Temple Captain who seized control of the Temple at the start of 

the revolt and ceased all sacrifices on behalf of the emperor. For this view, see Rhoads, Israel in 

‘eǀolutioŶ; also Geza Veƌŵes, Who͛s Who iŶ the Age of Jesus, ϴϯ. Veƌŵes Đlaiŵs this ǁas the saŵe 
Eleazar who attacked and killed Menahem. That is unlikely. The Temple Captain was named Eleazar son 

of Ananias, and, as both Richard Horsley and Morton Smith have shown, he had no connection to the 

Eleazar son of Simon who took over the leadership of the Zealot PaƌtǇ iŶ ϲϴ C.E. “ee “ŵith, ͞)ealots aŶd 
“iĐaƌii,͟ Haƌǀaƌd TheologiĐal ‘eǀieǁ ϲϰ ;ϭϵϳϭͿ: ϭ–ϭϵ, aŶd HoƌsleǇ, ͞The )ealots: Theiƌ OƌigiŶ, 
‘elatioŶship aŶd IŵpoƌtaŶĐe iŶ the Jeǁish ‘eǀolt,͟ Noǀuŵ TestaŵeŶtuŵ Ϯϴ ;ϭϵϴϲͿ: ϭϱϵ–92.  

Most of the information we have about John of Gischala comes from Josephus, with whom John was on 

eǆtƌeŵelǇ uŶfƌieŶdlǇ teƌŵs. Thus the poƌtƌait of JohŶ that Đoŵes out of Josephus͛s ǁƌitiŶgs is of a ŵad 
tyrant who put all of Jerusalem in danger with his thirst for power and blood. No contemporary scholar 

takes this desĐƌiptioŶ of JohŶ seƌiouslǇ. Foƌ a ďetteƌ poƌtƌait of the ŵaŶ, see Uƌiel ‘appapoƌt, ͞JohŶ of 
GisĐhala: Fƌoŵ Galilee to Jeƌusaleŵ,͟ JouƌŶal of Jeǁish “tudies ϯϯ ;ϭϵϴϮͿ: ϰϳϵ–ϵϯ. With ƌegaƌd to JohŶ͛s 
zealousness and his eschatological ideals, Rappaport is correct to note that while it is difficult to know 

his exact religiopolitical outlook, his alliance with the Zealot Party suggests, at the very least, that he was 

sympathetic to zealot ideology. In any case, John eventually managed to overpower the Zealots and take 

control over the inner Temple, though, by all accounts, he allowed Eleazar son of Simon to remain at 

least nominally in charge of the Zealot Party, right up to the moment in which Titus invaded Jerusalem.  

For a desĐƌiptioŶ of the faŵiŶe that eŶsued iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ duƌiŶg Titus͛s siege, see Josephus, The Jeǁish 
War 5.427–571, 6.271–76. Josephus, who was writing his history of the war for the very man who won 

it, presents Titus as trying desperately to restrain his men from killing wantonly and in particular from 

destroying the Temple. This is obviously nonsense. It is merely Josephus pandering to his Roman 

audience. Josephus also sets the number of Jews who died in Jerusalem at one million. This is clearly an 

exaggeration.  



For complete coverage of the exchange rate among ancient currencies in first-century Palestine, see 

FƌedƌiĐ Williaŵ MaddeŶ͛s Đolossal ǁoƌk, HistoƌǇ of Jeǁish CoiŶage aŶd of MoŶeǇ iŶ the Old aŶd Neǁ 
Testament (London: Bernard Quaritch, 1864). Madden notes that Josephus refers to the shekel as equal 

to four Attic drachms (drachmas), meaning two drachmas equals one-half shekel (238). See also J. Liver, 

͞The Half-Shekel Offering in Biblical and Post-BiďliĐal Liteƌatuƌe,͟ Haƌǀaƌd TheologiĐal ‘eǀieǁ ϱϲ.ϯ 
(1963): 173–98.  

Some scholars argue, unconvincingly, that no perceptible shift occurred in the Roman attitude toward 

Jeǁs; see, foƌ eǆaŵple, EƌiĐ “. GƌueŶ, ͞‘oŵaŶ PeƌspeĐtiǀes oŶ the Jeǁs iŶ the Age of the Gƌeat ‘eǀolt,͟ 
First Jewish Revolt, 27–42. With regard to the symbol of parading the Torah during the Triumph, I think 

MaƌtiŶ GoodŵaŶ said it ďest iŶ ‘oŵe aŶd Jeƌusaleŵ: ͞Theƌe Đould Ŷot ďe a Đleaƌeƌ deŵoŶstƌatioŶ that 
the ĐoŶƋuest ǁas ďeiŶg Đeleďƌated Ŷot just oǀeƌ Judea ďut oǀeƌ Judaisŵ͟ ;ϰϱϯͿ. Foƌ ŵoƌe on Judaism 

afteƌ the destƌuĐtioŶ of the Teŵple, see MiĐhael “. Beƌgeƌ, ͞‘aďďiŶiĐ PaĐifiĐatioŶ of “eĐoŶd-Century 

Jeǁish NatioŶalisŵ,͟ Belief aŶd Bloodshed, ed. Jaŵes K. WellŵaŶ, Jƌ. ;LaŶhaŵ, Md.: ‘oǁŵaŶ aŶd 
Littlefield, 2007), 48.  

It is vital to note that the eaƌliest ŵaŶusĐƌipts ǁe haǀe of the gospel of Maƌk eŶd the fiƌst ǀeƌse at ͞Jesus 
the Chƌist.͟ It ǁas oŶlǇ lateƌ that a ƌedaĐtoƌ added the phƌase ͞the “oŶ of God.͟ The sigŶifiĐaŶĐe of the 
gospels͛ ďeiŶg ǁƌitteŶ iŶ Gƌeek should Ŷot ďe oǀeƌlooked. CoŶsider that the Dead Sea Scrolls, the most 

contemporary set of Jewish writings to survive the destruction of Jerusalem, whose themes and topics 

are very close to those of the New Testament, were written almost exclusively in Hebrew and Aramaic.  

PART II PROLOGUE: ZEAL FOR YOUR HOUSE 

The stoƌǇ of Jesus͛s tƌiuŵphal eŶtƌǇ iŶto Jeƌusaleŵ aŶd the ĐleaŶsiŶg of the Teŵple ĐaŶ ďe fouŶd iŶ 
Matthew 21:1–22, Mark 11:1–19, Luke 19:29–48, and John 2:13–Ϯϱ. Note that JohŶ͛s gospel plaĐes the 
eǀeŶt at the staƌt of Jesus͛s ŵiŶistƌǇ, ǁheƌeas the “ǇŶoptiĐs plaĐe it at the eŶd. That Jesus͛s eŶtƌǇ iŶto 
Jerusalem reveals his kingly aspirations is abundantly clear. Recall that Solomon also mounts a donkey in 

order to be proclaimed king (1 Kings 1:32–40), as does Absalom when he tries to wrest the throne from 

his fatheƌ, Daǀid ;Ϯ “aŵuel ϭϵ:ϮϲͿ. AĐĐoƌdiŶg to Daǀid CatĐhpole, Jesus͛s eŶtƌǇ iŶto Jeƌusaleŵ fits 
peƌfeĐtlǇ iŶto a faŵilǇ of stoƌies detailiŶg ͞the ĐeleďƌatoƌǇ eŶtƌǇ to a ĐitǇ ďǇ a heƌo figuƌe ǁho has 
previously achieved his triuŵph.͟ CatĐhpole Ŷotes that this ͞fiǆed patteƌŶ of tƌiuŵphal eŶtƌǇ͟ has 
precedence not only among the Israelite kings (see for example Kings 1:32–ϰϬͿ ďut also iŶ AleǆaŶdeƌ͛s 
eŶtƌǇ iŶto Jeƌusaleŵ, ApolloŶius͛s eŶtƌǇ iŶto Jeƌusaleŵ, “iŵoŶ MaĐĐaďaeus͛s eŶtƌǇ into Jerusalem, 

MaƌĐus Agƌippa͛s eŶtƌǇ iŶto Jeƌusaleŵ, aŶd so oŶ. “ee Daǀid ‘. CatĐhpole, ͞The ͚Tƌiuŵphal͛ EŶtƌǇ,͟ Jesus 
and the Politics of His Day, ed. Ernst Bammel and C.F.D. Moule (New York: Cambridge University Press, 

1984), 319–34.  

Jesus explicitly uses the teƌŵ lestai to sigŶifǇ ͞deŶ of thieǀes,͟ iŶstead of the ŵoƌe ĐoŵŵoŶ ǁoƌd foƌ 
thieves, kleptai (see Mark 11:17). While it may seem obvious that in this case Jesus is not using the term 

iŶ its politiĐized seŶse as ͞ďaŶdit͟—meaning someone with zealot tendencies—some scholars believe 

that Jesus is iŶ faĐt ƌefeƌƌiŶg speĐifiĐallǇ to ďaŶdits iŶ this passage. IŶdeed, soŵe liŶk Jesus͛s ĐleaŶsiŶg of 
the Temple to an insurrection led by bar Abbas that took place there around the same time (see Mark 

15:7). The argument goes like this: Since bar Abbas is always characterized with the epithet lestai, 

Jesus͛s use of the teƌŵ ŵust ďe ƌefeƌƌiŶg to the slaughteƌ that took plaĐe aƌouŶd the Teŵple duƌiŶg the 
bandit insurrection he led. Therefore, the best translation of Jesus͛s adŵoŶitioŶ heƌe is Ŷot ͞deŶ of 
thieǀes,͟ ďut ƌatheƌ ͞Đaǀe of ďaŶdits,͟ ŵeaŶiŶg ͞zealot stƌoŶghold,͟ aŶd thus ƌefeƌƌiŶg speĐifiĐallǇ to ďaƌ 



Aďďas͛s iŶsuƌƌeĐtioŶ. “ee Geoƌge WesleǇ BuĐhaŶaŶ, ͞Maƌk ϭϭ:ϭϱ–ϭϵ: BƌigaŶds iŶ the Teŵple,͟ Heďƌeǁ 
Union College Annual 30 (1959): 169–77. This is an intriguing argument, but there is a simpler 

eǆplaŶatioŶ foƌ Jesus͛s use of the ǁoƌd lestai iŶstead of kleptai iŶ this passage. The eǀaŶgelist is likelǇ 
quoting the prophet Jeremiah (7:11) in its Septuagint (Greek) tƌaŶslatioŶ: ͞Has this house, ǁhiĐh is 
called by my name, become a den of robbers in your eyes? Behold, I myself have seen it, utters the 

LO‘D!͟ That tƌaŶslatioŶ uses the phƌase spaǇlaǇoŶ laǇstouŶ to ŵeaŶ ͞deŶ of thieǀes,͟ ǁhiĐh ŵakes 
sense in that the SeptuagiŶt ǁas ǁƌitteŶ loŶg ďefoƌe lestai ďeĐaŵe a ďǇǁoƌd foƌ ͞ďaŶdits͟—indeed, 

long before there was any such thing as a bandit in Judea or Galilee. Here, lestai is the preferred Greek 

translation of the Hebrew word paritsim, which is poorly attested in the Hebrew Bible and is used, at 

ŵost, tǁiĐe iŶ the eŶtiƌe teǆt. The ǁoƌd paƌitsiŵ ĐaŶ ŵeaŶ soŵethiŶg like ͞ǀioleŶt oŶes,͟ though iŶ 
Ezekiel 7:22, which also uses the Hebrew word paritsim, the Septuagint translates the word into the 

Greek by using afulaktos, whiĐh ŵeaŶs soŵethiŶg like ͞uŶguaƌded.͟ The poiŶt is that the Heďƌeǁ ǁoƌd 
paritsim was obviously problematic for the Septuagint translators, and any attempt to limit the meaning 

of the Hebrew or Greek words to a specific meaning or an overly circumscribed semantic range is 

difficult, to say the least. Thus, it is likely that when Jesus uses the word lestai in this passage, he means 

ŶothiŶg ŵoƌe ĐoŵpliĐated thaŶ ͞thieǀes,͟ ǁhiĐh, afteƌ all, is hoǁ he ǀieǁed the ŵeƌĐhaŶts aŶd ŵoŶeǇ 
changers at the Temple.  

The tangled web that bound the Temple authorities to Rome, and the notion that an attack on one 

would have been considered an attack on the other, is an argument made brilliantly by S.G.F. Brandon, 

Jesus and the Zealots (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1967), 9. Brandon also notes correctly 

that the Romans would not have been ignorant of the cleansing incident, since the Roman garrison in 

the AŶtoŶia Foƌtƌess oǀeƌlooked the Teŵple Đouƌts. Foƌ the opposiŶg ǀieǁ to BƌaŶdoŶ͛s aŶalǇsis, see 
CeĐil ‘oth, ͞The CleaŶsiŶg of the Teŵple aŶd )eĐhaƌiah XIV.Ϯϭ,͟ Noǀuŵ TestaŵeŶtuŵ ϰ ;ϭϵϲϬͿ: ϭϳϰ–81. 

‘oth seeŵs to deŶǇ aŶǇ ŶatioŶalist oƌ zealot sigŶifiĐaŶĐe ǁhatsoeǀeƌ eitheƌ iŶ Jesus͛s eŶtƌǇ iŶto 
Jerusalem or in his cleansing of the Temple, which he reinterprets in a ͞spiƌitual aŶd ďasiĐallǇ ŶoŶ-

politiĐal seŶse,͟ ĐlaiŵiŶg that Jesus͛s ŵaiŶ ĐoŶĐeƌŶ ǁas stƌippiŶg the Teŵple of aŶǇ ͞ŵeƌĐaŶtile 
opeƌatioŶs.͟ Otheƌ sĐholaƌs take this aƌguŵeŶt oŶe step fuƌtheƌ aŶd Đlaiŵ that the ͞ĐleaŶsiŶg͟ iŶĐideŶt 
never even happened, at least not as it has been recorded by all four gospel writers, because it so 

ĐoŶtƌasts ǁith Jesus͛s ŵessage of peaĐe. “ee BuƌtoŶ MaĐk, A MǇth of IŶŶoĐeŶĐe: Maƌk aŶd ChƌistiaŶ 
Origins (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988). Once again this seems like a classic case of scholars refusing 

to accept an obvious reality that does not fit into their preconceived Christological conceptions of who 

Jesus ǁas aŶd ǁhat Jesus ŵeaŶt. MaĐk͛s thesis is eǆpeƌtlǇ ƌefuted ďǇ Cƌaig EǀaŶs, ǁho deŵoŶstƌates 
not only that the Temple cleansing incident can be traced to the historical Jesus, but also that it could 

not have been understood in any other way than as an act of profound political significance. See Evans, 

Jesus and His Contemporaries (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1995), 301–18. However, elsewhere Evans 

disagƌees ǁith ŵe ƌegaƌdiŶg Jesus͛s pƌediĐtioŶ of the Teŵple͛s destƌuĐtioŶ. He Ŷot oŶlǇ ďelieǀes that the 
pƌediĐtioŶ ĐaŶ ďe tƌaĐed to Jesus, ǁheƌeas I ǀieǁ it as ďeiŶg put iŶ Jesus͛s ŵouth ďǇ the gospel ǁƌiteƌs, 
he also thinks it may have been the principal factor that motivated the high priest to take action against 

hiŵ. “ee Cƌaig EǀaŶs, ͞Jesus aŶd PƌediĐtioŶs of the DestƌuĐtioŶ of the HeƌodiaŶ Teŵple iŶ the 
Pseudepigƌapha, QuŵƌaŶ “Đƌolls, aŶd ‘elated Teǆts,͟ JouƌŶal foƌ the “tudǇ of the Pseudepigrapha 10 

(1992): 89–147.  

Both Josephus and the Babylonian Talmud indicate that the sacrificial animals used to be housed on the 

Mount of Olives, but that sometime around 30 C.E., Caiaphas transferred them into the Court of 



Gentiles. Bruce ChiltoŶ ďelieǀes that Caiaphas͛s iŶŶoǀatioŶ ǁas the iŵpetus foƌ Jesus͛s aĐtioŶs at the 
Teŵple as ǁell as the pƌiŶĐipal ƌeasoŶ foƌ the high pƌiest͛s desiƌe to haǀe Jesus aƌƌested aŶd eǆeĐuted; 
see BƌuĐe ChiltoŶ, ͞The Tƌial of Jesus ‘eĐoŶsideƌed,͟ iŶ Jesus in Context, ed. Bruce Chilton and Craig 

Evans (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1997), 281–500.  

The question posed to Jesus about the legality of paying tribute to Caesar can be found in Mark 12:13–
17, Matthew 22:15–22, and Luke 20:20–26. The episode does not appeaƌ iŶ JohŶ͛s gospel ďeĐause theƌe 
the ĐleaŶsiŶg eǀeŶt is plaĐed aŵoŶg Jesus͛s fiƌst aĐts aŶd Ŷot at the eŶd of his life. “ee Heƌďeƌt Loeǁe, 
Render unto Caesar (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1940). The Jewish authorities who try to 

trap Jesus by asking him about the payment of tribute are variously described in the Synoptic gospels as 

Phaƌisees aŶd HeƌodiaŶs ;Maƌk ϭϮ:ϭϯ; Mattheǁ ϮϮ:ϭϱͿ, oƌ as ͞sĐƌiďes aŶd Đhief pƌiests͟ ;Luke ϮϬ:ϮϬͿ. 
This lumping together of disparate authorities indicates a startling ignorance on the part of the gospel 

writers (who were writing their accounts some forty to sixty years after the events they describe) about 

Jewish religious hierarchy in firstcentury Palestine. The scribes were lower- or middle-class scholars, 

while the chief priests were aristocratic nobility; the Pharisees and Herodians were about as far apart 

economically, socially, and (if by Herodians Mark suggests a Sadducean connection) theologically as can 

be imagined. It almost seems as though the gospel writers are throwing out these formulae simply as 

ďǇǁoƌds foƌ ͞the Jeǁs.͟  

That the coin Jesus asks for, the denarius, is the same coin used to pay the tribute to Rome is definitively 

pƌoǀeŶ ďǇ H. “t. J. Haƌt, ͞The CoiŶ of ͚‘eŶdeƌ uŶto Caesaƌ,͛ ͟ Jesus aŶd the Politics of His Day, 241–48.  

AŵoŶg the ŵaŶǇ sĐholaƌs ǁho haǀe tƌied to stƌip Jesus͛s aŶsǁeƌ ƌegaƌdiŶg the tƌiďute of its politiĐal 
significance are J.D.M. Derrett, Law in the New Testament (Eugene, Ore.: Wipf and Stock, 2005) and F. F. 

BƌuĐe, ͞‘eŶdeƌ to Caesaƌ,͟ Jesus aŶd the PolitiĐs of His DaǇ, Ϯϰϵ–63. At least Bruce recognizes the 

significance of the word apodidomi, and indeed it is his analysis of the verb that I reference above. 

Helŵut Meƌkel is oŶe of ŵaŶǇ sĐholaƌs ǁho see Jesus͛s aŶsǁeƌ to the ƌeligious authorities as a 

ŶoŶaŶsǁeƌ; ͞The OppositioŶ BetǁeeŶ Jesus aŶd Judaisŵ,͟ Jesus aŶd the PolitiĐs of His DaǇ, ϭϮϵ–44. 

Merkel quotes the German scholar Eduard Lohse in refuting Brandon and those, like myself, who believe 

that Jesus͛s aŶsǁeƌ ďetƌaǇs his zealot seŶtiŵeŶts: ͞Jesus Ŷeitheƌ alloǁed hiŵself to ďe luƌed iŶto 
conferring divine status on the existing power structure, nor concurred with the revolutionaries who 

wanted to change the existing order and compel the coming of the Kingdom of God by the use of foƌĐe.͟ 
First of all, it should be noted that the use of force is not the issue here. Whether Jesus agreed with the 

followers of Judas the Galilean that only the use of arms could free the Jews from Roman rule is not 

what is at stake in this passage. All that is at stake heƌe is the ƋuestioŶ of ǁheƌe Jesus͛s ǀieǁs fell oŶ the 
most decisive issue of the day, which also happened to be the fundamental test of zealotry: Should the 

Jeǁs paǇ tƌiďute to ‘oŵe? Those sĐholaƌs ǁho paiŶt Jesus͛s aŶsǁeƌ to the ƌeligious authorities as 

apolitiĐal aƌe, to ŵǇ ŵiŶd, totallǇ ďliŶd to the politiĐal aŶd ƌeligious ĐoŶteǆt of Jesus͛s tiŵe, aŶd, ŵoƌe 
iŵpoƌtaŶt, to the faĐt that the issue of the tƌiďute is Ƌuite ĐleaƌlǇ ŵeaŶt to ďe ĐoŶŶeĐted to Jesus͛s 
provocative entry into Jerusalem, of which there can be no apolitical interpretation.  

Foƌ soŵe ƌeasoŶ, the titulus aďoǀe Jesus͛s head has ďeeŶ ǀieǁed ďǇ sĐholaƌs aŶd ChƌistiaŶs alike as 
some sort of joke, a sarcastic bit of humor on the part of Rome. The Romans may be known for many 

thiŶgs, ďut huŵoƌ isŶ͛t oŶe of theŵ. As usual, this iŶteƌpƌetatioŶ ƌelies oŶ a pƌiŵa faĐie ƌeadiŶg of Jesus 
as a man with no political ambitions whatsoever. That is nonsense. All criminals sentenced to execution 

received a titulus so that everyone would know the crime for which they were being punished and thus 



ďe deteƌƌed fƌoŵ takiŶg paƌt iŶ siŵilaƌ aĐtiǀitǇ. That the ǁoƌdiŶg oŶ Jesus͛s titulus ǁas likelǇ geŶuiŶe is 
deŵoŶstƌated ďǇ Joseph A. FitzŵeǇeƌ, ǁho Ŷotes that ͞If [the titulus] ǁeƌe iŶǀeŶted by Christians, they 

ǁould haǀe used Chƌistos, foƌ eaƌlǇ ChƌistiaŶs ǁould sĐaƌĐelǇ haǀe Đalled theiƌ Loƌd ͚KiŶg of the Jeǁs.͛ ͟ 
See The Gospel According to Luke I–IX (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1981), 773. I will speak more about 

Jesus͛s ͞tƌial͟ iŶ suďsequent chapters, but suffice it to say that the notion that a no-name Jewish 

peasant would have received a personal audience with the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, who had 

probably signed a dozen execution orders that day alone, is so outlandish that it cannot be taken 

seriously.  

Oddly, Luke refers to the two crucified on either side of Jesus not as lestai but as kakourgoi, or 

͞eǀildoeƌs͟ ;Luke Ϯϯ:ϯϮͿ.  

CHAPTER SEVEN: THE VOICE CRYING OUT IN THE WILDERNESS 

All four gospels give varying accounts of John the Baptist (Matthew 3:1–17; Mark 1:2–15; Luke 3:1–22; 

John 1:19–ϰϮͿ. It is geŶeƌallǇ agƌeed that ŵuĐh of this gospel ŵateƌial, iŶĐludiŶg JohŶ͛s iŶfaŶĐǇ Ŷaƌƌatiǀe 
iŶ Luke, ǁas deƌiǀed fƌoŵ iŶdepeŶdeŶt ͞Baptist tƌaditioŶs͟ pƌeseƌǀed ďǇ JohŶ͛s folloǁeƌs. OŶ this, see 

Charles Scobie, John the Baptist (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1964), 50–51, and Walter Wink, John the 

Baptist in the Gospel Tradition (Eugene, Ore.: Wipf and Stock, 2001), 59–60. However, Wink thinks only 

soŵe of this ŵateƌial Đaŵe fƌoŵ JohŶ͛s uŶique sources. He argues that the infancy narratives of John 

and Jesus were likely developed concurrently. See also Catherine Murphy, John the Baptist: Prophet of 

Purity for a New Age (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 2003).  

Although, according to Mattheǁ, JohŶ ǁaƌŶs the Jeǁs of the ĐoŵiŶg of the ͞kiŶgdoŵ of heaǀeŶ,͟ that is 
ŵeƌelǇ Mattheǁ͛s ĐiƌĐuŵloĐutioŶ foƌ KiŶgdoŵ of God. IŶ faĐt, Mattheǁ uses the phƌase ͞KiŶgdoŵ of 
HeaǀeŶ͟ thƌoughout his gospel, eǀeŶ iŶ those passages iŶ ǁhiĐh he has ďoƌƌoǁed fƌoŵ Mark. In other 

ǁoƌds, ǁe ĐaŶ ďe faiƌlǇ ĐeƌtaiŶ that ͞KiŶgdoŵ of God͟ aŶd ͞KiŶgdoŵ of HeaǀeŶ͟ ŵeaŶ the saŵe thiŶg 
and that both derived in some part from the teachings of John the Baptist.  

Theƌe aƌe ŵaŶǇ iŶaĐĐuƌaĐies iŶ the gospel aĐĐouŶt of JohŶ͛s eǆeĐution (Mark 6:17–29; Matthew 14:1–
12; Luke 9:7–9). For one, the evangelists refer to Herodias as the wife of Philip, when she was actually 

the ǁife of Heƌod. It ǁas “aloŵe ǁho ǁas Philip͛s ǁife. AŶǇ atteŵpt ďǇ ĐoŶseƌǀatiǀe ChƌistiaŶ 
commentators to make up for this blatant error—foƌ iŶstaŶĐe, ďǇ ƌefeƌƌiŶg to AŶtipas͛s half ďƌotheƌ as 
͞Heƌod Philip͟ ;a Ŷaŵe that does Ŷot appeaƌ iŶ aŶǇ ƌeĐoƌdsͿ—falls flat. The gospels also seem to confuse 

the plaĐe of JohŶ͛s eǆeĐutioŶ ;the foƌtƌess of MaĐhaeƌusͿ ǁith AŶtipas͛s court, which at the time would 

have been in Tiberias. Finally, it should be mentioned that it is inconceivable that a royal princess would 

haǀe peƌfoƌŵed foƌ AŶtipas͛s guests, ĐoŶsideƌiŶg the stƌiĐtuƌes of the daǇ foƌ Jeǁish ǁoŵeŶ of aŶǇ 
status. There are, of Đouƌse, ŵaŶǇ apologetiĐ atteŵpts to ƌesĐue the gospel stoƌǇ of JohŶ͛s ďeheadiŶg 
aŶd to aƌgue foƌ its histoƌiĐitǇ ;foƌ eǆaŵple, Geza Veƌŵes, Who͛s Who iŶ the Age of Jesus, ϰϵͿ, ďut I 
agree with Rudolf Bultmann, History of the Synoptic Tradition (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1968), 

301–2, and Lester L. Grabbe, Judaism from Cyrus to Hadrian, vol. 2, 427–28, both of whom argue that 

the gospel story is far too fanciful and riddled with too many errors to be taken as historical.  

Foƌ paƌallels ďetǁeeŶ Maƌk͛s aĐĐouŶt of JohŶ͛s eǆeĐutioŶ aŶd the ďook of Estheƌ, see ‘ogeƌ Aus, Wateƌ 
into Wine and the Beheading of John the Baptist (Providence: Brown Judaic Studies, 1988). The story 

also eĐhoes Elijah͛s ĐoŶfliĐt ǁith Jezeďel, the ǁife of KiŶg Ahaď ;ϭ KiŶgs ϭϵ–22).  



Josephus͛s aĐĐouŶt of JohŶ the Baptist͛s life aŶd death ĐaŶ ďe fouŶd iŶ AŶtiƋuities ϭϴ.ϭϭϲ–19. King 

Aƌetas IV ǁas the fatheƌ of AŶtipas͛s fiƌst ǁife, Phasaelis, ǁhoŵ AŶtipas diǀoƌĐed iŶ oƌdeƌ to ŵaƌƌǇ 
Herodias. It is unclear whether Antipas was exiled to Spain, as Josephus states in The Jewish War 2.183, 

or to Gaul, as he alleges in Antiquities 18.252.  

A catalogue of ablutions and water rituals in Jewish scripture and practice can be found in R. L. Webb, 

John the Baptizer and Prophet: A Socio-Historical Study (Sheffield, U.K.: Sheffield Academic Press, 1991), 

95–ϭϯϮ. Foƌ ŵoƌe oŶ the use of ǁateƌ iŶ Jeǁish ĐoŶǀeƌsioŶ ƌituals, see “haǇe J. D. CoheŶ, ͞The ‘aďďiŶiĐ 
CoŶǀeƌsioŶ CeƌeŵoŶǇ,͟ JouƌŶal of Jeǁish “tudies ϰϭ ;ϭϵϵϬͿ: ϭϳϳ–203. There were a few notable 

individuals in first-century Palestine who practiced ritual acts of immersion, most famously the ascetic 

known as Bannus, who lived as a hermit in the desert and who bathed himself morning and night in cold 

water as a means of ritual purification; see Josephus, Life 2.11–12.  

Josephus writes at length about the Essenes in both the Antiquities and The Jewish War, but the earliest 

eǀideŶĐe aďout the EsseŶes Đoŵes ǀia Philo of AleǆaŶdƌia͛s HǇpothetiĐa, ǁƌitteŶ ďetǁeeŶ ϯϱ aŶd ϰϱ C.E. 
Pliny the Elder also speaks of the Essenes in his Natural History, written circa 77 C.E. It is Pliny who 

states that the Essenes lived near Engeddi, on the western shore of the Dead Sea, although most 

sĐholaƌs ďelieǀe the EsseŶes ǁeƌe loĐated at QuŵƌaŶ. PliŶǇ͛s eƌƌoƌ ŵaǇ ďe due to the fact that he was 

writing after the war with Rome and the destruction of Jerusalem, after which the Qumran site was 

abandoned. Nevertheless, a huge debate has erupted among scholars over whether the community at 

Qumran was in fact Essene. Norman Golb is perhaps the best-known scholar who rejects the Qumran 

hypothesis. Golb views the Qumran site not as an Essene community but rather as a Hasmonaean 

fortress. He believes that the documents found in the caves near Qumran—the so-called Dead Sea 

Scrolls—were not written by the Essenes but brought there for safekeeping from Jerusalem. See 

Norman Golb, Who Wrote the Dead Sea Scrolls? The Search for the Secret Qumran (New York: Scribner, 

ϭϵϵϱͿ, aŶd ͞The Pƌoďleŵ of OƌigiŶ aŶd IdeŶtifiĐatioŶ of the Dead “ea “Đƌolls,͟ Proceedings of the 

American Philosophical Society 124 (1980): 1–24. Golb and his contemporaries make some valid points, 

and it must be admitted that some of the documents found in the caves at Qumran were not written by 

the Essenes and do not reflect Essene theology. The fact is that we cannot be certain whether the 

Essenes lived at Qumran. That said, I agree with the great Frank Moore Cross, who argued that the 

burden of proof rests not with those who connect the Essenes with Qumran, but with those who do not. 

͞The sĐholaƌ ǁho ǁould ͚eǆeƌĐise ĐautioŶ͛ iŶ ideŶtifǇiŶg the seĐt of QuŵƌaŶ ǁith the EsseŶes plaĐes 
hiŵself iŶ aŶ astoŶishiŶg positioŶ,͟ Mooƌe ǁƌites; ͞he ŵust suggest seƌiouslǇ that tǁo ŵajoƌ paƌties 
formed communistic religious communities in the same district of the desert of the Dead Sea and lived 

together in effect for two centuries, holding similar bizarre views, performing similar or rather identical 

lustrations, ritual meals, and ceremonies. He must suppose that one, carefully described by classical 

authors, disappeared without leaving building remains or even potsherds behind: the other, 

systematically ignored by classical authors, left extensive ruins, and indeed a great library. I prefer to be 

reckless and flatly identify the men of Qumran with theiƌ peƌeŶŶial houseguest, the EsseŶes.͟ FƌaŶk 
Moore Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic: Essays in the History of the Religion of Israel 

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1973), 331–32. Everything you could ever want to know 

and more about Essene purity rituals can be found in Ian C. Werrett, Ritual Purity and the Dead Sea 

Scrolls (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 2007).  

Among those who believe that John the Baptist was a member of the Essene community are Otto Betz, 

͞Was JohŶ the Baptist aŶ EsseŶe?͟ UŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg the Dead “ea “Đƌolls, ed. Heƌshel “haŶks ;Neǁ Yoƌk: 



Random House, 1992), 205–ϭϰ; W. H. BƌoǁŶlee, ͞JohŶ the Baptist iŶ the Neǁ Light of AŶĐieŶt “Đƌolls,͟ 
The Scrolls and the New Testament, ed. Krister Stendahl (New York: Harper, 1957), 71–90; and J.A.T. 

‘oďiŶsoŶ, ͞The Baptisŵ of JohŶ aŶd the QuŵƌaŶ CoŵŵuŶitǇ: TestiŶg a HǇpothesis,͟ Tǁelǀe Neǁ 
Testament Studies (London: SCM Press, 1962), 11–Ϯϳ. AŵoŶg those ǁho disagƌee aƌe H. H. ‘oǁleǇ, ͞The 
Baptisŵ of JohŶ aŶd the QuŵƌaŶ “eĐt,͟ Neǁ Testament Essays: Studies in Memory of Thomas Walter 

Manson, 1893–1958, ed. A.J.B. Higgins (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1959), 218–29; Bruce 

D. Chilton, Judaic Approaches to the Gospels (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1994), 17–22; and Joan E. Taylor, 

The Immerser: John the Baptist Within Second Temple Judaism (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1997).  

It should be noted that while Isaiah 40:3 was applied to both John and the Essenes, there were 

important distinctions in the way the passage seems to have been interpreted by both. For more on 

JohŶ͛s possiďle Đhildhood ͞iŶ the ǁildeƌŶess,͟ see JeaŶ “teiŶŵaŶŶ, “aiŶt JohŶ the Baptist aŶd the Deseƌt 
Tradition (New York: Harper, 1958). Regardless of whether John was a member of the Essenes, it is clear 

that there are a number of parallels between the two, including setting, asceticism, priestly lineage, 

water immersion, and the sharing of property. Individually, none of these parallels definitively proves a 

connection, but together they make a strong case for certain affinities between the two that should not 

be easily dismissed. In any case, John would not need to have been an actual member of the Essene 

community to be influenced by their teachings and ideas, which were pretty well integrated into the 

Jewish spirituality of the time.  

Although it is Ŷeǀeƌ eǆpliĐitlǇ stated that JohŶ͛s ďaptisŵ ǁas Ŷot ŵeaŶt to ďe ƌepeated, oŶe ĐaŶ iŶfeƌ 
that to be the case for two reasons: first, because the baptism seems to require an administrator, like 

John, as opposed to most other water rituals, which were self-adŵiŶisteƌed; aŶd seĐoŶd, ďeĐause JohŶ͛s 
baptism assumes the imminent end of the world, which would make its repetition somewhat difficult, to 

say the least. See John Meier, Marginal Jew, vol. 2, 51.  

John Meier makes a ĐoŵpelliŶg Đase foƌ aĐĐeptiŶg the histoƌiĐitǇ of the phƌase ͞ďaptisŵ foƌ the 
foƌgiǀeŶess of siŶs.͟ “ee MaƌgiŶal Jeǁ, ǀol. Ϯ, ϱϯ–ϱϰ. Josephus͛s Đlaiŵ to the ĐoŶtƌaƌǇ ĐaŶ ďe fouŶd iŶ 
AŶtiƋuities ϭϴ.ϭϭϲ. ‘oďeƌt L. Weďď aƌgues that JohŶ͛s ďaptisŵ ǁas a ͞ƌepeŶtance-baptism which 

fuŶĐtioŶed to iŶitiate [the Jeǁs] iŶto the gƌoup of pƌepaƌed people, the tƌue Isƌael,͟ ŵeaŶiŶg JohŶ did iŶ 
fact form his own distinct sect; see John the Baptizer and Prophet, 197 and 364. Bruce Chilton 

ĐoŵpletelǇ disŵaŶtles Weďď͛s aƌguŵeŶt iŶ ͞JohŶ the Puƌifieƌ,͟ ϮϬϯ–20.  

The heaǀeŶlǇ affiƌŵatioŶ ͞This is ŵǇ soŶ, the Beloǀed͟ is fƌoŵ Psalŵs Ϯ:ϳ, iŶ ǁhiĐh God addƌesses Daǀid 
oŶ the oĐĐasioŶ of his eŶthƌoŶeŵeŶt as kiŶg iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ ;Beloǀed ǁas Daǀid͛s ŶiĐkŶaŵeͿ. As JohŶ 
Meier rightly notes, this ŵoŵeŶt ͞does Ŷot ŵiƌƌoƌ soŵe iŶŶeƌ eǆpeƌieŶĐe that Jesus had at the tiŵe; it 
mirrors the desire of the first-generation Christian church to define Jesus as soon as the primitive Gospel 

story begins—all the more so because this definition was needed to ĐouŶteƌ the iŵpƌessioŶ of Jesus͛s 
suďoƌdiŶatioŶ to JohŶ, iŵpliĐit iŶ the tƌaditioŶ of the foƌŵeƌ ďeiŶg ďaptized ďǇ the latteƌ.͟ MaƌgiŶal Jeǁ, 
vol. 2, 107.  

Among those scholars who make a convincing case that Jesus began his ministry as a disciple of John are 

P. W. HolleŶďaĐh, ͞“oĐial AspeĐts of JohŶ the Baptizeƌ͛s PƌeaĐhiŶg MissioŶ iŶ the CoŶteǆt of PalestiŶiaŶ 
Judaisŵ,͟ Aufstieg uŶd NiedeƌgaŶg deƌ ƌöŵisĐheŶ Welt ;AN‘WͿ Ϯ.ϭϵ.ϭ ;ϭϵϳϵͿ: ϴϱϮ–ϱϯ, aŶd ͞The 
Conversion of Jesus: From Jesus the Baptizer to Jesus the Healeƌ,͟ AN‘W Ϯ.Ϯϱ.ϭ ;ϭϵϴϮͿ: ϭϵϴ–200, as well 

as ‘oďeƌt L. Weďď, ͞Jesus͛ Baptisŵ: Its HistoƌiĐitǇ aŶd IŵpliĐatioŶs,͟ BulletiŶ foƌ BiďliĐal ‘eseaƌĐh ϭϬ.Ϯ 
(2000): 261–ϯϬϵ. Weďď suŵŵaƌizes the ƌelatioŶship ďetǁeeŶ JohŶ aŶd Jesus thus: ͞Jesus ǁas ďaptized 



by John and probably remained with him for some time in the role of disciple. Later, in alignment and 

participation with John and his movement, Jesus also engaged in a baptizing ministry near John. 

Although he was still a disciple of John, Jesus perhaps should ďe ǀieǁed at this poiŶt as JohŶ͛s ƌight-hand 

ŵaŶ oƌ pƌotégé. While teŶsioŶs ŵaǇ haǀe aƌiseŶ ďetǁeeŶ JohŶ͛s disĐiples aŶd those aƌouŶd Jesus, the 
two men viewed themselves as working together. Only later, after the arrest of John, did a shift take 

plaĐe iŶ ǁhiĐh Jesus ŵoǀed ďeǇoŶd the ĐoŶĐeptual fƌaŵeǁoƌk of JohŶ͛s ŵoǀeŵeŶt iŶ ĐeƌtaiŶ ƌespeĐts. 
Yet Jesus alǁaǇs appeaƌs appƌeĐiatiǀe of the fouŶdatioŶ that JohŶ͛s fƌaŵeǁoƌk iŶitiallǇ pƌoǀided foƌ 
hiŵ.͟  

‘egaƌdiŶg Jesus͛s sojouƌŶ iŶ the ǁildeƌŶess, oŶe ŵust ƌeŵeŵďeƌ that ͞the ǁildeƌŶess͟ is ŵoƌe thaŶ a 
geographic location. It is where the covenant with Abraham was made, where Moses received the Law 

of God, where the Israelites wandered for a generation; it is where God dwelt and where he could be 

found and ĐoŵŵuŶed ǁith. The gospel͛s use of the teƌŵ ͞foƌtǇ daǇs͟—the number of days Jesus is said 

to have spent in the desert—is Ŷot ŵeaŶt to ďe ƌead as a liteƌal Ŷuŵďeƌ. IŶ the Biďle, ͞foƌtǇ͟ is a ďǇǁoƌd 
foƌ ͞ŵaŶǇ,͟ as iŶ ͞it ƌaiŶed foƌ foƌtǇ daǇs aŶd Ŷights.͟ The implication is that Jesus stayed in the 

wilderness for a long time.  

I disagƌee ǁith ‘udolf Otto, ǁho Đlaiŵs that ͞JohŶ did Ŷot pƌeaĐh the ĐoŵiŶg of the kiŶgdoŵ of heaǀeŶ, 
ďut of the ĐoŵiŶg judgŵeŶt of ǁƌath͟; The KiŶgdoŵ of God aŶd the “oŶ of MaŶ, ϲϵ. It is Otto͛s poiŶt 
that JohŶ ǁas ĐoŶĐeƌŶed ĐhieflǇ ǁith the ĐoŵiŶg judgŵeŶt of God, ǁhat he Đalls ͞the DaǇ of Yahǁeh,͟ 
ǁheƌeas Jesus͛s foĐus ǁas oŶ the ƌedeŵptiǀe Ŷatuƌe of God͛s kiŶgdoŵ oŶ eaƌth. Yet eǀeŶ Jesus ŵaƌks 
JohŶ͛s aĐtiǀities as paƌt of the iŶauguƌatioŶ of the KiŶgdoŵ of God oŶ eaƌth: ͞The Laǁ aŶd Pƌophets 
ǁeƌe [iŶ effeĐt] uŶtil JohŶ; afteƌǁaƌd, the KiŶgdoŵ of God is pƌoĐlaiŵed͟ ;Luke ϭϲ:ϭϲͿ.  

CHAPTER EIGHT: FOLLOW ME 

Josephus͛s desĐƌiptioŶ of the GalileaŶs ĐaŶ ďe fouŶd iŶ The Jeǁish Waƌ ϯ.ϰϭ–42. Richard Horsley 

eǆpeƌtlǇ details the histoƌǇ of GalileaŶ ƌesistaŶĐe, eǀeŶ ǁheŶ it Đaŵe to the ͞politiĐal-economic-religious 

suďoƌdiŶatioŶ to the HasŵoŶeaŶ high pƌiesthood iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ,͟ iŶ Galilee: HistoƌǇ, PolitiĐs, People 
(Valley Forge, Pa.: Trinity Press IŶteƌŶatioŶal, ϭϵϵϱͿ. HoƌsleǇ ǁƌites that ͞the Teŵple itself, teŵple dues, 
and rule by the high priesthood would all have been foreign to the Galileans, whose ancestors had 

rebelled centuries earlier against the Solomonic monarchy and the Temple. Thus the Galileans, like the 

Idumeans, would have experienced the laws of the Judeans superimposed on their own customs as the 

ŵeaŶs to defiŶe aŶd legitiŵate theiƌ suďoƌdiŶatioŶ to Jeƌusaleŵ ƌule͟ ;ϱϭͿ. HeŶĐe Luke͛s asseƌtioŶ that 
Jesus͛s paƌeŶts ǁeŶt to the Teŵple for Passover every year quite clearly reflects a Lukan agenda rather 

than Galilean practices (Luke 2:41–51). See also Sean Freyne, Galilee, Jesus, and the Gospels (Dublin: Gill 

and MacMillan, 1988), 187–89.  

On the distinctive accent of the Galileans, see Obery M. Hendricks, The Politics of Jesus (New York: 

Doubleday, 2006), 70–ϳϯ. Foƌ the iŵpliĐatioŶs of the teƌŵ ͞people of the laŶd,͟ see the ĐoŵpƌeheŶsiǀe 
studǇ doŶe ďǇ AhaƌoŶ OppeŶheiŵeƌ, The ͛Aŵ Ha-Aretz: A Study in the Social History of the Jewish 

People in the Hellenistic-Roman Period (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1977).  

Foƌ ŵoƌe oŶ Jesus͛s faŵilǇ as folloǁeƌs, see JohŶ PaiŶteƌ, Just Jaŵes: The Bƌotheƌ of Jesus iŶ HistoƌǇ aŶd 
Tradition (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press), 14–31.  



The Greek ǁoƌd foƌ ͞disĐiples,͟ hoi ŵathetai, ĐaŶ ŵeaŶ ďoth ŵale aŶd feŵale disĐiples. OďǀiouslǇ the 
sight of unaccompanied women following an itinerant preacher and his mostly male companions from 

town to town would have caused a scandal in Galilee, and in fact there are numerous passages in the 

gospels iŶ ǁhiĐh Jesus is aĐĐused of ĐoŶsoƌtiŶg ǁith ͞loose ǁoŵeŶ.͟ “oŵe ǀaƌiaŶts of the gospel of Luke 
say Jesus had seventy, not seventy-two, disciples. The discrepancy is irrelevant, as numbers in the 

Bible—especially evocative numbers such as three, twelve, forty, and seventy-two—are meant to be 

read symbolically, not literally, with the exception of the twelve disciples, which should be read both 

ways.  

There can be no doubt that Jesus specifically designated twelve individuals to represent the twelve 

tribes of Israel. However, there is much confusion about the actual names and biographies of the 

Twelve. Thank God for John Meier, who presents everything there is to know about the Twelve in 

Marginal Jew, vol. 3, 198–285. That the Twelve were unique and set apart from the rest of the disciples 

is Đleaƌ: ͞AŶd ǁheŶ it ǁas daǇ, he Đalled his disĐiples to hiŵ aŶd fƌoŵ theŵ he Đhose tǁelǀe ǁhoŵ he 
Ŷaŵed apostles͟ ;Luke ϲ:ϭϯͿ. “oŵe sĐholaƌs iŶsist that the Tǁelǀe ǁas a ĐƌeatioŶ of the early church, 

ďut that is uŶlikelǇ. Otheƌǁise, ǁhǇ ŵake Judas oŶe of the Tǁelǀe? “ee Cƌaig EǀaŶs, ͞The Tǁelǀe 
Thrones of Israel: Scripture and Politics in Luke 22:24–ϯϬ,͟ iŶ Luke aŶd “Đƌiptuƌe: The FuŶĐtioŶ of “aĐƌed 
Tradition in Luke-Acts, ed. Craig Evans and J. A. Sanders (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 154–70; 

JaĐoď Jeƌǀell, ͞The Tǁelǀe oŶ Isƌael͛s ThƌoŶes: Luke͛s UŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of the Apostolate,͟ iŶ Luke aŶd the 
People of God: A New Look at Luke-Acts, ed. Jacob Jervell (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 

1972), 75–112; and R. P. Meyer, Jesus and the Twelve (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1968).  

Foƌ ŵoƌe oŶ Jesus͛s aŶtiĐleƌiĐal ŵessage, see JohŶ Meieƌ, MaƌgiŶal Jeǁ, ǀol. ϭ, ϯϰϲ–47. Meier notes that 

by the time the gospels were written there were no more priests in Judaism. After the destruction of the 

Temple, the spiritual heirs of the Pharisees—the rabbinate—became the primary Jewish opponents of 

the new Christian movement, and so it is natural that the gospels would have made them appear as 

Jesus͛s Đhief eŶeŵies. This is all the ŵoƌe ƌeasoŶ ǁhǇ the feǁ hostile eŶĐouŶteƌs that Jesus is pƌeseŶted 
as having with the Temple priests should be seen as genuine. Helmut Merkel expands on the division 

ďetǁeeŶ Jesus aŶd the Teŵple pƌiesthood iŶ ͞The OppositioŶ BetǁeeŶ Jesus aŶd Judaisŵ,͟ Jesus aŶd 
the Politics of His Day, 129–44. Interestingly, Jesus is seen in conversation with the Sadducees only once, 

during a debate around the resurrection on the last day; Mark 12:18–27.  

CHAPTER NINE: BY THE FINGER OF GOD 

A ĐoŵpƌeheŶsiǀe tƌeatŵeŶt of Jesus͛s iŶdiǀidual ŵiƌaĐles ĐaŶ ďe fouŶd iŶ H. ǀaŶ deƌ Loos, The MiƌaĐles 
of Jesus (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1965).  

Foƌ ŵoƌe oŶ HoŶi aŶd HaŶiŶa ďeŶ Dosa, see Geza Veƌŵes, ͞HaŶiŶa ďeŶ Dosa: A CoŶtƌoǀeƌsial GalileaŶ 

“aiŶt fƌoŵ the Fiƌst CeŶtuƌǇ of the ChƌistiaŶ Eƌa,͟ JouƌŶal of Jeǁish “tudies Ϯϯ ;ϭϵϳϮͿ: Ϯϴ–50, and Jesus 

the Jew (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1981), 72–78. For a more general study of miracle workers in the 

tiŵe of Jesus, see Williaŵ “Đott GƌeeŶ, ͞Palestinian Holy Men: Charismatic Leadership and Rabbinic 

TƌaditioŶ,͟ AN‘W ϭϵ.Ϯ ;ϭϵϳϵͿ: ϲϭϵ–47. A very good critique of scholarly work on Hanina can be found in 

BaƌuĐh M. Bokseƌ, ͞WoŶdeƌ-WoƌkiŶg aŶd the ‘aďďiŶiĐ TƌaditioŶ: The Case of HaŶiŶa ďeŶ Dosa,͟ JouƌŶal 
of Jewish Studies 16 (1985): 42–92.  

The earliest work on Apollonius is the third-century text by Philostratus of Athens titled The Life of 

Apollonius of Tyana. For an English translation, see F. C. Conybeare, ed., Philostratus: The Life of 



Apollonius of TǇaŶa ;LoŶdoŶ: HeiŶeŵaŶŶ, ϭϵϭϮͿ. CoŶǇďeaƌe͛s ďook also iŶĐludes a tƌaŶslatioŶ of a lateƌ 
work on Apollonius by Hierocles titled Lover of Truth, which expressly compares Apollonius to Jesus of 

Nazareth. See also Robert J. Penella, The Letters of Apollonius of Tyana (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 

ϭϵϳϵͿ. Foƌ aŶ aŶalǇsis of the paƌallels ďetǁeeŶ ApolloŶius aŶd Jesus, see Cƌaig A. EǀaŶs, ͞Jesus aŶd 
ApolloŶius of TǇaŶa,͟ iŶ Jesus aŶd His CoŶteŵpoƌaƌies, Ϯϰϱ–50.  

Research done by Harold Remus indicates no difference in the way pagans and early Christians 

desĐƌiďed eitheƌ ŵiƌaĐles oƌ the ŵiƌaĐle ǁoƌkeƌs; ͞Does TeƌŵiŶologǇ DistiŶguish EaƌlǇ ChƌistiaŶ fƌoŵ 
PagaŶ MiƌaĐles?͟ JouƌŶal of BiďliĐal Liteƌatuƌe ϭϬϭ.ϰ ;ϭϵϴϮͿ: ϱϯϭ–51; see also Meier, Marginal Jew, vol. 

2, 536. More on Eleazar the exorcist can be found in Josephus, Antiquities 8.46–48.  

A survey of magic and the laws against it in the Second Temple period is provided by Gideon Bohak, 

Ancient Jewish Magic: A History (London: Cambridge University Press, 2008). As in the fable of 

‘uŵpelstiltskiŶ, theƌe ǁas a geŶeƌal ďelief that kŶoǁledge of aŶotheƌ͛s Ŷaŵe estaďlishes a ĐeƌtaiŶ 
power over him. Magical prayers quite often derived their power from the name of whoever was being 

Đuƌsed oƌ ďlessed. Peƌ BultŵaŶŶ: ͞The idea … that to know the name of the demon gives power over it is 

a well-kŶoǁŶ aŶd ǁidespƌead ŵotif.͟ “ee HistoƌǇ of the “ǇŶoptiĐ TƌaditioŶ, ϮϯϮ. UlƌiĐh Luz Đites as a 
HelleŶistiĐ eǆaŵple the stoƌǇ of ChoŶsu, ͞the God ǁho dƌiǀes out deŵoŶs,͟ as aŶ iŶstaŶĐe of deŵoŶ 

ƌeĐogŶitioŶ; ͞The “eĐƌeĐǇ Motif aŶd the MaƌĐaŶ ChƌistologǇ,͟ The MessiaŶiĐ “eĐƌet, ed. Chƌistopheƌ 
Tuckett (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983), 75–96.  

Joseph Baumgarten discusses the relationship between illness and demon possession and provides a 

host of ƌefeƌeŶĐes to otheƌ aƌtiĐles oŶ the topiĐ iŶ ͞The ϰQ )adokite FƌagŵeŶts oŶ “kiŶ Disease,͟ JouƌŶal 
of Jewish Studies 41 (1990): 153–65.  

Additional useful studies on magic in the ancient world are Matthew W. Dickie, Magic and Magicians in 

the Greco-Roman World (London: Routledge, 2001); Naomi Janowitz, Magic in the Roman World 

(London: Routledge, 2001); and Ann Jeffers, Magic and Divination in Ancient Palestine and Syria (Leiden, 

NetheƌlaŶds: Bƌill, ϭϵϵϲͿ. The ǁoƌd ͞ŵagiĐ͟ Đoŵes fƌoŵ the Gƌeek teƌŵ ŵageia, which has its roots in 

the PeƌsiaŶ teƌŵ foƌ pƌiest, ŵagos. As iŶ ͞the Magi.͟  

CoŶtƌaƌǇ to populaƌ peƌĐeptioŶ, Jesus͛s ŵiƌaĐles ǁeƌe Ŷot ŵeaŶt to ĐoŶfiƌŵ his ŵessiaŶiĐ ideŶtitǇ. IŶ all 
the biblical prophecies ever written about the messiah, there is no characterization of him as either a 

miracle worker or an exorcist; the messiah is king, his task is to restore Israel to glory and destroy its 

enemies, not heal the sick and cast out demons (indeed, there are no such things as demons in the 

Hebrew Bible).  

Justin Martyr, Origen, and Irenaeus are quoted in Anton Fridrichsen, The Problem of Miracle in Primitive 

Christianity (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1972), 87–95. Perhaps the most famous 

aƌguŵeŶt ŵade aďout Jesus as a ŵagiĐiaŶ is MoƌtoŶ “ŵith͛s Đontroversial thesis, Jesus the Magician 

;Neǁ Yoƌk: Haƌpeƌ aŶd ‘oǁ, ϭϵϳϴͿ. “ŵith͛s aƌguŵeŶt is aĐtuallǇ Ƌuite siŵple: Jesus͛s ŵiƌaĐulous aĐtioŶs 
iŶ the gospels ďeaƌ a stƌikiŶg ƌeseŵďlaŶĐe to ǁhat ǁe see iŶ the ͞ŵagiĐal teǆts͟ of the tiŵe, ǁhiĐh 
indicates that Jesus may have been seen by his fellow Jews and by the Romans as just another magician. 

Otheƌ sĐholaƌs, ŵost ŶotaďlǇ JohŶ DoŵiŶiĐ CƌossaŶ, agƌee ǁith MoƌtoŶ͛s aŶalǇsis. “ee CƌossaŶ, 
Historical Jesus, 137–ϲϳ. “ŵith͛s aƌguŵeŶt is souŶd aŶd it does Ŷot deserve the opprobrium it has 

received in some scholarly circles, though my objections to it are clear in the text. For parallels between 



the ŵiƌaĐle stoƌies iŶ the gospels aŶd those iŶ ƌaďďiŶiĐ ǁƌitiŶgs, see Cƌaig A. EǀaŶs, ͞Jesus aŶd Jeǁish 
MiƌaĐle “toƌies,͟ in Jesus and His Contemporaries, 213–43.  

Regarding the law for cleansing lepers, it should be noted that the Torah allows for those who are poor 

to substitute two turtledoves or two pigeons for two of the lambs (Leviticus 14:21–22).  

CHAPTER TEN: MAY YOUR KINGDOM COME 

For a clear and concise treatment of the notion of the Kingdom of God in the New Testament, see 

JoaĐhiŵ Jeƌeŵias, Neǁ TestaŵeŶt TheologǇ: The PƌoĐlaŵatioŶ of Jesus ;Neǁ Yoƌk: Chaƌles “ĐƌiďŶeƌ͛s 
Sons, 1971). Jeremias calls the Kingdom of God the ͞ĐeŶtƌal theŵe of the puďliĐ pƌoĐlaŵatioŶ of Jesus.͟ 
See also Norman Perrin, The Kingdom of God in the Teaching of Jesus (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 

1963) and Rediscovering the Teachings of Jesus (New York: Harper and Row, 1967). Perrin refers to the 

KiŶgdoŵ of God as ďeiŶg the ǀeƌǇ heaƌt of the ŵessage of Jesus: ͞all else iŶ his teaĐhiŶg takes its poiŶt 
of departure from this central, awe-inspiring—or ridicule-iŶspiƌiŶg, aĐĐoƌdiŶg to oŶe͛s peƌspeĐtiǀe—
ĐoŶǀiĐtioŶ.͟  

AĐĐoƌdiŶg to JohŶ Meieƌ, ͞outside of the Synoptic Gospels and the mouth of Jesus, [the term Kingdom of 

God] does Ŷot seeŵ to haǀe ďeeŶ ǁidelǇ used ďǇ eitheƌ Jeǁs oƌ ChƌistiaŶs iŶ the eaƌlǇ ϭst ĐeŶtuƌǇ A.D.͟; 
MaƌgiŶal Jeǁ, ǀol. Ϯ, Ϯϯϵ. The Heďƌeǁ Biďle Ŷeǀeƌ uses the phƌase the ͞KiŶgdoŵ of God,͟ ďut it does use 
͞KiŶgdoŵ of Yahǁeh͟ iŶ ϭ ChƌoŶiĐles Ϯϴ:ϱ, ǁheƌeiŶ Daǀid speaks of “oloŵoŶ sittiŶg oŶ the thƌoŶe of 
the Kingdom of Yahweh. I think it is safe to say that this phrase means the same thing as Kingdom of 

God. That said, the exact phrase ͞KiŶgdoŵ of God͟ is fouŶd oŶlǇ iŶ the apoĐƌǇphal teǆt The Wisdoŵ of 
“oloŵoŶ ;ϭϬ:ϭϬͿ. Eǆaŵples of God͛s kiŶgship aŶd his ƌight to ƌule aƌe, of Đouƌse, eǀeƌǇǁheƌe iŶ the 
Heďƌeǁ Biďle. Foƌ eǆaŵple, ͞God ǁill ƌeigŶ as kiŶg foƌeǀeƌ aŶd eǀeƌ͟ ;Eǆodus ϭϱ:ϭϴͿ. Perrin thinks the 

iŵpetus foƌ the use of the ǁoƌd ͞kiŶgdoŵ͟ iŶ the Loƌd͛s PƌaǇeƌ ĐaŶ ďe seeŶ iŶ aŶ AƌaŵaiĐ Kaddish 
pƌaǇeƌ fouŶd iŶ aŶ aŶĐieŶt sǇŶagogue iŶ Isƌael, ǁhiĐh he Đlaiŵs ǁas iŶ use duƌiŶg Jesus͛s lifetiŵe. The 
pƌaǇeƌ states: ͞MagŶified aŶd saŶĐtified be his great name in the world which he has created according 

to his will. May he establish his kingdom in your lifetime and in your days and in the lifetime of all the 

house of Isƌael eǀeŶ speedilǇ aŶd at a Ŷeaƌ tiŵe.͟ “ee KiŶgdoŵ of God iŶ the TeaĐhiŶg of Jesus, 19.  

Like ŵaŶǇ otheƌ sĐholaƌs, PeƌƌiŶ is ĐoŶǀiŶĐed that Jesus uses the teƌŵ ͞KiŶgdoŵ of God͟ iŶ aŶ 
esĐhatologiĐal seŶse. But ‘iĐhaƌd HoƌsleǇ Ŷotes that ǁhile God͛s aĐtioŶs ǁith ƌegaƌd to the KiŶgdoŵ 
ŵaǇ ďe thought of as ͞fiŶal,͟ that does Ŷot ŶeĐessaƌilǇ iŵplǇ aŶ esĐhatologiĐal eǀeŶt. ͞The sǇŵďols 
suƌƌouŶdiŶg the KiŶgdoŵ of God do Ŷot ƌefeƌ to ͚the last,͛ ͚fiŶal,͛ ͚esĐhatologiĐal,͛ aŶd ͚all-tƌaŶsfoƌŵiŶg͛ 
͚aĐt͛ of God,͟ HoƌsleǇ ǁƌites. ͞If the oƌigiŶal keƌŶel of aŶǇ of the saǇiŶgs aďout ͚the soŶ of man coming 

ǁith the Đlouds of heaǀeŶ͛ … steŵ fƌoŵ Jesus, theŶ, like the iŵage iŶ DaŶiel ϳ:ϭϯ to ǁhiĐh theǇ ƌefeƌ, 
theǇ aƌe sǇŵďolizatioŶs of the ǀiŶdiĐatioŶ of the peƌseĐuted aŶd suffeƌiŶg ƌighteous.͟ HoƌsleǇ͛s poiŶt is 
that the Kingdom of God may be properly understood in eschatological terms but only insofar as that 

iŵplies God͛s fiŶal aŶd defiŶitiǀe aĐtiǀitǇ oŶ eaƌth. He ĐoƌƌeĐtlǇ oďseƌǀes that oŶĐe ǁe aďaŶdoŶ the 
ŶotioŶ that Jesus͛s pƌeaĐhiŶg aďout the KiŶgdoŵ of God ƌefeƌs to aŶ EŶd Tiŵes, ǁe ĐaŶ also abandon 

the historic debate about whether Jesus thought of the Kingdom as a present or as a future thing. See 

Jesus and the Spiral of Violence: Popular Jewish Resistance in Roman Palestine (Minneapolis: Fortress 

Press, 1993), 168–69. Nevertheless, for those iŶteƌested iŶ the ͞pƌeseŶt oƌ futuƌe͟ deďate, JohŶ Meieƌ, 
who himself believes the Kingdom of God was meant as an eschatological event, lays out the argument 

on both sides in Marginal Jew, vol. 2, 289–351. Among those who disagree with Meier are John Dominic 

Crossan, Jesus: A Revolutionary Biography, 54–74; Marcus J. Borg, Jesus: A New Vision (New York: 



HarperCollins, 1991), 1–Ϯϭ; aŶd, of Đouƌse, ŵe. IŶ the ǁoƌds of WeƌŶeƌ Kelďeƌ, ͞the KiŶgdoŵ spells the 
eŶdiŶg of aŶ oldeƌ oƌdeƌ of thiŶgs.͟ “ee The KiŶgdom in Mark (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1974), 23.  

Foƌ ŵoƌe oŶ the ͞JeǁishŶess͟ of Jesus of Nazaƌeth, see AŵǇ-Jill Levine, The Misunderstood Jew (New 

Yoƌk: HaƌpeƌOŶe, ϮϬϬϲͿ. Jesus͛s stateŵeŶts agaiŶst geŶtiles ĐaŶ ďe pƌettǇ fiƌŵlǇ aĐĐepted as histoƌiĐal, 

considering that the early Christians were actively courting gentiles for conversion and would not have 

been well served in their efforts by such verses in the gospels. It is true that Jesus believed that gentiles 

would ultimately be allowed into the Kingdom of God once it was established. But as John Meier notes, 

Jesus seeŵed to haǀe ĐoŶsideƌed this to ďe the Đase oŶlǇ at the eŶd of Isƌael͛s histoƌǇ, ǁheŶ the geŶtiles 
would be allowed entry into the kingdom as subservient to the Jews. Marginal Jew, vol. 3, 251.  

I agƌee ǁith ‘iĐhaƌd HoƌsleǇ that the ĐoŵŵaŶdŵeŶts to ͞loǀe Ǉouƌ eŶeŵies͟ aŶd ͞tuƌŶ the otheƌ 
Đheek͟ iŶ the gospel of Luke aƌe likelǇ Đloseƌ to the oƌigiŶal Q ŵateƌial thaŶ the paƌallel stateŵeŶts iŶ 
Mattheǁ, ǁhiĐh juǆtapose Jesus͛s ĐoŵŵaŶdŵeŶts ǁith the Heďƌeǁ Biďle͛s ĐoŵŵaŶd foƌ ͞aŶ eǇe foƌ aŶ 
eǇe͟ ;leǆ talioŶisͿ. “ee Jesus aŶd the “piƌal of VioleŶĐe, Ϯϱϱ–65.  

Regarding Matthew 11:12, I have included here the variant version of the verse—͞the KiŶgdoŵ of 
HeaǀeŶ has ďeeŶ ĐoŵiŶg ǀioleŶtlǇ͟—both because I am convinced it is the original form of the verse and 

ďeĐause it fits ďetteƌ ǁith the ĐoŶteǆt of the passage. The staŶdaƌd ǀeƌsioŶ of the passage ƌeads: ͞Fƌoŵ 
the days of John the Baptist until now the Kingdom of Heaven operates by force, and forceful men 

sŶatĐh it aǁaǇ.͟ That is the tƌaŶslatioŶ ďǇ ‘udolf Otto iŶ The KiŶgdoŵ of God aŶd the “oŶ of MaŶ, ϳϴ. 
Note that this ǀeƌsioŶ of the ǀeƌse is ŵoƌe ofteŶ iŵpƌeĐiselǇ tƌaŶslated as ͞Fƌoŵ the daǇs of JohŶ the 
Baptist until now the Kingdom of Heaven suffeƌs ǀioleŶĐe, aŶd ǀioleŶt ŵeŶ sŶatĐh it aǁaǇ,͟ though eǀeŶ 
those translations will include a variant reading to indicate the active voice that I use in my translation. 

The pƌoďleŵ lies iŶ the ǀeƌď ďiazoŵai, ǁhiĐh ŵeaŶs ͞to use ǀioleŶĐe oƌ foƌĐe.͟ IŶ the present perfect 

teŶse, ďiazoŵai ĐaŶ ŵeaŶ ͞to haǀe ǀioleŶĐe doŶe to oŶe,͟ ďut it is Ŷot the peƌfeĐt teŶse that is 
opeƌatiǀe iŶ this passage. “iŵilaƌlǇ, iŶ the passiǀe ǀoiĐe ďiazoŵai ĐaŶ ŵeaŶ ͞to suffeƌ ǀioleŶĐe,͟ ďut 
again, it is not the passive voice that is used in Matthew 11:12. According to the UBS Lexicon, the word 

ďiazoŵai iŶ this passage is aĐtuallǇ iŶ the Gƌeek ŵiddle ǀoiĐe aŶd thus ŵeaŶs ͞to eǆeƌĐise ǀioleŶĐe.͟ A 
clue to how to translate the passage in Matthew 11:12 can be found in the parallel passage in Luke 

16:16. Luke, perhaps wanting to avoid the controversy, omits altogether the first half of the verse—͞the 
KiŶgdoŵ of God opeƌates thƌough foƌĐe/ǀioleŶĐe.͟ Hoǁeǀeƌ, iŶ the latteƌ half of the ǀeƌse he uses the 
exact same word, biazetai, actively in the phƌase ͞eǀeƌǇoŶe uses ǀioleŶĐe iŶ eŶteƌiŶg it.͟ UltiŵatelǇ the 
usual tƌaŶslatioŶ, ͞the kiŶgdoŵ of heaǀeŶ suffeƌs ǀioleŶĐe,͟ agƌees Ŷeitheƌ ǁith the tiŵe ǁheŶ Jesus 
spoke the words nor with the context in which he lived. And context is everything. See Analytic Greek 

New Testament (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Book House, 1981). Also see note on Matthew 11:12 in 

ThaǇeƌ͛s Gƌeek-English Lexicon of the New Testament (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1996) 

and Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament, ed. Johannes P. Louw and Eugene A. Nida (Grand 

‘apids, MiĐh.: UŶited Biďle “oĐieties, ϭϵϴϴͿ. Louǁ aŶd Nida ĐoƌƌeĐtlǇ Ŷote that ͞iŶ ŵaŶǇ laŶguages it 
ŵaǇ ďe diffiĐult, if Ŷot iŵpossiďle, to speak of the kiŶgdoŵ of heaǀeŶ ͚suffeƌiŶg ǀioleŶt attaĐks,͛ ͟ 
though theǇ do ĐoŶĐede that ͞soŵe aĐtiǀe foƌŵ ŵaǇ ďe eŵploǇed, foƌ eǆaŵple, ͚aŶd ǀioleŶtlǇ attaĐk 
the kiŶgdoŵ of heaǀeŶ͛ oƌ ͚… the ƌule of God.͛ ͟  

CHAPTER ELEVEN: WHO DO YOU SAY I AM? 



On the expectation among the Jews in first-ĐeŶtuƌǇ PalestiŶe foƌ Elijah͛s return and the inauguration of 

the messianic age, see John J. Collins, Apocalypticism in the Dead Sea Scrolls (London: Routledge, 1997). 

OŶ Jesus͛s deliďeƌate iŵitatioŶ of Elijah, see JohŶ Meieƌ, MaƌgiŶal Jeǁ, ǀol. ϯ, ϲϮϮ–26.  

Unlike Matthew and Luke, who report a change in the physical appearance of Jesus in the 

transfiguration (Matthew 17:2; Luke 9:29), Mark claims that Jesus was transfigured in a way that only 

affected his clothes (9:3). The parallels to Exodus in the transfiguration account are clear: Moses takes 

Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu to Mount Sinai, where he is engulfed by a cloud and given the Law and the 

desigŶ foƌ ďuildiŶg God͛s taďeƌŶaĐle. Like Jesus, Moses is tƌaŶsfoƌŵed oŶ the ŵouŶtaiŶ iŶ the pƌeseŶĐe 
of God. But there is a great difference between the two stories. Moses received the Law from God 

himself, whereas Jesus only sees Moses and Elijah while physically receiving nothing. The difference 

ďetǁeeŶ the tǁo stoƌies seƌǀes to highlight Jesus͛s supeƌioƌitǇ oǀeƌ Moses. Moses is tƌaŶsfoƌŵed 
because of his ĐoŶfƌoŶtatioŶ ǁith God͛s gloƌǇ, ďut Jesus is tƌaŶsfoƌŵed ďǇ his oǁŶ gloƌǇ. The poiŶt is 
driven home for Morton Smith by the fact that Moses and Elijah, the Law and the Prophets, appear as 

Jesus͛s suďoƌdiŶates. “ee ͞The OƌigiŶ aŶd HistoƌǇ of the TƌaŶsfiguƌatioŶ “toƌǇ,͟ UŶioŶ “eŵiŶaƌǇ 
Quarterly Review 36 (1980): 42. Elijah, too, went up a mountain and experienced the spirit of God 

passiŶg oǀeƌ hiŵ. ͞The Loƌd said, ͚Go out aŶd staŶd oŶ the ŵouŶtaiŶ iŶ the pƌeseŶĐe of the Loƌd, foƌ the 
Lord is about to pass ďǇ.͛ TheŶ a gƌeat aŶd poǁeƌful ǁiŶd toƌe the ŵouŶtaiŶs apaƌt aŶd shatteƌed the 
rocks before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind. After the wind there was an earthquake, but 

the Lord was not in the earthquake. After the earthquake came a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire. 

AŶd afteƌ the fiƌe Đaŵe a geŶtle ǁhispeƌ͟ ;ϭ KiŶgs ϭϵ:ϭϭ–12). It should be noted that Smith thinks the 

tƌaŶsfiguƌatioŶ stoƌǇ to ďe ͞fƌoŵ the ǁoƌld of ŵagiĐ.͟ His thesis deals ǁith his ĐoŶĐept of Jesus as a 
ŵagiĐiaŶ ͞like otheƌ ŵagiĐiaŶs.͟ “ŵith, theƌefoƌe, ďelieǀes the tƌaŶsfiguƌatioŶ to ďe soŵe hǇpŶotiĐallǇ 
induced mystical event that required silence; consequently, the spell was broken when Peter spoke. 

Maƌk͛s atteŵpt to use this stoƌǇ as a ĐoŶfiƌŵatioŶ of Jesus͛s ŵessiahship is, for Smith, an error on the 

paƌt of the eǀaŶgelist. All of this deŵoŶstƌates Maƌk͛s ŶotioŶ that Jesus suƌpasses ďoth ĐhaƌaĐteƌs iŶ 
gloƌǇ. This is of Đouƌse Ŷot a Ŷeǁ ŶotioŶ iŶ Neǁ TestaŵeŶt ChƌistologǇ. Paul eǆpliĐitlǇ states Jesus͛s 
superiority over Moses (Romans 5:14; 1 Corinthians 10:2), as does the writer of Hebrews (3:1–6). In 

other words, Mark is simply stating a familiar belief of the early Church that Jesus is the new Moses 

pƌoŵised iŶ DeuteƌoŶoŵǇ ϭϴ:ϭϱ. “ee also MoƌŶa D. Hookeƌ, ͞ ͚What Doest Thou Heƌe, Elijah?͛ A Look at 
“t. Maƌk͛s AĐĐouŶt of the TƌaŶsfiguƌatioŶ,͟ The GloƌǇ of Chƌist iŶ the Neǁ TestaŵeŶt, ed. L. D. Huƌst et 
al. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), 59–ϳϬ. Hookeƌ sees gƌeat sigŶifiĐaŶĐe iŶ the faĐt that Maƌk͛s gospel 
presents Elijah first, stating that Moses was with him.  

The teƌŵ ͞ŵessiaŶiĐ seĐƌet͟ is a tƌaŶslatioŶ of the GeƌŵaŶ ǁoƌd MessiasgeheiŵŶis aŶd is deƌiǀed fƌoŵ 
Williaŵ Wƌede͛s ĐlassiĐ studǇ, The MessiaŶiĐ “eĐƌet, tƌaŶs. J.C.G. Gƌeig ;LoŶdoŶ: Caŵďƌidge UŶiǀeƌsitǇ 
Press, 1971). Theories about the messianic secret can be divided into two schools of thought: those who 

believe the secret can be derived from the historical Jesus and those who consider it a creation of either 

the evangelist or the early Markan community. Wrede argued that the messianic secret is a product of 

the Markan community and a redaction element of the gospel itself. He claimed that the messianic 

secret stems from an attempt by Mark to reconcile a primitive Christian belief in firstcentury Jerusalem 

that regarded Jesus as becoming messiah only after the resurrection, with the view that Jesus was 

ŵessiah thƌoughout his life aŶd ŵiŶistƌǇ. The pƌoďleŵ ǁith Wƌede͛s theoƌǇ is that theƌe is ŶothiŶg iŶ 
Mark 16:1–8 (the original ending of the gospel of Mark) to suggest a transformation in the identity of 

Jesus other than his inexplicable disappearance from the tomb. In any case, it is difficult to explain how 



the resurrection, an idea that was alien to messianic expectations in first-century Palestine, could have 

ƌaised the ďelief that Jesus ǁas ŵessiah. The poiŶt of Wƌede͛s studǇ ǁas to use the ͞ŵessiaŶiĐ seĐƌet͟ 
to shoǁ that, iŶ his ǁoƌds, ͞Jesus aĐtuallǇ did Ŷot giǀe hiŵself out as ŵessiah͟ iŶ his lifetiŵe, aŶ 
intriguing and probably correct hypothesis. Those who disagree with Wrede and argue that the 

messianic secret can actually be traced to the historical Jesus include Oscar Cullman, Christology of the 

New Testament (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1963), 111–ϯϲ, aŶd Jaŵes D. G. DuŶŶ, ͞The MessiaŶiĐ 
Secret in Maƌk,͟ The MessiaŶiĐ “eĐƌet, ed. Chƌistopheƌ TuĐkett ;Philadelphia: Foƌtƌess Pƌess, ϭϵϴϯͿ, ϭϭϲ–
36. For more general information about the messianic secret, see James L. Blevins, The Messianic Secret 

in Markan Research, 1901–1976 (Washington, D.C.: University Press of America, 1981), and Heikki 

‘aisaŶeŶ, The ͞MessiaŶiĐ “eĐƌet͟ iŶ Maƌk ;EdiŶďuƌgh: T&T Claƌk, ϭϵϵϬͿ. ‘aisaŶeŶ ĐoƌƌeĐtlǇ aƌgues that 
ŵaŶǇ of the theoƌies offeƌed foƌ the ͞ŵessiaŶiĐ seĐƌet͟ geŶeƌallǇ pƌesuŵe the ŶotioŶ that ͞the 
theological viewpoiŶt of Maƌk͛s gospel is ďased oŶ a siŶgle seĐƌeĐǇ theologǇ.͟ He ďelieǀes, aŶd ŵost 
ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ sĐholaƌs agƌee, that the ͞ŵessiaŶiĐ seĐƌet͟ ĐaŶ ďe uŶdeƌstood oŶlǇ ǁheŶ the seĐƌeĐǇ 
ĐoŶĐept is ͞ďƌokeŶ doǁŶ … iŶto paƌts ǁhiĐh aƌe oŶlǇ ƌelatiǀelǇ looselǇ ĐoŶŶeĐted ǁith eaĐh otheƌ͟; 
Raisanen, Messianic Secret, 242–43.  

For a brief précis on the many messianic paradigms that existed in firstcentury Palestine, see Craig 

EǀaŶs, ͞Fƌoŵ AŶoiŶted Pƌophet to AŶoiŶted KiŶg: PƌoďiŶg AspeĐts of Jesus͛ “elf-UŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg,͟ Jesus 

and His Contemporaries, 437–56.  

Although many contemporary scholars would agree with me that the use of the title Son of Man can be 

traced to the historical Jesus, there remains a great deal of debate over how many, and which, of the 

Son of Man sayings aƌe autheŶtiĐ. Maƌk iŶdiĐates thƌee pƌiŵaƌǇ fuŶĐtioŶs of Jesus͛s iŶteƌpƌetatioŶ of 
this obscure title. First, it is used in the descriptions of a future figure that comes in judgment (Mark 

ϴ:ϯϴ, ϭϯ:Ϯϲ, ϭϰ:ϲϮͿ. “eĐoŶd, it is used ǁheŶ speakiŶg of Jesus͛s expected suffering and death (Mark 8:31, 

9:12, 10:33). And finally, there are a number of passages in which the Son of Man is presented as an 

earthly ruler with the authority to forgive sins (Mark 2:10, 2:28). Of these three, perhaps the second is 

most influential in Mark. Some scholars, including Hermann Samuel Reimarus, The Goal of Jesus and His 

Disciples (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1970), accept the historicity only of the noneschatological, so-called 

lowly sayings. Others, including Barnabas Lindars, Jesus Son of Man (London: SPCK Publishing, 1983), 

aĐĐept as autheŶtiĐ oŶlǇ those aŵoŶg the ͞saǇiŶgs tƌaditioŶs͟ ;Q aŶd MaƌkͿ that ƌepƌoduĐe the 
underlying bar enasha idiom (there are nine of them) as a mode of self-reference. Still others believe 

only the apoĐalǇptiĐ saǇiŶgs to ďe autheŶtiĐ: ͞The autheŶtiĐ passages aƌe those iŶ ǁhiĐh the eǆpƌessioŶ 
is used iŶ that apoĐalǇptiĐ seŶse ǁhiĐh goes ďaĐk to DaŶiel,͟ ǁƌites Alďeƌt “Đhǁeitzeƌ, The Quest of the 
Historical Jesus (New York: Macmillan, 1906), 283. And of course there are those scholars who reject 

nearly all of the Son of Man sayings as inauthentic. Indeed, that was more or less the conclusion of the 

faŵed ͞Jesus “eŵiŶaƌ͟ ĐoŶduĐted ďǇ ‘oďeƌt W. FuŶk aŶd ‘oǇ W. Hooǀeƌ, The Fiǀe Gospels: The “eaƌĐh 
for the Authentic Words of Jesus (New York: Polebridge Press, 1993). A comprehensive analysis of the 

centuries-long debate about the Son of Man is provided by Delbert Burkett in his indispensable 

monograph The Son of Man Debate (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999). An interesting 

ĐoŵŵeŶt ďǇ Buƌkett is that the GŶostiĐs appaƌeŶtlǇ uŶdeƌstood ͞soŶ͟ liteƌallǇ, ďelieǀiŶg that Jesus ǁas 
statiŶg his filial ƌelatioŶ to the gŶostiĐ ͞aeoŶ͟ oƌ god AŶthƌopos, oƌ ͞MaŶ.͟  

Geza Vermes demonstrates that bar enasha is neveƌ a title iŶ aŶǇ AƌaŵaiĐ souƌĐes; ͞The “oŶ of MaŶ 
Deďate,͟ JouƌŶal foƌ the “tudǇ of the Neǁ TestaŵeŶt ϭ ;ϭϵϳϴͿ: ϭϵ–32. It should be mentioned that 

Veƌŵes is aŵoŶg a haŶdful of sĐholaƌs ǁho ďelieǀe that ͞“oŶ of MaŶ͟ iŶ its AƌaŵaiĐ eǆpƌessioŶ is just a 



circuŵloĐutioŶ foƌ ͞I͟—aŶ iŶdiƌeĐt aŶd defeƌeŶtial ǁaǇ to ƌefeƌ to oŶeself, as iŶ ǁheŶ Jesus saǇs, ͞Foǆes 
have holes and birds of the air have nests but the Son of Man has [that is, I have] no place to lay his [my] 

head͟ ;Mattheǁ ϴ:ϮϬ | Luke ϵ:ϱϴͿ. “ee also P. Maurice Casey, Son of Man: The Interpretation and 

Influence of Daniel 7 (London: SPCK Publishing, 1979). But as Burkett notes, the basic problem with the 

ĐiƌĐuŵloĐutioŶ theoƌǇ is that ͞the idioŵ ƌeƋuiƌes a deŵoŶstƌatiǀe pƌoŶouŶ ;͚this ŵaŶ͛Ϳ ǁhiĐh the gospel 

eǆpƌessioŶ laĐks.͟ The “oŶ of MaŶ Deďate, ϵϲ. Otheƌs take the opposite taĐk, ĐlaiŵiŶg that ͞“oŶ of MaŶ͟ 
does not refer to Jesus at all but to some other figure, someone Jesus expected would follow him. 

͞WheŶ the “oŶ of MaŶ Đoŵes iŶ his gloƌǇ, aŶd the holy angels with him, he shall sit upon the throne of 

his gloƌǇ͟ ;Mattheǁ Ϯϱ:ϯϭͿ. PƌoŵiŶeŶt pƌopoŶeŶts of the theoƌǇ that Jesus ǁas ƌefeƌƌiŶg to soŵeoŶe 
else as the Son of Man include Julius Wellhausen and Rudolf Bultmann. However, that, too, is unlikely; 

the ĐoŶteǆt of ŵost of Jesus͛s “oŶ of MaŶ saǇiŶgs ŵakes it Đleaƌ that he is speakiŶg aďout hiŵself, as 
ǁheŶ he Đoŵpaƌes hiŵself to JohŶ the Baptist: ͞JohŶ Đaŵe Ŷeitheƌ eatiŶg Ŷoƌ dƌiŶkiŶg aŶd theǇ saǇ, ͚He 
has a deŵoŶ.͛ The “oŶ of MaŶ [i.e., I] Đaŵe eatiŶg aŶd dƌiŶkiŶg aŶd theǇ saǇ ͚Look! A gluttoŶ aŶd dƌuŶk͛ 
͟ ;Mattheǁ ϭϭ:ϭϴ–19 | Luke 7:33–ϯϰͿ. AŵoŶg those ǁho ďelieǀe that ͞the “oŶ of MaŶ͟ is aŶ AƌaŵaiĐ 
idioŵatiĐ eǆpƌessioŶ ŵeaŶiŶg eitheƌ ͞a ŵaŶ͟ iŶ geŶeƌal, oƌ ŵoƌe speĐifiĐallǇ ͞a ŵaŶ like ŵe,͟ aƌe 
Barnabas LiŶdaƌs, Jesus “oŶ of MaŶ, aŶd ‘egiŶald Fulleƌ, ͞The “oŶ of MaŶ: A ‘eĐoŶsideƌatioŶ,͟ The 
Living Texts: Essays in Honor of Ernest W. Saunders, ed. Dennis E. Groh and Robert Jewett (Lanham, 

Md.: University Press of America, 1985), 207–17. These scholars note that God addresses the prophet 

Ezekiel as ben adam, meaning a human being but perhaps implying an ideal human. For the lack of 

uŶified ĐoŶĐeptioŶ aŵoŶg the Jeǁs of the “oŶ of MaŶ, see NoƌŵaŶ PeƌƌiŶ, ͞“oŶ of MaŶ,͟ IŶteƌpƌeteƌ͛s 
Dictionary of the Bible (Nashville: Abingdon, 1976), 833–ϯϲ, aŶd Adela Yaƌďƌo ColliŶs, ͞The IŶflueŶĐe of 
DaŶiel oŶ the Neǁ TestaŵeŶt,͟ DaŶiel, ed. JohŶ J. ColliŶs ;MiŶŶeapolis: Foƌtƌess Pƌess, ϭϵϵϯͿ, ϵϬ–123.  

Although the ͞oŶe like a soŶ of ŵaŶ͟ is Ŷeǀeƌ ideŶtified as the ŵessiah, it seems that the Jewish scholars 

aŶd ƌaďďis of the fiƌst ĐeŶtuƌǇ uŶdeƌstood hiŵ as suĐh. Whetheƌ Jesus also uŶdeƌstood DaŶiel͛s ͞oŶe like 
a soŶ of ŵaŶ͟ to ďe a ŵessiaŶiĐ figuƌe is uŶĐleaƌ. Not all sĐholaƌs ďelieǀe that DaŶiel is ƌefeƌƌiŶg to a 
distinct persoŶalitǇ oƌ a speĐifiĐ iŶdiǀidual ǁheŶ he uses the phƌase ͞soŶ of ŵaŶ.͟ He ŵaǇ ďe usiŶg the 
teƌŵ as a sǇŵďol foƌ Isƌael as ǀiĐtoƌious oǀeƌ its eŶeŵies. The saŵe is tƌue of Ezekiel, ǁheƌe ͞soŶ of 
ŵaŶ͟ ŵaǇ ďe Ŷot a distiŶĐt iŶdiǀidual Ŷaŵed Ezekiel ďut a sǇŵďolic representative of the ideal man. In 

faĐt, MauƌiĐe CaseǇ thiŶks eǀeŶ the ͞soŶ of ŵaŶ͟ iŶ EŶoĐh is Ŷot a distiŶĐt iŶdiǀidual ďut siŵplǇ a 
geŶeƌiĐ ͞ŵaŶ͟; see ͞The Use of the Teƌŵ ͚“oŶ of MaŶ͛ iŶ the “iŵilitudes of EŶoĐh,͟ JouƌŶal foƌ the “tudǇ 
of Judaism 7.1 (1976): 11–29. I do not disagree with this position, but I do think there is a significant 

difference between the way the generic term is used in, say, Jeremiah 51:43—͞Heƌ Đities haǀe ďeĐoŵe 
an object of horror, and a land of drought and a desert, a land in which no man lives, nor any son of man 

[ďeŶ adaŵ] passes͟—and the way it is used in Daniel 7:13 to refer to a singular figure.  

Both Enoch and 4 Ezra explicitly identify the son of man figure with the messiah, but in 4 Ezra he is also 

Đalled ͞ŵǇ soŶ͟ ďǇ God: ͞Foƌ ŵǇ soŶ the ŵessiah shall ďe ƌeǀealed ǁith those ǁho aƌe ǁith hiŵ, aŶd 
those who remain shall rejoice four hundred years. And after these years my son the Messiah shall die, 

aŶd all ǁho dƌaǁ huŵaŶ ďƌeath͟ ;ϰ Ezƌa ϳ:Ϯϴ–ϮϵͿ. Theƌe͛s Ŷo ƋuestioŶ that 4 Ezra was written at the 

end of the first century, or perhaps the beginning of the second century C.E. However there has long 

been a debate over the dating of the Similitudes. Because no copies of the Similitudes were found 

among the many copies of Enoch found at Qumran, most scholars are convinced that it was not written 

until well after the destruction of the Temple in 70 C.E. See Matthew Black, The Book of Enoch or 1 

Enoch: A New English Edition with Commentary and Textual Notes (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1985). See 



also Daǀid “uteƌ, ͞Weighed iŶ the BalaŶĐe: The “iŵilitudes of EŶoĐh iŶ ‘eĐeŶt DisĐussioŶ,͟ ‘eligious 
Studies Review 7 (1981): 217–Ϯϭ, aŶd J. C. HiŶdlǇ, ͞Toǁaƌds a Date foƌ the “iŵilitudes of EŶoĐh: A 
HistoƌiĐal AppƌoaĐh,͟ Neǁ TestaŵeŶt Studies 14 (1967–68): 551–65. Hindly offers a date between 115 

and 135 C.E. for the Similitudes, which is a bit late, in my opinion. For better or worse, the best date we 

can give for the Similitudes is sometime after the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 C.E., but before the 

composition of the gospel of Matthew in around 90 C.E.  

On the parallels between the Enoch Son of Man and the gospel Son of Man in the material that is unique 

to Matthew, see Burkett, The Son of Man Debate, 78; see also John J. Collins, ͞The HeaǀeŶlǇ 
‘epƌeseŶtatiǀe: The ͚“oŶ of MaŶ͛ iŶ the “iŵilitudes of EŶoĐh,͟ iŶ Ideal Figuƌes iŶ AŶĐieŶt Judaisŵ: 
Profiles and Paradigms, ed. John J. Collins and George Nickelsburg (Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1980), 

111–33. On the Son of Man as a preexistent heavenly being in the fourth gospel, see Delbert Burkett, 

The Son of the Man in the Gospel of John (Sheffield, U.K.: Sheffield Academic Press, 1991) and R. G. 

Hamerton-Kelly, Pre-Existence, Wisdom, and the Son of Man (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

ϭϵϳϯͿ. It should ďe Ŷoted that Ŷeitheƌ iŶ the “iŵilitudes Ŷoƌ iŶ ϰ Ezƌa is ͞“oŶ of MaŶ͟ used as a title, 
certainly not the way Jesus uses it.  

Jesus staŶdiŶg ďefoƌe Caiaphas Ƌuotes Ŷot oŶlǇ DaŶiel ϳ:ϭϯ ďut also Psalŵs ϭϭϬ:ϭ ;͞The Loƌd saǇs to ŵǇ 
loƌd, ͚“it at ŵǇ ƌight haŶd uŶtil I ŵake Ǉouƌ eŶeŵies Ǉouƌ footstool͛ ͟Ϳ. The iŶtegƌatioŶ of DaŶiel ϳ:ϭϯ 
aŶd Psalŵs ϭϭϬ:ϭ iŶ Jesus͛s ƌeplǇ to the high pƌiest ŵaǇ at fiƌst seeŵ soŵeǁhat disjoiŶted. But 
according to T. F. Glasson, Jesus is making a natural connection. Glasson notes that in Daniel, the coming 

of the “oŶ of MaŶ ͞ǁith the Đlouds of heaǀeŶ͟ sǇŵďolizes the estaďlishŵeŶt of the KiŶgdoŵ of God oŶ 
earth. Thus, once Jesus is exalted to the right hand of God, the kingdom he preached in 1:15 will emerge 

as the ͞Ŷeǁ ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ of the saiŶts.͟ AĐĐoƌdiŶg to GlassoŶ, the ƌefeƌeŶĐe to the Psalŵs deŵoŶstƌates 
Jesus͛s peƌsoŶal eǆaltatioŶ, ǁhile the ƌefeƌeŶĐe to DaŶiel iŶdiĐates the iŶauguƌatioŶ of the kiŶgdoŵ oŶ 
earth—an event that must begin with his death and resuƌƌeĐtioŶ. This idea is Ƌuite iŶ league ǁith Jesus͛s 
threefold interpretation of the Son of Man. In other words, Glasson believes that this is the moment 

when the two titles, messiah and Son of Man, come together for Jesus. See Thomas Francis Glasson, 

͞‘eplǇ to Caiaphas ;Maƌk ϭϰ:ϲϮͿ,͟ Neǁ TestaŵeŶt “tudies ϳ ;ϭϵϲϬͿ: ϴϴ–93. Mary Ann L. Beavis notes the 

parallels between the story of Jesus before Caiaphas and the previous confession made by Peter. Both 

sĐeŶes ďegiŶ ǁith a ƋuestioŶ of Jesus͛s ideŶtitǇ ;ϴ:Ϯϳ, 14:60), and both end with a Son of Man discourse. 

Fuƌtheƌŵoƌe, iŶ ďoth iŶstaŶĐes Jesus͛s ƌeiŶteƌpƌetatioŶ of the ŵessiaŶiĐ title is ŵet ǁith a ƌesouŶdiŶg 
condemnation (8:32–33, 14:63–ϲϱͿ; see MaƌǇ AŶŶ L. Beaǀis, ͞The Tƌial Befoƌe the “aŶhedƌiŶ ;Maƌk 
14:53–65): Reader Response and Greco-‘oŵaŶ ‘eadeƌs,͟ CatholiĐ BiďliĐal QuaƌteƌlǇ ϰϵ ;ϭϵϴϳͿ: ϱϴϭ–96.  

CHAPTER TWELVE: NO KING BUT CAESAR 

As tempting as it may be to dismiss the betrayal of Judas Iscariot as nothing more than a narrative 

embellishment, the fact is that it is a detail attested to by all four gospel writers, though each presents a 

different reasoning for his betrayal.  

Maƌk aŶd Mattheǁ ŵake it Đleaƌ that ͞the Đƌoǁd͟ had ďeeŶ eǆpƌesslǇ seŶt ďǇ the “aŶhedƌiŶ, aŶd Luke 
adds the presence of the Temple captains to the arresting party to make the point clearer. Only the 

gospel of John indicates the presence of Roman troops in the arresting party. That is highly unlikely, as 

no Roman soldier would seize a criminal and deliver him to the Sanhedrin unless he was ordered to do 

so ďǇ his pƌefeĐt, aŶd theƌe is Ŷo ƌeasoŶ to thiŶk that Pilate ďeĐaŵe iŶǀolǀed iŶ Jesus͛s situatioŶ uŶtil 
Jesus was brought before him. Although Mark seems to suggest that the one wielding the sword was not 



a disĐiple ďut ͞a ĐeƌtaiŶ oŶe of those staŶdiŶg ďǇ͟ ;Maƌk ϭϰ:ϰϳͿ, the ƌest of the gospels ŵake it Đleaƌ 
that this ǁas iŶdeed a disĐiple ǁho Đut off the seƌǀaŶt͛s eaƌ. IŶ faĐt, JohŶ ideŶtifies the sǁoƌd-wielding 

disciple as Simon Peter (John 18:8–ϭϭͿ. Luke͛s disĐoŵfoƌt ǁith a Jesus ǁho seems to resist arrest is 

aŵelioƌated ďǇ his iŶsisteŶĐe that Jesus stopped the ŵelee aŶd healed the pooƌ seƌǀaŶt͛s eaƌ ďefoƌe 
allowing himself to be taken away (Luke 22:49–53). That said, it is Luke who specifically claims that the 

disciples were commanded by Jesus to bring two swords to Gethsemane (Luke 22:35–38).  

On Eusebius, see Pamphili Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History III.3, quoted in George R. Edwards, Jesus and 

the PolitiĐs of VioleŶĐe ;Neǁ Yoƌk: Haƌpeƌ aŶd ‘oǁ, ϭϵϳϮͿ, ϯϭ. Euseďius͛s aĐĐouŶt has ďeeŶ challenged 

by some contemporary scholars including L. Michael White, From Jesus to Christianity (New York: 

HarperOne, 2004), 230.  

Raymond Brown outlines the argument for a set of pregospel passion narratives in his encyclopedic two-

volume work The Death of the Messiah (New York: Doubleday, 1994), 53–93. Contra Brown is the so-

called Perrin School, which rejects the notion of a pre-Markan passion narrative and claims that the 

narrative of the trial and crucifixion was shaped by Mark and adapted by all the canonized gospels, 

including John. See The Passion in Mark: Studies on Mark 14-16, ed. W. H. Kelber (Philadelphia: Fortress 

Press, 1976).  

Foƌ the use of ĐƌuĐifiǆioŶ aŵoŶg the Jeǁs, see EƌŶst Baŵŵel, ͞CƌuĐifiǆioŶ as a PuŶishŵeŶt iŶ PalestiŶe,͟ 
The Trial of Jesus, ed. Ernst Bammel (Naperville, Ill.: Alec R. Allenson, 1970), 162–65. Josef Blinzler notes 

that by Roman times there was some sense of uniformity in the process of crucifixion, especially when it 

came to the nailing of the hands and feet to a crossbeam. There was usually a flogging beforehand, and 

at least among the Romans it was expected that the criminal would carry his own cross to the site of the 

crucifixion. See Blinzler, The Trial of Jesus (Westminster, Md.: Newman Press, 1959).  

Josephus notes that the Jews who tried to escape Jerusalem as it was besieged by Titus were first 

executed, then crucified; The Jewish War 5.449–51. Martin Hengel writes that although crucifixion was a 

punishment reserved for non-Roman citizens, there were instances of Roman citizens being crucified. 

But these were deliberately done in response to crimes that were deemed treasonous. In other words, 

ďǇ giǀiŶg the ĐitizeŶ a ͞slaǀe͛s puŶishŵeŶt,͟ the ŵessage ǁas that the Đƌiŵe ǁas so seǀeƌe that it 
foƌfeited the ĐƌiŵiŶal͛s Roman citizenship. See Hengel, Crucifixion in the Ancient World and the Folly of 

the Message of the Cross (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977), 39–ϰϱ. CiĐeƌo͛s Ƌuote is fƌoŵ HeŶgel, ϯϳ. 
“ee also J. W. Heǁitt, ͞The Use of Nails iŶ the CƌuĐifiǆioŶ,͟ Haƌǀaƌd Theological Review 25 (1932): 29–45.  

‘egaƌdiŶg Jesus͛s tƌial ďefoƌe Caiaphas iŶ the gospels, Mattheǁ aŶd Maƌk Đlaiŵ that Jesus ǁas ďƌought 
to the courtyard (aule) of the high priest and not to the Sanhedrin. Unlike Mark, Matthew specifically 

names the high priest Caiaphas. John claims that Jesus was first taken to the previous high priest, 

AŶaŶus, ďefoƌe ďeiŶg tƌaŶsfeƌƌed to AŶaŶus͛s soŶ-in-law and the present high priest, Caiaphas. It is 

interesting to note that Mark treats as false the claim that Jesus will bring down the Temple and build 

another without human hands. As Matthew, Luke-Acts, and John make clear, that is precisely what Jesus 

threatened to do (Matthew 26:59–61; Acts 6:13–14; John 2:19). In fact, a version of that very statement 

can be found iŶ the Gospel of Thoŵas: ͞I shall destƌoǇ this house, aŶd Ŷo oŶe ǁill ďe aďle to ƌeďuild it.͟ 
EǀeŶ Maƌk puts Jesus͛s thƌeat iŶto the ŵouths of the passeƌsďǇ ǁho ŵoĐk hiŵ oŶ the Đƌoss. If the 
statement were false, as Mark contends, where would the passersby have heard it? From the closed 

night session of the Sanhedrin? Unlikely. Indeed, such a statement seems to have been part of the post–
70 C.E. Christological foundation of the Church, which considered the Christian community to be the 



͞teŵple ŵade Ŷot ǁith huŵaŶ haŶds.͟ Theƌe ĐaŶ ďe Ŷo douďt that ǁhateǀeƌ Jesus͛s aĐtual ǁoƌds ŵaǇ 
haǀe ďeeŶ, he had iŶ faĐt thƌeateŶed the Teŵple iŶ soŵe ǁaǇ. Maƌk hiŵself attests to this: ͞Do Ǉou see 
these buildings? Not one stone will be left upon another; all will be thrown doǁŶ͟ ;Maƌk ϭϯ:ϮͿ. Foƌ ŵoƌe 
oŶ Jesus͛s thƌeats to the Teŵple, see ‘iĐhaƌd HoƌsleǇ, Jesus aŶd the “piƌal of VioleŶĐe, ϮϵϮ–96. With all 

this iŶ ŵiŶd, Maƌk͛s apologetiĐ oǀeƌlaǇ iŶ the tƌial ďefoƌe the “aŶhedƌiŶ Đoŵes aĐƌoss as a ƌidiĐulouslǇ 
contrived attempt to show the injustice of those who made accusations against Jesus, regardless of 

whether those accusations were true, which in this case they most certainly were.  

Raymond Brown lists twenty-seven discrepancies between the trial of Jesus before the Sanhedrin and 

later rabbinic procedure; Death of the Messiah, 358–59. D. R. Catchpole examines the argument against 

the histoƌiĐitǇ of the tƌial iŶ ͞The HistoƌiĐitǇ of the “aŶhedƌiŶ Tƌial,͟ Tƌial of Jesus, ϰϳ–65. That nocturnal 

trials were, at the very least, unusual is demonstrated by Acts 4:3–5, in which Peter and John are 

arrested at night but must wait until daylight to be judged before the Sanhedrin. Luke, who wrote that 

passage iŶ AĐts, tƌies to fiǆ his felloǁ eǀaŶgelists͛ ďluŶdeƌ ďǇ aƌguiŶg foƌ tǁo “aŶhedƌin meetings: one on 

the Ŷight Jesus ǁas aƌƌested aŶd aŶotheƌ ͞ǁheŶ daǇ Đaŵe.͟ IŶ AĐts ϭϮ:ϭ–4, Peter is arrested during 

Passover but not brought before the people for judgment until after the feast is over, though Solomon 

Zeitlin takes exception to the idea that the Sanhedrin could not meet on the eve of the Sabbath; Zeitlin, 

Who CƌuĐified Jesus? ;Neǁ Yoƌk: BloĐh, ϭϵϲϰͿ. OŶe Đould aƌgue heƌe foƌ JohŶ͛s seƋueŶĐe of eǀeŶts, 
wherein the Sanhedrin met days before arresting Jesus, but considering that in John, Jesus͛s tƌiuŵphal 
entry into Jerusalem and his cleansing of the Temple, which all scholars agree was the impetus for his 

aƌƌest, ǁeƌe aŵoŶg the fiƌst aĐts of his ŵiŶistƌǇ, JohŶ͛s logiĐ falls apaƌt.  

On the argument about whether the Jews had the right under Roman occupation to put criminals to 

death, see Raymond Brown, Death of the Messiah, vol. 1, 331–ϰϴ. CatĐhpole͛s ĐoŶĐlusioŶ oŶ this issue 
is, iŶ ŵǇ opiŶioŶ, the ĐoƌƌeĐt oŶe: ͞The Jeǁs Đould tƌǇ [a death peŶaltǇ Đase], ďut theǇ Đould Ŷot 
eǆeĐute.͟ “ee ͞The HistoƌiĐitǇ of the “aŶhedƌiŶ tƌial,͟ The Tƌial of Jesus, ϲϯ. G.W.H. Laŵpe suggests that 
aŶ offiĐial ƌeĐoƌd of Jesus͛s ͞tƌial͟ ďefoƌe Pilate Đould haǀe ďeeŶ pƌeseƌǀed, ĐoŶsideƌiŶg the pƌeseƌǀatioŶ 
of similar acta of Christian martyrs. Apparently several Christian writers mention an Acta Pilati existing in 

the second and third centuries. But even if that were true (and it very likely is not), there is no reason to 

believe that such a document would represent anything other than a Christological polemic. See G.W.H. 

Laŵpe, ͞The Tƌial of Jesus iŶ the AĐta Pilati,͟ Jesus aŶd the PolitiĐs of His DaǇ, ϭϳϯ–82.  

PlutaƌĐh ǁƌites that ͞eǀeƌǇ ǁƌoŶgdoeƌ ǁho goes to eǆeĐutioŶ Đaƌƌies his oǁŶ Đƌoss.͟ 

PART III PROLOGUE: GOD MADE FLESH 

The evidence that Stephen was a Diaspora Jew comes from the fact that he is designated as the leader 

of the “eǀeŶ, the ͞HelleŶists͟ ǁho fell iŶto ĐoŶfliĐt ǁith the ͞Heďƌeǁs,͟ as ƌeĐouŶted iŶ AĐts ϲ ;see 
ďeloǁ foƌ ŵoƌe oŶ the HelleŶistsͿ. “tepheŶ͛s stoŶeƌs ǁeƌe fƌeedŵeŶ, theŵselǀes HelleŶists, ďut recent 

émigrés to Jerusalem theologically aligned with the Jewish leadership in Jerusalem. See Marie-Éloise 

Rosenblatt, Paul the Accused (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1995), 24.  

The earliest sources we have for belief in the resurrection of the dead can be found in the Ugaritic and 

Iranian traditions. Zoroastrian scriptures, primarily the Gathas, present the earliest and perhaps most 

well-deǀeloped ĐoŶĐept of the ƌesuƌƌeĐtioŶ of the iŶdiǀidual ǁheŶ it speaks of the dead ͞ƌisiŶg iŶ theiƌ 
ďodies͟ at the end of time (Yasna 54). Egyptians believed that the Pharaoh would be resurrected, but 

they did not accept the resurrection of the masses.  



Stanley Porter finds examples of bodily resurrection in Greek and Roman religions but claims there is 

little evidence of the notion of physical resurrection of the dead in Jewish thought. See Stanley E. Porter, 

Michael A. Hayes, and David Tombs, Resurrection (Sheffield, U.K.: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999). Jon 

Douglas Levenson disagrees with Porter, arguing that belief in the resurrection of the body is rooted in 

the Hebrew Bible and is not, as some have argued, merely part of the Second Temple period or the 

apocalyptic literature written after 70 C.E.; Resurrection and the Restoration of Israel (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2006). Levenson argues that after the destruction of Jerusalem there was a growing 

belief among the rabbinate that the redemption of Israel required the flesh-and-blood resurrection of 

the dead. But even he admits that the vast majority of the resurrection traditions found in Judaism are 

not about individual exaltation but about national restoration. In other words, this is about a 

metaphorical resurrection of the Jewish people as a whole, not the literal resurrection of mortals who 

had died aŶd Đoŵe ďaĐk agaiŶ as flesh aŶd ďlood. IŶdeed, Chaƌlesǁoƌth Ŷotes that if ďǇ ͞ƌesuƌƌeĐtioŶ͟ 
ǁe ŵeaŶ ͞the ĐoŶĐept of God͛s ƌaisiŶg the ďodǇ aŶd soul afteƌ death ;ŵeaŶt liteƌallǇͿ to a Ŷeǁ aŶd 
eteƌŶal life ;Ŷot a ƌetuƌŶ to ŵoƌtal eǆisteŶĐeͿ,͟ theŶ theƌe is only one passage in the entire Hebrew Bible 

that fits such a criterion—Daniel 12:2–ϯ: ͞MaŶǇ of those ǁho sleep iŶ the dust of the eaƌth shall aǁake, 
soŵe to eǀeƌlastiŶg life, aŶd soŵe to shaŵe aŶd eǀeƌlastiŶg ĐoŶteŵpt.͟ The ŵaŶǇ otheƌ passages that 
have been interpreted as referencing the resurrection of the dead simply do not pass scrutiny. For 

instance, Ezekiel 37—͞Thus said the Loƌd God to these ďoŶes: I ǁill Đause ďƌeath to eŶteƌ Ǉou aŶd Ǉou 
shall liǀe agaiŶ …͟—eǆpliĐitlǇ ƌefeƌs to these ďoŶes as ͞the House of Isƌael.͟ Psalŵ ϯϬ, iŶ ǁhiĐh Daǀid 
ǁƌites, ͞I Đƌied out to Ǉou aŶd Ǉou healed ŵe. O Loƌd, Ǉou ďƌought ŵe up fƌoŵ “heol, pƌeseƌǀed ŵe 
fƌoŵ goiŶg doǁŶ iŶto the pit͟ ;ϯϬ:Ϯ–4), is very obviously about healing from illness, not literally being 

raised from death. The same holds true for the story of Elijah resurrecting the dead (1 Kings 17:17–24), 

or, for that matter, Jesus raising Lazarus (John 11:1–46), both of which fall into the category of healing 

stoƌies, Ŷot ƌesuƌƌeĐtioŶ stoƌies, as the peƌsoŶ ͞ƌesuƌƌeĐted͟ ǁill pƌesuŵaďlǇ die agaiŶ. Chaƌlesǁoƌth, 
however, does find evidence of belief in the resurrection of the dead into immortality in the Dead Sea 

Scrolls, especially in a scroll called On Resurrection (4Q521), which claims that God, through the 

messiah, ǁill ďƌiŶg the dead to life. IŶteƌestiŶglǇ, this seeŵs to fit ǁith Paul͛s ďelief that ďelieǀeƌs iŶ the 
ƌiseŶ Chƌist ǁill also ďe ƌesuƌƌeĐted: ͞aŶd the dead iŶ Chƌist shall ƌise͟ ;ϭThessaloŶiaŶs ϰ:ϭϱ–17). See 

James H. Charlesworth et al., Resurrection: The Origin and Future of a Biblical Doctrine (London: T&T 

Clark, 2006). Those scrolls that seem to imply that the Righteous Teacher of Qumran will rise from the 

dead are speaking not about a literal resurrection of the body but about a metaphorical rising from 

disenfranchisement for a people who had been divorced from the Temple. There is something like a 

resurrection idea in the pseudepigrapha—for instance, in 1 Enoch 22–27, or in 2 Maccabees 14, in which 

Razis tears out his entrails and God puts them back again. Also, The Testament of Judah implies that 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob will rise to live again (25:1). With regard to ideas of the resurrection in the 

Mishnah, Charlesworth correctly notes that such passages are too late (post–second century C.E.) to be 

Ƌuoted as eǆaŵples of Jeǁish ďeliefs pƌioƌ to ϳϬ C.E., though he adŵits it is ĐoŶĐeiǀaďle that ͞the 
tradition in Mishnah Sanhedrin defined the beliefs of some pre-ϳϬ Phaƌisees.͟  

Rudolf Bultmann finds evidence for the concept of the dying and rising son-deity in the so-called 

ŵǇsteƌǇ ƌeligioŶs of ‘oŵe. He states that ͞gŶostiĐisŵ aďoǀe all is aǁaƌe of the ŶotioŶ of the “oŶ of God 
become man—aŶd the heaǀeŶlǇ ƌedeeŵeƌ ŵaŶ.͟ “ee EssaǇs: PhilosophiĐal aŶd TheologiĐal ;Neǁ Yoƌk: 
Macmillan, 1995), 279. But I think Martin Hengel is right to note that the great wave of interest in 

͞ŵǇsteƌǇ ƌeligioŶs͟ that aƌose iŶ the ‘oŵaŶ Eŵpiƌe, aŶd the sǇŶthesis ǁith Judaisŵ aŶd pƌoto-

Christianity that resulted, did not take place until the second century. In other words, it may have been 



Christianity that influenced the dying and rising deity concept in gnosticism and the mystery religions, 

not the other way around. See Martin Hengel, The Son of God (Eugene, Ore.: Wipf and Stock, 1976), 25–
41.  

Other important texts for the historical and cultural study of resurrection in the ancient world include 

Geza Vermes, The Resurrection: History and Myth (New York: Doubleday, 2008) and N. T. Wright, The 

Resurrection of the Son of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003).  

There can be no question whatsoever that Psalm 16 is self-referential, as the first person singular form is 

used fƌoŵ the ďegiŶŶiŶg: ͞Pƌeseƌǀe ŵe, O God, foƌ iŶ thee I take ƌefuge.͟ The Heďƌeǁ ǁoƌd tƌaŶslated 
heƌe as ͞godlǇ oŶe͟ is Đhasid. It seeŵs oďǀious to ŵe that Daǀid͛s ƌefeƌeŶĐe to hiŵself as ͞godlǇ oŶe͟ 
has more to do with his piety and devotion to God than it does with the deification of either David 

himself (which would have been unimaginable) or any future Davidic figure. Of course, Luke would have 

been using the Septuagint of Psalm 16:8–11, which translates the Hebrew chasid into the Greek hosion, 

ŵeaŶiŶg ͞holǇ oŶe,͟ ǁhiĐh, giǀeŶ the ĐoŶteǆt aŶd ŵeaŶiŶg of the psalŵ, should ďe seeŶ as sǇŶoŶǇŵous 
ǁith ͞godlǇ oŶe.͟ It ŵaǇ ďe a huge stƌetĐh of the iŵagiŶatioŶ to consider this psalm to be about the 

ŵessiah, ďut it is ƌidiĐulous to iŶteƌpƌet it as pƌediĐtiŶg Jesus͛s death aŶd ƌesuƌƌeĐtioŶ.  

“tepheŶ͛s leŶgthǇ defeŶse iŶ the ďook of AĐts is oďǀiouslǇ Luke͛s ĐoŵpositioŶ; it ǁas ǁƌitteŶ siǆ deĐades 
afteƌ “tepheŶ͛s death. But it bears scrutiny, nonetheless, as Luke was himself a Diaspora Jew—a Greek-

speaking Syrian convert from the city of Antioch—and his perception of who Jesus was would have 

aligŶed ǁith “tepheŶ͛s.  

AŵoŶg the ŵoƌe egƌegious eƌƌoƌs iŶ “tepheŶ͛s slipshod account of the biblical story: Stephen speaks of 

Abraham buying the tomb at Schechem for his grandson Jacob to be buried in, whereas the Bible says it 

was Jacob who bought the tomb at Schechem (Genesis 33:19), though he himself was buried with 

Abraham in Hebron (Genesis 50:13). Stephen contends that Moses saw the burning bush on Mount 

Sinai, when in fact it appeared to him on Mount Horeb, which, despite some arguments to the contrary, 

was not the same place as Sinai (Exodus 3:1). He then goes on to state that an angel gave the law to 

Moses, when it was God himself who gave Moses the law. It is possible, of course, that Luke has been 

iŶflueŶĐed ďǇ the JuďileaŶ tƌaditioŶ, ǁhiĐh Đlaiŵs that Moses ǁas giǀeŶ the laǁ ďǇ the ͞AŶgel of the 
PƌeseŶĐe.͟ Juďilees ϰϱ.ϭϱ–ϭϲ states, ͞aŶd Isƌael ďlessed his soŶs ďefoƌe he died aŶd told theŵ 
everything that would befall them in the land of Egypt; and he made known to them what would come 

upon them in the last days, and blessed them and gave to Joseph two portions in the land. And he slept 

with his fathers, and he was buried in the double cave in the land of Canaan, near Abraham his father in 

the grave which he dug for himself in the double cave in the land of Hebron. And he gave all his books 

and the books of his fathers to Levi his son that he might preserve them and renew them for his children 

uŶtil this daǇ.͟ IŶteƌestiŶglǇ, Juďilees also suggests that the Toƌah ǁas ǁƌitteŶ doǁŶ ďǇ Moses, ǁhiĐh is 
the oldest witness to the tradition of Mosaic authorship for the Torah.  

For moƌe oŶ the sigŶifiĐaŶĐe of the phƌase ͞the ƌight haŶd of God,͟ see eŶtƌǇ iŶ Daǀid Noel FƌeedŵaŶ et 
al., Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible (Cambridge: Eerdmans, 2000). Per Freedman, the signet ring was 

worn on the royal right hand (Jeremiah 22:24); the elder son received the greater blessing via the right 

haŶd ;GeŶesis ϰϴ:ϭϰ, ϭϳͿ; the positioŶ of hoŶoƌ ǁas at oŶe͛s ƌight haŶd ;Psalŵ ϭϭϬ:ϭͿ; aŶd the ƌight 
hand of God performs acts of deliverance (Exodus 15:6), victory (Psalms 20:6), and might (Isaiah 62:8). 

Thoŵas AƋuiŶas͛s ƌeŵaƌks aƌe fƌoŵ “uŵŵa TheologiĐa, ƋuestioŶ ϱϴ.  



CHAPTER THIRTEEN: IF CHRIST HAS NOT BEEN RISEN 

There were, in actuality, two (though some say three) veils that divided the Holy of Holies from the rest 

of the Temple: an outer veil that hung at the entrance to the inner sanctuary, and an inner veil within 

the sanctuary itself that separated the hekal, or portal, from the smaller chamber within which the spirit 

of God dwelt. Which veil is meant by the gospels is irrelevant, since the story is legend, though it should 

be noted that only the outer veil would have been visible to anyone but the high priest. See Daniel 

GuƌtŶeƌ, ToƌŶ Veil: Mattheǁ͛s EǆpositioŶ of the Death of Jesus ;Caŵďƌidge: Caŵďƌidge UŶiǀeƌsitǇ Pƌess, 
2007).  

Although the historical evidence and the New Testament both clearly demonstrate that the followers of 

Jesus remained in Jerusalem after his crucifixion, it is interesting to note that the gospel of Matthew has 

the risen Jesus telling the disciples to meet him back in Galilee (Matthew 28:7).  

OsĐaƌ CullŵaŶ, The “tate iŶ the Neǁ TestaŵeŶt ;Neǁ Yoƌk: Chaƌles “ĐƌiďŶeƌ͛s “oŶs, ϭϵϱϲͿ; The 
Christology of the New Testament (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1959); John Gager, Kingdom and 

Community: The Social World of the Early Christians (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1975); and 

MaƌtiŶ Diďelius, “tudies iŶ the AĐts of the Apostles ;Neǁ Yoƌk: Chaƌles “ĐƌiďŶeƌ͛s “oŶs, ϭϵϱϲͿ, haǀe all 
demonstrated that the early followers of Jesus were unsuccessful in persuading other Jerusalemites to 

theiƌ ŵoǀeŵeŶt. Gageƌ Ŷotes ĐoƌƌeĐtlǇ that, iŶ geŶeƌal, ͞eaƌlǇ ĐoŶǀeƌts did Ŷot ƌepƌeseŶt the 
estaďlished seĐtoƌs of Jeǁish soĐietǇ͟ ;ϮϲͿ. Diďelius suggests that the Jeƌusaleŵ ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ ǁasŶ͛t eǀeŶ 
interested in missionizing outside Jerusalem but led a quiet life of piety and contemplation as they 

aǁaited Jesus͛s seĐoŶd ĐoŵiŶg.  

Gager explains the success of the early Jesus movement, despite its many doctrinal contradictions, by 

relying on a fascinating sociological study by L. Festinger, H. W. Riecken, and S. Schachter titled When 

Prophecy Fails: A Social and Psychological Study of a Modern Group That Predicted the Destruction of 

the Woƌld ;Neǁ Yoƌk: Haƌpeƌ aŶd ‘oǁ, ϭϵϱϲͿ, ǁhiĐh, iŶ Gageƌ͛s ǁoƌds, deŵoŶstƌates that ͞uŶdeƌ 
certain conditions a religious community whose fundamental beliefs are disconfirmed by events in the 

world will not necessarily collapse and disband. Instead it may undertake zealous missionary activity as a 

response to its sense of cognitive dissonance, i.e., a condition of distress and doubt stemming from the 

disĐoŶfiƌŵatioŶ of aŶ iŵpoƌtaŶt ďelief͟ ;ϯϵͿ. As FestiŶgeƌ hiŵself puts it iŶ his folloǁ-up study, A Theory 

of CogŶitiǀe DissoŶaŶĐe ;“taŶfoƌd: “taŶfoƌd UŶiǀeƌsitǇ Pƌess, ϭϵϱϳͿ: ͞the pƌeseŶĐe of dissoŶaŶĐe giǀes 
rise to pressures to reduce or eliminate the dissonance. The strength of the pressure to reduce the 

dissoŶaŶĐe is a fuŶĐtioŶ of the ŵagŶitude of the dissoŶaŶĐe͟ ;ϭϴͿ.  

Theƌe is a gƌeat deal of deďate aďout ǁhat eǆaĐtlǇ ͞HelleŶist͟ ŵeaŶt. It Đould haǀe ŵeaŶt that these 
were gentile converts to Christianity, as Walter Bauer argues in Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest 

Christianity (Mifflintown, Pa.: Sigler Press, 1971). H. J. Cadbury agrees with Bauer. He thinks the 

Hellenists were gentile Christians who may have come from Galilee or other gentile regions and who 

ǁeƌe Ŷot faǀoƌaďlǇ disposed toǁaƌd the Laǁ. “ee ͞The HelleŶists,͟ The BegiŶŶiŶgs of ChƌistiaŶitǇ, ǀol. ϭ, 
ed. K. Lake and H. J. Cadbury (London: Macmillan, 1933), 59–ϳϰ. Hoǁeǀeƌ, the teƌŵ ͞HelleŶist͟ ŵost 
likely refers to Greek-speaking Jews from the Diaspora, as Martin Hengel convincingly demonstrates in 

Between Jesus and Paul (Eugene, Ore.: Wipf and Stock, 1983). Marcel Simon agrees with Hengel, though 

he also believes (contra Hengel) that the term had derogatory connotations among the Jews of Judea for 

its Greek (that is, pagan) accommodations. Simon notes that Hellenism is numbered among Justin 



MaƌtǇƌ͛s list of heƌesies iŶ TƌǇpho ;ϴϬ.ϰͿ. “ee “t. “tepheŶ aŶd the HelleŶists iŶ the Pƌiŵitiǀe ChuƌĐh ;Neǁ 
York: Longmans, 1958).  

That the Seven were leaders of an independent community in the early church is proven by the fact that 

they are presented as actively preaching, healing, and performing signs and wonders. They are not 

waiters whose main responsibility is food distribution, as Luke suggests in Acts 6:1–6.  

HeŶgel ǁƌites that ͞the AƌaŵaiĐ-speakiŶg paƌt of the ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ ǁas haƌdlǇ affeĐted͟ ďǇ the 
persecution of the Hellenists, and he notes that, considering the fact that the Hebrews stayed in 

Jerusalem until at least the outbreak of war in 66 C.E., they must have come to some sort of 

aĐĐoŵŵodatioŶ ǁith the pƌiestlǇ authoƌities. ͞IŶ Jeǁish PalestiŶe, oŶlǇ a ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ ǁhiĐh ƌeŵaiŶed 
stƌiĐtlǇ faithful to the laǁ Đould suƌǀiǀe iŶ the loŶg ƌuŶ͟; BetǁeeŶ Jesus aŶd Paul, ϱϱ–56.  

Another reason to consider the Jesus movement in the first few years after the crucifixion to be an 

eǆĐlusiǀelǇ Jeǁish ŵissioŶ is that aŵoŶg the fiƌst aĐts of the apostles afteƌ Jesus͛s death ǁas to ƌeplaĐe 
Judas Iscariot with Matthias (Acts 1:21–26). This may indicate that the notion of the reconstitution of 

Isƌael͛s tƌiďes ǁas still aliǀe iŵŵediatelǇ afteƌ the ĐƌuĐifiǆioŶ. IŶdeed, aŵoŶg the fiƌst ƋuestioŶs the 
disĐiples ask the ƌiseŶ Jesus is ǁhetheƌ, Ŷoǁ that he ǁas ďaĐk, he iŶteŶded to ͞ƌestoƌe the kingdom to 

Isƌael.͟ That is, ǁill Ǉou peƌfoƌŵ Ŷoǁ the ŵessiaŶiĐ fuŶĐtioŶ Ǉou failed to peƌfoƌŵ duƌiŶg Ǉouƌ lifetiŵe? 
Jesus ďƌushes off the ƋuestioŶ: ͞it is Ŷot foƌ Ǉou to kŶoǁ the tiŵes oƌ the seasoŶ that the Fatheƌ has put 
down in his power [to accomplish suĐh thiŶgs]͟ ;AĐts ϭ:ϳͿ.  

CHAPTER FOURTEEN: AM I NOT AN APOSTLE? 

Of the letters in the New Testament that are attributed to Paul, only seven can be confidently traced to 

him: 1 Thessalonians, Galatians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Romans, Philippians, and Philemon. Letters 

attributed to Paul but probably not written by him include Colossians, Ephesians, 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 

2 Timothy, and Titus.  

Theƌe is soŵe deďate oǀeƌ the date of Paul͛s ĐoŶǀeƌsioŶ. The ĐoŶfusioŶ ƌests ǁith Paul͛s stateŵeŶt iŶ 
Galatians 2:1 that he ǁeŶt to the ApostoliĐ CouŶĐil iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ ͞afteƌ fouƌteeŶ Ǉeaƌs.͟ AssuŵiŶg that 
the ĐouŶĐil ǁas held aƌouŶd the Ǉeaƌ ϱϬ C.E., that ǁould plaĐe Paul͛s ĐoŶǀeƌsioŶ aƌouŶd ϯϲ oƌ ϯϳ C.E. 
This is the date favored by James Tabor, Paul and Jesus (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2012). However, 

soŵe sĐholaƌs ďelieǀe that ďǇ ͞afteƌ fouƌteeŶ Ǉeaƌs,͟ Paul ŵeaŶs fouƌteeŶ Ǉeaƌs afteƌ his iŶitial 
appearance before the Apostles, which he claims took place three years after his conversion. That would 

place his conversion closer to 33 C.E., a date favored by Martin Hengel, Between Jesus and Paul, 31. 

Adolf Harnack, in The Mission and Expansion of Christianity in the First Three Centuries (New York: 

Harper and Row, 1972), calculates that Paul was converted eighteen months afteƌ Jesus͛s death, ďut I 
thiŶk that is faƌ too eaƌlǇ a date foƌ Paul͛s ĐoŶǀeƌsioŶ. I agƌee ǁith Taďoƌ aŶd otheƌs that Paul͛s 
conversion was more likely sometime around 36 or 37 C.E., fourteen years before the Apostolic Council.  

That these lines of Paul iŶ the letteƌ to the GalatiaŶs ƌegaƌdiŶg the ͞so-Đalled pillaƌs of the ĐhuƌĐh͟ ǁeƌe 
directed specifically toward the Jerusalem-based Apostles and not some unnamed Jewish Christians 

with whom he disagreed is definitely proven by Gerd Ludemann in his indispensable works Paul: The 

Founder of Christianity (New York: Prometheus Books, 2002), especially page 69 and 120; and, with M. 

Eugene Boring, Opposition to Paul in Jewish Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1989). See also 



Tabor, Paul and Jesus, 19; aŶd J.D.G. DuŶŶ, ͞EĐhoes of the IŶtƌa-Jeǁish PoleŵiĐ iŶ Paul͛s Letteƌ to the 
GalatiaŶs,͟ JouƌŶal of BiďliĐal Liteƌatuƌe ϭϭϮ/ϯ ;ϭϵϵϯͿ: ϰϱϵ–77.  

There has been a fierce debate recently about the role of Paul in creating what we now consider 

Christianity, with a Ŷuŵďeƌ of ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ sĐholaƌs ĐoŵiŶg to Paul͛s defeŶse aŶd paiŶtiŶg hiŵ as a 
devout Jew who remained loyal to his Jewish heritage and faithful to the laws and customs of Moses but 

who just happened to view his mission as adapting messianic Judaism to a gentile audience. The 

traditional view of Paul among scholars of Christianity could perhaps best be summed up by Rudolf 

BultŵaŶŶ, Faith aŶd UŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg ;LoŶdoŶ: “CM Pƌess, ϭϵϲϵͿ, ǁho faŵouslǇ desĐƌiďed Paul͛s doĐtƌiŶe 
of Chƌist as ͞ďasiĐallǇ a ǁhollǇ Ŷeǁ ƌeligioŶ, iŶ ĐoŶtƌast to the oƌigiŶal PalestiŶiaŶ ChƌistiaŶitǇ.͟ “Đholaƌs 
who more or less agree with Bultmann include Adolf Harnak, What Is Christianity? (New York: G. P. 

PutŶaŵ͛s “oŶs, ϭϵϬϮͿ; H. J. “Đhoeps, Paul: The TheologǇ of the Apostle iŶ the Light of Jewish History 

(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1961); and Gerd Ludemann, Paul: The Founder of Christianity. Among 

the recent scholars who see Paul as a loyal Jew who merely tried to translate Judaism for a gentile 

audience are L. Michael White, From Jesus to Christianity, and my former professor Marie-Éloise 

Rosenblatt, Paul the Accused (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1995).  

Ultimately, there is some truth in both views. Those who believe that Paul was the creator of Christianity 

as we know it, or that it was he who utterly divorced the new faith from Judaism, often do not 

adequately take into consideration the eclecticism of Diaspora Judaism or the influence of the Greek-

speaking Hellenists, from whom Paul, himself a Greek-speaking Hellenist, likely first heard about Jesus of 

Nazareth. But to be clear, the Hellenists may have deemphasized the Law of Moses in their preaching, 

but they did not demonize it; they may have abandoned circumcision as a requirement for conversion, 

but they did not relegate it to dogs and evildoers and suggest those who disagree should be castrated, 

as Paul does (Galatians 5:12). Regardless of whether Paul adopted his unusual doctrine from the 

Hellenists or invented it himself, however, what even his staunchest defenders cannot deny is just how 

deviant his views are from even the most experimental Jewish movements of his time.  

That Paul is speaking about himself when he cites Isaiah 49:1–ϲ ƌegaƌdiŶg ͞the ƌoot of Jesse͟ seƌǀiŶg as 
͞a light to the GeŶtiles͟ is oďǀious, since even Paul admits that Jesus did not missionize to the gentiles 

(Romans 15:12).  

‘eseaƌĐh doŶe ďǇ N. A. Dahl deŵoŶstƌates just hoǁ uŶusual Paul͛s use of the teƌŵ Xƌistos ;ChƌistͿ ǁas. 
Dahl notes that for Paul, Xristos is never a predicate, never governed by a genitive, never a title but 

always a designation, and never used in the appositional form, as in Yesus ha Xristos, or Jesus the Christ. 

See N. A. Dahl, Jesus the Christ: The Historical Origins of Christological Doctrine (Minneapolis: Fortress 

Press, 1991).  

It ǁas Ŷot uŶusual to ďe Đalled “oŶ of God iŶ aŶĐieŶt Judaisŵ. God Đalls Daǀid his soŶ: ͞todaǇ I haǀe 
ďegotteŶ Ǉou͟ ;Psalŵs Ϯ:ϳͿ. He eǀeŶ Đalls Isƌael his ͞fiƌst-ďoƌŶ soŶ͟ ;Eǆodus ϰ:ϮϮͿ. But iŶ eǀeƌǇ Đase, “oŶ 
of God is meant as a title, not a desĐƌiptioŶ. Paul͛s ǀieǁ of Jesus as the liteƌal soŶ of God is ǁithout 
precedence in second Temple Judaism.  

Luke Đlaiŵs that Paul aŶd BaƌŶaďas sepaƌated ďeĐause of a ͞shaƌp ĐoŶteŶtioŶ,͟ ǁhiĐh Luke Đlaiŵs ǁas 
over whether to take Mark with them on their next missionary trip but which is obviously tied to what 

happened in Antioch shortly after the Apostolic Council. While Peter and Paul were in Antioch, they 

engaged in a fierce public feud because, according to Paul, Peter stopped sharing a table with gentiles as 



sooŶ as a delegatioŶ seŶt ďǇ Jaŵes aƌƌiǀed iŶ the ĐitǇ, ͞foƌ feaƌ of the ĐiƌĐuŵĐisioŶ faĐtioŶ͟ iŶ Jeƌusaleŵ 
(Galatians 2:12). Of course, Paul is our only source for this event, and there are plenty of reasons for 

doubting his version of the story, not the least of which is the fact that sharing a table with gentiles is in 

no way forbidden under Jewish law. It is more likely that the argument was about the keeping of Jewish 

dietary laws—that is, not eating gentile food—an argument in which Barnabas sided with Peter.  

Luke says Paul was sent to Rome to escape a Jewish plot to have him killed. He also claims that the 

Roman tribune ordered nearly five hundred of his soldiers to personally accompany Paul to Caesarea. 

This is absurd and can be flatly ignored.  

Claudius eǆpelled the Jeǁs fƌoŵ ‘oŵe, aĐĐoƌdiŶg to the histoƌiaŶ “uetoŶius, ͞ďeĐause the Jeǁs of ‘oŵe 
ǁeƌe iŶdulgiŶg iŶ ĐoŶstaŶt ƌiots at the iŶstigatioŶ of Chƌestus.͟ It is ǁidelǇ ďelieǀed that ďǇ Chƌestus, 
Suetonius meant Christ, and that this spat amoŶg the Jeǁs ǁas ďetǁeeŶ the ĐitǇ͛s ChƌistiaŶ aŶd ŶoŶ-

ChƌistiaŶ Jeǁs. As F. F. BƌuĐe Ŷotes, ͞ǁe should ƌeŵiŶd ouƌselǀes that, ǁhile ǁe ǁith ouƌ hiŶdsight ĐaŶ 
distinguish between Jews and Christians as early as the reign of Claudius, no such distinction could have 

ďeeŶ ŵade at that tiŵe ďǇ the ‘oŵaŶ authoƌities.͟ F. F. BƌuĐe, ͞ChƌistiaŶitǇ UŶdeƌ Claudius,͟ BulletiŶ of 
the John Rylands Library 44 (March 1962): 309–26.  

CHAPTER FIFTEEN: THE JUST ONE 

The description of James and the entreaties of the Jews are both taken from the account of the 

Palestinian Jewish Christian Hegesippus (100–ϭϴϬ C.E.Ϳ. We haǀe aĐĐess to Hegesippus͛s fiǀe ďooks of 
early Church history only through passages cited in the third-century text of Ecclesiastical History by 

Eusebius of Caesarea (c. 260–c. 339 C.E.), an archbishop of the Church under the Emperor Constantine.  

How reliable a source Hegesippus may be is a matter of great debate. On the one hand, there are a 

number of statements by Hegesippus whose historicity the majority of scholars accept without dispute, 

iŶĐludiŶg his asseƌtioŶ that ͞ĐoŶtƌol of the ChuƌĐh passed togetheƌ ǁith the Apostles, to the ďƌotheƌ of 
the Loƌd Jaŵes, ǁhoŵ eǀeƌǇoŶe fƌoŵ the Loƌd͛s tiŵe till ouƌ oǁŶ has Ŷaŵed the Just, foƌ theƌe ǁeƌe 
many Jameses, but this oŶe ǁas holǇ fƌoŵ his ďiƌth͟ ;Euseďius, EĐĐlesiastiĐal HistoƌǇ Ϯ.ϮϯͿ. This Đlaiŵ is 
backed up with multiple attestations (see below) and can even be traced in the letters of Paul and in the 

book of Acts. However, there are some traditions in Hegesippus that are confused and downright 

iŶĐoƌƌeĐt, iŶĐludiŶg his Đlaiŵ that Jaŵes ǁas alloǁed to ͞eŶteƌ the “aŶĐtuaƌǇ aloŶe.͟ If ďǇ ͞“aŶĐtuaƌǇ͟ 
Hegesippus means the Holy of Holies (and there is some question as to whether that is indeed what he 

means), then the statement is patently false; only the high priest could enter the Holy of Holies. There is 

also a ǀaƌiaŶt tƌaditioŶ of Jaŵes͛s death iŶ Hegesippus that ĐoŶtƌadiĐts ǁhat sĐholaƌs aĐĐept as the ŵoƌe 
ƌeliaďle aĐĐouŶt iŶ Josephus͛s AŶtiƋuities. As ƌeĐoƌded iŶ the EĐĐlesiastiĐal HistoƌǇ, it ǁas Jaŵes͛s 
response to the request of the Jews to help dissuade the people from following Jesus as messiah that 

ultiŵatelǇ leads to his death: ͞AŶd [Jaŵes] aŶsǁeƌed ǁith a loud ǀoiĐe: WhǇ do Ǉou ask ŵe ĐoŶĐeƌŶiŶg 
Jesus, the Son of Man? He himself sits in heaven at the right hand of the great power, and is about to 

come upon the clouds of heaven! So they went up and threw down the just man, and said to each other: 

Let us stone James the Just. And they began to stone him, for he was not killed by the fall; but he turned 

and knelt down and said: I entreat you, Lord God our father, forgive them, for they know not what they 

do.͟  

What is fasĐiŶatiŶg aďout this stoƌǇ is that it seeŵs to ďe a ǀaƌiaŶt of the stoƌǇ of “tepheŶ͛s ŵaƌtǇƌdoŵ 
iŶ the ďook of AĐts, ǁhiĐh ǁas itself sǁiped fƌoŵ Jesus͛s ƌespoŶse to the high pƌiest Caiaphas iŶ the 



gospel of Maƌk. Note also the paƌallel ďetǁeeŶ Jaŵes͛s death speeĐh aŶd that of Jesus͛s oŶ the Đƌoss iŶ 
Luke 23:24.  

Hegesippus eŶds the stoƌǇ of Jaŵes͛s ŵaƌtǇƌdoŵ thus: ͞AŶd oŶe of theŵ, oŶe of the fulleƌs, took the 
club with which he beat out clothes and struck the just man on the head. And thus he suffered 

martyrdom. And they buried him on the spot, by the temple, and his monument still remains by the 

temple. He became a true witness, both to Jews and Greeks, that Jesus is the Christ. And immediately 

VespasiaŶ ďesieged theŵ͟ ;Euseďius, EĐĐlesiastiĐal HistoƌǇ Ϯ.Ϯϯ.ϭ–18). Again, while scholars are almost 

uŶaŶiŵous iŶ pƌefeƌƌiŶg Josephus͛s aĐĐouŶt of Jaŵes͛s death to Hegesippus, it bears mentioning that 

the latteƌ tƌaditioŶ is eĐhoed iŶ the ǁoƌk of CleŵeŶt of AleǆaŶdƌia, ǁho ǁƌites: ͞theƌe ǁeƌe tǁo 
Jameses, one the Just, who was thrown down from the parapet [of the Temple] and beaten to death 

ǁith the fulleƌ͛s Đluď, the otheƌ the Jaŵes [soŶ of )eďedee] ǁho ǁas ďeheaded͟ ;CleŵeŶt, HǇpotǇposes, 
Book 7).  

Josephus writes of the wealthy priestly aristocracy seizing the tithes of the lower priests in Antiquities 

20.180–ϴϭ: ͞But as foƌ the high pƌiest, AŶaŶias, he iŶcreased in glory every day, and this to a great 

degree, and had obtained the favor and esteem of the citizens in a signal manner; for he was a great 

hoarder up of money: he therefore cultivated the friendship of Albinus, and of the high priest [Jesus, son 

of Danneus], by making them presents; he also had servants who were very wicked, who joined 

themselves to the boldest sort of the people, and went to the thrashing-floors, and took away the tithes 

that belonged to the priests by violence, and did not refrain from beating such as would not give these 

tithes to them. So the other high priests acted in the like manner, as did those his servants, without any 

one being able to prohibit them; so that [some of the] priests, that of old were wont to be supported 

with those tithes, died foƌ ǁaŶt of food.͟ This AŶaŶias ǁas pƌoďaďlǇ AŶaŶus the Eldeƌ, fatheƌ to the 
Ananus who killed James.  

Josephus͛s aĐĐouŶt of Jaŵes͛s ŵaƌtǇƌdoŵ ĐaŶ ďe fouŶd iŶ AŶtiƋuities ϮϬ.ϵ.ϭ. Not eǀeƌǇoŶe is ĐoŶǀiŶĐed 
that James was executed for being a Christian. Maurice Goguel, for instance, argues that if the men 

executed along with James were also Christians then their names would have been preserved in 

Christian tradition; Goguel, Birth of Christianity (New York: Macmillan, 1954). Some scholars, myself 

iŶĐluded, ďelieǀe that he ǁas eǆeĐuted foƌ ĐoŶdeŵŶiŶg AŶaŶus͛s seizuƌe of the tithes ŵeaŶt foƌ the 
lower-Đlass pƌiests; see “.G.F. BƌaŶdoŶ, ͞The Death of Jaŵes the Just: A Neǁ IŶteƌpƌetatioŶ,͟ “tudies iŶ 
Mysticism and Religion (Jerusalem: Magnus Press, 1967): 57–69.  

Whether the Jews were outraged by the unlawful procedure of the trial or by the unjust verdict is 

diffiĐult to deĐipheƌ fƌoŵ Josephus͛s aĐĐouŶt. The faĐt that theǇ ĐoŵplaiŶ to AlďiŶus aďout the illegalitǇ 
of AŶaŶus͛s ĐalliŶg the “aŶhedrin without a procurator in Jerusalem seems to suggest that it was the 

procedure of the trial they objected to, not the verdict. However, I agree with John Painter who notes 

that ͞the suggestioŶ that ǁhat the gƌoup oďjeĐted to ǁas AŶaŶus takiŶg the laǁ iŶto his own hands 

when Roman authority was required for the imposition of the death penalty (see John 18:31) does not 

fit aŶ oďjeĐtioŶ ƌaised ďǇ ͚the ŵost faiƌ-ŵiŶded … aŶd stƌiĐt iŶ the oďseƌǀaŶĐe of the laǁ͛.… ‘atheƌ it 
suggests that those who were fair-minded and strict in their observance of the law regarded as unjust 

the ǀeƌdiĐt that Jaŵes aŶd the otheƌs had tƌaŶsgƌessed the laǁ.͟ “ee JohŶ PaiŶteƌ, ͞Who Was Jaŵes?͟ 
in The Brother of Jesus: James the Just and His Mission, Bruce Chilton and Jacob Neusner, eds. 

(Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 10–65; 49.  



Pierre-AŶtoiŶe BeƌŶheiŵ agƌees: ͞Josephus, ďǇ iŶdiĐatiŶg the disagƌeeŵeŶt of the ͚ŵost pƌeĐise 
oďseƌǀeƌs of the laǁ,͛ pƌoďaďlǇ ǁaŶted to eŵphasize Ŷot the iƌƌegulaƌitǇ of the ĐoŶǀeŶiŶg of the 

Sanhedrin in terms of the rules imposed by the Romans but the injustice of the verdict in relation to the 

laǁ of Moses as this ǁas iŶteƌpƌeted ďǇ the ŵost ǁidelǇ ƌeĐogŶized eǆpeƌts …͟ Jaŵes, the Bƌotheƌ of 
Jesus (London: SCM Press, 1997), 249.  

While some scholars—for instance, Craig C. Hill, Hellenists and Hebrews (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 

1992)—disagree with Painter and Bernheim, arguing that the complaint of the Jews had nothing to do 

with James himself, most (myself included) are convinced that the Jeǁs͛ ĐoŵplaiŶt ǁas aďout the 
injustice of the verdict, not the process of the trial; see also F. F. Bruce, New Testament History (New 

York: Doubleday, 1980), especially pages 372–73.  

Hegesippus͛s Ƌuote ƌegaƌdiŶg the authoƌitǇ of Jaŵes ĐaŶ ďe fouŶd in Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 

2.23.4–18. It is unclear whether Hegesippus means that control of the church passed to the apostles and 

to Jaŵes, oƌ that ĐoŶtƌol oǀeƌ the apostles also passed to Jaŵes. Eitheƌ ǁaǇ, Jaŵes͛s leadeƌship is 
affirmed. Gerd LudeŵaŶŶ aĐtuallǇ thiŶks the phƌase ͞ǁith the apostles͟ is Ŷot oƌigiŶal ďut ǁas added ďǇ 
Eusebius to conform with the mainstream view of apostolic authority. See Opposition to Paul in Jewish 

Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1989).  

The material from Clement of Rome is taken from the so-called Pseudo-Clementines, which, while 

compiled sometime around 300 C.E., reflects far earlier Jewish-Christian traditions that can be traced 

thƌough the teǆt͛s tǁo pƌiŵaƌǇ doĐuŵeŶts: the Hoŵilies aŶd the ‘eĐogŶitions. The Homilies contain two 

epistles: The Epistle of Peteƌ, fƌoŵ ǁhiĐh the ƌefeƌeŶĐe to Jaŵes as ͞Loƌd aŶd Bishop of the HolǇ 
ChuƌĐh͟ is Đited, aŶd the Epistle of CleŵeŶt, ǁhiĐh is addƌessed to Jaŵes ͞the Bishop of Bishops, ǁho 
rules Jerusalem, the HolǇ AsseŵďlǇ of the Heďƌeǁs, aŶd all the Asseŵďlies eǀeƌǇǁheƌe.͟ The 
Recognitions is itself probably founded upon an older document titled Ascent of James, which most 

scholars trace to the mid-100s. Georg Strecker thinks the Ascent was written in Pella, where the 

Jerusalem-ďased ChƌistiaŶs allegedlǇ ĐoŶgƌegated afteƌ the destƌuĐtioŶ of Jeƌusaleŵ. “ee his eŶtƌǇ ͞The 
Pseudo-CleŵeŶtiŶes,͟ iŶ Neǁ TestaŵeŶt ApoĐƌǇpha, ǀol. Ϯ, Wilhelŵ “ĐhŶeeŵelkeƌ, ed. ;LoŶdoŶ: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991), 483–541.  

The passage fƌoŵ the Gospel of Thoŵas ĐaŶ ďe fouŶd iŶ Chapteƌ ϭϮ. IŶĐideŶtallǇ the suƌŶaŵe ͞Jaŵes 
the Just͟ also appeaƌs iŶ the Gospel of the Heďƌeǁs; see The Nag Haŵŵadi LiďƌaƌǇ foƌ the Đoŵplete teǆt 
of both. Clement of Alexandria is quoted in Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 2.1.2–5. Obviously the title of 

ďishop iŶ desĐƌiďiŶg Jaŵes is aŶaĐhƌoŶistiĐ, ďut the iŵpliĐatioŶ of the teƌŵ is Đleaƌ. Jeƌoŵe͛s Liǀes of 
Illustrious Men can be found in an English translation by Ernest Cushing Richardson in A Select Library of 

the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, vol. 3 (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1892). The no 

loŶgeƌ eǆtaŶt passage iŶ Josephus ďlaŵiŶg the destƌuĐtioŶ of Jeƌusaleŵ oŶ Jaŵes͛s uŶjust death is Đited 
by Origen in Contra Celsus 1.47, by Jerome in Lives and in his Commentary on Galatians, and by Eusebius 

in Ecclesiastical History 2.23.  

That James is in the position of presiding authority in the Apostolic Council is proven by the fact that he 

is the last to speak and begins his judgment with the word kƌiŶo, oƌ ͞I deĐƌee.͟ “ee BeƌŶheiŵ, Jaŵes, 
Brother of Jesus, 193. As Bernheim correctly notes, the fact that Paul, when referencing the three pillars 

of the church, always mentions James first is due to his preeminence. This is affirmed by later redactions 

of the text in which copyists have reversed the order to put Peter before James in order to place him as 

head of the ĐhuƌĐh. AŶǇ ƋuestioŶ of Jaŵes͛s pƌeeŵiŶeŶĐe oǀeƌ Peteƌ is put to ƌest iŶ the passage of 



Galatians 2:11–14 in which emissaries sent by James to Antioch compel Peter to stop eating with 

Gentiles, while the ensuing fight between Peter and Paul leads Barnabas to leave Paul and return to 

James.  

Bernheim outlines the role of dynastic succession and its use among the early Christian church in James, 

Brother of Jesus, 216–17. It is Eusebius who mentions that Simeon, son of Clopas, succeeded James: 

͞Afteƌ the ŵaƌtǇƌdoŵ of Jaŵes aŶd the takiŶg of Jeƌusaleŵ ǁhiĐh iŵŵediatelǇ eŶsued, it is ƌeĐoƌded 
that those apostles and disciples of the Lord who were still surviving met together from all quarters and, 

togetheƌ ǁith ouƌ Loƌd͛s ƌelatiǀes afteƌ the flesh ;foƌ the ŵost paƌt of theŵ ǁeƌe still aliǀeͿ, took 
counsel, all in common, as to whom they should judge worthy to be the successor of James; and, what is 

more, that they all with one consent approved Simeon the son of Clopas, of whom also the book of the 

Gospels makes mention, as worthy of the throne of the community in that place. He was a cousin—at 

any rate so it is said—of the Savior; for indeed Hegesippus ƌelates that Clopas ǁas Joseph͛s ďƌotheƌ͟ 
;EĐĐlesiastiĐal HistoƌǇ ϯ.ϭϭ; italiĐs ŵiŶeͿ. ‘egaƌdiŶg the gƌaŶdsoŶs of Jesus͛s otheƌ ďƌotheƌ, Judas, 
Hegesippus ǁƌites that theǇ ͞ƌuled the ĐhuƌĐhes, iŶasŵuĐh as theǇ ǁeƌe ďoth ŵaƌtǇƌs aŶd of the Loƌd͛s 
familǇ͟ ;EĐĐlesiastiĐal HistoƌǇ ϯ.ϮϬͿ.  

It should be noted that the famous statement of Jesus calling Peter the rock upon which he will found 

his church is rejected as unhistorical by most scholars. See for example Pheme Perkins, Peter, Apostle 

for the Whole ChuƌĐh ;Philadelphia: Foƌtƌess Pƌess, ϮϬϬϬͿ; B. P. ‘oďiŶsoŶ, ͞Peteƌ aŶd His “uĐĐessoƌs: 
Tradition and Redaction in Matthew 16:17–ϭϵ,͟ JouƌŶal foƌ the “tudǇ of the Neǁ TestaŵeŶt Ϯϭ ;ϭϵϴϰͿ, 
85–104; and Arlo J. Nau, Peter in Matthew (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1992). John Painter 

deŵoŶstƌates that Ŷo tƌaditioŶ eǆists ĐoŶĐeƌŶiŶg Peteƌ͛s leadeƌship of the Jeƌusaleŵ ĐhuƌĐh. “uĐh 
tƌaditioŶs that eǆist aƌe oŶlǇ ĐoŶĐeƌŶiŶg ‘oŵe. “ee PaiŶteƌ, ͞Who Was Jaŵes?͟ ϯϭ.  

Some scholars think that Peter was the head of the church until he was forced to flee Jerusalem. See, for 

instance, Oscar Cullman, Peter: Disciple. Apostle. Martyr (London: SCM Press, 1953). But that view is 

based mostly on an erroneous reading of Acts 12:17, in which Peter, before being forced to flee from 

Jerusalem, tells John Mark to inform James of his departure to Rome. Cullman and others argue that this 

is the moment in which leadership of the Jerusalem church transfers from Peter to James. However, as 

John Painter demonstrates, the proper reading of Acts 12:17 is that Peter is merely informing James (his 

͞ďoss,͟ if Ǉou ǁillͿ of his aĐtiǀities ďefoƌe fleeiŶg Jeƌusaleŵ. Theƌe is ŶothiŶg iŶ this passage, oƌ foƌ that 
matter, in any passage in Acts, which suggests Peter ever led the Jerusalem church. “ee PaiŶteƌ, ͞Who 
ǁas Jaŵes?͟ ϯϭ–36.  

Cullman also claims that the church under Peter was far more lax in its observance of the law before 

James took over and made the observance more rigid. The only evidence for this view comes from 

Peteƌ͛s ĐoŶǀeƌsioŶ of the Roman Cornelius. While this is a story whose historicity is doubtful, it still does 

Ŷot pƌoǀe a laǆitǇ of the laǁ oŶ the paƌt of Peteƌ, aŶd it ŵost defiŶitelǇ does Ŷot iŶdiĐate Peteƌ͛s 
leadership of the Jerusalem assembly. The book of Acts makes it abundantly clear that there was a wide 

diǀeƌgeŶĐe of ǀieǁs aŵoŶg Jesus͛s fiƌst folloǁeƌs oǀeƌ the ƌigiditǇ of the laǁ. Peteƌ ŵaǇ haǀe ďeeŶ less 
ƌigid thaŶ Jaŵes ǁheŶ it Đaŵe to oďseƌǀaŶĐe of the laǁ, ďut so ǁhat? As BeƌŶheiŵ Ŷotes: ͞Theƌe is Ŷo 
reason to suppose that the Jerusalem church was less liberal in 48/49 [than it was] at the beginning of 

the ϯϬs,͟ Jaŵes, Bƌotheƌ of Jesus, ϮϬϵ.  

Wiard Popkes details the evidence for a first-ĐeŶtuƌǇ datiŶg of Jaŵes͛s epistle iŶ ͞The MissioŶ of Jaŵes 
iŶ His Tiŵe,͟ The Brother of Jesus, 88–99. Martin Dibelius disagrees with the first-century dating. He 



believes that the epistle is actually a hodgepodge of Jewish-Christian teachings that should be dated to 

the second century. See Martin Dibelius, James (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976). It is interesting to 

Ŷote that Jaŵes͛s epistle is addƌessed to ͞the Tǁelǀe Tƌiďes of Isƌael sĐatteƌed iŶ the Diaspoƌa.͟ Jaŵes 
seems to continue to presuppose the fulfillment that the tribes of Israel will be restored to their full 

numbeƌ aŶd Isƌael liďeƌated. “Đholaƌs ďelieǀe that the ƌeasoŶ so ŵuĐh of Jaŵes͛s epistle has eĐhoes iŶ 
the gospel of Matthew is that embedded within the gospel is a tradition, often referred to as M, that can 

traced to James.  

Bruce Chilton writes about the Naziƌite ǀoǁ that Paul is foƌĐed to uŶdeƌgo iŶ ͞Jaŵes iŶ ‘elatioŶ to Peteƌ, 
Paul, aŶd Jesus,͟ The Bƌotheƌ of Jesus, ϭϯϴ–59. Chilton believes that not only was James a Nazirite, but 

Jesus was one, too. Indeed, he believes the reference to Jesus as the Nazarean is a corruption of the 

term Nazirite. Note that Acts 18:18 portrays Paul as taking part in something similar to a Nazirite vow. 

After setting off by ship for Syria, Paul lands at Cenchreae, in the eastern port of Corinth. There, Luke 

ǁƌites that, ͞he had his haiƌ Đut, foƌ he ǁas uŶdeƌ a ǀoǁ.͟ Although Luke is ĐleaƌlǇ ƌefeƌƌiŶg to a Naziƌite 
vow here, he seems to be confused about the nature and practice of it. The entire point of the ritual was 

to cut the hair at the end of the vow. Luke gives no hint as to ǁhat Paul͛s ǀoǁ ŵaǇ haǀe ďeeŶ, ďut if it 
was for a safe journey to Syria he had not reached his destination and thus had not fulfilled his vow. 

Moƌeoǀeƌ, Paul͛s Naziƌite ǀoǁ is Ŷot takeŶ at the Teŵple aŶd does Ŷot iŶǀolǀe a pƌiest.  

John Painter outlines all of the anti-Pauline material in the Pseudo-Clementines, including the 

alteƌĐatioŶ at the Teŵple ďetǁeeŶ Paul aŶd Jaŵes, iŶ ͞Who Was Jaŵes?͟ ϯϴ–39. Painter also addresses 

Jesus͛s eǆpaŶsioŶ of the Laǁ of Moses iŶ ϱϱ–57.  

The community that continued to follow the teachings of James in the centuries after the destruction of 

Jeƌusaleŵ ƌefeƌƌed to itself as the EďioŶites, oƌ ͞the Pooƌ,͟ iŶ hoŶoƌ of Jaŵes͛s foĐus oŶ the pooƌ. The 
ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ ŵaǇ haǀe ďeeŶ Đalled the EďioŶites eǀeŶ duƌiŶg Jaŵes͛s lifetiŵe, as the term is found in the 

seĐoŶd Đhapteƌ of Jaŵes͛s epistle. The EďioŶites iŶsisted oŶ ĐiƌĐuŵĐisioŶ aŶd stƌiĐt adheƌeŶĐe to the 
law. Well into the fourth century they viewed Jesus as just a man. They were one of the many heterodox 

communities who were marginalized and persecuted after the Council of Nicaea in 325 C.E. essentially 

made Pauline Christianity the orthodox religion of the Roman Empire.  
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