
        
            
                
            
        

    



  JESUS IN CONTEXT 
 Jesus changed our world forever. But who was he and what do we know about him? David Wenham ’ s accessible volume is a concise and wide-ranging engagement with that enduring and elusive subject. Exploring the sources for Jesus and his scholarly reception, he surveys information from Roman, Jewish, and Christian texts, and also examines the origins of the gospels, as well as the evidence of Paul, who had access to the earliest oral traditions about Jesus. Wenham demonstrates that the Jesus of the New Testament makes sense within the first century CE context in which he lived and preached. He offers a contextualized portrait of Jesus and his teaching; his relationship with John the Baptist and the Qumran community (and the Dead Sea Scrolls); his ethics and the Sermon on the Mount; and his successes and disappointments. Wenham also brings insights into Jesus ’ vision of the future and his understanding of his own death and calling. 
 David Wenham first taught in India. For many years he was on the faculty of Wycliffe Hall and Oxford University, and later at Trinity College Bristol, where he was also Research Fellow of Bristol University. He is the author and editor of many publications in New Testament studies, notably on the question of Paul ’ s relationship with Jesus. His most recent book is From Good News to Gospels: What Did the First Christians Say about Jesus?
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  Preface 
To be asked to write a book about Jesus is both a challenge and a privilege, and I am grateful to the editors for their invitation. I have studied the subject for more than fifty years, and I am indebted to far more people than I can name who have stimulated my thinking, starting with my father John Wenham.
 In the writing of this book, I would particularly like to thank Professor Rainer Riesner for sending me a pre-publication copy of his hugely informative book Messias Jesus, as well as for his long-standing friendship. Drs Robert Dutch, Nathan Ridlehoover and Peter Turnill, also Mr Stuart O Seanoir, read drafts of my work, giving me astute and helpful comments. My wife Clare has accompanied me on my academic journeyings to Cambridge, India, Bristol and Oxford, and I am very grateful. 
 One of the most obvious things to say about a book like this, indeed about any historical study, is that no scholar is impartial. I write as a Christian, but as one who has long felt an affinity with Jesus ’ disciple Thomas who wanted good evidence if he was to believe what he had been told about Jesus (John 20:25). The Oxford scientist Richard Dawkins contrasts science as based on evidence with religion as based on faith, but Christian faith has always claimed to be based on history and evidence. 
 This book seeks to offer two things: (1) informed description of the data relating to the history of Jesus; and (2) discussion of the data, primarily in relation to the Jesus ’ first-century context, but also taking into account scholarly views and debates. It does not presuppose a lot of knowledge, but it will hopefully have insights and perspectives even for those familiar with the issues. Key references to primary sources are given, particularly to biblical texts and the works of Josephus (though usually  only one reference is given when the gospels overlap with each other). As for secondary literature, so much fine scholarly work has been done over the years that I am able to note only an embarrassingly small selection of useful resources; for a slightly fuller bibliography see my Exploring the New Testament: A Guide to the Gospels & Acts , co-authored with Steve Walton, 3rd edition, 2021. 
 In referring to the Bible I use the traditional terminology in referring to the ‘ Old Testament ’ (OT, the pre-Christian Hebrew Scriptures), and to the ‘ New Testament ’ (NT, the Greek books specifically relating to Jesus). In referring to historical dates I use BCE (before the Common Era) and CE (Common Era). In line with common academic usage, I refer to ‘ Palestine ’ , not in any political or national sense, but simply to refer to the land where Jesus lived and worked (often referred to as ‘ the Holy Land ’ by Christians). 
In biblical quotations I am largely using my own translation, but also the English Standard Version (ESV) as indicated.






  Introduction and Purpose of This Book 
 Jesus of Nazareth, apparently a carpenter ’ s son, lived in the early decades of the first century CE ; he became a freelance religious teacher and attracted a following. Eventually, while in his thirties, he was executed in Jerusalem by the Roman imperial authorities. His movement did not die with him but went on after his death, becoming the world religion it still is today. In 2015, it was estimated that Christianity had 2.3 billion adherents (out of 7.3 billion, i.e. 31.2 per cent, of the total world population) and that Islam, which also honours Jesus highly, had 1.8 billion adherents (i.e. 24.1 per cent of total world population). 
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 It is clear that the impact of Jesus on world history has been extraordinary. In some parts of the world the number of Christians is still growing fast; in some traditionally Christian countries, particularly in the west, the church is declining numerically, but the ongoing legacy of Christianity in western culture can hardly be overestimated. The story of Jesus has shaped history and inspired art, heroism, music, social change and renewal, but also wars, divisions and intolerance. We even measure historical time in relation to Jesus; hence the traditional BC (Before Christ) and AD (Anno Domini, the year of the Lord). 
So who was Jesus, really? What do we know about him? Why did he have such an impact?

 Part I of the book will address these questions by introducing Jesus ’ context and examining the sources which any study of Jesus needs to use. Part II will go through the life of Jesus, looking at the evidence we have, seeking to make sense of it in its context and to evaluate its historical basis, noting as we go along the different answers that scholars have given. 
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 ‘ Christians remain world's largest religious group, but they are declining in Europe ’ , Pew Research Center, 5 April 2017, www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/04/05 . 








  Part I 
 Setting the Scene  
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 Sources for Our Knowledge of Jesus ’ Context 
 People sometimes imagine that we know very little about the world of Jesus and his context, and would be surprised at the range of sources and at the quantity of information that we have, in addition to the Bible itself. It is far from being lost in the mists of antiquity: we have (1) evidence on the ground – geography and archaeology; (2) a wealth of information about the Roman Empire in the time of Jesus; and (3) a variety of important and relevant Jewish sources. 
On the Ground: Geography and Archaeology

 Go to modern Israel/Palestine today and the geography of the country is much as it was in Jesus ’ day. It is a narrow country about 65 km wide, bounded on the one side by the Mediterranean and on the other by the River Jordan, and about 135 km from Galilee  in the north to the Jerusalem/Bethlehem  region in the south. 

 The River Jordan flows from the Sea of Galilee, a beautiful lake (approximately 21 km long x 13 km wide), to the salty landlocked Dead Sea in the south. The Jordan is not a large river, especially today as a result of large amounts of water being drawn off for agricultural and other purposes, but it was not impressive in biblical times. The OT has a story of the Assyrian commander Naaman speaking disparagingly of it: ‘ Are not Abana and Pharpar the rivers of Damascus better than all the waters of Israel? ’ 
1
 The Dead Sea is in the Rift Valley (which extends into East Africa) and the shores are the lowest point on earth, 430 metres below sea level.  Between the Jordan  and the Mediterranean, the central highlands are around 600 metres above sea level, Jerusalem itself being around 800 metres above sea level. 


Figure 1.1 Sea of Galilee 
 ( Image: John Went ) 
 Much of the terrain – near Jerusalem, for example – is steep and rocky; some of it, for instance, around the Dead Sea, is near desert; and some of it, notably near the Mediterranean coast and parts of Galilee, is very fertile. The climate is subtropical, hot and dry in summer, but cooler and with some rain, and even occasionally snow, in winter. 
 Much of the country is now highly developed. In Jesus ’ time the economy was largely agrarian; hence, all the sheep and farming allusions in New Testament (NT) stories. There were plenty of very small farms, but also, especially in Judea around Jerusalem,  rich landowners with big estates and vineyards relying on servant labour. Transport was on foot, and populations were low, with Jerusalem having a resident population of maybe 60,000, contrasted with one million today (estimates of populations of ancient places vary widely), though quite possibly five times that number of visitors would flood into the city for a festival like Passover. 




 Archaeology in Palestine has been important for many years, and has gained huge momentum in the modern Israeli period, with excavations taking place throughout the area using sophisticated modern techniques and adding to our understanding, not least of the ancient city of Jerusalem  and of Galilee,  where Jesus lived and taught. Exciting finds keep being reported: the inscription referring to Pontius Pilate found in 1961 at Caesarea  (on the Mediterranean coast, the capital of Roman Judea), the first-century fishing boat  found in Galilee in 1986, the synagogue with its mosaic flooring in Magdala in Galilee, the claimed finding of the bones of Caiaphas  the high priest in 1990 and, more recently, in 2019, the impressive paved street in Jerusalem, quite possibly laid down by Pilate. 

The Roman Empire and Roman Sources

 World superpowers rise and fall, and in the first century CE it was the Roman Empire which ruled the Mediterranean world. We know a great deal about the Romans in this period, with much surviving Latin literature giving us insight into the culture and history and organization of the Empire. 
 Notable histories include famously the writings of Julius Caesar. 
 But most important for the time of Jesus are the Annals of Tacitus (56 – 120  CE ), a highly regarded historian writing about Rome in the first century, and also the historical writings of Suetonius (approximately 75 – 120  CE ), including his account of the Roman emperors in the NT period. Tacitus certainly, and Suetonius probably, refer to the Christian church,  though only in passing (see Chapter 4 ). Other writings include the letters of Pliny, a Roman provincial governor at the beginning of the second century CE , which give great insight into how the Empire worked; this is highly relevant to the study of the story of Jesus, who lived and worked in the shadow of the Roman Empire. Again, archaeology supplements our knowledge of the Empire, with all sorts of informative inscriptions (e.g. one referring to Pilate) as well as other remains. 
Jewish Sources

 The most important Jewish sources for our study are the works of Flavius Josephus (37 – c. 100  CE ). He was an educated Jew who lived in Palestine until he moved to Rome during the Jewish War of 66 – 70  CE . His two major works, Antiquities of the Jews and Jewish
War, have a definite agenda, following his defection from the Jewish side in the war to the  Roman  side, but are still a mine of information about the period: he refers to people who also feature in the NT, such as John the Baptist,  Pontius Pilate  and Caiaphas,  not to mention different religious groups such as the Pharisees  and Sadducees.  He mentions Jesus at one point, though there is reason to think that his comments have been edited and ‘ improved ’ by Christian copyists. 



 Other Jewish sources include the Dead Sea Scrolls which were discovered in 1947 by a Bedouin shepherd looking for a lost sheep. They were in eleven caves at Qumran near the Dead Sea, where they had been undisturbed since the first century CE . 
2
 The scrolls include copies of books from the OT, commentaries, books of psalms/hymns and scrolls relating directly to the life of the semi-monastic Jewish community that lived at Qumran; it seems to have been an Essene  community, the Essenes being a group with some similarities to the better-known Pharisees. 
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 The scrolls appear to have been written a century or so before the time of Jesus, and do not have a direct bearing on his story, despite the speculative attempts of some scholars to find links. What may be true is that John the Baptist, who preceded and baptized Jesus, had links with the community (see Chapter 8 ). 

 There are other Jewish sources of indirect relevance, including the writings of Philo, from  Alexandria in Egypt (20  BCE – c. 50  CE ). Alexandria was one of the most notable academic cities of the Roman Empire, a focus of Greek  culture, but also home to a vibrant Jewish community. It was in Alexandria that the Greek translation of the OT known as the Septuagint  (or LXX, from the Latin ‘ seventy ’ , because it was supposedly produced by seventy translators) was produced in the centuries before Jesus. Philo was a leader of that community in the first century, and wrote a variety of books that sought to bring together the traditions of Judaism with the wisdom of the Greeks. Philo ’ s work Embassy is especially interesting because of his comments about Pontius Pilate, many of them disparaging. 
 The rabbinic writings of the Mishnah  (compiled around 200  CE ) and the Talmud  (compiled around 400  CE ) include references to rabbis and events contemporary with Jesus and the early Christians, including one probable reference to the crucifixion  of Jesus. But there is considerable  uncertainty about the reliability of some of the earliest traditions, not least because of the massive changes that Judaism experienced in the first centuries CE . But they are still a source of real interest, even if to be used with caution. 
 The most important ‘ Jewish ’ sources of information about the time of Jesus are of course the NT documents themselves, which we will be examining in some detail later in this book. But before that, we must ask: In what sort of world did Jesus live and work? 
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 2 Kings 5:12. 
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 The scrolls are identified by scholars with the number of the cave, for example, 1Q = Qumran cave 1, and the title of the scrolls. So the commentary  ( pesher in Hebrew) on the OT book of Habakkuk is IQpHab. 
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 For a useful guide to the scrolls, see VanderKam, 2010 . 








  2 
 The Historical and Social Contexts 
Before the Christian Era: Tradition and History
Beginnings
 The Jews have always been, and continue to be, a people for whom national history is hugely important. The story, as told in the OT Scriptures, 
1
 stretches back to Abraham,  who was regarded as the father of the nation. He responded to a divine call to migrate from Mesopotamia and came finally to ‘ the promised land ’ , in what we would call Israel today, living there semi-nomadically with his family. He, along with his son Isaac and grandson Jacob, are known as the divinely chosen ‘ patriarchs ’ of the Jewish people. 
Several generations passed, before famine led to a further migration into Egypt, where there was food. They were there for 400 years, but ended up being slaves to the ruling pharaohs (famous for building the pyramids). Their final escape from slavery to the Egyptian superpower was a miraculous deliverance, as they saw it, under the leadership of Moses.
 That ‘ Exodus ’  has remained, throughout Jewish history, one of the most celebrated events, remembered most notably at the annual Passover:  the story is recalled and a festal meal of roast lamb eaten by families. 
   In the Wilderness 

 After their escape from Egypt they travelled as nomads in the hostile Sinai desert for forty spiritually and physically frustrating years. But they were guided by ‘ YHWH ’ , their God. 
 YHWH is described as meeting with Moses on Mount Sinai, and giving him the ‘ Ten Commandments ’ which were to become so central in the Jewish and later the Christian traditions, and also many other laws for their social and religious life, found principally in the OT books of Leviticus and Deuteronomy. 
 YHWH is said to have gone with the people of Israel, his presence being focussed in ‘ the tabernacle ’ , a tent shrine, and in particular in the most holy part of the tabernacle, the ‘ Holy of Holies ’ . Inside the ‘ Holy of Holies ’ was  the sacred ‘ ark ’ , a carved wooden box which contained tablets inscribed with the words of the Ten Commandments. 

  The name of God 


 There are various debates about the name YHWH, and even about its pronunciation, since in ancient Hebrew script the consonants were written down, but not the vowels; most think it was pronounced ‘ Yahweh ’ . As for its origin and meaning, in Exodus chapter 3  God is said to have responded to a question about his name: ‘ I am who I am ’ , the Hebrew consonants of ‘ I am ’ being the same as those of Yahweh. 

 The warning against misusing the name came to be taken so seriously and literally that Jews increasingly avoided using it at all even when reading the Hebrew text. They substituted ‘ the Lord ’ , Adonai in Hebrew, Kyrios in Greek. This practice has carried over into modern Bible translations, with the modern reader often oblivious to the fact that ‘ the LORD ’ is not what the Hebrew says, but a pious substitute for the personal name (this is indicated in some versions by the use of capital letters). The old English translation of the divine name as Jehovah reflects a mixing-up of the consonants of YHWH and the vowels of Adonai (lord). 

In the Promised Land
 Eventually the people arrived back in Palestine, crossing the river Jordan,  and the conquest and settlement of the land began under the leadership of 
 Moses ’ successor, Joshua. It was a messy process lasting many years, but gradually a nation-state emerged. The high point of that process was the reign of the most famous king, David,  who probably lived around 1000  BCE . Despite his faults he came to be viewed as an ideal king, victorious, just, godly. His son Solomon succeeded him, and built the first temple  to YHWH in Jerusalem;  but during and after his reign things began to go downhill for the nation, with national division, plus the accession of some disastrous kings and rampant religious syncretism. It was a time when various new powers and superpowers emerged in the Middle/Near East, dominating the political scene for the Jews. After Assyria (roughly corresponding to modern Syria and Iraq) came Babylon (roughly modern Iraq). 
  Exile 
 Both the Assyrians and the Babylonians were militarily powerful, and they deported large numbers of Jews to their own countries. The final blow was in 587  BCE when the Babylonians destroyed Jerusalem and the temple; those events and the subsequent exile of Jews in Babylonia for almost fifty years represented a supremely dark and depressing time in Jewish history. It was explained by Jewish prophets as punishment for the people ’ s faithlessness to YHWH, the God of Israel. Some of the prophets  looked forward to a future time of restoration (see Chapter 3 , ‘ The Prophets, Messianic Hope and Jewish Apocalyptic ’ ). Things changed for the better, with the rise of the next superpower, Persia (roughly corresponding to modern Iran), which conquered Babylon, and it was Cyrus the Great who in 538  BCE allowed the Jews to return to their homeland (i.e. the ‘ holy land ’ ) and to begin rebuilding. 
After the Exile
 Not all the Jews returned, indeed probably only a minority. Rebuilding was a slow process. The OT books of Nehemiah and Ezra  feature two men who were celebrated for their contribution – for rebuilding the city in Nehemiah ’ s case, and for re-establishing faithful Law-keeping Judaism  in Ezra ’ s case. But it was a stop-and-start process lasting over the subsequent centuries, first under the relatively benign Medo-Persian rulers, and then under Greek rulers. 

 The year 332  BCE saw the meteoric rise of the young Alexander the Great from Macedonia in northern Greece. In ten years, until his premature death, his armies swept across the Near Eastern world, reaching as far as India in the east and Egypt in the south. His military successes and prowess are legendary, and, though his empire began to fragment immediately after  his death, his influence in spreading  Greek culture was extraordinary and lasting. He founded Greek cities, such as Alexandria  in Egypt which became one of the most important cities in the Mediterranean world. Greek became something like an international language, spoken across the Mediterranean world, including in many Jewish synagogues. This legacy of Alexander is very important indeed for the historian of Jesus and early Christianity since the NT was written in Greek, not in Aramaic,  the first language of Jesus and his followers: we are largely reliant on Greek manuscripts for our access to the gospels and to other relevant sources, for example, to Josephus  the Jewish historian. 


Early texts


  There is an extraordinary number of very early texts of the NT and fragments of texts, far more than for classical Greek and Latin writings. Textual criticism, which is the expert study of ancient texts and manuscripts and of their transmission of traditions, points to a largely faithful process of copying the NT books, and it is possible to identify and so to discount the mistakes and minor changes, mainly of grammar, made by individual scribes. 




Figure 2.1   Second-century fragment of the Greek NT (John ’ s gospel), in John Rylands Library, Manchester  

 ( Image: Courtesy of JRUL, Public Domain, via Wikimedia Commons ) 



 Alexander ’ s  death was followed by power struggles, and his empire split, with various members of his family and his generals taking power across the Mediterranean world. Palestine was first under the jurisdiction of the ‘ Ptolemies ’ who were in Egypt, and then of the ‘ Seleucids ’ , 

2
 whose capital was in Syrian Antioch (modern Antakya in Turkey). Their rule was mostly benign, and the Jews were allowed a large measure of religious freedom and local autonomy. But then in 167  BCE there was a crisis, which left a profound mark on future Jewish history. 
  Disaster and Then the Maccabees 
 The crisis involved the Seleucid ruler, Antiochus IV,  known as ‘ Epiphanes ’ (from the Greek and meaning divine ‘ manifestation ’ ). He was a keen Hellenizer, promoting all things Greek:  far from leaving the Jews in peace he intervened militarily in Jerusalem  and attempted to abolish Jewish traditional religion, even rededicating the temple in Jerusalem to the supreme Greek god, Zeus. 
 The historical details of exactly what happened and why are debated by scholars; but the Jewish tradition, most notably found in the apocryphal books of Maccabees, 
3
 describes the horrifying defilement of the temple, the setting up of a pagan altar ( ‘ the abomination of desolation ’ or ‘ the ‘ desolating sacrilege ’ )  and the prohibition of sacred Jewish traditions, such as circumcision.  It also describes the courageous resistance movement associated with one family, the Hasmoneans. It  started with a priest, Mattathias, refusing to offer a pagan sacrifice as ordered by soldiers in his home village of Modein; he and his family fled to the hills, from where they conducted a guerrilla war against the Seleucids and their supporters. It was led by Mattathias ’ sons, first by Judas, who was nicknamed Maccabeus meaning ‘ hammer ’ ; it was so successful that the Jews regained religious autonomy and  rededicated the Jerusalem temple in 164  BCE . 
4


 The rededication of the temple in 164  BCE has been celebrated by the Jews right up to the present day in the feast of Hanukkah ( ‘ Dedication ’ ), and the events of 167 – 164  BCE became of great importance in Jewish national consciousness in subsequent Jewish history, including in the time 
 of Jesus. The desecration of the temple and the attack on sacred Jewish traditions were seen as the epitome of disastrous sacrilege.  The Maccabean resistance in the face of the local superpower was the epitome of courageous faith and of religious ‘ zeal ’ (a key term in Jewish history). 
5
 Their final success was evidence of faith conquering in the face of massive odds and of divine endorsement for those upholding the Torah (  Jewish Law) and its traditions. It was (and remains) an inspiration for Jews, including for those advocating violent resistance in the first century CE . 

 The year 164  BCE marked the beginning of the Hasmonean (or Maccabean) period, under the leadership of members of the family. Judas was succeeded by his brothers Jonathan and then Simon, and the family effectively became a dynasty which lasted until the arrival of the Romans. This was not popular with everyone:  Jonathan accepted the role of high priest, and Simon the role of king as well as high priest, moves that were controversial since the family was not in the high-priestly line, nor in the royal line of David.  What had started as admirable religious zeal was evolving into questionable dynastic power seeking and ruthlessness. This alienated many of the most pious, 
6
 even though the limited religious freedom which the Hasmoneans achieved, under the Seleucids,  and the Jews ’ increasing political autonomy and military power, were welcome. 
 Towards the end of the second and at the beginning of the first century BCE the Jews conquered Samaria,  destroying the Samaritans ’ temple in the process. They also conquered Galilee,  repopulating the area with Jews from Judea, so that in the time of Jesus it was a strongly Jewish region (see Chapter 7 ). They were successful, but often brutal in the process. 

  The Roman Era 
 The power of the Seleucids declined in the face of the new and up-and-coming superpower, Rome; and the Hasmoneans had disagreements among themselves. The upshot of this was the arrival in Jerusalem of the Roman general Pompey  ‘ the Great ’ in 63  BCE , and the Roman takeover of the country. Pompey caused alarm and some offence by entering the  Jerusalem temple,  where he is said to have been amazed not to find any image of a deity. But by and large Roman policy was to allow the Jews religious freedom. 
 The Roman Empire was at its height in the time of Jesus, after centuries of expansion. The very last king of Rome had been displaced in the sixth century BCE , and the Roman republic was born, with its Senate ruling for the next four centuries through its consuls and other elected officials. Over the centuries what was originally an Italian city-state evolved into an increasingly powerful world power. The years immediately before the time of Jesus saw political turmoil, with the rise of various leaders in Rome, including Pompey,  and most notably Julius Caesar, who was granted increasing personal powers in the state. This was a controversial development, and in 44  BCE Caesar was assassinated.  A power struggle ensued, involving particularly Octavian, a relative of Caesar ’ s named in his will as his successor, and Mark Antony (of Antony and Cleopatra). It ended with the defeat of Antony by Octavian in 31  BCE . In 27  BCE Octavian was granted the title Augustus by the Roman Senate, and became the imperator , or emperor, of the whole Roman empire (see Figure 2.2 ). 


Figure 2.2 Map of the Roman Empire 
 ( Image: Stephen Travis/SPCK ) 

 From now on power resided mainly with the emperor, though the Senate continued to function and meet. Under Augustus and his immediate successors it was a period of comparatively benign autocracy and of peace. The Romans now ruled from Spain and France in the west to Syria, Judaea and Egypt in the east and south. The pax Romana (Roman peace) was secured by the military might of Rome, with its legions being strategically based around the Empire, and able to move fast around the Empire on the fine network of roads that they built. 

 The Romans ruled with a mostly light touch, allowing considerable local autonomy, though demanding taxation  and intervening forcefully in troubles and real or suspected cases of insurrection. They exercised their rule in two ways: first, through provincial governors appointed and sent out from Rome. These would often have been people of some standing, most of them with a good military record. In the east of the empire Antioch in Syria was the Roman capital of the area, with a senior provincial governor, supported by a sizeable military force of four of Rome ’ s elite legions (each having around 5,000 soldiers, all Roman citizens). A lesser province at the time of Jesus was Judea and Samaria,  its capital being Caesarea  on the coast; it had six or so cohorts based there, each having about 500 auxiliary soldiers, non-citizens recruited from the provinces of the Empire. Some troops were based in Jerusalem, mostly in ‘ Herod ’ s palace ’ , which became the governor ’ s residence when he was in the city, but also with a detachment in the Antonia fortress, immediately adjacent to the Jerusalem temple.  The Roman garrison in Jerusalem was considerably reinforced at Passover  time, when large crowds of enthusiastic Jews were in the city celebrating a festival that was all about national liberation. The most famous governor of Judea and Samaria is Pontius Pilate,  who was governor (Latin ‘ prefect ’ ) at the time of Jesus (see Figure 2.3 ). 


Figure 2.3 Map of Palestine in the time of Jesus 
 ( Image: SPCK ) 
 The other form of Roman rule in the Empire was indirect, through local leaders (or ‘ client kings ’ ). 

  The Herod Family 
 In the time of Jesus it was the Herod family who were in power in much of Palestine. The family had Idumean (or Edomite) roots in the territory immediately to the south of Palestine. The Idumaeans  were not Jews historically but were forced to accept Judaism by the Hasmoneans.  The father of the family, Antipater, was a politically wily man, who got in with the Hasmoneans and then, most significantly, with the Romans, giving military aid to Julius Caesar when he was in a military tight spot. Antipater was  rewarded by being appointed ‘ procurator ’ of Judea, and also by winning privileges for the Jews across the Roman Empire, including freedom of worship and exemption from Roman military service.  But Antipater was finally assassinated, and one of his sons, known later as Herod the Great, had to fight to get back power. After a ruthless siege of Jerusalem, he triumphed in 37  BCE and was recognized as king of Judea by the Romans, ruling until his death in 4  BCE . 

 Herod the Great ’ s ruthlessness against all opposition and suspected opposition was legendary, and Augustus  is said to have commented: ‘ it is better to be Herod ’ s pig (Greek hus) than his son ( huios ) ’ . Whether Augustus said that or not, 
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 it is an apt comment on someone who killed three of his own sons, perceiving them to be a threat. His favourite wife was also killed – Josephus  tells us that he regretted this afterwards – as was his father-in-law. 
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 More positively,  Herod was an amazing builder, erecting numerous impressive buildings in Palestine, including a palace for himself in Jerusalem and, most significantly, a completely and magnificently rebuilt temple, twice the size of the previous temple and far grander (see Chapter 3 , ‘ Jewish Religion ’ ). The Jews had mixed feelings about the building: positive because of its historic and sacred importance, but less positive because of Herod, whose own Jewishness was questioned and whose other building work included constructing pagan temples. 
 Herod died in 4  BCE , and this sparked off various disturbances, including in Galilee  where Judas,  son of Hezekiah, led a nationalistic rebellion, 
 with the city of Sepphoris  being destroyed. The Roman governor of Syria, Varus, intervened and Josephus informs us that he crucified 2,000 people. 
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 Order was restored, and Herod ’ s kingdom was divided up between his three sons – Archelaus  in Judea and Samaria,  Philip in the north and east (including what we call the Golan Heights) and Antipas  in Galilee and Perea (in Transjordan). 

 Archelaus did not last long, because he inherited his father ’ s ruthlessness and viciousness but not his ability; complaints went to Rome, which led to his dismissal and to the appointment of a Roman prefect from 6  CE . Antipas lasted much longer. He upset various people by divorcing his first wife and then marrying his brother Philip ’ s wife, Herodias, scandalously in the eyes of many Jews. But he inherited his father ’ s building skills and did a lot of construction work, including the city of Tiberias, which was named after the wife of the new emperor. He finally lost his job in 37  CE when, encouraged by Herodias, he overstepped the mark with the Romans by asking to be given the title of ‘ king ’ ; the family were rewarded for their ambition by being exiled to Spain. 






Figure 2.4 Herod family tree 
Roman Governors of Judea
 From 6  CE Judea was ruled by Roman ‘ prefects ’ (later known as ‘ procurators ’ ). Such direct rule by the pagan superpower was not welcome to many Jews (even though the Herods were also not very popular!). A census  was ordered in 6  CE for taxation  purposes by the then governor of Syria, Quirinius,  and this provoked a Jewish rebellion, 
 which was led by a man called Judas from Galilee.  This was very likely the same man who led the uprising earlier in 4  BCE (though Judas was one of the most popular names for boys, with Judas Maccabeus  having been such a national hero; interestingly, Jesus had a brother and two disciples named Judas). 


Figure 2.5 Augustus: Roman emperor when Jesus was born, Vatican Museum 
 ( Image: Public Domain via Wikimedia Commons ) 
 This nationalistic uprising was crushed, with many people killed. It has sometimes been seen as the origin of the Zealot movement, its members coming to the fore as violent opponents of the Romans in the context of the Jewish war of 66 – 70  CE . That link is uncertain, but what is certain is that the Roman prefects who were now in charge of Judea and Samaria had, all the time, to be aware of Jewish sensitivities, especially when it came to the holy city of Jerusalem  and its temple.  Some prefects were conciliatory and relatively hands-off in their approach, though the appointment of the all-important Jewish high priest was something that they controlled. Valerius Gratus, who was prefect between 15 and 26  CE , appears to have been more interventionist, constantly replacing the high priest,  but finally appointing Joseph Caiaphas  in 18  CE , who remained in power until 36  CE . His father-in-law Annas  had been high priest between 6 and 15  CE , and Annas and his family were the ruling high-priestly family for much of the first century CE . 
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 Valerius Gratus was succeeded in 26  CE by  Pontius Pilate, whose claim to fame is that he gave the order for Jesus to be crucified  around 31  CE . We do not know about Pilate ’ s background. He was probably from the ‘ equestrian ’ class (one down from the top senatorial class) like other governors of less important provinces, and it is likely that he had military connections. 


Figure 2.6  Inscription from Caesarea Maritima with Pilate ’ s name (second line), now in Israel Museum  
 ( Image: Stephen Travis ) 
 He gets a particularly bad press from our first-century sources, notably from Philo,  with Josephus also describing his mishandling of matters and especially his insensitivity to Jewish feelings about Jerusalem and the temple.  Josephus describes his breaking with precedent by having Roman soldiers bring their military standards by night into Jerusalem, and no doubt into the Antonia fortress which adjoined the Jewish temple. The standards had what Josephus calls ‘ effigies of Caesar ’ on them; whatever these were they were seen as sacrilegious images being brought into the holy city, no doubt recalling the awful events of 167  BCE . There was a huge non-violent protest that eventually led to Pilate having to back down. 

 Philo tells us of an apparently different incident when Pilate had some golden shields inscribed with his name and with that of the emperor erected in his residence (formerly Herod ’ s palace); the protests this time went to the emperor in Rome, and Pilate was ordered to move them to his capital, Caesarea.  Josephus also describes how Pilate upset the Jews by taking money from the  temple treasury to pay for an aqueduct into Jerusalem. This was arguably a reasonable thing to do, given the quantity of water used by the temple and the size of the temple ’ s funding, but again offensive to the Jews because of their feelings about the sanctity of the temple. 
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 Whether Pilate was as inept as Philo and Josephus suggest is uncertain. Handling the religious Near East has been notoriously difficult throughout the centuries right up to the present day, even for superpowers. Pilate illustrates the point, and eventually lost his job by mishandling a popular religious movement in Samaria;  his brutality in putting it down led to a strong protest going to the senior governor of the area, based in Syria, and Pilate was sent back to Rome, to disappear from history. This is the man who had to deal with Jesus of Nazareth and his Jewish opponents, and who thus achieved fame. 



  Key dates in Jewish history from exile to 70 CE 


BCE




336 Alexander the Great becomes king of Macedonia in northern Greece. 


323 Death of Alexander leads to the division of his great empire, with Palestine being ruled first by the Ptolemaic empire from Egypt, then by the Seleucids in Syria. 


167 Seleucid Antiochus IV sets up pagan altar, ‘ the desolating sacrilege ’ , in Jerusalem temple and tries to eradicate Jewish religion. 


164 Temple rededicated after successful campaign by Judas Maccabeus, from the Hasmonean family. 


160 Judas killed, and his brother Jonathan takes over, in due course accepting the position of high priest. 


143 Jonathan killed and succeeded by his brother Simon. 


134 Simon assassinated; succeeded by his son Hyrcanus 1, whose forces eventually destroy Samaritan temple on Mount Gerizim in 128. 


104 Aristobulus 1 succeeds his father Hyrcanus; conquers Galilee. Dies suddenly, and is succeeded by his brother Alexander Janneus, who takes title ‘ king of Judea ’ . 


63 Pompey enters temple, and the Romans take over from Hasmonean dynasty. 


55 Antipater (father of Herod the Great) given title ‘ procurator of Judea ’ . 


44 Julius Caesar murdered in Rome; Antipater murdered a year later. 


37 Herod the Great captures Jerusalem, with Roman support. 


19 Renovation of Jerusalem temple begins. 


4 Herod dies, to be succeeded by Archelaus in Judea and Samaria (until 6  CE ), Antipas in Galilee and Perea (until 39  CE ) and Philip in area north of Galilee (until 33  CE ). Approximate date of Jesus ’ birth. 

CE




6 Judea and Samaria put under direct Roman rule. Quirinius governor of Syria conducts census, provoking revolt led by Judas the Galilean. 


   26  Pontius Pilate governor of Judea until 36  CE . 


31/33 Jesus ’ crucifixion and resurrection. 


39 Roman emperor Gaius orders statue of himself to be erected in Jerusalem temple, but is assassinated. 


49 Emperor Claudius banishes Jews from Rome for rioting at the instigation of ‘ Chrestus ’ . 


62 High priest Annas II has James, brother of Jesus, killed before arrival of new governor Albinus. 


64 Great fire in Rome, and persecution of Christians. 


66 Jewish revolt begins in Jerusalem. 


70 Jerusalem finally overrun after siege and bitter resistance. 

The Jewish Authorities
 Although there was direct rule of Judea by Roman governors for much of the time of Jesus, the management of the temple  and religious affairs was mainly in the hands of the Jewish high-priestly family, and they had considerable power, including under the Herods.  For that reason, the Herods and then the Roman governors kept under their control the appointment of the high priest, and also the custody of their most sacred robes which were worn at festival times. Festivals  were potentially dangerous to the authorities, both because of the large numbers of people involved and because of their national and hence nationalistic significance. 
 In many respects, the high priests and their circle were the local government of the city, dominating the ‘ Sanhedrin ’  , a council comprising the priests and other local leaders. Theirs was a tricky role, since they had the Romans to please, but also the Jewish people whom they notionally served and represented. It was also a role in which they could do very well for themselves: they controlled the temple, into which money poured; and they were very wealthy, with the high priest ’ s house being an opulent palace. It is not surprising that they were not popular with many people, and that they were regarded as a disgrace by various religious groups, including the Essenes  of Qumran and the followers of Jesus of Nazareth. 



1

 There is much scholarly debate about the historical reliability of the OT accounts, but they were assumed to be true by Jesus and his Jewish contemporaries. We can only sketch out the story, noting some of the most important ingredients. 



2

 Ptolemy I and Seleucus I were generals of Alexander the Great. 



3

 The words ‘ Apocrypha ’ and ‘ apocryphal ’ , from the Greek word ‘ hidden ’ , are used particularly of books that have been accepted as scriptural or semi-scriptural by some Christians, but not by all. 



4

 1 Maccabees 1 – 4. 



5

 For example, outstandingly ‘ zealous ’ individuals in the OT were the priest Phinehas who killed a fellow Israelite and his Moabite girlfriend (Numbers 25) and the prophet Elijah who confronted the Baal-worshipping queen Jezebel (1 Kings 18). 



6

 The Hasmonean ruler Alexander Jannaeus (103 – 76  BCE ) fell out with the Pharisees, crucifying many and killing other opponents; his widow Alexandra who succeeded him favoured the Pharisees. It is likely that the Essenes moved to Qumran after falling out with the Hasmoneans (see Chapter 3 , ‘ Religious Parties and groups ’ ). 
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 The fifth-century pagan writer Macrobius, Saturnalia 11 iv 11, refers to Herod ordering all the boys in Syria under the age of two to be killed. Whether he had any independent knowledge of the story in Matthew is doubtful, even if possible (see Riesner, 2019 , 62 – 3). 
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 Josephus, War 1:22. 
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 Josephus, Antiquities 17:269 – 98, 18:4 – 10. 



10

 Compare Acts 4:5, 6. See Smith, 2018 . 
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 Josephus, Antiquities 18: 55 – 62, 85 – 9; Philo, On the Embassy to Gaius 299 – 306. 








   3 
 The Religious Context 
Gentiles and Jews


 All sorts of religions flourished in the Roman world. In Rome itself there were temples and altars all over the city, notably to the traditional Roman gods and goddesses, such as Jupiter, Mercury and Diana (who were identified with the Greek gods Zeus, Hermes and Artemis, respectively). Across the Empire there were local gods, as well as cults with their own myths and religious practices. Temples were important, not just for religious reasons, but also as meeting places, especially at festival times when all sorts would enjoy convivial eating and drinking. In the first century CE worship of the Roman emperor, seen as divine, came to be practised, not in Rome itself, but elsewhere in the Empire – designed to foster loyalty to Rome and to create social cohesion. 
 Judaism was widespread in the Empire with large Jewish communities in cities such as Rome  and Alexandria,  and in smaller communities where Jews had settled, often for commercial purposes. It has been estimated that 80 per cent of Jews lived outside Palestine, and that 10 per cent of the population of the Roman Empire was Jewish. 
1
 In their travels across the Mediterranean world described in the NT book of Acts,  Paul  and others are always meeting up with Jewish communities. 
2
 The so-called ‘ Jewish diaspora ’  (Greek meaning, ‘ dispersion ’ ) maintained strong links with Jerusalem  and their holy land, and there was continual coming and going, especially for the major Jewish festivals. 

 There was a love – hate relationship between the Jews and their non-Jewish neighbours: people were puzzled by a religion with no images of 
 deities (a form of atheism!) and suspicious of Jews ’ non-participation in pagan religion. There was some outright hostility, as illustrated by Tacitus:  ‘ The other customs of the Jews are base and abominable, and owe their persistence to their depravity … the Jews are extremely loyal toward one another, and always ready to show compassion, but toward every other people they feel only hate and enmity. ’ 
3


 Others, however, were impressed both by the simplicity of their monotheism and their clear ethical  principles. A good number of Gentiles did become Jewish ‘ proselytes ’ (literally ‘ goers-over ’ ), though the requirement of circumcision  for men was a deterrent! In addition there were a considerable number of sympathizers – so-called ‘ God-fearers ’ , who did not become Jews but who did associate with them. Following Antipater ’ s support of Julius Caesar in his struggle for power, the Jewish community was granted certain privileges. But even if Judaism was a ‘ legal religion ’ ( religio licita) within the Empire, this did not prevent some anti-Semitism, as in periodic expulsions of Jews from Rome. 
 Jesus ’ context was a thoroughly Jewish one, though the polytheism and paganism of the Roman world were never far away. The Herod family,  though notionally and officially Jewish, were culturally great enthusiasts for everything Greek  and Roman,  with Herod the Great  reportedly erecting an amphitheatre, theatre and hippodrome in the vicinity of Jerusalem, and building three temples dedicated to the Roman emperor elsewhere in Palestine. His son Herod Antipas,  like his father, made himself out to be a faithful Jew, but also promoted a Greek/Roman lifestyle; he built the great city of Tiberias on the shores of the sea of Galilee, its name expressing his loyalty to the Roman emperor. The great building projects of the Herods generated a huge amount of employment (as well as massive taxation);  it has been suggested that Jesus ’ father, the carpenter-builder Joseph from Nazareth, might have been employed in the building of the nearby city of Sepphoris  (but see Chapter 7 ). 
 If the Herods were nominally Jewish, the people of Judea in the south and of Galilee  in the north were in many cases fervently Jewish. The migration of Jews from Judea to Galilee in the Hasmonean  period was specifically intended to re-Judaize Galilee, and it is likely that those who came were especially fervent in their religious devotion and in their messianic hopes. There is some reason to believe that Nazareth was a settlement of such immigrant Jews, and the village ’ s name could derive from the OT prophecy of ‘ a shoot ’ ( nezer in Hebrew) growing from the 
 family of David. 

4
 Although Judea and Galilee  were strongly Jewish, their geographical neighbours as well as  their Roman overlords were Gentiles, and Jesus and his friends would have been quite familiar with (and critical of) some Gentile religious beliefs and practices. 
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 In the centres of learning like Jerusalem,  rabbinic training would have included some study of Graeco – Roman ideas and philosophy. 

Jewish Religion
 Although not isolated from the Gentile world, the Jews ’ identity was very much tied up with their distinctive beliefs and practices. 
Monotheism
 The Jews in Jesus ’ time believed in one God, and rejected the polytheism and idolatry that surrounded them. Their monotheism is most clearly expressed in the OT book of Deuteronomy, in the so-called ‘ Shema ’ (Hebrew for ‘ hear ’ ): ‘ Hear, O Israel. YHWH is our God, YHWH is one. You shall love YHWH your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might. ’ These words became a sort of summary Jewish creed recited each day by faithful Jews including in Jesus ’ day and up to the present day. 
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  Their Covenant Relationship and Circumcision 
 The Jews saw YHWH as the good creator and ruler of the heavens and the earth and of everything in them, and they saw themselves as having a special ‘ covenant ’ relationship with him as his chosen people, which started with God ’ s call to Abraham.  A covenant is an agreement between two parties, as in a treaty or marriage, bringing privileges and  responsibilities. The privileges included experiencing YHWH ’ s khesed (a Hebrew word often translated as ‘ steadfast love ’ or ‘ mercy ’ ) and his presence as their ‘ rock ’ (a word often used in the psalms).  Their responsibilities were to love him and to live righteously, according to his Law.  Their covenant relationship was expressed physically in male circumcision,  seen as given by God as a sign to Abraham  and to his family. 

The Temple, Sacrifice and Synagogue
 YHWH had revealed himself historically to his people in many ways and places, especially and supremely in the Jerusalem temple. The temple was planned by King David  but built by his son Solomon around 950  BCE . After that time, the temple became the focus of Jewish religious life, as the place that YHWH the God of Israel had chosen as his earthly dwelling place. Inside was the sacred ‘ ark of the covenant ’ , a carved wooden box containing the tablet inscribed with the Ten Commandments. What had been a great and beautiful building when erected by Solomon was destroyed by the Babylonians in 587  BCE (the ark was lost at that time). When it was rebuilt after the exile  in Babylon it was a shadow of what it had been. 
 That completely changed with Herod the Great  who undertook a massive and radical restoration of the building, beginning in 19  BCE . It involved doubling the size of the existing temple area, its dimensions being 485 m on the west, 315 m on the north, 468 m on the east and 280 m on the south, an area larger than twenty professional soccer fields. 
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 The construction was not finally completed until 63  CE , well after the time of Jesus – only to be destroyed and ploughed up in 70  CE after the Jewish War. In the time of Jesus it was a magnificent complex of buildings, as both the NT and Josephus testify, constructed of massive blocks of white marble, with beautiful gates; for pilgrims coming over the Mount of Olives and seeing the temple below them, it would have been a breath-taking sight (see Figure 3.1 ). 
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Figure 3.1  Model of the temple in Jesus ’ time, Israel Museum, Jerusalem  
 ( Image: Stephen Travis ) 
 The buildings comprised a series of courtyards leading to the inner shrine, the ‘ holy of holies ’ ,  which only the high priest would enter and only once a year, on the Day of Atonement.  The outer courtyards were open to anyone, Gentiles  included. The inner courtyards were restricted to Jews; stone tablets (two of which have been found) warned others not to go 
 further, on pain of death (see Figure 3.2 ). Inside the court of the Gentiles was the court of the women, and beyond that the inner court where sacrifice was offered and in which the holy of holies  was situated. 


Figure 3.2  Jerusalem temple ‘ No entry ’ warning to Gentiles  
 ( Image: yoav dothan, GFDL, via Wikimedia Commons ) 
 The temple was seen as the place where you came to meet with the God of Israel, and as the place for sacrifice. The sacrificial system was regarded as a God-given way to give thanks to God for his goodness, but also as the way to atone for sin. The Day of Atonement  (Hebrew Yom Kippur ) was the most significant day in this connection: it was a solemn day of fasting and lament for national and personal sins. In a powerful ritual a bull and a goat were killed, and the high priest entered the holy of holies, sprinkling blood that had been shed in the holy place. He then laid his hands on the head of a second goat, confessing the sins of the people, and the animal was driven out into the wilderness – the ‘ scapegoat ’ . 
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 Atonement for sin was not only for one day of the year; sin- and guilt-offerings were a regular part of temple worship. The shedding of blood was a key ingredient in sacrifice. The OT associates blood with life, hence its solemn prohibition of shedding the blood of fellow human beings, but also the powerful symbolism of sacrificing an animal in dealing with the guilt  and consequences of sin. 
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 To many people today animal sacrifice is alien and viewed as cruel, even if it may be more humane than many modern forms of animal slaughter; in the biblical context it was a serious, personal and costly way of acknowledging sin and seeking God ’ s forgiveness. 
 The cost divided rich and poor; the poor were able to afford only a couple of pigeons, not a sacrificial lamb or other animal. The cost also meant that there was a lucrative business for the temple authorities who managed the sacrificial system. They would sell sacrificial animals and birds to the many pilgrims who could not bring their own. They also had a major currency exchange business, since the temple insisted on the use of coinage from Tyre rather than the regular Roman currency; although it had a pagan deity on one side of the coin, this was preferred to the image of the Roman  emperor, and was supposedly more inflation-proof! The 
 temple was the focus of the major Jewish festivals,  such as Passover,  when Jerusalem would be inundated with excited pilgrims. 
 A more negative aspect of the temple was the immediate proximity of the Antonia fortress, the base of a detachment of Roman soldiers, who could access the temple directly via a stairway when they saw the need to control what was going on in the crowded courtyards. 
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The temple site today


 The site of the temple is revered by Jews still, but it is now occupied by two Muslim buildings, the El Aksa mosque and the beautiful ‘ Dome of the Rock ’ , which was constructed in the eighth century. Jews today worship outside the temple area at the so-called ‘ Wailing Wall ’ , with the orthodox longing and praying for the reoccupation of the site and the rebuilding of the temple – a vision that does not endear them to Muslim Palestinians, although it does to some Christians. 

 For Jews living away from Jerusalem, for example in Galilee,  the temple was important, but their religious life locally came to be centred on the synagogue. The word ‘ synagogue ’ is Greek for ‘ meeting ’ , and can refer to groups of pious people meeting together as well as to the buildings where they began to meet. Its origins are uncertain, but may go back to the time of exile  when the Jews had no access to the temple and met to read the Law of God and to pray together. After the return to Palestine, such meetings may have continued, perhaps first in people ’ s homes. By the time of Jesus distinct synagogue buildings were being constructed, as is suggested by both the NT and Josephus,  and by a certain amount of recent archaeological  evidence. 
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 They were places of prayer, for hearing and teaching the Law and also for the education of children. 

   OT Law and the Sabbath 
 Very important to the Jewish people was the OT Law, which was believed to have been given to the people by God himself through Moses. The Law regulated worship and sacrifice, and described how God ’ s people should 
 behave in all sorts of contexts – specifying things and actions that were ‘ clean ’ and ‘ unclean ’ and laying out principles for personal conduct. Still today, orthodox Jews are strict on eating and drinking only food and drink that is ‘ kosher ’ : the Hebrew word means ‘ fit ’ , and it means food that is categorized as religiously clean – not pigs, for example – and that has been properly prepared. The concepts of religious cleanness and uncleanness are foreign to much modern culture, but uncleanness has some similarity to ideas of pollution and infection: it was something preferably to be avoided and certainly to be removed, all the more so because it affected a person ’ s relationship to God and their ability to take part in communal worship. 
 Most important were the ‘ ten words ’ or ‘ Ten Commandments ’ as they are usually called, given to the people of Israel via Moses on Mount Sinai after their Exodus from Egypt. They describe how the people should relate to God, reverently and excluding all other gods, and then how people should relate to each other. Honouring parents comes first, with family honour and relationships being particularly important. Then killing, adultery, theft and false witness and coveting are forbidden. These ten words were regarded as foundational for society in the time of Jesus, and have continued to be the basis of civilized life to the present day. 
 A key command was the fourth: ‘ keep the Sabbath day holy ’ . The last day of the week was to be a day of rest for the whole household. In the OT this is explained as a creational principle, with God himself ‘ resting ’ on the seventh day of creation. 
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 It was seen as an important marker of Jewish identity, even though there were differences of opinion about what exactly was involved in Sabbath observance (with extensive discussion of the issues in the Jewish rabbinic traditions of the Mishnah and Talmud). How scrupulous in practice ordinary Jews were – or indeed could be in some contexts – is debatable. But it was and still is something taken very seriously within Judaism. 
 The Law was only one part of the Jewish Scriptures, and the rest of the OT books were seen as inspired and God-given: from the book of Genesis with its story of creation and beginnings, through the historical books telling the stories of the Jewish people, on into the Psalms, the ‘ hymn book ’ of the Jews (for whom singing and music were an important part of their religious life) and into the books of Jewish wisdom, such as the Proverbs with its eloquent portrayal of life-giving Lady Wisdom, and 
 also its famous pithy statements (such as ‘ Go to the ant, you sluggard; consider her ways and be wise ’ ). 
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 As well as the wisdom literature found in the Hebrew OT, a considerable body of wisdom books in Greek grew up and were revered, including the influential Wisdom of Solomon and the book of Ecclesiasticus or the Wisdom of Jesus Son of Sirach. Finally, there was the prophetic literature. 

The Ten Commandments


 ‘ And God spoke all these words, saying,  “ I am YHWH your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. 

 • You shall have no other gods before me. 

 • You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. You shall not bow down to them or serve them, for I YHWH your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and the fourth generation of those who hate me, but showing steadfast love to thousands of those who love me and keep my commandments. 

 • You shall not take the name of YHWH your God in vain, for YHWH will not hold him guiltless who takes his name in vain. 

 • Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labour, and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to YHWH your God. On it you shall not do any work, you, or your son, or your daughter, your male servant, or your female servant, or your livestock, or the sojourner who is within your gates. For in six days YHWH made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested on the seventh day. Therefore YHWH blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy. 

 • Honour your father and your mother, that your days may be long in the land that YHWH your God is giving you. 

 • You shall not murder. 

 • You shall not commit adultery. 

 • You shall not steal. 

 • You shall not bear false witness against your neighbour. 

 • You shall not covet your neighbour ’ s house; you shall not covet your neighbour ’ s wife, or his male servant, or his female servant, or his ox, or his donkey, or anything that is your neighbour ’ s ” . ’ (Exodus 20, The Bible, English Standard Version; ‘ Lord ’ changed to ‘ YHWH ’ ) 

   The Prophets, Messianic Hope and Jewish Apocalyptic 
 The prophets were not primarily predicters of the future, but were mainly addressing practical situations faced in their contexts (from the sixth century BCE onwards). They brought the ‘ word of YHWH ’ to people, often sharply rebuking idolatry and injustice. But they also spoke in visionary ways of a better future to come – of restored peace and justice, of prosperity and faithfulness to God and his ways. Scholars speak of ‘ eschatological hope ’ ;  in other words, of hope for the eschaton (Greek for ‘ end-time ’ ). 

 One important, indeed central, part of this hope was the promise of a new and righteous king in the family of David, who would save the people from their enemies and bring freedom. 
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 In the centuries before Jesus this Davidic hope was very important for some Jewish groups, but less important for others. Controversially, the Hasmoneans  eventually took the title of king for themselves, though they were not in the line of David. And in some Jewish literature, such as the wisdom literature, the hope for a Davidic ‘ Messiah ’ is muted, if not absent. 
 The Hebrew word Messiah ( Christos in Greek) means ‘ anointed one ’ . In the OT and within Judaism ‘ anointing ’ with oil was a key ceremonial ingredient in the appointing of people to important offices; kings including David were anointed, but so were priests and prophets. The Jews ’ eschatological expectations and hopes were varied, including the hope for an ideal king, but also for a priestly Messiah, and for a future teacher and ‘ prophet like Moses ’ . All of those hopes are represented in the Dead Sea Scrolls. 
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 During the first centuries BCE and CE various individuals led semi-messianic uprisings against the authorities, mostly very short-lived; there was a shepherd called Athronges in 4  BCE and Judas the Galilean  in 6  CE . Josephus refers to a number of ‘ impostors and deceivers ’ arising before the disastrous Jewish War of 66 – 70  CE , promising signs and wonders and victory over the Romans. 
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 Not that the Jews ’ end-time hopes were all to do with messianic individuals; there was a wider vision of national salvation  and renewal, including Jeremiah ’ s prophecy of a future ‘ new ’ covenant  written not on  tablets of stone but in human hearts. 
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 There were also occasional references to the Gentile world coming to worship the God of Israel, and indeed hints of the whole of creation  being renewed and restored – for example, the picture of lambs, wolves and lions lying down peacefully together. 
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 All these prophetic hopes and visions are in one way or another related by the NT writers to Jesus. 
Apocalyptic Visions
 The prophecies are sometimes expressed in language that is highly pictorial, with symbolism that is often strange and challenging to interpret. So-called ‘ apocalyptic ’ (from the Greek word meaning ‘ revelation ’ ) typically describes the prophet being transported to heaven and having a revelation of divine secrets. The prophet sees battles in heaven, between angels and archangels on one side, and Satan  and demonic forces on the other. The symbolic language often clearly refers and is related to earthly events, but the reality of the heavenly realm and of good and evil spiritual forces is something that is taken for granted and is important in the NT. 
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 The two OT books that contain most apocalyptic visions are the books of Zechariah  and of Daniel.  They both contain visions of strange beasts, and it becomes clear that they are referring to the political superpowers of the day, such as Babylonia. 
 Apocalyptic is not confined to the OT, and there was a whole body of visionary material that assumed importance in Jewish thinking; some of this had an important influence on the early Christian church.  For example, the first book of Enoch purports to describe the visions of the seventh descendant of Adam and Eve, who, according to the OT book of Genesis did not die, but ‘ walked with God ’ . 
21
 It is one of numerous ‘ pseudepigraphical ’  Jewish writings that are ascribed to one of the greats of the past. The book is thought largely to have been composed in the first two centuries BCE , and fragments were found among the Dead Sea Scrolls.  But some of it is possibly post-Christian, including the so-called ‘ Similitudes ’ which speak about the heavenly ‘ Son of man ’ .  It was in any case a work of evident importance to the Essenes  of Qumran  and to the first Christians, being quoted in the NT letter of Jude, a letter thought by many to have been written by one of Jesus ’ brothers. 
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 The Scriptures were basic to all aspects of Jewish life in Jesus ’ day – to the life of ordinary people who were not all literate, but who knew the  stories and teachings of the Scriptures. 
23
 They heard the Scriptures read and expounded in the synagogue, children  were taught them and people learned them off by heart, as they still do in semi-literate societies where people do not possess or depend on books and social media. Life was regulated by the Scriptures ’ instructions for marking the birth of a child, for keeping the Sabbath, for clean and unclean food, as well as for religious rituals.  The festivals and holy days were also important educationally, especially the pilgrimage festivals in Jerusalem, such as Passover,  Tabernacles and Weeks; they were agricultural festivals originally, but came to be associated with the great events of the people ’ s history such as the Exodus. 
          Religious Parties and Groups 
 The Jewish religion was not monolithic. There were all sorts of different groupings with many different emphases – a situation familiar in modern religions including Christianity and Islam. 
  Pharisees 
 Notable groups in the time of Jesus included the Pharisees, who feature prominently in the NT and also in the writings of Josephus  who says that he was himself a Pharisee at one point. The name ‘ Pharisee ’ most likely originally meant ‘ separate one ’ , either because of the Pharisees ’ emphasis on keeping themselves separate from everything unclean (including Gentiles) and on scrupulously following the OT laws and the many traditions that had been passed down, or because they originally ‘ separated ’ from other religiously pious Jews. 
 The group ’ s origins are unknown, but the rebuilding of the nation after the exile  in the sixth century BCE included a particular focus on the Law (see the OT books of Ezra and Nehemiah). Then the frontal attack on the Jewish religion by Antiochus IV  in 167  BCE provoked a reaction associated not just with the Hasmonean family, but also with a group called the Hasidim (Hebrew for ‘ the pious ones ’ ), who could have been the predecessors of the Pharisees. The Pharisees were politically active in the first century BCE , but they suffered massively, first under the Hasmonean king  Alexander Jannaeus, who they opposed and who, according to Josephus, crucified hundreds of his opponents, most of them Pharisees, 
24
 but then under Herod the Great. 

25
 So in Jesus ’ day, the Pharisees were not actively militant. 
 But they met together in haburot ( ‘ fellowship groups ’ ), and they were strongly opposed to creeping paganism and vigorous in their defence of Jewish traditions. They went far beyond the simple letter of a law like the Sabbath  law, by specifying in some detail what activities did and did not entail violating the law. It was said later that they ‘ put a fence around the Law ’ , by spelling out in detail what could and could not be done, so that there was no chance of accidentally breaking it. 
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 They highly respected other received traditions, believing in angels, in resurrection and in a future Davidic  Messiah. 

 They were not a large group; Josephus suggests 6,000 people. 
27
 But their reputation for upholding Jewish tradition in the face of foreign influences gave them credibility in a period when the governing authorities were pagan, rich and powerful. The gospels suggest that Jesus had a lot of contact with the Pharisees; some were hostile, but others were friendly, inviting Jesus to eat in their homes. 
28
 Some scholars have argued that of all the Jewish groupings they were the nearest to Jesus, as a renewal movement emphasizing purity in order to hasten the end-times. 
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 This could be right, though the Essenes  have an equally strong claim. 
 In the gospels it is the Pharisees who are the particular focus of Jesus ’ sharply critical comments. Scholars often see this as a reflection of the situation after the Jewish War of 66 – 70  CE and the destruction of Jerusalem, when the Pharisees became the dominant Jewish party and there was considerable antagonism between them and the growing Christian church.  But it is entirely possible that they were particularly influential in Galilee  and Galilean synagogues during Jesus ’ lifetime, especially among the Jews who had settled there in the previous century in order to re-Judaize the area. In Jerusalem,  by contrast, the temple  was the focus, with the priests and the Sadducees  having the greatest power. 
 The Pharisees were a lay movement and not priests, but many were professional ‘ scribes ’ . The Hebrew and Greek words for scribe meant originally ‘ writing person ’ : they were the literate, trained teachers of Israel, expert in the Law and its interpretation. The term ‘ rabbi ’ was 
 originally a form of honorific address to such a teacher meaning something like ‘ my great one ’ – ‘ my honourable teacher ’ . But it came to be used of teachers of the Jewish Law in general. 


  Essenes 
 The Essenes are not referred to in the NT, but are described by Josephus  and Philo,  and the majority of modern scholars agree that the community associated with the Dead Sea Scrolls  was probably Essene. Those at Qumran  were a semi-monastic community, possibly all male (though this is not certain) and led by a council of priests. Not all Essenes lived in monastic communities, and indeed there was an Essene quarter of Jerusalem and an Essene gate to the city. 
 The origin of the Essenes is another unknown, as is the meaning of the name ‘ Essene ’ . They looked back to one ‘ Teacher of Righteousness ’ as their founder and inspiration, and were strongly opposed to the temple  hierarchy. The scrolls refer to the ‘ Wicked Priest ’ , who was probably a particular high priest who opposed, and was opposed by, the Teacher, who is himself quite likely to have been a priest. The Wicked Priest could have been Jonathan the brother of Judas Maccabeus, who assumed the role of high priest, illegitimately in the eyes of many as he was not from the Zadokite high priestly family. 
 The Essenes were in some ways similar to, but also critical of, the Pharisees, the latter probably being the group referred to in the scrolls as ‘ speakers of smooth things ’ . They were notable, like the Pharisees, for their uncompromising commitment to the study and observance of the OT Law. Some of the scrolls are commentaries on OT books; for example, the Habakkuk scroll goes through the OT book, applying it to the first-century situation with Habakkuk ’ s references to the ‘ Kittim ’ , meaning the Babylonians, being understood to refer to the Romans.  Scholars speak of ‘ pesher ’  interpretation, from the Hebrew word used in the scrolls meaning ‘ interpretation ’ ; it has been summed up in the phrase ‘ This is that ’ – in other words, ‘ This today is that which is in the text ’ . 
 The Essenes ’ interpretations of the OT laws were stricter in various ways than those of other groups. For example, on the Sabbath  there was to be no rescuing of your animal if it fell into a pit; on divorce  and remarriage they appear not to have contemplated exceptions to lifelong monogamy. 
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 The community had a strict discipline, as set out particularly in their Community Rule, with rules, for example, about the sharing of property and about eating together. There was to be no impurity or disability allowed in the community and, unlike the Jews who ran the temple  and who followed a lunar calendar when determining timings (e.g. of festivals),  they followed a solar calendar (a calendar also used in the book of Jubilees, a Jewish work which can probably be dated to the second century BCE ). 

 Perhaps most striking about the Essenes was their sense of being a ‘ new covenant ’  people living in the last days, as promised by the prophets; they were eagerly awaiting the day of YHWH and the coming of a Messiah,  or rather the coming of two Messiahs – one priestly, one kingly in the line of David  – plus a new ‘ prophet like Moses ’ . The idea of two Messiahs has its roots in the OT prophecies of Haggai and Zechariah  in connection with the post-exilic rebuilding of the temple 
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 , and the prophet like Moses recalls Moses ’ words in the book of Deuteronomy. 
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 The Qumran 
 community saw themselves as ‘ preparing the way of YHWH ’ in the wilderness, fulfilling the prophecy of Isaiah  40:3. 
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Figure 3.3 Qumran caves where scrolls were found 
 ( Image: John Went ) 
 Ritual washings were important to all the Jews, with ritual bathing pools ( miqvot ) being common in the temple  area of Jerusalem, but also elsewhere. Washings were especially important at Qumran. 
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   Sadducees 
 The Sadducees were another influential grouping, much more associated with the establishment and the temple than the Pharisees  and Essenes. Again, we know little about their origins: the name ‘ Sadducee ’ could be connected with the Zadokites, the high-priestly family. From Josephus  and the NT it is clear that they were theologically conservative, opposed to the Pharisees ’ belief in oral traditions  (as opposed to written Scripture) and to what they regarded as novel doctrines, including the Pharisees ’ belief in angels and the resurrection  of the dead. 
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 Even the prophetic writings of the OT were not regarded as authoritative Scripture. Their influence was not in their popular appeal (unlike the Pharisees), but in their wealth and their connections with the temple and the Jewish aristocracy, that is, the high priests  and the ruling Sanhedrin  council. 
  Herodians 
 Living under the Romans and the Herod family was an unwelcome aspect of life for Jews generally, though some, notably the high priests, could and did manage the relationship well and to their advantage. They did not want the status quo to be upset. There was also a group known as the Herodians, of whom we know very little, but whose name tells us that they were partisans of the Herod family;  they may well have been Sadducees. 
   Zealots 
 At the opposite end of the spectrum from the Herodians were the ‘ zealots ’ whose opposition to the influence and ideas of Gentiles  and pagans was not unlike that of the Pharisees; but their opposition to the Romans and their lackeys was active, not passive, taking violent form from time to time. Scholars have questioned whether they were an organized party before the 60s  CE and the Jewish War. The war, which lasted from 66 to 70  CE, was sparked by the people ’ s refusal to pay their taxes, 
 in defiance of the Romans, and led to the final destruction of Jerusalem.  The Roman  victory is celebrated in the Arch of Titus in Rome, which pictures the triumphal procession of Titus, the victorious general, and Jewish captives forced to carry the sacred temple vessels, such as the seven-branched candlestick (see Figure 3.4 ). But anti-Roman sentiment was rife before the disastrous war and there were various individual acts of rebellion;  as we have seen there were uprisings at the time of Herod the Great ’ s  death in 4  BCE and the rebellion of Judas the Galilean  in 6  CE . Judas and his rebels were brutally crushed, but nationalistic currents flowed strongly throughout the time of Jesus, as evident in Josephus ’  writings and the NT (see Chapter 19 for possible evidence of such ‘ zealot ’ rebellion at the time of Jesus ’ crucifixion). 



Figure 3.4 Arch of Titus, Rome, showing booty from Jerusalem temple (including candlestick) being carried in Roman triumphal procession 
 ( Image: A. Hunter Wright, CC BY-SA 3.0 & lt, via Wikimedia Commons ) 
    Samaritans 
 Samaria is an area about 65 km north of Jerusalem and 40 km south of Galilee. The Jews regarded the Samaritans as religious heretics and outsiders, and relations between the Jews and the Samaritans were very sour. The exact history of the Samaritans is debated, but the Jewish tradition traces their origins back to OT times, when the Jewish tribes which had been a united kingdom under King David  and his son Solomon split into two. The southern kingdom of Judea had Jerusalem  as its capital and a descendant of David as king. The northern kingdom went its own way, and they established their own shrine in Shechem in Samaria, with two bulls as a representation of YHWH. The southern kingdom regarded the north as apostate, and the situation was made worse after the exile.  The OT describes the returnees to Samaria as being religiously mixed and syncretistic. It also suggests that when the southerners returned to Jerusalem relations with the Samaritans were extremely frosty (see 2 Kings 17 and Nehemiah). 
 What exactly happened in the centuries between the OT and NT is not clear, but the evidence suggests that by the time of Jesus the Samaritan religion was basically Jewish, though the Samaritan Scriptures were simply the OT books of the Law, the Pentateuch. The Samaritans had built their own temple on Mount Gerizim, perhaps as early as the fifth century BCE – no doubt encouraged by Jewish hostility, and aggravating that hostility by doing so. It lasted until the end of the second century BCE when the Jews under their then leader Hyrcanus attacked Samaria and destroyed the Samaritans ’ temple and city, completely according to Josephus. 
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 The situation was a running sore, including in the time of Jesus, liable to spill over into violence, not least because in the second century BCE there was a migration of Jews from the Jerusalem area to the Galilee  area. This meant that the Samaritans were surrounded by fervent Jews to the north and the south. 
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There is still a small Samaritan community of about 1,000 people in Palestine, in the neighbourhood of Nablus.
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   4 
 Our Sources of Information about Jesus 
We have seen that we know a lot about the world in which Jesus lived. But what do we know about Jesus himself? What relevant historical sources do we have?
Non-Christian Sources
 We have little significant evidence from non-Christian, for example, Roman, sources, which might seem surprising, but is easy to explain. During his lifetime, Jesus made an impact on Jewish Galilee  and Judea, but they were on the fringe of the  Roman Empire and not important places from a Roman point of view; Galilee was not administered directly by the Romans, and Judea, when it became a Roman province, was a junior posting for a governor. Roman communications by road and sea were impressive by ancient standards, but there was nothing like modern telecommunications and social media, and very little news of events in Palestine would reach Rome, let alone news that would deserve writing about in the histories of the day. 
Roman: Tacitus and Suetonius
 Despite this, Tacitus the Roman historian (56 – 120  CE ), does refer to Jesus: 
 Christus … had undergone the death penalty in the reign of Tiberius,  by sentence of the procurator Pontius Pilatus,  and the pernicious superstition was checked for a moment, only to break out once more, not merely in Judea, the home of the 
 disease, but in the capital itself, where all things horrible or shameful in the world collect and find a vogue. 
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 Tacitus mentions that fact about Jesus, not because of his interest in him, but in connection with the great fire of 64  CE in Rome, which the emperor Nero blamed on the Christians – the ‘ pernicious superstition ’ as he calls it. 
 Another Roman historian, Suetonius (approximately 75 – 150  CE ) refers to an expulsion of the Jews from Rome by the emperor Claudius which can be dated to 49  CE , and says that they were expelled for ‘ rioting at the instigation of Chrestus ’ , probably a reference to Christ (Jesus), with rioting taking place in the Jewish community over Christian claims for Jesus. 
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Jewish: Josephus and the Rabbis
 The most important non-Christian source of information relevant to Jesus is Josephus who specifically writes about first-century Palestine in his two books, The Jewish War and The Antiquities of the Jews. He describes various religious movements that arose in the first century, and he says of Jesus: 
 About this time there lived Jesus, a wise man, if indeed one ought to call him a man. For he was one who performed surprising feats and was a teacher of such people as accept the truth gladly. He won over many Jews and many of the Greeks. He was the Messiah.  When Pilate,  upon hearing him accused by men of the highest standing amongst us, had condemned him to be crucified, those who had in the first place come to love him did not give up their affection for him. On the third day he appeared to them restored to life, for the prophets  of God had prophesied these and countless other marvelous things about him. And the tribe of the Christians, so called after him, has still to this day not disappeared. 
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 The problem with this quotation from Josephus is that it sounds at some points more like a Christian testimony than that of the Jewish Josephus, who would probably not say ‘ if indeed one ought to call him a man ’ or ‘ He was the Messiah ’ , or even ‘ he appeared to them ’ . The works of Josephus were preserved not by Jews, who saw him as a traitor, but by Christian scribes who could well have ‘ improved ’ his wording. So we are 
 left uncertain as to precisely what Josephus wrote, even if it seems likely that the wording is mostly his. 
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 There is even more uncertainty about the historical usefulness of the rabbinic tradition that refers to Yeshua being hanged ‘ on the eve of Passover ’ for sorcery and apostasy, given the late date of the Talmud. 
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Christian Sources
  Paul and New Testament Letters 
 The lack of evidence from non-Christian sources is in complete contrast to the large amount of direct and indirect Christian source material, dating right back to the first century. Scholars generally agree that letters written by the apostle Paul are the earliest Christian writings we have. Paul – his Greek name, his Hebrew name was Saul – was a Pharisee  and an arch-opponent of the early Christian movement, until his famous conversion near Damascus when he ‘ saw the Lord ’ . 
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 He was transformed and became a tireless missionary, travelling across the Mediterranean world, telling people the good news (old English ‘ gospel ’ ) of Jesus, and establishing Christian fellowships mainly in what we today call Turkey and Greece in the 40s and 50s  CE . 
 Paul ’ s  first letter to the church fellowship in Thessalonica in northern Greece can be dated with some confidence to 49 CE . Paul ’ s letter to the Christians of Galatia (in Turkey) probably comes from the same time. 

  Dating letters of Paul 


 We can date Paul ’ s first letter to the Thessalonians because the letter indicates that at the time of writing Paul had come recently to Corinth from Thessalonica via Athens; this correlates with evidence from the NT book of Acts which describes  that journey. 
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 Acts makes it clear (1) that Paul came to Corinth sometime after the emperor Claudius ‘ expelled the Jews ’ from Rome,  an event attested also in the Roman historian Suetonius;  
8
 and (2) that Paul was in Corinth when the Roman governor there was a man named Gallio,  whose governorship is attested also in a Roman inscription. 
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Figure 4.1  Inscription showing name Gallio (outlined), mentioned in Acts, Delphi Archaeological Museum 

 ( Image: Gérard, CC BY-SA 4.0 &lt, via Wikimedia Commons ) 


 Both these early letters and others that followed, notably  Paul ’ s first letter to the church of Corinth, written around 55  CE , give a lot of evidence about what the first Christians said and believed about Jesus. The letters are not telling the story of Jesus, but are dealing with issues that had arisen  in the churches; their references to Jesus are all the more revealing for being incidental. It is interesting that Paul, on a number of occasions, refers to traditions of Jesus that ‘ I received ’ and ‘ I passed on ’ . 
10
 The language of ‘ receiving ’ and ‘ passing on ’ is familiar in Jewish writings, referring to the oral transmission of traditions. Transmitting oral traditions  was big business, as we might say, in the era before printing and universal literacy; it was often remarkably accurate, as in many semi-literate cultures today. 
 Most prominent in Paul ’ s letters are repeated references to the crucifixion  and resurrection  of Jesus; how much of the story was in the tradition is impossible to determine, but in two of the places where Paul specifically speaks of ‘ passing on ’ what ‘ he had received ’ , there is a striking amount of detail: in 1 Corinthians chapter 11 he refers to Jesus ’ last supper  with his disciples and in chapter 15 he refers to Jesus ’ death, burial, resurrection and then to his various post-resurrection appearances. If Paul ’ s references to himself having ‘ received ’ these traditions refer to the time of his Damascus road conversion, probably in the 30s  CE , then we are only a few years after Jesus ’ lifetime – the likely dates of his crucifixion being 31 or 33  CE (see Chapter 19 ). Hence the significance of Paul ’ s evidence. 
 The two references in 1 Corinthians to the death and resurrection are the most explicit references to early Jesus traditions, but there are a host of other echoes and possible allusions to stories and sayings of Jesus that are recorded in the Christian gospels (which we will shortly be discussing) – for example, Paul ’ s comments on divorce,  also in 1 Corinthians, where he explicitly claims to be reproducing the teaching of ‘ the Lord ’ , meaning Jesus. 
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 There has been much scholarly debate about Paul ’ s testimony to Jesus, with some more sceptical scholars pointing out how few direct quotations of Jesus there are in Paul ’ s letters, and even arguing that Paul had little interest in the historical life and teaching of Jesus. Others, less sceptical, point to the large quantity of possible and probable echoes and explain that Paul ’ s infrequent direct quotation is because he had already ‘ passed on ’ the traditions when establishing churches; it was a normal part of evangelism to teach the stories of Jesus. His letters were not doing that passing on; but, of course, in addressing issues of importance in the churches, he does often allude to Jesus ’ story and teaching, without usually needing to recount it. 

   Questions about authorship and ‘ pseudonymity ’ 


 Some scholars have raised questions about some of the letters that claim to be by Paul, arguing that they were not written by him personally, but by someone writing in his name, perhaps at his direction. Similar doubts have been aired in relation to some of the non-Pauline letters in the NT, which also have significant echoes of the story and sayings of Jesus. These include the letter of James, quite probably the brother of Jesus who succeeded Peter as leader of the church in Jerusalem, and two letters claiming to be from Peter himself. If these letters are by James and Peter, then they are obviously very important; but even if they are ‘ pseudonymous ’ , they still represent early and significant Christian testimony to Jesus.  As for Paul ’ s letters, the authenticity of a good proportion, including 1 Thessalonians,  1 Corinthians,  Galatians  and Romans, is accepted by a large majority of scholars. 

Other Early Christian Sources

 These include the Acts of the Apostles, especially the second volume written by Luke. It contains some of Luke ’ s accounts of Jesus ’ appearances after his death and resurrection, but also one of Jesus ’ sayings that occurs nowhere else in the gospels: ‘ It is more blessed to give than to receive. ’ 
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 This is interesting, even if it only makes clear what is rather obvious, namely, that the gospel writers did not use every story and saying of Jesus that they knew when writing their gospels. 
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 Other early Christian documents which may reflect knowledge of the traditions of Jesus that were being passed down orally include The Didache (  the Greek word for teaching). This important document opens with the words ‘ The teaching of the Lord through the twelve apostles to the nations ’ ; it has been dated by some scholars to the end of the first century. It is more a church manual than a gospel as such, but it contains versions of Jesus ’ teaching, including the Lord ’ s Prayer  and his words at the Last Supper,  which could have been derived from the oral tradition. 
 And there are other writings of the so-called ‘ church fathers ’ of the first centuries CE which may similarly reflect knowledge of traditions of the Lord that were passed down orally, and not in written form. Whereas we 
 often prefer to have things in writing, for the early Christian church the ‘ living voice ’ was highly esteemed and had particular authority. 
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 The Gospels: ‘ Canonical ’ and ‘ Apocryphal ’ 
 The gospels ‘ according to ’ Matthew, Mark, Luke and John are our most important sources of information about Jesus, all of them telling the story of his life and teaching. They are known as the ‘ canonical gospels ’ because they were included in the ‘ canon ’ , that is, the list of books that came to be accepted as authoritative Scripture by the early Christian churches. Most of the books now found in the Christian NT were accepted as Scripture in the first century CE or soon after, but there were some ongoing doubts about whether to include some of the letters and also the book of Revelation, which were not finally resolved until the fourth or fifth century. The four gospels which are crucial for the question of Jesus in his context were accepted almost unanimously from the second century. 
 There are other so-called ‘ apocryphal ’ gospels, which have been the focus of a lot of interest in recent decades. These gospels, often only preserved in fragmentary form and typically attributed to one of the apostles, including Peter and Thomas, vary in their content. Several of them tell amazing stories, for example, about the birth and childhood of Jesus in The Infancy Gospel of Thomas , or about his relationship with Mary Magdalene  in the Gospel of Philip . These stories have been seized on by the media and sensationalized in popular fiction and films like Dan Brown ’ s The Da Vinci Code ; and the church has been accused of suppressing the gospels concerned because of the uncomfortable things they contain. Such conspiracy theories have been popular, but have little academic credibility. 

 The non-canonical gospel that has been taken most seriously by many scholars is The Gospel of Thomas, which is a collection of sayings ascribed to Jesus. Some scholars believe that Thomas preserved some genuine sayings of Jesus not found in the canonical gospels, or more original versions of sayings than the canonical texts. But most are unpersuaded. Thomas opens with the words, ‘ These are the secret words which the living Jesus spoke, and which Didymus Judas Thomas wrote down. And he said: He who shall find the interpretation of these words shall not taste death ’ (saying 1). Thomas ends with saying 114: 


 Simon Peter said to YHWH, ‘ Let Mariham (Mary) go out from among us, for women are not worthy of the life. ’ Jesus said: ‘ Look, I will lead her that I may make her male, in order that she too may become a living spirit, resembling you males. For every woman who makes herself male will enter into the kingdom of heaven. ’ 
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 Such sayings, like the Gospel of Philip ’ s probable reference to Jesus kissing Mary Magdalen,  lend themselves to sensational conspiracists and may appeal in the twenty-first century. But they emphatically do not sound like Jewish Galilee. 
 Whereas the canonical gospels reflect what we know of the first-century Palestinian context, the other gospels mostly exist in a different world of religious and philosophical speculation, remote from the context and indeed the spirit of Jesus. Many of them reflect the speculative and mystical ‘ gnosticism ’ of the second century CE with its negative ideas about the physical world and body. 
 Another apocryphal gospel which has been championed by some scholars is the Gospel of Peter . It illustrates some of the bizarre narrative that some apocryphal gospels contain, describing a huge Jesus exiting his tomb after his crucifixion  and being followed out of the tomb by the cross on which he had been crucified. 
 The notable scholar J. P. Meier describes the apocryphal gospels as ‘ a field of rubble, largely produced by the pious and wild imaginations of certain second-century Christians ’ . 
16
 It is not impossible that they occasionally have a genuine historical reminiscence, but, whereas Paul ’ s  evidence is important for the argument of this book, the apocryphal gospels will not be a focus of attention. 
17





1

 Tacitus, Annals 15:44 (LCL). 



2

 Suetonius, Claudius 25.4; compare Acts 17:6. 



3

 Josephus , Antiquities 18:63 – 4 (LCL). 



4

 A later reference probably implies familiarity with the earlier account of Jesus: ‘ … Albinus … brought before them the brother of Jesus, who was called the Christ, whose name was James, and some others … he delivered to be stoned ’ , Josephus, Antiquities 20:200 (LCL). 



5

 Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 43a. Reference is sometimes made to a letter written by the Syrian Mara Bar Serapion, a Stoic philosopher. It refers to the Jews and to their killing of ‘ their ’ wise king, and may refer to Jesus. It could have been written in the first century CE , but the date is uncertain and Mara may have got his information from Christians rather than being an independent witness; see Theissen and Merz, 1998 , 76 – 9. 



6

 Galatians 1:13. 



7

 1 Thessalonians 2 and 3; Acts 17 and 18. 



8

 Suetonius, Claudius 25.4. 



9

 See Wenham, 2002 . 



10

 1 Corinthians 11:23, 15:3. 



11

 1 Corinthians 7:10 – 11. 



12

 Acts 20:35. 



13

 See John 21:25. 



14

 For some of the evidence on other writings, see Wenham, 1984 . 



15


Schneemelcher and Wilson, 1991 , 127, 129. 



16


Meier, 1991 , Vol. 1, 115. 



17

 On the apocryphal gospels, see Evans, 2008, chapters 3 and 4. Also Goodacre, 2012 ; Gathercole, 2014 . 








  5 
 The Writing of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John 
Easily the most important sources of information about Jesus are the four canonical gospels. They have been minutely discussed and debated, with no historical or literary stone having been left unturned.
The Early Traditions
 The titles attributing them to Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, ‘ the gospel according to …’ , are not in the very earliest manuscripts, but go back a very long way.  Our earliest information about the attributions comes through the historian Eusebius, bishop of the church in Caesarea,  writing his Ecclesiastical History in the fourth century CE . Although he was writing a long time after the composing of the NT, he was drawing extensively on earlier sources. Notably, in relation to the gospels, he drew on Papias, bishop of Hierapolis (in what we would call the west of Turkey), who was writing around the turn of the first/second century, himself drawing on the testimony of surviving eyewitnesses  of Jesus. Papias is recorded by Eusebius as saying: 
 I enquired into the words of the presbyters – what Andrew or Peter or Philip or Thomas or James or John or Matthew, or any other of the Lord ’ s disciples, had said, and what Aristion and the presbyter, the Lord ’ s disciples, were saying … Mark became Peter ’ s interpreter and wrote accurately all that he remembered … Matthew collected the oracles in the Hebrew language, and each interpreted as best he could. 
1



 Another important source is Irenaeus, a second-century bishop of Lyons (in France). He is recorded as saying: 
 Matthew among the Hebrews issued a writing of the Gospel in their own tongue, while Peter and Paul were preaching the gospel at Rome and founding the Church. After their decease Mark, the disciple and interpreter of Peter, also handed down to us in writing what Peter had preached. Then Luke, the follower of Paul recorded in a book the Gospel as it was preached to him. Finally, John, the disciple of YHWH, who had also lain on his breast, himself published the Gospel, while he was residing at Ephesus in Asia. 
2


 These testimonies of Papias and Irenaeus, not least the report of Mark ’ s gospel being based on Peter ’ s preaching in Rome,  are extremely important. However, their reliability has been endlessly discussed, with the traditional attributions often being questioned. Some scholars have argued that the gospels were originally and deliberately anonymous documents 
3
 and that the names attached to them are probably incorrect and wishful thinking. 
Others have responded that the failure of the authors to inform us of their own names is entirely intelligible in books about Jesus, but that:

(1) The authorship of such notable documents is unlikely to have been unknown to the readers and to the churches where they circulated. 

(2) Two of the authors do give indirect hints of their identity, namely, the author of Luke whose second volume Acts  drops into the first person for some of the narrative (the ‘ we ’ passages), and the author of John who is identified as the ‘ beloved disciple ’ . 
4



(3) The attribution of gospels to Mark and Luke is unlikely to have been invented, given that the two men were not among the original apostles of Jesus. 

(4) Features of the different gospels fit well with the tradition of authorship (e.g. the mixture of Aramaisms  and Latinisms and his interest in the Gentiles  fit with the tradition of Mark being the author and writing in Rome). 
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 Scholars have also been uncertain about the dating of the gospels, with dates from 40  CE to 90  CE being proposed. There is wide agreement that  they were all written in the first century, though a few date John a few years later. 
  Sources and Gospel relationships 
 One of the questions that has been minutely studied is that of the relationship of the gospels to each other. Our four accounts have much in common, with Matthew, Mark and Luke in particular having a lot of overlapping material, and so being referred to as the ‘ synoptic ’ gospels  (i.e. having a common ‘ optic ’ , or view); John is different. 
  The Question of John 
 John ’ s gospel agrees with the synoptics on major points: Jesus is from Galilee,  ministers and teaches there, but ends up in Jerusalem,  where his death and resurrection  take place. Some individual stories also overlap, including Jesus feeding a crowd of 5,000 people and then walking across the Sea of Galilee. And yet John has plenty of stories and teachings of Jesus that are unique to his gospel, and his chronology is significantly different, with, for example, Jesus going to Jerusalem and ministering there on several occasions, not just at the end of his life (as might be inferred from the synoptics). John ’ s theology is also distinctive, as is illustrated clearly by the famous prologue that opens his gospel: ‘ In the beginning was the word, and the word was with God, and the word was God ’ (John 1:1). 
 Other stories unique to John include Jesus turning water into wine in Cana (John 2), and his challenging meetings with the Jewish leader Nicodemus to whom he said ‘ You must be born again ’ (or ‘ born from above ’ ) (John 3) and with a Samaritan woman at the well in Sychar (John 4). Most striking of all is Jesus raising his friend Lazarus from the dead (John 11). There is also plenty of unique teaching in John, including Jesus ’ striking ‘ I am ’ sayings, such as ‘ I am the good shepherd ’ , ‘ I am the light of the world ’ , ‘ I am the way, the truth and the life ’ , 
6
 and his lengthy ‘ farewell discourses ’ in John 14 – 16 and what is sometimes called his ‘ high-priestly prayer ’ in John 17. 
 John ’ s gospel was called a ‘ spiritual gospel ’ by Clement, a notable theologian of the Alexandrian  church from the turn of the first  and second centuries CE . 
7
 Whatever he meant exactly, people have agreed that there is an almost mystically theological tone to parts of the gospel. 
 Scholars used often to see his gospel as Hellenistic, reflecting various Greek ideas,  such as that of the ‘ logos ’ in Stoic philosophy. John, traditionally identified as the author, is said to have been relatively old when writing the gospel, and it has been seen as the meditative reflections of an old man living in the Greek-influenced city of Ephesus. The other gospels were seen as more Palestinian, and as historically more authentic. 
 That view has at least been shaken by the recognition that the gospel has plenty of signs of Jewishness (e.g. a notable interest in the Jewish festivals,  and striking parallels with the Dead Sea Scrolls). Also,  some distinctives of the gospel have a strong claim to historicity – for example,  the references to an early baptizing ministry of Jesus before his Galilean ministry, 
8
 and the portrayal of Jesus making several visits to Jerusalem.  John ’ s gospel claims to be based on the testimony of a ‘ beloved disciple ’ of Jesus, and though certainly theological it deserves to be taken into account in any exploration of the history of Jesus. 

9



Example of parallel texts (literally translated)



 Matthew 3:11 – 12  ‘ I on the one hand baptize you with water for repentance. But he is coming the one stronger than I after me, of whom I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize you in holy spirit and fire, whose winnowing fork is in his hand … . ’ 


 Mark 1:7 – 8  ‘ And he was proclaiming saying: he is coming the stronger than I after me, of whom I am not worthy to stoop down to loose the strap of his sandals. I baptized you with water, but he will baptize you with holy spirit. ’ 


 Luke 3:16 – 17  ‘ John answered them all: I on the one hand baptize you with water, but he is coming the stronger than I of whom I am not worthy to loose the strap of his sandals. He will baptize you in holy spirit and fire. Whose winnowing fork is in his hand …’ 

 Compare also John 1:26 – 7. 

   The Synoptic Problem 
 As for Matthew, Mark and Luke, one of the main puzzles is to explain the relationship between the three gospels, the ‘ synoptic problem ’ . Sometimes all the gospels tell a particular story of Jesus and recount his teaching in similar ways, often agreeing word for word, though often also with minor variations. Much of what we find in Mark ’ s gospel has parallels in Matthew and/or Luke. Sometimes Matthew and Luke have things, mainly the teachings of Jesus, that are not in Mark. Sometimes there is a story or part of a story or saying that is unique to a particular gospel, though that is not often the case with Mark. 



 The most popular explanation of the complex pattern of agreement and disagreement is the two-source hypothesis (see Figure 5.1 ), according to which Mark was the first gospel to be written and it was then used by both Matthew and Luke. In favour of this is the brevity of Mark ’ s account, which Matthew and Luke are supposed to have expanded. There are also the vivid and honest features of Mark ’ s account; for example, Mark describes Jesus asleep on a cushion in a storm-battered boat on Galilee  with his disciples  desperately saying: ‘ Teacher, don ’ t you care that we perish? ’ . Matthew and Luke leave out the cushion and soften the almost rude cry of the disciples: ‘ Lord, save, we are perishing ’ (Matthew), ‘ Master, master, we are perishing ’ (Luke). 
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 The vivid honesty in Mark 
 would make sense if the gospel was based on the teaching of Peter as he is described in the NT. 


Figure 5.1 Diagram of two-source hypothesis 
 But if Mark was one principal source, Matthew and Luke are thought to have had another source that is no longer extant, consisting mainly of the sayings of Jesus. For convenience, this source has been labelled Q (from the German word Quelle = source). Matthew and Luke both drew on this, as well as on their own particular sources of information (often labelled M and L). This view conveniently explains a lot of the evidence, with Mark and Q being seen as the earliest gospel material that we have and so as especially valuable for the historian of Jesus; Matthew and Luke add other traditions and modify Mark and Q in line with their own editorial (or ‘ redactional ’ ) perspectives. 
 This has been and remains the dominant solution to the synoptic problem among scholars. But it has been challenged. In the early history of the church Matthew was regarded as the first gospel, and its strongly Jewish flavour and interest could favour that (illustrated, for example, by the stylized genealogy of Jesus at the start of Matthew which traces Jesus ’ ancestry back to Abraham  and David).  That ancient view has been revived by some in modern times, but most find Markan priority a simpler explanation. 
 The existence of Q, however, is more questionable: some scholars fervently believe in its existence, discussing its probable content and the context in which it was written. Some see it as an oral, not written, collection of Jesus ’ sayings. Others are sceptical about Q, both because it is a hypothetical document which has completely disappeared, but also because they see it as an unnecessary hypothesis. Some argue that Matthew had Mark in front of him, and that Luke had both Mark and Matthew. Others claim that the oral tradition  in the early church was coherent enough to explain many of the agreements between the gospels and to make many of the other hypotheses superfluous, including Q. 
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 The synoptic problem remains a matter of debate, and the view taken is not decisively important to the question of the history of Jesus, though it does have a bearing on questions of authorship. It excludes any naïve idea of the four gospels being four wholly independent eyewitness  accounts, and raises questions for some of the early church traditions: for example, 
 would Matthew, an apostle of Jesus, have based his account of Jesus on the earlier account by the non-apostle Mark? 
 The common assumption that Mark + Q represent the earliest and thus the most reliable sources of information about Jesus, with the other extra material found in Matthew, Luke and John being less valuable, is questionable. Luke, for one, in the prologue to his gospel quite clearly implies that he has improved on those who have written before him, drawing on his own careful research. His claims are not unreasonable, especially given the first-person ‘ we ’ passages in the book of Acts  which suggest that he spent a long time in Palestine (see Chapter 6 ). And, as already observed, John  similarly claims to be based on eyewitness testimony. As for Matthew, some of his unique stories and sayings of Jesus were probably known to Paul writing in the 50s  CE . 
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Oral Tradition
Whichever view of the synoptic problem is preferred, two important questions are raised for the person wanting to assess the historical value of the gospels: first, how were the stories and sayings passed down between the time of Jesus and the writing down of the gospels; and, second, how did the writers of the gospels use their sources? These two questions were addressed in two of the most famous phases in gospel criticism which followed debate about the synoptic problem, namely, form criticism and redaction criticism.
Form Criticism
 Form criticism had its roots in OT studies, the most famous form critic being the German scholar Herman Gunkel (1862 – 1932) who developed the approach in his studies of the book of Genesis and the  Psalms. Looking at the form of a psalm, for example, he would seek to identify what sort of psalm it is (i.e. its genre)  and also its likely original context, its Sitz im Leben , a German phrase meaning ‘ setting in life ’ . So, many psalms were  categorized as ‘ hymns ’ or ‘ laments ’ or ‘ thanksgivings ’ and were plausibly supposed to have originated in a liturgical context, that is, in worship. 

 This sort of approach was in due course applied to the gospels, first by the German scholar Karl Schmidt in his influential Der Rahmen der Geschichte Jesu ( The Framework of the History of Jesus , 1919), in which he argued that the narrative framework of the gospels was an artificial literary linking of originally disconnected stories and sayings. He was followed by others, most notably Rudolf Bultmann, who wrote 
The
History of the Synoptic Tradition (published in German in 1921). This detailed study of the individual ‘ pericopes ’ (pericope is a Greek word meaning ‘ paragraph ’ ) analyzed the form of each story or saying, and suggested the church  context from which it came. 
 NT ‘ forms ’ include most obviously ‘ parables ’  (see Chapter 9 ), ‘ miracle  stories ’ (which typically describe a problem situation, Jesus ’ response, the result and people ’ s reactions) and ‘ pronouncement ’ stories (stories that lead up to a punchline). An example of a pronouncement story is the account of Jesus ’ family coming to him when he was ministering in Galilee,  which ends with the striking saying of Jesus, ‘ Whoever does the will of God, he is my brother and sister and mother. ’ 
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 Or there is the story of Jesus being questioned by his critics over his view of Roman taxation  which ends with him saying, ‘ Give to Caesar the things that are Caesar ’ s and to God the things that are God ’ s. ’ 
14
 The form critics deduced from such analysis of form that the stories and sayings were passed down in the oral tradition of the church (a hardly debatable conclusion), and they postulated contexts in the church – notably of teaching and preaching – in which the traditions were relevant, used and preserved. 
 The form critics ’ views of the gospel traditions as reflecting church contexts, like some of the findings of source criticism, raised doubts about the apostolic credentials of the gospels, and led some to conclude that the gospels are relatively remote from the events they record, and to view them as more informative about contexts in the church, than about Jesus in his context. They are seen as historically quite mixed up and unreliable, containing traditions that have been moulded, edited, added to and modified by the church for its own purposes. 
 That opinion has been vigorously challenged by many scholars, who have welcomed perceptive comments about the form of gospel stories and sayings but have contested the conclusion that they have been unreliably  preserved. They argue: (1) there is good evidence of Jesus ’ traditions being carefully passed down, for example, in Paul ’ s writings; (2) in the ancient world, not least among the Jews, traditions were often passed down orally with striking levels of accuracy; (3) the early church testimonies about apostles being involved in the writing of the gospels, whether directly or indirectly, should not be dismissed too readily. 
Recent Study of Oral Tradition
 The question of oral tradition has been a focus for recent study and debate, with major studies of individual and social memorization in different cultural contexts, ancient and modern, and with varying conclusions in relation to the gospels. It is clear that many of us live in societies where memorizing and rote learning hardly feature, given the availability of books and internet resources; our memories are poor, selective and influenced by our contexts. So it is hard for us to imagine people learning and being able to recall very lengthy sacred texts or other traditions. There are exceptions in the modern world, with Muslim teachers knowing the Quran off by heart, and Christian teachers in the Orthodox tradition knowing the OT and NT. In the ancient world, memorization was the norm in education, and Jewish rabbis were famous for their knowledge of received traditions. It was said that a ‘ bag full of books ’ had been lost on the death of one rabbinical student. 
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 A significant number of scholars, particularly a group of Scandinavian scholars, including Harald Riesenfeld and Birger Gerhardsson, followed by Samuel Byrskog, have argued that a process of deliberate learning and transmitting the stories and sayings of Jesus lies behind the gospels, and indeed had its roots in Jesus ’ own teaching method. A few scholars, notably the German scholar Armin Baum, have gone so far as to argue for an exclusively oral explanation of the synoptic problem. Others have agreed about the priority and importance of oral tradition, but argued for a combination of written and oral sources as the most likely explanation of the gospels as we have them. 
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  The Intention of the Writers 
Redaction or Composition Criticism
 Succeeding form criticism and building on it, as well as on source criticism and the study of the synoptic problem, is redaction criticism. ‘ Redaction ’ means ‘ editing ’ , and redaction criticism looks at how a writer has composed and shaped his book to convey his take on things. With the gospels it has built particularly on the two-source hypothesis, particularly discussing how and why Matthew and Luke have used Mark and Q. The alternative name ‘ composition criticism ’ includes this, but covers a rather broader analysis of the gospel writers ’ interests and aims and context. 
 For example, Matthew has a strongly Jewish flavour, emphasizing Jesus as the fulfilment of the OT and with a strong polemic against the ‘ scribes and Pharisees ’  and their interpretation of the law  (e.g. chapter 23). This probably reflects the writer ’ s Jewish context and perhaps a situation where Christians and Jews were in conflict over their interpretation of the OT. Luke, on the other hand, is interested in the Roman  imperial context of Jesus and the early church.  He has a big focus on issues relating to wealth and poverty, with a wider interest in Jesus ’ ministry to the needy and the outsider. This may well reflect a church context with a wealthier and socially better-placed membership than was typical of the earliest Christian church. 
Such observations do not necessarily have much bearing on the question of the historical Jesus, but some redaction critics would agree with those form critics that the aim of the gospel writers was not to conserve the historical memory of Jesus, but to speak relevantly to their own contexts. In doing this they were often creative and imaginative, modifying and adding to the stories and sayings of Jesus in line with their own concerns. This explains some of the differences between the gospels, and raises doubts about their reliability.
 Historical scepticism is, however, not a necessary conclusion from redaction criticism. No doubt their selection of stories and sayings of Jesus reflects the particular interests of the gospel writers, and this may tell us something about their context. No doubt they have reworded and rearranged things from time to time – whether for the sake of clarity or to highlight certain things. But that is quite different from creating stories and sayings of Jesus, and from not caring about what Jesus actually said and did. Two friends might describe a shared holiday quite differently,  according to their own interests and audience, but neither would normally think of inventing things that did not happen. 
Scholarly scepticism partly arises from:
 
	  a failure to recognize that there was a very substantial oral tradition in the earliest days of the church; so Mark as the first gospel writer is improbably pictured as composing his gospel on the basis of very fragmentary information about Jesus; 


	an implied assumption that Matthew and Luke had Mark as almost their only source for many of their stories, so that changes to Mark were due to their redactional inventiveness; in fact, they will have known many of the stories also in oral tradition;


	 a tendency to notice the differences rather than to observe the significant fact that the gospels with their diverse interests and emphases agree on the main features of Jesus ’ ministry and teaching. 



Arguably the most basic mistake has been to assume that the redactional concerns of the gospel writers meant a lack of interest in what Jesus said and taught, whereas in fact their primary agenda was to tell people the good news of Jesus of Nazareth. So Luke, in the opening verses of his gospel, is the most explicit in explaining the care he took to research his story, and there is no reason to suppose that his words are simply a literary device without substance.
  The Genre of the Gospels 
 The question of the gospel writers ’ intention relates to the question of the genre of the gospels: in other words, what sort of writings are these ancient documents? Are they histories of Jesus? Or are they religious stories with some sort of historical basis? The second-century Christian leader and apologist Justin Martyr refers to them as ‘ reminiscences of the apostles ’ , 
17
 but what did he mean and was he right? Neither Mark nor Luke was an apostle, though they were believed to have been companions of the apostles. And do the very early references to them as ‘ the good news according to ’ Matthew and the others tell us anything? 
 In recent studies there have been sustained attempts to locate the gospels within known categories of Graeco – Roman writing, and scholars have debated whether they are indeed histories, or ‘ lives ’ as of other great  people, with Professor Richard Burridge convincing many people that they belong within the category of ancient biography. 
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 Others have argued that they are modelled on the OT historical books, and some that they are, or at least contain, Jewish ‘ midrash ’ – a feature of rabbinic teaching which involves retelling OT stories and other traditions and elaborating them, including by adding imaginative extra detail. For example, the Genesis Apocryphon , a copy of which was found in the Dead Sea Scrolls, describes the birth of Noah (the Noah of the flood!) and people ’ s astonishment at the child ’ s beautiful appearance. 
19
 None of this is found in the OT story of Noah. Such midrashic writing has been identified, particularly in the stories of Jesus ’ infancy, in both Matthew and Luke (see Chapter 7 ). 
 An alternative view is that the gospels do not fit into any particular ancient literary category, and that they are a unique genre reflecting and derived from the preaching of the early Christians. 
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  6 
 Finding the Historical Jesus 
The debates about the gospels have resulted in all sorts of scholarly and not so scholarly opinions about what we know or do not know about the historical Jesus.
  The ‘ Enlightenment ’ and Rationalism 
 If you had asked people in most of the Christian world before the seventeenth century how and what we know about Jesus, they would likely have been puzzled by the question, and referred you to the creeds and traditions of the church and especially to the gospels in the NT; the gospel stories will typically have been viewed, as in the early days of the church, as ‘ reminiscences of the apostles ’ , that is, reliable accounts written by people close to Jesus. 
 Of course there were sceptics from the very beginning. Matthew ’ s gospel refers to ‘ the Jews ’ who explained Jesus ’ empty tomb by claiming that the disciples stole Jesus ’ body (Matthew 28:11 – 15). In the second century CE the Christian leader Justin Martyr engaged in a fictional but plausible debate with an imagined Jewish apologist, Trypho, who finds the Christian claims for Jesus as the Messiah quite unpersuasive. 
 But it was not until the so-called Enlightenment in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that there was widespread scepticism even in some Christian circles about the gospels, and indeed about many of the received Christian traditions about Jesus. The Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth century had been a powerful movement that rejected various dogmas of the Roman Catholic church on the grounds that they were not to be found in the Bible. The Enlightenment went a big step further by  questioning not just the Roman church ’ s interpretation but also the Bible itself, including its portrayal of Jesus. It arose out of Rationalism, the philosophical movement which developed and became very influential in the seventeenth century, associated famously with the French philosopher Descartes (1596 – 1650) and the Dutch philosopher Spinoza (1632 – 77). Rationalism emphasized the supremacy of reason in all human thinking. 
  Reimarus: ‘ It Was a Fraud! ’ 
 The impact of rationalism on the study of the Bible and of Jesus was evident in the work of the man who is sometimes regarded as the founder of modern critical study of the gospels. Herman Samuel Reimarus (1694 – 1768) was a professor of oriental languages in Hamburg who wrote a book about Jesus, arguing that many of the miracle stories in the gospels, such as the account of Jesus walking on the water, were contrary to reason and incredible. He argued that the different gospels contradicted each other. He allowed that Jesus lived, but he was a failed prophet who ended up crucified; the story of his resurrection was invented by his followers, who stole his body. 
 Reimarus ’ highly controversial views were published only after his death and were denounced by many. But, although few followed all of his views, some have been revived from time to time; for example, the idea that the disciples stole the body is taken up by Reza Azlan in his 2013 best-seller Zealot. More generally, the questions Reimarus asked about the gospels and about the relationship of the Jesus we find in the gospels to the historical Jesus have gone on to absorb the attention of scholars ever since. 
  Naturalistic Explanation of Miracles 
 Rationalistic thinking has continued to be influential, not least with the development of modern science and its apparent challenges to the Bible – for example, to the creation narratives of Genesis. In the case of the gospels people have gone on questioning the miracle stories, at least as literally interpreted. As early as 1828 the German scholar H. G. Paulus argued for naturalistic interpretations of the miracles: for example, that Jesus did not actually walk on water but appeared to be doing so, as he walked on a sandbank. Such explanations were rather desperate attempts to rescue the Bible from being unreasonable, but they have continued to have support from some reputable scholars (e.g. the popular last-generation gospel commentator William Barclay). What is clear, however,  is that the literate and rather intelligent writers of the gospels clearly did not see the miracles in that way. 


Feeding thousands


 The account of Jesus feeding 5,000 men (plus women and children)  is found in all four gospels; Matthew and Mark also have an account of another event where Jesus fed 4,000 people. Many scholars have argued that there was only one event, with the feeding of the 4,000 being another version of the 5,000. That is clearly not the view of Matthew and Mark, who make a lot of the repetition. 
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 There have been rationalizations of the event(s), with some arguing that it was an almost miraculous sharing of food among the large crowds, perhaps sparked off by one boy ’ s generosity in bringing his five loaves and two fish to Jesus; 
2
 this then evolved in religious imagination into something really miraculous. 

 There have also been theological explanations: the stories have a background in the OT stories of God feeding the people of Israel with ‘ manna ’ from heaven during the Exodus,  and more specifically in the stories of the prophets  Elijah and Elisha. 
3
 The probability is that Matthew and Mark saw the feeding of the 5,000 as picturing Jesus as feeding Israel, and the 4,000 as Jesus caring for Gentiles (  they make it clear that the feeding took place in Gentile areas). Certainly the feedings were understood by the gospel writers as a vivid illustration of Jesus ’ ‘ compassion ’ for those in need. In John ’ s gospel,  at least, the story is explicitly seen as pointing to Jesus as the spiritual ‘ bread of life ’ , who more than satisfies. 
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 John and the other gospel writers probably saw a connection with the story of Jesus ’ Last Supper  with his disciples and the Christian eucharist. 

 Very large crowds represent a potential threat to the authorities, and it is interesting that John refers to the 5,000 wanting ‘ to make Jesus king ’ ; that reaction might have been encouraged by Jesus organizing the 5,000 into groups of 100 and 50, like military units. 
5
 Emperors and authorities would seek to win favour by their benefactions to their people, including by providing food. 

   Mythological Explanations 
 A rather more subtle approach was to argue that the miracle stories need to be understood as ‘ mythological ’ . They describe the ministry of Jesus and its significance in terms that made sense given the pre-scientific world view of first-century religious myths; hence, the appearances of angels, demons, gods coming down to earth and miraculous healings. So, what were originally non-miraculous traditions now take the form of miracle stories. 
 For example, what may originally have been a parable about Jesus transforming life – as in Mark 2:22, ‘ no one puts new wine in old wine skins ’ – becomes a miracle story about the turning of water to wine, and what may have been a story of spiritual enlightenment has become the healing of a profoundly blind man. Even the most important miracle associated with Jesus in the NT, his own resurrection from the dead, was originally a conviction about Jesus ’ ongoing spiritual presence rather than having anything to do with literal bones and empty tombs. The mythological view came to the fore in a book on Jesus by the nineteenth-century scholar David Strauss and was forcefully championed by Rudolf Bultmann, who argued that in the modern world we need to ‘ demythologize ’ the gospel stories, that is, to translate what they said in their mythological terms into modern ways of expressing the same spiritual truths. 
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 The attraction of the mythological view is that the symbolism of many of the stories is unmistakable – thus the story of Jesus turning water into wine at Cana in Galilee spoke of Jesus ’ transformation of situations and people, and quite likely of his changing the old Jewish religion with its cleansing water rites into the richness of ‘ the kingdom of God ’ . However, it is improbable that the evangelists (as the writers of the gospels are referred to) intended their stories to be taken in a purely or even primarily symbolic way. They were intelligent people, aware of others ’ scepticism about Jesus, and clearly intended their accounts to be taken seriously. Their descriptions of people being utterly astonished by what they saw and heard makes it clear that they believed these things to have happened; indeed, they are telling the stories precisely because they see them as extraordinary – and so important. 
 The scholarly tendency to question miracles in general and/or to explain Jesus ’ miracles in mythological terms has waned in more recent times. In many, if not most, parts and cultures of the world belief in 
 miracles is normal. 
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 The existence of faith healers in the ancient, and indeed the modern, world is indisputable, whether their supposed achievements are explained psychosomatically or in other ways. That Jesus was a teacher – healer – or indeed ‘ magician ’ as some scholars have expressed it – is now widely accepted. 
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 But rationalistic and indeed scientific scepticism about some of the gospel stories – like miraculous feedings of thousands or turning water into wine – continues and means that symbolic or mythological explanations continue to flourish, even if the evangelists themselves thought in terms of real miracles. 

 The Liberal Jesus and the Death of ‘ the Quest ’ 
The Liberal Jesus
 So if there are questions about the historicity of the gospels ’ portrayal, what was Jesus really like? The nineteenth century saw the flourishing of the so-called ‘ liberal lives ’ of Jesus. Scholars, especially in Germany and France, typically found Jesus to have been an attractively enlightened teacher of the love of God; they eliminated from their reconstructions of Jesus unlikely miracles and the gospel accounts of him preaching hell, judgement  and an imminent end to the world and the present age. 
 Such reconstructions could be seen to fit with the growing consensus on the synoptic problem.  So Mark and Q as the oldest sources of information about Jesus were the most ‘ reasonable ’ accounts, by comparison with Matthew and Luke – having no infancy narratives, no resurrection appearances and fewer miracles in general. 
  Albert Schweitzer and Others 
 The ‘ liberal Jesus ’ suffered a setback among scholars not least because of the work of the controversial theologian Albert Schweitzer. 
 His 1906 book, translated into English as The Quest of the Historical Jesus , surveyed scholarly work on the historical Jesus over the preceding century, from Reimarus up to William Wrede,  Schweitzer ’ s contemporary. Schweitzer observed how the various published ‘ Lives of Jesus ’ typically offered reconstructions, reflecting the rationalistic preferences of their authors. 
 It was the same point as another contemporary, the Catholic priest George Tyrrell, made about the distinguished nineteenth-century theologian Adolf Harnack: ‘ The Christ that Harnack sees, looking back through nineteen centuries of “ Catholic darkness ” , is only the reflection of a Liberal Protestant face, seen at the bottom of a deep well. ’ 
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 Schweitzer rejected this liberalism, and argued that we must let Jesus be Jesus as he was, an alien figure in some ways. In Schweitzer ’ s own work on Jesus in history he found him to be an apocalyptic Jewish prophet, proclaiming the kingdom of heaven and expecting an imminent end of the world in his lifetime. Jesus, he claimed, died disappointed. 

 Albert Schweitzer (1875 – 1965) 


 As well as a brilliant NT scholar, Schweitzer was an outstanding organist as well as an expert on J. S. Bach and a medical doctor, who spent much of his life working in a hospital in Lambarene in French East Africa. He was much admired and won a Nobel Peace Prize in 1952, but he was also criticized for his arguably unscientific views on ‘ reverence for life ’ , human and animal. 

His words about the death of Jesus are haunting:

 There is silence all around. The Baptist appears, and cries: ‘ Repent, for the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand. ’ Soon after that comes Jesus, and in the knowledge that He is the coming Son of Man lays hold of the wheel of the world to set it moving on that last revolution which is to bring all ordinary history to a close. It refuses to turn, and He throws Himself upon it. Then it does turn; and crushes Him. Instead of bringing in the eschatological conditions, He has destroyed them. The wheel rolls onward, and the mangled body of the one immeasurably great Man, who was strong enough to think of Himself as the spiritual ruler of mankind and to bend history to His purpose, is hanging upon it still. That is His victory and His reign. 
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 Schweitzer ’ s monumental work dealt a blow to the liberal quest for the historical Jesus, though the liberal Jesus lives on in some popular Christianity today. But Schweitzer ’ s point about not making Jesus in your own image has been widely accepted, as has his picture of Jesus as 
 an ‘ eschatological ’ prophet believing that the last days were arriving. Not so acceptable, understandably, was his view of Jesus as a deluded prophet who died in despair. 
 Around the same time as Schweitzer ’ s book, other books were published that were unsettling for the quest. William Wrede ’ s  The Messianic Secret in Mark ’ s Gospel  (1901) argued that Mark ’ s portrayal of Jesus as keeping his messiahship secret could not have been historical, and was Mark ’ s way of explaining away the embarrassing lack of historical evidence for Jesus ’ claim to be the Jewish Messiah. This argument was problematic for those questing for the historical Jesus, since it implied that our oldest source of information was historically misleading, and deliberately so. 
 Another challenging book was Wilhelm Bousset ’ s Kyrios Christos (1913). Bousset belonged to what has been called the History of Religions School, a movement which sought to locate both the OT and the NT in the multi-faith religious contexts in which they originated. Bousset found that the Christian movement had much in common with the Hellenistic religions of the day. Naïve ideas that the Christian story and religion were wholly unique and revelation-based were shaken. 
  Rudolf Bultmann 
 All of this was followed by the rise of form criticism, notably Rudolf Bultmann (1884 – 1976). He was Professor of New Testament in Marburg in Germany and one of the most brilliant and influential scholars of the twentieth century. 
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 He concluded that relatively few of the stories and sayings in the gospels could be confidently ascribed to Jesus himself, and also argued that much of the material in the gospels was ‘ mythological ’ , and not historical. For him, the historical quest for Jesus was unfruitful, and in any case misdirected, because the gospels were not trying to convey history but to proclaim a faith-producing message. Christian faith is not something based on historical proof, he said; it is personal response to the Christian good news as preached, however mythical or unhistorical it may be. Bultmann was influenced by the existentialist philosophers of his day (such as his friend Martin Heidegger) who argued that human authenticity comes from making a decision and leap of faith, not from a process of historical or philosophical reasoning. 
   The Revival of ‘ the Quest ’ and the ‘ Criteria ’ 
 Bultmann ’ s influence was, and has remained, massive in scholarly circles, setting the agenda of gospel scholars for decades. But the quest was not finally dead, and indeed some of Bultmann ’ s own and most able followers argued that Christian faith needed to know more about Jesus than that he had died (Bultmann ’ s own minimum ingredient for Christian faith): there are some important things in the gospels that are demonstrably historical, for example, Jesus ’ notoriety for mixing with sinners. 

The Criteria
 Scholars began trying to suggest objective ‘ criteria of authenticity ’ , that is, criteria for identifying things in the gospels that could not reasonably be seen as reflections of the church ’ s theology and context and which could confidently be traced back to Jesus himself. Two of the most canvassed criteria are the criterion of ‘ multiple attestation ’ and the criterion of ‘ dissimilarity ’ . 
 So things multiply attested in several gospels may be seen to have a strong claim to authenticity. The snag with that view is that scholars generally believe that the gospels have common sources and/or make use of each other. A more sophisticated use of the criterion, however, takes that into account and looks for things that are in different sources – for example, Jesus ’ use of parables  is attested in Mark, Q and even the Gospel of Thomas (if Thomas is thought independent of the canonical gospels). The criterion is obviously limited, in that there are probably many stories and sayings only attested in one source that may still be completely authentic. 
 The criterion of dissimilarity looks for traditions of Jesus that seem to be unique to him, that is, dissimilar to what we know of the church ’ s teaching and of surrounding cultures, especially of Judaism. This is justified on the grounds that much of what we find in the gospels may have made its way into their traditions of Jesus from Judaism or from early Christianity. The problems with this criterion include: (1) that we do not know everything about early Christian ideas or about first-century Judaism, and (2) that in any case the criterion must give an eccentric picture of Jesus, given that he was both Jewish and the inspiration of the Christian church! 
 The defence of both criteria is that they give a modicum of hard evidence and so are a basis for reconstructing the history of Jesus, which 
 may indeed embrace other material. Other criteria have been canvassed, including the presence of Semitisms in the gospel narratives which could indicate a tradition going back to Jesus ’ Palestinian context; but, of course, the earliest church was also Semitic and Aramaic-  speaking. Another criterion is that of embarrassment, so that if something ascribed to Jesus seems contrary to the emphases and ideas of the relevant gospel writer, then this may well have a basis in the tradition. 
  The Jesus Seminar 
 Such criteria have been advocated and used by many, maybe most, critical scholars during the twentieth century. Perhaps the most famous example is the work of the Jesus Seminar, a group of mainly American scholars meeting from 1985 onwards, who wanted to achieve some objectivity in their research. So, in order to eliminate individuals ’ biases, a system was devised whereby the seminar members would all vote on the likelihood of a particular gospel story or saying of Jesus being authentic and give it a rating. A red bead would be cast if a saying was thought to go back to Jesus, a pink bead if Jesus probably said something like this, a grey bead if it probably conveyed something that Jesus could have said and a black bead if Jesus did not say it. The definite results were meagre, with Mark ’ s gospel, for example, only having one saying of Jesus agreed on: ‘ Give to Caesar the things that are Caesar ’ s and to God the things that are God ’ s. ’ 
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 The Jesus emerging from the Seminar, or to be more precise, from some of its most influential members such as J. D. Crossan, was not a Jewish apocalyptic prophet, but more of an itinerant philosophical teacher/healer. His teaching is best represented in Q sayings of Jesus and in the Gospel of Thomas , and he was rather like Greek Cynic philosophers, advocating an alternative countercultural community lifestyle. Critics of the Seminar have argued that, despite its attempted objectivity, its conclusions reflect the values of twentieth-century liberal and slightly left-wing NT scholars! 
 The considered conclusion of many is that the criteria are of limited value and that questing for the historical Jesus is a fruitless exercise: so we need to recognize that we cannot know about the history. 
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 Scholars have  thus turned to other approaches that ask different questions, notably to literary analyses of how the gospels work, to sociological discussion of the Christian communities which produced the gospels and to readings of the gospels that reflect contemporary contexts and issues. Liberation theology is an example of this, originating from deprived communities in South America and reading the gospels in that context rather than in a western academic environment.  Feminist readings criticize the male-dominated interpretations of the past, and explain the gospels and Jesus with feminist issues in mind. Interestingly such approaches, despite their historical agnosticism and their starting point in modern contexts, have undoubtedly led to illuminating historical insights. So liberation theology with its interest in the poor and marginalized has brought to the fore things about Jesus that scholars from the wealthier parts of the world have missed, and feminist theology has opened up aspects of Jesus that have been ignored or downplayed in what has been a male-dominated area of biblical study. 

Jesus the Jew
If the tendency has been to abandon the historical quest for Jesus in favour of other more fruitful approaches to the gospels, historical despair has not been universally embraced; and the quest which some have declared to be dead has been vigorously pursued by others.
 One of the most notable features of the modern post-Holocaust period has been the revived interest in Jesus the Jew (that indeed being the title of a book by the Jewish scholar Geza Vermes). Locating Jesus within the broad context of first-century Judaism has been a primary focus of many major works that have been written in the twenty-first century. Rejecting the extreme scepticism of some of the form critics, scholars such as Gerd Theissen, John Meier, E. P. Sanders, N. T. Wright and James Dunn – to name just a few – have accepted a careful and limited use of the criteria, while emphasizing the similarity of Jesus to Judaism, not just the dissimilarities, and also the connections between Jesus and early Christianity, rather than just the differences. Theissen speaks of ‘ the criterion of difference ’ being replaced with ‘ the criterion of historical plausibility, which reckons with influences of Jesus on early Christianity and his involvement in a Jewish context ’ . 
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 Wright argues that making minute judgements about individual sayings and traditions of Jesus is a way of ‘ frustration  and tears ’ , and he advocates instead coming up with an overall hypothesis which explains Jesus in in his first-century Jewish and Christian context. 
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The resulting widely accepted picture of Jesus sees him as a Jewish prophetic healer and teacher, who believed that the eschatological promises of the OT for the restoration of Israel were beginning to happen, or imminently about to do so.
Reasons for Historical Optimism?
 Encouraging this positive approach has been what we could call the ‘ rediscovery ’ of oral tradition,  which we discussed in Chapter 5 , but also the revisiting of the question of gospel sources and authorship. Despite questions about the authorship and precise dating of the gospels, there is evidence that points to the authors of the gospels being in close touch with the events. 

 Luke ’ s prologue to his gospel (1:1 – 4) is especially important: 
Since many have undertaken to compose an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, as the eyewitnesses from the beginning and servants of the word passed them on to us, it seemed good to me also having followed all things accurately from the beginning, to write you an orderly account, O most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the reliability of the things you have been taught.
 It stands out from the rest of the gospel, with its Greek being rather sophisticated and high-flown, sharply contrasting with the OT-style Greek of the story of Jesus ’ infancy that follows in Luke. It looks as though Luke wants deliberately to give his gospel a stylistic literary beginning. The phraseology is strikingly similar to that used in the opening of Josephus ’  work Against Apion : 
 In my history of our Antiquities, most excellent Epaphroditus, I have, I think, made sufficiently clear … the extreme antiquity of our Jewish race … . Since, however, I observe that a considerable number of persons … discredit the statements in my history … , I consider it my duty to devote a brief treatise to all these points … to instruct all who desire to know the truth concerning the antiquity of our race. As witnesses to my statements I propose to call the writers who, in the estimation of the Greeks, are the most trustworthy authorities on antiquity as a whole. 
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 This stylistic observation has been taken to suggest that Luke ’ s prologue is a formal opening, no doubt to impress Theophilus, Luke ’ s probable patron (of whom we known nothing), and that it does not tell us much about Luke ’ s real historical or other intentions for his work. However, there is no reason for that conclusion. The references to ‘ eyewitnesses ’ , and to ‘ having followed things accurately ’ , and his comment that ‘ you may know the reliability of the things you have been taught ’ , can all be taken seriously in view of the way Luke proceeds in his gospel – for example, in locating stories in a historical context (e.g. giving detailed dates in Luke 3: 1 – 2 as ‘ In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor …’ ). 

 The impression is reinforced in Luke ’ s second volume, the book of Acts, where the detailed knowledge of people and places (e.g. Acts 18 and the references to the expelling of Jews from Rome  and to Gallio  as governor in Corinth, etc.) and the use of the first person – ‘ we ’ did this and ‘ we ’ went there – are most straightforwardly and persuasively seen as showing that the author was a companion of Paul. The ‘ we ’ passages suggest that Luke spent a substantial amount of time with Paul in Jerusalem and Palestine, at a time when eyewitnesses  of Jesus were still around; it is likely that he met James the brother of Jesus who was then leader of the Jerusalem church. People have explained the ‘ we ’ passages in other ways, proposing that Luke was using someone else ’ s diary or that his usage was purely for literary purposes; but it is much more straightforward to take it at face value. The accounts, notably the final chapters of Acts with their account of Paul ’ s journey to Rome that ended in shipwreck, are impressively realistic, both in the portrayal of the Roman governors Felix and Festus and especially in the vivid account of the storm and the shipwreck. 
 Luke could be in a special category as a writer with an interest in history. But that does not mean that the other gospel writers were uninterested in telling a reliable, as well as persuasive, story of Jesus.  Even John ’ s gospel – where the case for the author having been creative is strong – claims to be based on eyewitness testimony to historical realities. 
17
 There is, as we saw in Chapter 5 , plenty of scepticism about this claim and about the early tradition of the church that the gospel goes back to John, a disciple of Jesus. John ’ s gospel may well be something more like an interpretative retelling of the story of Jesus – much more so than the synoptics.  At the same time, there are all sorts of references to individuals  and places, which suggest that John did draw on independent historical sources of information. The fourth gospel ’ s claim to be based on the witness of the ‘ beloved ’ disciple deserves to be taken seriously. 
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 As for Mark there is no such claim. But there is the reference in Mark ’ s account of the crucifixion  to Simon from Cyrene in north Africa being press-ganged into carrying the cross of Jesus, and Mark refers to him as ‘ the father of Alexander and Rufus ’ . 
19
 Alexander and Rufus play no part at all in the story, and the only plausible explanation of this reference is that Mark and his readers know these two men. This indicates that Mark too had close links with eyewitnesses, and lends support to the ancient traditional view that Mark wrote his gospel on the basis of Peter ’ s  preaching in Rome. 
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 If we add to that the speculation that the ‘ young man who ran away naked ’ following Jesus ’ arrest was the author of the gospel – as plausible as any explanation of the otherwise curious story – then Mark would turn out to be an eyewitness of at least that point. If the Mark was also the John Mark, referred to in Acts, 
21
 then it appears that his home in Jerusalem was where the first Christians met and that he was therefore extremely close to the first followers of Jesus and the Christian ‘ way ’ (as it is referred to in Acts).  If the identification of the young man with Mark is mistaken, there is still every likelihood that such a curious story must have come from the person concerned, so that we have another likely link to an eyewitness. 
 The view that the gospels are based on early eyewitness testimony is also indirectly supported by the evidence of Paul ’ s  letters, where the echoes of Jesus ’ traditions (including his teaching on divorce,  and the account of his Last Supper  with his disciples) indicate that those traditions were being received and passed on within a very few years of the events they describe. 
 More generally, the gospels reflect geographical and historical knowledge that confirms that their authors were well-informed ‘ biographers ’ of Jesus. Their geographical  knowledge is impressive: of the Galilee  region (and places such as Capernaum  and Bethsaida), of the different routes from Galilee to Jerusalem  (including of the well at Sychar still visible today) and of the Jerusalem area (including of Bethany, the Mount of  Olives, the Kidron valley, the various pools in Jerusalem). Their historical knowledge of the Herod family,  Pilate,  Caiaphas  and others is also impressive; their information repeatedly complements and rarely contradicts what we find in Josephus ’  works. Other details support the argument, such as the occasional Aramaic  word or phrase (like Abba =  Father, Talitha Cum = little girl get up); there is also the surprising honesty about the failures of Jesus ’ followers (betraying, denying and misunderstanding Jesus). All this and the vividness and incidental detail in many of the stories adds to the impression that we are dealing with writers drawing on eyewitness  testimony, not with novelists, who would neither have so much accurate information, nor the motivation to write such accounts. 
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So Do the Gospels Give Us Reliable Information about Jesus?
Some scholars remain pessimistic about finding the historical Jesus through the gospels. Questions about the relationship between the accounts and about the transmission of the tradition, not to mention the miraculous nature of some of the stories, leave them sceptical. And it is true that demanding historical proof and certainty about particular stories and sayings is an impossible demand.
 On the other hand, the scepticism that ends up with scholars concluding or implying that much gospel tradition is the creation of the early Christian church rather than Jesus is curious, to say the least. It is much more likely that the main creative genius reflected in the gospel stories and teaching was the person who inspired the Christian movement, rather than various of his followers. 
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 There is good reason for cautious historical optimism. The realism of the gospels, the intelligence of the writers, such as Luke, and the evidence of their historical knowledge justify giving the gospel writers a fair and open-minded hearing. The classical historian Mark Smith in his book The Final Days of Jesus contrasts the sceptical approaches of some biblical scholars, who complain, for example, about how late the gospels are as sources, with the more generous but still critical approaches of classical 
 scholars. He observes that, ‘ The Gospels are, relative to the material regularly utilized by ancient historians, very early sources, and the fact that there are four is a form of riches rare in our profession. ’ 
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 And there is also Josephus, an independent and equally early witness. 
 This book will proceed assuming that it is possible to discuss the life of Jesus, while being conscious of the scholarly debates. In what follows we will look at Jesus ’ life and teaching, summarizing the data that we have (very largely from the NT), highlighting key texts, noting scholarly views and debates. We will not go down the hazardous route of the Jesus Seminar,  pronouncing on every individual story or saying. We will take all the different gospels ’ accounts seriously, assuming that the writers all had access to early oral traditions,  while also recognizing the likely use of Mark by Matthew and Luke and the evangelists ’ own redactional perspectives. 
 Two main and related questions will be addressed: first, how, if at all, does what we see make sense within the context of first-century Palestine and Palestinian Judaism – in particular, in the context of people ’ s eschatological hopes? Second, are there reasons for tracing the picture that emerges back to Jesus himself in his historical context, or is it the product of later Christian thinking and imagination? 




1

 Mark 6:30 – 44, 8:1 – 10, 8:19. 



2

 John 6:9. 



3

 Exodus 16, 2; Kings 4:42 – 4. 



4

 John 6:35. 



5

 John 6:15; Mark 6:40. 



6

 See Bultmann ’ s explanation in Bartsch and Bultmann, 1961 . 



7

 The Zambian Emmanuel Milingo, once Catholic archbishop of Lusaka, was famed for his exorcizing  ministry in the 1970s and 1980s, and spoke of European bishops having ‘ a faith grown too desiccated to accept the reality of the miracles and terrors revealed in the Bible ’ , Holland, 2019 , 484. 



8

 See Smith, 1978 . On miracles, see Keener, 2019 , chapter 12. 



9


Tyrrell, 1909 , 49. 



10


Schweitzer, 1910 , 369 – 71. 



11

 Among his major works, see Bultmann, 1963 . 



12

 Mark 12:17. 



13

 On recent approaches see Ekland, 2019 . She speaks of ‘ the Decline and Fall of the Criteria for Authenticity ’ . 



14


Theissen and Merz, 1998 , 116. 



15


Wright, 1992 , 133 and throughout. 



16

 Josephus, Against Apion 2:1 – 4 (LCL), as cited by Marshall, 1978 , 39. On the Lukan prologue, see Alexander, 2005 . 



17

 John 19:35, 20:30, 31. 



18

 See Chapter 5 . Also Blomberg, 2001 ; Bauckham, 2017 , chapters 14 – 18. 



19

 Mark 15:21. 



20

 There is a Rufus in Rome mentioned in Romans 16:31. Bauckham, 2017 , chapters 1 – 9, presents a strong argument from the gospel itself for Markan authorship. Bauckham speculates that the young man who fled could have been Lazarus. 



21

 Acts 12:12,25. 



22


Bauckham, 2017 , chapter 4, argues that ‘ onomastics ’ (the study of names) shows that the names of people referred to in the gospels correspond strikingly and significantly to evidence on the prevalence of particular names in first-century Jewish Palestine. 



23


Borg and Wright (1999) usefully debate their divergent views on the historical Jesus. For other illuminating presentations of opposing scholarly views, see the work of the Greer-Heard-Point-Counterpoint Forum, and the resulting books and resources edited by Robert R. Stewart. 



24


Smith, 2018 , 17 – 18, (also 28 – 9). See also Williams, 2018 . 








  Part II 
 Jesus ’ Life, Ministry and Teaching 
 Context and History  








   7 
 Beginnings 
So what do we know about Jesus? He was a first-century Jewish prophet or teacher, and a healer; eventually he was crucified, but his influence lived on in his followers. That basic information is hard to dispute. But what more can we say?
 Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee.  It appears to have been an undistinguished town, with a population of perhaps 200 – 400 people. Archaeology  suggests that it was a thoroughly and conservatively Jewish town; indications of this include the use of stone eating vessels (considered ritually clean) and the paucity of ritually unclean pig bones. 
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 It contrasts with the nearby city of Sepphoris  which was more Hellenistic and less conservative; it was Antipas ’  capital for some time, and, significantly, at the time of the Jewish war in 66  CE it did not join the Jewish resistance against the Roman  forces of Vespasian. 
 Galilee had been conquered by the Hasmonean  priest rulers of Judea at the end of the second century BCE and had been deliberately re-Judaized, with Jews migrating into the area from Judea. The migrants would naturally have been zealous in their religious and national commitment, and we know of two nationalistically inspired uprisings against Roman rule (in 4  BCE and 6  CE ; see Chapter 2 ), as well as of the Galileans ’ involvement in the disastrous war in 66 – 70  CE . 
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   Birth and Childhood 
 Jesus is thought to have been born between 7 and 4  BCE (not in the year zero as miscalculated by a sixth-century Scythian monk Dionysius Exiguus!). This dating is based on the evidence of the accounts of Jesus ’ birth in both Matthew and Luke, who refer to him being born ‘ in the days of Herod the king ’ who is reckoned to have died in approximately 4  BCE , and on the basis of Luke who says that Jesus was about thirty years old at the start of his ministry which was ‘ in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius  Caesar ’ . 
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 All four gospels speak of Mary as the mother of Jesus, and of Joseph, a carpenter-builder, as his ‘ father ’ , in some sense at least. Jesus was Mary ’ s first born; the name Jesus is an abbreviation of Joshua, a name derived from the Hebrew meaning ‘ YHWH saves ’ and associated especially with the OT leader who succeeded Moses and led the people of Israel into the promised land. 
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 Jesus had brothers and sisters, so (Mark 6:3): ‘ Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses and Judas and Simon? And are not his sisters here with us? ’ . Whether these brothers and sisters were Joseph ’ s and Mary ’ s later children, or children of Joseph by an earlier marriage and so Jesus ’ step-brothers and step-sisters, or even possibly cousins, is debated by scholars. 
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 According to the gospels, the family seems to have been lukewarm or even hostile to Jesus when his ministry began; Mark  describes them as trying to restrain him because they thought he was out of his mind. 
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 This tradition seems unlikely to have been invented, given the later importance of Jesus ’ brothers in the life of the church, 
7
 with James taking over from Peter as leader of the Jerusalem church, 
8
 and his successor being Simeon, another family member. 
 The circumstances of Jesus ’ birth are not described in either Mark or John. Matthew and Luke, on the other hand, both describe the birth, and their accounts – of angelic appearances and of shepherds and wise men visiting the child Jesus – are perhaps the best known of all the stories about Jesus, being the subject of Christmas carols and the focus of Christian celebrations of Christmas around the world. 
  Matthew and Luke 
 Matthew and Luke have widely differing accounts, but they agree that Jesus was born in Bethlehem,  the ‘ city ’ of king David,  during the reign of Herod, that Mary  was a virgin betrothed to Joseph when bearing Jesus, and that his conception was a miraculous work of the Holy Spirit. 

  Matthew (chapters 1 and 2): 
 
	 starts his gospel with a genealogy of Jesus, tracing his ancestry back to David and Abraham;  


	 describes Joseph having various angelic visits, the first reassuring him about Mary ’ s pregnancy and instructing him to call the child Jesus; 


	 relates the story of ‘ magi from the east ’ (Greek magoi ) visiting the child Jesus; they are evidently astrologers who interpret a bright star as indicating the birth of a new ‘ king of the Jews ’ , and who follow the star to Jerusalem and then to Bethlehem, where they present expensive gifts to the child. The tradition that they were kings has no support in the NT account of the magi, and probably has its origins in Christian reflection on the prophecy of Isaiah 60:1 – 7 which speaks of nations and kings coming to ‘ the brightness of your rising ’ , and bringing gold and frankincense; 


	 describes Herod  the incumbent king of the Jews as furious about the idea of a rival king being born, and has boys in Bethlehem of two-years-old and below killed. Joseph and Mary flee to Egypt, and stay there until after the death of Herod, then return to Galilee in order to keep out of the way of Herod ’ s son Archelaus  who is now ruler in Judea. 




 Luke has a much longer and more complicated account of the births of both John the Baptist (  see Chapter 8 ) and of Jesus. This includes: 
 
	 angelic appearances to John ’ s father Zechariah and to Mary, both of whom go on to celebrate what is about to happen in what we might call ‘ hymns ’ of joy and praise. Mary ’ s song is known as the Magnificat, this being the first word in the Latin translation ‘ My soul magnifies the Lord … . ’ 
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 Their hymns strongly reflect a pre-Christian Jewish piety that looks forward to God fulfilling his   promises to Israel, in particular through a new king ‘ in the house of his servant Israel ’ ; 
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	 Joseph taking his pregnant fiancée Mary to Bethlehem  – the city of his ancestors and of King David  – for an imperial census.  There is no room in the family ‘ guest room ’ (a preferable translation to ‘ inn ’ ), and so Jesus is born in the main living area of the house in a manger, normally used by animals; 
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	his birth being announced by angels to local shepherds, who come and visit the newborn child;


	 a description of Jesus being circumcised and brought to the Jerusalem temple,  where he is greeted by two elderly and godly individuals, Simeon and Anna; 


	 a genealogy of Jesus that is different from Matthew ’ s, tracing Jesus ’ family line back to ‘ Adam, the son of God ’ .  
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Scholarly Discussion and Historical Doubts
Scholarly Questions
 Scholars have questioned whether these narratives have any historical basis, noticing among other things: the lack of any trace of the accounts in our earliest NT sources (i.e. Paul ’ s  letters and Mark ’ s gospel);  the major differences between the accounts (even extending to the different genealogies); and the quantity of overtly supernatural happenings, involving angels, mobile stars and especially the unnatural conception of Jesus. 
 It has been widely supposed that Matthew and Luke (and/or their sources) reflect the methods and assumptions of rabbinic midrash,  working creatively with a variety of OT texts and stories. These include: 

(1) the prophecy  in Isaiah 7:14 where there is reference to a ‘ young woman ’ conceiving, the LXX using the Greek word parthenos (virgin); 

(2) the prophecy of Micah 5:2 about a future ruler coming from Bethlehem, ‘ the city of David ’ from which the Messiah-king  would appropriately come; 

(3) the stories in the book of Genesis about Joseph the dreamer who went to Egypt and ended up saving his family (chapters 37 – 41); and 

   (4)  the stories of Moses the historic saviour  of Israel who led the people out of Egypt (as described in the book of Exodus). 

 A further influence may have been Greco – Roman  stories of great men (and Roman emperors!) humanly mothered and divinely fathered. 
The conclusion of some is that the stories in the gospels are theologically expressive legends, and that:
 
	it is likely that Jesus was born in Nazareth;


	  Mary may have had a sexual encounter with someone else other than Joseph, giving rise to the – quite correct – accusation that Jesus was immorally conceived; 
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	 or Jesus may in fact have been Joseph ’ s and Mary ’ s child. 
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  Context and History 
 However, although there is no question about later Christian tradition including legendary elements – for example, the magoi being kings – it is not a foregone conclusion that the NT accounts have no historical basis. 
Both Matthew and Luke reflect considerable knowledge of the first-century Palestinian context. So:
 
	  Matthew ’ s description of Herod  killing male babies in Bethlehem  makes sense given what we know of his murderous jealousy of any potential rivals. Josephus  does not refer to the killing of babies, but does describe Herod killing members of his own family whom he saw as threats (see Chapter 2 ), and there is a possible allusion to the so-called ‘ slaughter of the innocents ’ in the Jewish Assumption of Moses.
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	 Geographically, Matthew ’ s account of the family fleeing southwards from Bethlehem to Egypt in order to avoid Herod makes good sense, with Egypt having a large Jewish community, for example, in the city of Alexandria.  


	  Matthew ’ s reference to Archelaus  succeeding Herod the Great  as ruler of Judea is also attested by Josephus,  as is Archelaus ’ s brutality which would make avoiding Judea desirable for Joseph and the family. 


	 Matthew ’ s magoi from the east ( ‘ the wise men ’ ) are evidently serious astrologers, who flourished in areas like Babylon and who saw major astronomical events as signs of great political events; modern astronomers have identified various events around the time of Jesus, notably important planetary conjunctions.  
16






 The account in Luke as in Matthew is very Jewish in atmosphere and content. This is especially striking, given Luke ’ s strong Gentile  interests. He is likely to be using sources here as at other points in his gospel, and the impression in much of Luke 1 and 2 (e.g. in the ‘ hymns ’ ) is of a Jewish community eagerly awaiting the coming of the Messiah  and the fulfilment of OT promises to the nation of Israel, rather than of Christians looking back on the events. 
17


 As for the arguments against the historicity of the accounts, the silence of Paul, Mark and John does not weigh heavily against the traditions. In any case there may not be total silence, with some scholars seeing allusions to the extraordinary birth in Paul ’ s letter to the Galatians,  ‘ God sent forth his Son born of a woman ’ , possibly in Mark ’ s gospel,  where Jesus is identified as the son of Mary  but not of Joseph (though this could be because Joseph had died), and in what could be a barbed comment by the Jews to Jesus in John: ‘ We were not born of immorality ’ . 
18


Similarly, to argue from the divergences between the accounts against their historical credibility could be reversed, with their differences suggesting independence and their agreements being all the more striking.
 As for the numerous OT references and allusions in both Matthew ’ s and Luke ’ s accounts, these are unmistakable and important, but it is not obvious that either writer saw their infancy narratives as less historical than other parts of their gospels. Luke indeed expresses specifically historical ambitions in the prologue that immediately precedes his account of Jesus ’ birth, speaking of his careful research (see Chapter 6 ). Immediately following his account of the birth he refers quite deliberately to various dates and officials. 
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 The strong emphasis on Jesus ’ family, including their names and the reference to Mary  ‘ storing up ’ things in her heart lends weight to the view that Luke knew members of the family – something that Acts  makes likely with the ‘ we ’ passages taking the author of Luke and Acts to Jerusalem when James the brother of Jesus was leading the Jerusalem church. 



20



The different genealogies


 It has been suggested that Luke ’ s genealogy of Jesus represents the family tradition, with Matthew ’ s different genealogy being more schematic. But both are schematic and theological in different ways, with Matthew arranging his in three sections of fourteen generations, the first from Abraham  to David,  the next from David to the exile  and the last taking us to Jesus. Fourteen is twice seven, and seven was traditionally seen as the number of perfection; so Matthew may want to say schematically that Jesus was bringing the seventh seven, that is, the perfect age of the kingdom of heaven. Luke is also schematic with seventy-seven generations taking us back to ‘ the son of man (Adam), the son of God ’ . 
21



Growing Up
 We have next to no evidence about Jesus ’ early years in the canonical gospels, though Luke recounts the story of the twelve-year-old Jesus going up with the family to Jerusalem for Passover,  getting lost on the way back and being found debating with the theologians in the Jerusalem temple,  commenting: ‘ Did you not know that I must be in my father ’ s house? ’ (or ‘ engaged in my father ’ s business ’ ). 
22
 The family visit to Jerusalem is entirely plausible. The unspectacular nature of this story contrasts with some of the bizarre stories found in some of the apocryphal gospels (e.g. with the boy Jesus miraculously turning clay birds into real birds in the Infancy Gospel of Thomas ). The portrayal of the young Jesus making 
 trouble for his parents while beginning to develop a theological understanding of God as his father is notable. 
 There is every likelihood that Jesus learned the family trade from Joseph (Mark 6:3 refers to Jesus himself as a carpenter); the Greek word  tekt ō n  suggests not just a wood-worker, but a skilled builder and craftsman. In a religiously practising family, he would have been taught, and learned by heart, key parts of the OT and important prayers. This was no doubt the foundation of his extraordinary knowledge and ‘ wisdom ’ which astounded people when he began his teaching ministry. 
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 Learning Scripture would have been central in the schooling provided in the local synagogue, where Jesus is likely also to have learned to read and write. Jesus ’ first language was Aramaic,  but he would also have learned the related language, Hebrew, as used in the reading of Scripture in the synagogue, and would very probably have been able to speak Greek,  the language of commerce and government. 

  Singing 


 Singing from the hymnbook of the Jews (i.e. the book of Psalms)  will no doubt have been important in Jesus ’ upbringing. Jesus refers on one occasion to children  playing musical instruments and singing, and he frequently quotes the Psalms. It is likely that the ‘ hymn ’ sung at the end of Jesus ’ Last Supper  with his disciples was the Passover Psalms 114 – 18. Singing continued to be important in the early church ’ s worship. 
24



Some Conclusions
 Jesus was born around 4  BCE . Some popular Christmas traditions are not in the NT accounts of Matthew and Luke, and those accounts differ very considerably from each other. They are also full of OT allusions, and have been seen as the product of Christian reflection about Jesus, rather than as historically useful. 
 However, in considering questions of context and history, the locating of the stories in both Bethlehem  and Nazareth makes sense, given the historical migration of Jews from Judea to Galilee  under the Hasmonean  rulers. So does the portrayal of Jesus as coming from a religious family  that was eagerly looking forward to God ’ s promised intervention to save his people through a new king from the family of David.  In the context of that sort of piety, dreams and visions – for example, of angels – would have been very normal (as they are in many parts of the world today), and Jesus would have grown up sharing the religious aspirations and inclinations of this context. 
 As for history, there are all sorts of questions, including about the genre  and purpose of their narratives; the gospel writers clearly indicate their theological interest in showing Jesus as the fulfilment of prophetic promises and hopes. However, the spirituality expressed in both Matthew and Luke ’ s accounts seems to be a pre-Christian Jewish spirituality. Both gospel writers demonstrate real knowledge of the history of Palestine at the time. Both appear to have a historical intention, with Luke, at least, having good links to the family of Jesus. 
 We may rather confidently conclude that Jesus grew up in the home and family of a Galilean carpenter/builder, within a community that shared the religious fervour and national aspirations of many first-century Jews who were looking for God ’ s promised day of salvation. 
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 Baptism and John the Baptist 
 How did Jesus the carpenter ’ s son turn into a famous teacher and healer? What seems to have been decisive was his baptism by John the Baptist. 
 Baptism with water has been the key initiation rite of the Christian religion right up to the present day. Jesus instructed his followers to ‘ make disciples ’ through baptism according to the gospels, but it was his older contemporary John who began baptizing people, including Jesus. And whereas the circumstances of Jesus ’ birth are contested, the gospel accounts are unanimous in linking the start of Jesus ’ ministry with John. Indeed, John could fairly be described as the person who was instrumental in launching Jesus into his ministry, as well, in one sense, as the originator of Christian baptism. 
Accounts of John
 Our knowledge of John comes not just from the NT, but also from Josephus. In fact, it is one of the most striking and informative points of overlap between the Christian gospels and Josephus. In describing  Herod Antipas, Josephus refers to major troubles brought on him by divorcing his first wife in favour of Herodias, his brother ’ s wife with whom he had fallen in love. His first wife was a princess from Nabatea (an Arab kingdom beyond the River Jordan, including the famous ‘ rose-red ’ city of Petra), and divorcing her resulted in a dangerous war with Aretas, the king of Nabatea; this had the makings of being disastrous, had it not been for Roman intervention on Antipas ’ side. Josephus comments that some of the Jews saw Antipas ’ troubles as divine vengeance for his treatment of John the Baptist, who he goes on to describe as follows: 

 John, surnamed the Baptist … Herod had him put to death, though he was a good man, and had exhorted the Jews to lead righteous lives, to practise justice towards their fellows and piety towards God, and so doing to join in baptism … . . In his view this was a necessary preliminary if baptism was to be acceptable to God. When others too joined the crowds about him, because they were aroused to the highest degree by his sermons, Herod became alarmed … it looked as if they would be guided by John in everything that they did. Herod decided therefore that it would be much better to strike and be rid of him before his work led to uprising … John … was brought in chains to Machaerus … and there put to death. 
1


The gospel accounts of John overlap considerably with what Josephus says. So in Mark we read:
 John came, baptizing in the wilderness and proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. And there came out to him all the region of Judea and all the people of Jerusalem, and they were being baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins. And John was clothed with camel ’ s hair and a leather belt around his waist and ate locusts and wild honey. And he was proclaiming:  ‘ After me is coming one mightier than I, the strap of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. I have baptized you with water, but he will baptize you with Holy Spirit.  ’ 
2


 Mark goes on to describe John baptizing Jesus and, later in his gospel, a gory account of  Herod having John executed to please Herodias: 
 It was Herod who sent and seized John and bound him in prison because of Herodias, his brother Philip ’ s wife, because he had married her. For John was saying to Herod,  ‘ It is not lawful for you to have your brother ’ s wife. ’ Herodias had it in for him and wanted to kill him, but could not, for Herod feared John, knowing that he was a righteous and holy man, and he protected him. When he listened to him, he was very perplexed, and he used to listen to him gladly. But an opportune day came. 
3


 The opportunity as described by Mark and Matthew was a birthday party, where the presumably sexy dancing of Herodias ’ daughter led the presumably drunken Herod to promise her anything and ended up with her asking for and getting John ’ s head. 
The parallels between Josephus and the gospels are instructive, with both referring to
 
	the same individuals involved;


	 John ’ s massive popularity; 


	his baptizing ministry and his call for genuine repentance;


	  Herod ’ s marriage to Herodias being a major cause of offence and Herodias being an important player in the drama; 


	John finally being arrested and ultimately executed.



 There are interesting differences, with Josephus suggesting that Antipas got rid of John because his immense popularity made him a threat to security, and Mark saying it was because of pressure from Herodias (with Antipas himself being better disposed towards him). But the accounts are perfectly compatible: a popular leader denouncing your marriage was likely to evoke Herodias ’ hatred and to be dangerous politically. Josephus is writing about the politics of the situation in the context of Roman  rule; the NT writers are explaining John, the eschatological urgency of his message and his relationship to Jesus. It is possible to see the story of John ’ s execution as a popular tale rather than sober history, but it is credible enough in the context. 

 Some scholars prefer Josephus ’ politically focussed account of John to the arguably Christianized account in the gospels – with John speaking of the greater one to come. But in the Jewish context where theology and politics were inextricably linked it is entirely plausible that John ’ s expectation of imminent divine intervention would have included the coming of a future Messiah;  it is also plausible that some of his own followers would have wondered if he himself could be the hoped-for Messiah. 
4


 John ’ s Origins and Associations 

 The gospels give significant space to John, but only Luke ’ s gospel gives any clues as to his background. Luke describes his birth into a priestly family, and suggests that his mother was related to Mary; he also has the intriguing remark that John grew up and ‘ was in the wilderness until the day of his public appearance to Israel ’ . 
5


 What John might have been doing in the ‘ wilderness ’ – the wild, largely uninhabited and often desert areas of the country – is a matter for speculation. The wilderness had all sorts of important connotations for the Jews, notably because of its connections with the Exodus  from Egypt. Josephus mentions an ascetic hermit Bannus in the Judean desert with whom he (Josephus) lived for several years. 
6
 In the gospels John is specifically described as an austere ascetic – living on locusts and honey, with camel ’ s hair clothing and a leather belt; the picture is reminiscent of Elijah the great Old Testament  (OT) prophet, who was uncompromising and confrontational. 
7
 The gospels identify John as the Elijah who, according to the prophet Malachi, would be sent by God to change people ’ s hearts ‘ before the great and terrible day of YHWH ’ comes. Jesus is described as calling John a ‘ prophet  … and more than a prophet ’ , and as affirming his greatness. 
8


 John could also have had an association with the Qumran community. It was a priest-led community, which lived near the Red Sea and near the probable site of Jesus ’ baptism in the Jordan. Josephus tells us that the community had a programme for adopting and training children;  was John, who came from a priestly family, one such student of the Essenes before he began his distinctive ministry? 
9


There are striking parallels between John as pictured in the gospels and the Qumran community.

(1) There is their wilderness context. The community saw itself as ‘ preparing the way of the Lord in the wilderness ’ , a phrase taken from Isaiah 40:3 and also associated with John in the gospels: 
 members of the Community in Israel … shall separate from the habitations of ungodly men and shall go into the wilderness to prepare the way of Him; as it is written,  Prepare in the wilderness the way … make straight in the desert a path for our God.  This is the study of the Law which He commanded by the hand of Moses, that they may do according to all that has been revealed from age to age, and as the Prophets have revealed by His Holy Spirit. 

10


 Precisely the same text from Isaiah is used in the gospels in connection with John the Baptist and according to John ’ s gospel by John himself in explaining his own ministry. 
11



(2) Both in the Qumran texts and in the teaching of John the Baptist in the gospels there is a sense of expectantly waiting for God to intervene and to fulfil OT prophecies, such as Isaiah 40. The expectation of the Qumran community included the coming of God ’ s promised Messiah, or to be more precise the coming of two  Messiahs, one a royal Messiah and one a priestly Messiah. 
12
 In the gospels John denies that he is the Messiah, but speaks of the coming of ‘ one greater than I ’ . 

(3) In both there is an urgency in calling people to prepare by righteous and repentant living in the face of coming judgement. This had particular application to Herod Antipas  and his wife Herodias, and also to religious leaders such as the Pharisees, who John denounced and the Essenes called ‘ speakers of smooth things ’ . For the Qumran community this ethical  righteous living was described primarily in terms of scrupulously keeping to the OT law. For John it entailed ‘ repentance ’ , a turning or conversion acted out in baptism and then lived out practically in just and generous living. 
13


  Baptism 
 ‘ Baptisms ’ (the Greek word literally means ‘ dippings ’ or ‘ immersions ’ ) were common in contemporary Judaism, as evident in the numerous miqvot, stone baths for ritual cleansing that have been found by archaeologists, including in Jerusalem. Josephus says that ritual washing was important for Bannus, as it was also for the Qumran community. 
14
 But their washings were repeated and self-administered to ensure ritual cleanliness, whereas it seems that John ’ s was a one-off act of public repentance, representing a turning from an old life and entering a new one. 


Figure 8.1 Miqvah (ritual bath) at Qumran 
 ( Image: PikiWiki Israel 14993 ) 
 There is a possible partial parallel in Jewish baptism for proselytes (i.e. Gentiles converting to Judaism), though scholars are uncertain if this was established practice in the first century. 
15
 In any case, John ’ s baptism was directed at Jews in the first instance – with John challenging them: ‘ Do not presume to say … we have Abraham  as our father. ’ 
16



 John ’ s ministry may have been inspired by the prophetic  promises of the coming ‘ day of the Lord ’ , and his baptizing in particular by Ezekiel chapter 36:24 – 7 which speaks of God ’ s plan to restore his people: 
 I will take you from the nations and gather you from all the countries and bring you into your own land. I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall be clean from all  your uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you. And I will give you a new heart and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit  within you. 
17


 That passage in Ezekiel is followed by the famous vision of a valley full of dry bones – like a slaughtered unburied army. Ezekiel prophesies to the bones, which dramatically reassemble and then come to life when the breath or spirit comes into them. The powerful picture (which is celebrated in the spiritual ‘ Dem Bones ’ ) is of national revival and leads into a promise of a new king for the people, a new king David, and  also of a ‘ covenant  of peace ’ , with YHWH dwelling among his people. 

 The gospels record that John said that he would be succeeded by one who will ‘ come after me ’ and who will be far ‘ mightier than I ’ ; ‘ I baptize you with water … he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. ’ 
18
 That greater one could be thought to be God himself, and certainly in Ezekiel 36  it is YHWH who promises ‘ I will put my Spirit  within you ’ ; 
19
 but it is probable that John has in mind the new king David  (as in Ezekiel 37) and/or the ‘ son of man ’ figure of Daniel  7. 
20


 The various parallels between John and the Qumran  community are impressive. 
21
 Scholars are divided over whether the links are simply a reflection of first-century sectarian Judaism, or whether they point to a closer relationship. 
22
 Either way, what emerges quite clearly is that the accounts of John the Baptist and Jesus fit very well in the first-century Palestinian context. 
 Jesus ’ Baptism and Testing 
 The gospels agree that Jesus came to John and was baptized in the River Jordan. Jordan had historic associations with the history of Israel: after the Exodus  from Egypt and the journey across Sinai they came to the Jordan and, thanks to its flow being temporarily blocked upstream (something that happened again as recently as 1927 for twenty-one hours, due to an earthquake and collapsing cliffs), they crossed over and so began their conquest of their ‘ promised land ’ . 
23
 In that theologically and nationally important river Jesus was baptized by John, thus identifying himself with John ’ s call for national repentance and with his movement. 


Figure 8.2 River Jordan 
 ( Image: David Bjorgen CC BY-SA2.5, via Wikimedia Commons ) 
 It is hard to deny that his baptism by John was a pivotal moment for Jesus, bringing to an end his work in the family business as a carpenter/builder and the beginning of his spiritual ministry. The gospels describe his baptism being followed by a decisively important revelatory experience. They speak of the heavens being torn open and of the Holy Spirit coming on him in the form of a dove with a heavenly voice hailing him as ‘ my beloved son ’ . 
24
 The picture is of a mystical and ‘ charismatic ’ experience, which would inspire and propel Jesus into his ministry. 
 It resembles the call-visions of some of the OT prophets  (such as Isaiah ’ s in Isaiah  6), and the description of the experience is full of  important OT echoes, such as Isaiah 64:1, ‘ Oh that you would rend the heavens and come down ’ . Most important are the stories of prophets and of kings being anointed and commissioned for their work. Notably, King David  was anointed by the prophet Samuel,  ‘ and the Spirit of YHWH rushed upon David from that day forward ’ . 
25
 The Hebrew and the Greek words for Spirit (Hebrew ruakh; Greek pneuma ) are etymologically related to the idea of wind and breath, and in the OT convey the thought of God ’ s power coming into situations and inspiring people, often in dramatic ways. Jesus would be an extraordinary charismatic teacher ‘ full of the Spirit ’ , with clairvoyant, healing and exorcistic powers (see Chapter 11 ). 
   Son of God 
 The words from heaven recall various significant OT passages. ‘ You are my beloved Son ’ echoes words addressed to the king on his accession to the throne in one of the Psalms:  ‘ YHWH said to me “ You are my Son, today I have begotten you ” . ’ The words ‘ with you I am well pleased ’ evoke Genesis 22 where God speaks to Abraham  of Isaac as ‘ your son, your only son whom you love ’ , but also Isaiah  42: ‘ Behold my servant whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights. I have put my Spirit upon him. ’ 
26
 These OT echoes may indicate that we are dealing with Christian theological reflections about Jesus, rather than anything rooted in Jesus ’ own experience. However, the case for Jesus being baptized by John is strong; it is entirely likely that he had a powerful experience of prophetic call and spiritual empowerment at the beginning of his ministry, and the evidence suggests that his experience included a particular and formative awareness of a relationship to God as his father. 

 In the Jewish world of Jesus, being ‘ son of God ’ would not suggest divinity,  let alone the later Christian idea of the Trinity – Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  In the OT Israel was spoken of as YHWH ’ s adopted son, and so was the anointed king. 
27
 Jesus was viewed as God ’ s son by the first Christians in both of those senses – as fulfilling Israel ’ s vocation and as the royal Messiah. And as for Jesus himself, he does appear to have seen himself as God ’ s son in an especially significant and intimate sense. 
 This is shown by the way that, in the gospels, he consistently speaks of God as his father and prays to him as father. In particular, he used the Aramaic  word   Abba  in addressing God. Abba was the family word used in addressing the father of a family, similar to the English words ‘ Papa ’ or ‘ Daddy ’ (but not in any way a juvenile word). Mark ’ s gospel  describes Jesus as crying out to God in Gethsemane, ‘ Abba, Father … take this cup away from me ’ . 
28
 It is significant that in this instance the Aramaic word Abba is recorded within a gospel written in Greek. This seems to be because it was something distinctive of Jesus, and memorable; it was not used regularly in Jewish prayer in addressing God, probably because it seemed over-familiar. The term occurs twice in Paul ’ s letters, 
29
 and this again is striking given that the letters are in Greek and written to Greek-speaking people. Galatians, possibly Paul ’ s earliest letter (dated around 
 49  CE ), suggests the reason, when Paul says specifically that ‘ God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying “ Abba, Father ” . ’ The implication is that ‘ Abba ’ is something that Christians, even those who do not speak Aramaic,  can and do say in addressing God, because of its origin with Jesus and because they have Jesus ’ Spirit  within them. 
 Although the actual Aramaic word only features three times in the NT – something not at all surprising given that the NT is in Greek! – its use and the consistent way that Jesus addresses and speaks of God as Father in the gospels points to something very important in his self-understanding. 



  Conflict with the Devil 
 The synoptic gospels suggest that Jesus ’ call-vision at his baptism was a private not a public experience, so that the account should be seen as coming primarily from his own recollection and reflection. The same is true when Matthew, Mark and Luke go on to speak of Jesus experiencing a particular and profound spiritual struggle with Satan or the devil ‘ in the wilderness ’ . Mark ’ s  account is very brief, and describes the period of testing or temptation as lasting for forty days (reminding us of the forty years that Israel spent in the wilderness according to the OT). Mark concludes: ‘ And he was with the wild animals, and the angels ministered to him. ’ 
30
 Matthew and Luke have a much more elaborate temptation story, with Jesus being tempted to prove his divine sonship ( ‘ If you are the Son of God … ’ ), by making stones turn into bread, jumping from the highest point of the temple, and worshipping Satan. 
31
 In each case Jesus resists and responds by quoting from the OT book of Deuteronomy (e.g. ‘ You shall not tempt the Lord your God ’ ) 
32
 . Where Israel had failed as God ’ s ‘ son ’ in the wilderness, Jesus succeeds. 
 There are clearly significant connections being made with the ancient OT story of Israel, and the account has been viewed as another example of midrash  in the gospel accounts of Jesus, rather than as history. What is clear is that Jesus ’ whole ministry is viewed in the gospels and by Jesus himself as a spiritual, and indeed, cosmic battle against the powers of evil, and as a battle played out on the historical stage of first-century Palestine. 
33
 By contrast to the one-dimensional view of many in the modern world, for most of Jesus ’ contemporaries the heavenly and the  spiritual (including the demonic) were realities quite as important as the material. 

34


Jesus the Baptist


 The close association of Jesus with John is well attested in the subsequent narrative in the gospels, 
35
 but it is only the fourth gospel which says that Jesus began a baptizing ministry parallel to John ’ s in Judea. 
36
 Although this is not referred to in the synoptic gospels, there is an unexplained silence in their accounts about what happened to Jesus between his baptism and the start of his Galilean ministry, which they say began after the arrest of John; the fourth gospel fills the gap. The silence of the synoptic gospels could be because the writers were uncomfortable with the implications of Jesus submitting to someone else ’ s baptism – and a baptism for forgiveness of sins! – and then following John ’ s example in discipling people through baptism. The gospels all go out of their way to emphasize their view that Jesus was actually the greater one, who John expected, not the other way round, as some followers of John may later have claimed. 
37


Some Conclusions
 How did the carpenter – builder ’ s son from Nazareth become a powerful prophetic leader of people? Jesus ’ baptism by John the Baptist was a key moment. 
The stories of his baptism and temptation breathe the atmosphere of first-century Judaism, with the places, the washings, the messianic hopes and movements all reflecting the context. The parallels between the Baptist and the Qumran community illustrate this vividly (with key shared texts including Isaiah 40, Ezekiel 36,37 and 34).
 But how much is history? The accounts all describe indisputably historical events and people – for example, John the Baptist – but also other-worldly experiences such as the heavens being torn open, a voice being heard from heaven and Jesus meeting and jousting with the devil. It is not  always clear how much is vision, midrash  or something else (or a combination thereof). Certainly, major biblical and theological narratives and themes permeate the stories, including the accounts of the Exodus,  the forty years ’ wanderings of Israel in the wilderness and the crossing of the River Jordan into the promised land. 
 But although the gospel writers were well aware of the theological dimensions of what they were describing, the case for a historical basis for the accounts of John the Baptist and of Jesus ’ baptism is strong. Not only does it make contextual sense, but also the popular ministry of John the Baptist is independently attested by Josephus. And Jesus ’ baptism by John and his close association with his predecessor seems to have caused some embarrassment for Christians wanting to emphasize the superiority of Jesus. 
 If it was an embarrassing fact for the later Christian movement, it is also important for our understanding of Jesus: he identified and was identified with John and with his urgent message – about the coming of the day of the Lord and about the need for righteous living – even though he would differ from John in certain significant respects. 
 It is entirely probable that Jesus had a powerful spiritual experience of call and commissioning at his baptism, and both of being God ’ s ‘ son ’ – something that is reflected in the way that he regularly called God his ‘ father ’ – and of experiencing spiritual testing for ‘ forty days ’ . It marked a hugely important turning point for the carpenter ’ s son as he embraced a new spiritual calling and career. 
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 Amazing Teacher in Galilee 
Parables
  Galilee 
 Jesus ’ home was Galilee, and all the gospels agree that this was the focus of his developing ministry after his baptism.  That made sense for practical and strategic reasons, given that it was his home area, though there could have been a theological rationale as well: Isaiah 9:1,2 refers to light dawning in Galilee. 
1
 The town of Capernaum on the north shore of the Sea of Galilee seems to have been his base, and is a site that has been thoroughly excavated in modern times. It was a fishing town, established in the second century BCE , during the Hasmonean era, on the coast road and trade route from Bethsaida in the north-east and Tiberias in the south-west. Its population has been estimated at around 1,500. It had a synagogue (though the main surviving synagogue ruins date only from the fourth century CE ). An ancient complex of houses going back to the time of Jesus has been excavated  in Capernaum,  one of which is revered as the house of Simon Peter and could well have been Jesus ’ lakeside base. 
2


 Jesus ’ early mission activity was mainly around the lake. As well as Capernaum, Jesus is described as going to the regions of Bethsaida, the original home town of Simon Peter and Andrew, and to other lakeside places, even to the east side and the region of the Gentile towns of the Decapolis. There is no reference to him going to Tiberias, the new city built around 20  CE by Antipas. It was a distinctly Hellenistic  city. For that reason and because of the connection with Antipas,  Jesus may well have 
 avoided going there. The same could be true of Sepphoris,  though it was a more Jewish city, and because of its proximity to Nazareth commentators have liked to imagine the carpenter – builder Joseph and his family working there. 
  Fishing 
 Not surprisingly, Jesus ’ early mission features fishing and fishermen. Some of his first followers were fishermen. He went out on and around the lake with them, experiencing the violent storms that are common over Galilee. He used their boats as a platform from which to preach and to listen to crowds on the shore. 
 We have plenty of evidence of what fishing on Galilee was like, from the gospel accounts themselves (e.g. references to their casting, dragging and mending nets, to fishing at night and to the sudden and violent storms on the lake). Archaeology also  contributes to our picture: numerous stone net weights have been found, and a first-century wooden fishing boat (8.27 m long, 2.3 m wide) was discovered in 1986, when water levels were low because of drought. 


Figure 9.1  Fishing boat from Jesus ’ time (preserved in metal frame), found in lake Galilee  
 ( Image: John Went ) 

 In his teaching Jesus used fishing and fish-related images, as when he called the four fishermen, Peter, Andrew, James and John, to ‘ follow me ’ promising them: ‘ I will make you fishers of men ’ , that is, colleagues in his kingdom ministry. 
3
 Jesus used fishy parables, as when he explained the kingdom of God as ‘ a net that is thrown into the sea ’ that catches good and bad (i.e. inedible) fish, which have to be sorted out; it is a parable about end-time judgement. 
4
 Matthew ’ s gospel also has a strange but intriguing and instructive story about Jesus ’ disciples being asked whether he paid the annual tax  that adult Jews paid to the Jerusalem temple. Jesus could have claimed to be free from such temple demands now, given that the kingdom of God was arriving in his ministry (see Chapter 10 ); indeed, he makes that point asserting that ‘ the sons ’ of the kingdom are free, but ‘ in order not to cause offence ’ he sends his disciples to catch a fish, in the mouth of which they will find a coin suitable for the tax. 
5
 Modern tourists will find ‘ Peter ’ s fish ’ (a tilapia ) offered on cafe menus! 
 But what was Jesus ’ mission and ministry in and around Galilee? Of course, the accounts that we have are inevitably highly selective, and no doubt it is the highlights and especially significant events that are described. 



 The length of Jesus ’ ministry 


 It could be deduced from Mark ’ s and from Matthew ’ s gospels and, to a lesser extent, Luke ’ s that Jesus ’ ministry was almost exclusively in the north of Palestine, in the Galilee area, for example, and that he went south only for the final fateful journey, which ended in his crucifixion.  It has been concluded that Jesus ’ ministry lasted only for a year or so. John, however, rather plausibly suggests that not only did Jesus have an early baptizing  ministry in Judea, but he also visited Jerusalem  quite regularly, particularly at festival times. It can be inferred that Jesus ’ ministry probably lasted for two or three years. 

A Teacher with Authority, Using Parables
 One of the least controversial things to say about Jesus is that he was a remarkable and influential teacher. All four gospels indicate this, and 
 devote large parts of their accounts to his teaching. Even Mark, who focusses on Jesus ’ actions rather than his teaching, goes out of his way to refer to Jesus as teacher right at the start of his account of Jesus ’ ministry: ‘ He went into the synagogue and was teaching. ’ Mark then comments that his hearers were amazed, ‘ for he taught them as one having authority and not as the scribes ’ . 
6
 It was extraordinary that a youngish man from a carpenter ’ s family in Nazareth without any professional theological training could be such a knowledgeable and impressive teacher, so much so that he came sometimes to be addressed as rabbi. 
7
 Whereas the scribes could no doubt quote chapter and verse on their opinions, he had an authority they could not match. 
 It was not just his manner and his message that were remarkable (on his kingdom teaching, see Chapter 10 ); he was a highly effective communicator. For example, he used pithy and memorable sayings such as: ‘ It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of the needle than for a rich person to enter the kingdom of God. ’ 
8
 Jesus taught in poetic or semi-poetic form, as in the famous ‘ beatitudes ’ where he says, ‘ Blessed are … for theirs is the kingdom … ’ 

9
 and also in many of the parables. For instance, the parable of the sheep and goats is almost rhythmical: ‘ I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me. ’ 
10


 The ‘ How ’ of Jesus ’ Teaching and His Use of Parables 
 It was Jesus ’ use of parables that made his teaching especially listenable. Other teachers used parables, but it seems to have been especially characteristic of Jesus, with Mark commenting, perhaps with a touch of exaggeration, that in teaching the crowds Jesus ‘ did not speak to them without a parable ’ . 
11
 His parables tell us a lot about him as a person, not just that he was a storyteller who knew about effective communication, but also that he was a keen and acute observer of everyday life. The parables refer to all sorts of aspects of life and society, from farming to family life, from the world of business to crime. They are very informative about life in  their historical context, but they also continue today to be one of the best known and most loved aspects of Jesus ’ teaching. 
 But what are parables, and how do they work? 
12
 The word  parabol ē  (in Greek; mashal/mathla in Hebrew and Aramaic)  has a wide range of meanings; it can cover everything from a short proverb to an extended story or allegory. 
13
 A brief all-encompassing definition would be that a parable is a pictorial saying or story which is making a point. Some are similes (to use the grammatical term) – ‘ the kingdom of God is like …’ ; some are or contain metaphors – ‘ you are the salt of the earth ’ ; some are or contain allegories, coded references, as in the story of the vineyard owner who sends his son to get the harvest from his tenants and who end up killing him, evidently referring to Jesus; some are example stories as the parable of the good Samaritan with its conclusion ‘ Go and do likewise ’ . The term covers a wide range of pictures in words. 
 The OT has numerous parables of various sorts. The book of Proverbs introduces its wise teachings with the Hebrew word mashal: ‘ The proverbs ( meshalim ) of Solomon ’ . 
14

 The prophet Ezekiel is described as ‘ a maker of parables ’ . 
15
 The book of Ezekiel has pithy sayings, such as ‘ the fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children ’ s teeth are set on edge ’ , 
16
 but it also has elaborate allegorical stories such as the story in Ezekiel 17 about a great eagle planting and tending a vine, only to see his work undone by a rival eagle that arrives and lures the vine in its direction. The parable is then explained in terms of Israel first being under the rule of the Babylonians and then going over to the rival empire, Egypt. There are also acted as opposed to verbal parables: for example, Ezekiel acts out the siege of the city of Jerusalem by lying on the ground for a very long time. 
17
 The book of Daniel,  arguably one of the most important books of the OT for Jesus, also has striking parabolic imagery, as we will see ( Chapter 9 ). 
 Given this background, it is hardly surprising that Jesus and other teachers used parabolic sayings and stories in their teaching. People still love stories, these days often acted out in films. The sermon or speech that  lacks illustrations and stories is almost guaranteed to be relatively ineffective and boring. 
 Mark explains that Jesus spoke in parables ‘ as they [the crowds listening] were able to hear ’ , 
18
 and the first main block of parables in Mark, Matthew and Luke opens with the parable of the sower, which is interpreted as teaching the importance of ‘ hearing and doing ’ the word of God. 
19
 The parable pictures what must have been a very familiar scene in Jesus ’ Galilee  and an extremely important part of life – a man sowing seed in his field. Some of it fails to produce fruit, for a variety of reasons – poor soil, not putting down deep roots, weeds among the growing plants. Some of it, however, is thoroughly fruitful. The parable is explained as portraying people ’ s response to hearing ‘ the word ’ of God: some take it to heart and are fruitful in acting on it, whereas others lack perseverance and focus and fail to bear fruit. The challenge is to ‘ hear ’ : ‘ He who has ears to hear, let him hear. ’ 
20


 Not that Jesus ’ parables were always easy to understand at first hearing. Mark, Matthew and Luke all have Jesus ’ disciples requesting that he explain the parable of the sower, and also asking, explicitly in Matthew, why Jesus spoke in parables rather than more directly and plainly. 
21
 The answer given echoes the OT prophet Isaiah,  who was told that his words would be met with unbelief and would have the effect of hardening the hearts of his hearers. 
22
 Jesus identifies with that prophetic experience in explaining that some people hear his words and do not bear fruit; by contrast his disciples hear, ask questions and learn about the kingdom of God,  having been granted understanding by God. 
 The Importance of the Context in Interpreting Jesus ’ Parables 
 The parables of Jesus about fishing, sowing and harvesting, shepherding and many other things from everyday life reflect his context, often in a vivid way. A humorous example is from the carpentry and building world, which he knew well: warning against judging others, Jesus compares it to the person who offers to remove a speck of dust from the eye of his neighbour without noticing the plank of wood in his own eye. 
23



  The problematic Mark 4:10 – 12 


 In Mark, Jesus says: ‘ To you has been given the mystery of the kingdom of God, but for those outside everything is in parables, so that they may indeed see but not perceive, and may indeed hear but not understand, lest they should turn and be forgiven. ’ This apparently harsh verdict on ‘ those outside ’ has led scholars to suggest that the words do not go back to Jesus or that they have been mistranslated, one view being that the original meaning was not ‘ lest they turn and be forgiven ’ but ‘ unless they turn and be forgiven ’ . But none of these suggestions is persuasive. 

 More plausibly, the saying in question may have originally been a comment about Jesus ’ ministry in general, and about how some people responded positively to him and his message, whereas others failed to see ‘ the mystery of the kingdom of God ’ .  If so, the gospel writers have related that general observation to Jesus ’ teaching in parables in particular, locating the saying in question between the parable of the sower and the explanation of its meaning which follows. The sense then is that the parables were indeed designed to be ‘ heard ’ and understood, but the meaning was often not on the surface and people needed to ask Jesus for an explanation (as they do in Mark 4:10 and Luke 8:9).  


 Another example is the well-known parable of the good Samaritan, Jesus ’ response to a question, ‘ Who is my neighbour? ’ , in the OT command to ‘ love your neighbour as yourself ’ . 
24
 Jesus describes a man going from Jerusalem to Jericho, getting mugged on the way, being ignored by a passing priest and a Levite, but being rescued and cared for by a Samaritan. 
 This would have been engaging and hard-hitting for Jesus ’ hearers, familiar with the Jerusalem – Jericho road, which was one of the principal pilgrim routes, steep (descending from approximately 760 m above sea level to 235 m below in 27 km), rocky and famously dangerous (right up to modern times). Jesus ’ hearers would also have felt for the poor man who got mugged, even if they may have wondered why he was travelling on his own. They would have felt angry at the religious priest and Levite who failed to help, and shocked  when the man who comes down next is a Samaritan, despised and even hated by the Jews. The tensions between the communities are illustrated by Luke ’ s account of a journey Jesus made through Samaria and of the frosty reception, or rather lack of reception, that he received. it infuriated his Jewish disciples. 
25
 For Jesus to make a Samaritan the hero of his story was shocking; to make him a super-hero was positively offensive. The Samaritan does not ignore the injured man or just give him minimal assistance; he is outstandingly generous, putting the victim on his donkey, taking him to an inn and paying all his expenses. (There is archaeological  evidence for an inn about halfway along the route from Jerusalem to Jericho. 
26
 ) 
 Such a reading of the parable would have been engaging and relevant to Jesus ’ hearers. It takes account of the historical and indeed geographical context; it does justice to the narrative form of the parable. It also fits with the clues that Luke gives as to its meaning – the question ‘ Who is my neighbour? ’ and the exhortation ‘ Go and do likewise ’ . And it makes sense in the context of Jesus ’ kingdom teaching: the story powerfully challenges people ’ s prejudices and sets before them the way of the kingdom of God, with Jesus calling his followers to go the second mile and even to love their enemies (see Chapter 14 ). 
 This interpretation contrasts with the allegorical interpretation of the North African bishop Augustine in the fourth and fifth centuries. He took the parable to be about a man falling into sin and the devil ’ s attacks, not being helped by the Jewish religion (the priest and the Levite), but being rescued by Jesus and brought into the inn of the church, with Paul being the innkeeper. Augustine ’ s interpretation was ingenious, but it was a reading based on his own orthodox Christian doctrine of salvation.  It does not make sense in Jesus ’ context, nor does it fit the thrust of the parable or answer the question, ‘ Who is my neighbour? ’ . 
 Such allegorizing interpretation has been popular with Christian preachers throughout history, but it conspicuously fails to do justice to the brilliant way that Jesus ’ parables relate to his context. They sometimes have allegorical features, and not just one point (as some have claimed). The parable of the sower has a main point, but there are four different types of soil, illustrating different reactions to Jesus ’ teaching; and the parable of the good Samaritan makes a positive point about love  of one ’ s neighbour, but it also has a negative implication about religious professionals who fail to do God ’ s will. 


 What is important in understanding parables is to appreciate the context but also to recognize how particular parables work. So when Jesus compares the future coming of the Son of man (as he referred to himself) with the arrival of a thief in the night, there is no implication that the Son of man is a nefarious thief; it is the unexpectedness of his arrival that is the point and so the need to stay awake. Some parables are ‘ how much more ’ stories, comparing and/or contrasting situations: for example, the man who gets up reluctantly in the middle of the night to provide bread for a friend is compared but contrasted with God who gives gladly; the corrupt judge who gives in to the pleadings of a poor widow is compared and contrasted to God hearing the cries of his people. 
27



 The parables of Jesus did not just convey ideas; they challenged people with Jesus ’ understanding of the kingdom. They have been described as verbal ‘ weapons ’ , and even compared to the modern TV advertisement which tells an intriguing story, engaging and often puzzling viewers, before finally revealing what the advertiser wants them to do or to buy. Jesus ’ parables are not selling things commercially or deceitfully, but they are, in a good way, ‘ selling ’ the kingdom of God. They have aptly been called ‘ parables of the kingdom ’ , and illustrate many of the themes that were key to Jesus ’ teaching of the kingdom, as we will go on to see. And they were supremely and powerfully contextual. 
Acted Parables
 As well as spoken parables, Jesus is also associated with what may be called ‘ acted parables ’ . Notably, at the end of his ministry, there are various well-attested events that fit that description: his final entry into Jerusalem on a donkey, his cursing of a fruitless fig tree, his forceful demonstration in the Jerusalem temple, his Last Supper with his disciples, washing their feet and sharing bread and wine (see Chapters 16 and 18 ). 

 Jesus ’ miracles  may similarly be seen as parables in action, and not only as extraordinary events or simply as expressions of his extraordinary compassion. 
28
 His healings and feedings were pictures of the coming kingdom of God, fulfilling OT prophecy (see Chapter 11 ).  His turning of the water into wine and his calming of storms similarly are pictures, again with an OT background, conveying important truths about Jesus ’ divine  power and transforming work. 
29
 Scholars and preachers have often affirmed the symbolism but questioned the historical nature of the  miracles;  the gospel writers undoubtedly saw it as a case of both/and not either/or, with the miracles being extraordinary and real events with extraordinary and real significance. 
Some Conclusions
 Jesus was a teacher whose ministry was first exercised beside the Lake of Galilee,  and the accounts of his lakeside ministry with fishermen as some of his first followers ring true in the light of what we know of the geography, history and archaeology. 
His primary teaching method was through parables. This was not something unique or original to Jesus, but the extent and range of his use of parables seem to have been something distinctive. They give a wide-ranging picture of life in first-century Galilee and Palestine, and tell us a lot about Jesus as a perceptive and interested observer of the world around him.
 The gospel writers saw theological significance in Jesus ’ teaching methods, and some scholars have questioned the historical authenticity of the interpretation of some of his parables as found in the gospels. But the parable of the good Samaritan is just one example which makes sense when understood in Jesus ’ Palestinian context, much more so than the allegorical interpretations of some like Augustine. The historical case for Jesus as a remarkable and authoritative teacher from Galilee who was always using pictorial sayings and vivid stories that people could relate to is strong; it is one of the surest things we know about Jesus. People flocked to listen to this ex-carpenter who was so much more listenable than the professionally trained teachers that they were accustomed to. 
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 The Kingdom of God 
 The attractive power of Jesus ’ teaching lay not just in its pictorial and poetic form, but at least as much in its content. All the synoptic gospels agree that Jesus came ‘ proclaiming the good news of the kingdom of God ’ . 
1


 The Greek word for ‘ proclaim ’ (sometimes unhelpfully translated ‘ preach ’ in English translations) connects to the noun  k ē rux  (herald). Communication of important news in the pre-modern era was typically through heralds who would go on foot from place to place and announce breaking news to the intended hearers. If it was good news, he was very welcome. Jesus is described as proclaiming ‘ good news ’ (in old English ‘ gospel ’ ). 
 Good news could be something as mundane as the emperor ’ s birthday; it could be the appointment of a new emperor who might bring a new and better era (but might not!). More excitingly, the good news might be about the end of a war and the declaration of peace. The OT prophecy in Isaiah 52:7 refers to the ‘ beautiful feet ’ of the one proclaiming peace. It goes on to refer to him bringing good news of happiness, and publishing salvation  and saying to Zion (in other words, Jerusalem), ‘ Your God reigns ’ . This is what the gospels see Jesus as doing, proclaiming that ‘ the kingdom or reign of God has come near ’ . It was an exciting message in a country  occupied by foreigners where there was poverty, suffering and injustice, and where people were hoping against hope for a new day of liberation and for a new world-order, of justice and peace. 
 God ’ s Rule As Promised: The Eschatological Hope 

 The idea of God reigning was familiar to the Jews from the OT, with the Psalms, for example, proclaiming that ‘ YHWH reigns ’ . 
2
 God ’ s reign was seen as eternal. 
 But in the present it was constantly being challenged by evil powers, and so there was also an eager looking forward to evil being overthrown and to God ’ s reign over and through his people being fully and finally established. So the Psalms spoke of YHWH as king, and looked forward to the day when he would come ‘ to judge the world with righteousness and the people with his truth ’ . 
3

 Particularly important for Jesus was the book of Daniel. It pictures the pagan superpowers of the world and their rulers being destroyed, and then ‘ the God of heaven will set up a kingdom that shall never be destroyed ’ ; later it speaks of ‘ dominion, glory and a kingdom ’ that will be given to ‘ one like a son of man ’ and to ‘ the people of the saints of the most high ’ . 
4
 Interestingly both of those passages in Daniel come in the part of the book that are in Aramaic, that is,  the first language of Jesus, not in Hebrew like most of the OT. 
 Another key text for Jesus and the first Christians was the prophecy of Zechariah,  which speaks of ‘ that day ’ when ‘ YHWH will be king over all the earth. ’ 
5
 The vision is of him reigning over his world and of his glorious realm superseding the pagan and oppressive empires of the world. It is this vision that lies behind Jesus ’ kingdom message. God ’ s kingly rule was being restored in his ministry, and people were being invited to identify with it. 
6



 Scholars speak of Jesus bringing ‘ the eschatological  kingdom ’ of God, the word ‘ eschaton ’ meaning the end-time. 
7
 Such technical terms do not convey the exciting joyfulness of both John the Baptist ’ s  and especially Jesus ’ proclamation in their context. People wanted a Jewish theocracy instead of Roman autocracy; they wanted a new Judas Maccabeus  to save them and to achieve Jewish independence. Such hopes had surfaced in the first century, for example, with various rebellions against Rome,  including that of Judas the Galilean  in 6  CE . Some wondered if John the Baptist might be their hoped-for Messiah, 

8
 and indeed Herod Antipas  saw him as a potential danger, according to Josephus (see Chapter 8 ). But Judas ’ rebellion was crushed and John was killed. The same hopes were evidently evoked by Jesus, with disciples envisaging him as the king who would save them. 
9


 Some scholars have proposed that Jesus himself had such nationalistic aspirations, and they point to various clues in the gospels that point to him wanting to seize political power, notably at the end of his life. There was his triumphal entry into Jerusalem and then his provocative demonstration in the temple.  When Jesus was arrested, one of his disciples brought out a sword and cut off someone ’ s ear; then, most significantly, he was officially condemned for sedition and for making himself out to be a king (see Chapters 16 and 18 ). 
 The difficulty with this view, as we will see, is that none of the examples – for example, one swipe with one sword – looks like an attempt to start a political revolution, and they are far outweighed by passages in the gospels which suggest that Jesus deliberately renounced violence and taught his disciples to be peacemakers and to love their enemies (see Chapter 14 ). The gospels are also unanimous that he saw his vocation not as violent revolution, but as self-sacrifice. The explanation that this peace-loving portrayal of Jesus represents a whitewashing of history by Christians after the crucifixion, when it was in their interests to disassociate themselves from anti-Roman revolutions, is just not borne out by the evidence. 
 That is not to deny that Jesus was revolutionary in one sense, even politically, in that he spoke to real life and society. His kingdom message was a dynamic and powerful one, something not conveyed by the English word ‘ kingdom ’ or most twenty-first-century concepts of kingship. Scholars have offered various suggestive paraphrases for kingdom of  God ’ , for example, ‘ divine government ’ (Satan ’ s illegitimate reign was being overthrown and God ’ s rule restored), ‘ the victory of God ’ or, indeed, ‘ the revolution of God ’ . 
10
 These paraphrases each have merit, but Jesus ’ kingdom was not nationalistic or militaristic. 


 The sense of something excitingly new and powerful happening is conveyed by an intriguing saying of Jesus: ‘ From the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven has been coming forcefully or violently, and forceful people (or the violent) take it by force. For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied until John, and if you are willing to accept it, he is Elijah who is to come. ’ 
11
 Exactly how this saying should be understood is not certain, but the background is the OT prophet Malachi ’ s words about Elijah coming before the great and awesome day of the Lord. 
12
 Matthew sees John as the promised Elijah with Jesus as the one bringing ‘ the day of the Lord ’ , that is, the kingdom/rule of God. It was now coming forcefully, almost violently with Satan being conquered and people being inspired (compare the saying about Jesus ’ casting out demons in Matthew 12:28). A change of era was taking place. 
The Realm Where God Reigns

 If the phrase ‘ kingdom of God ’ means ‘ the reign of God ’ and Jesus announced its coming in his ministry, it is also used to refer to a realm or reality where God ’ s reign will be established and to which one can attain. So Jesus speaks in the gospels of people ‘ entering ’ or not entering the kingdom of God in the future. In the Sermon on the Mount  Jesus can say, ‘ I tell you, many will come from and east and west and recline at table with Abraham,  Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven. ’ He also warns: ‘ Not everyone who says to me “ Lord, Lord ” will enter the kingdom of heaven. ’ 
13
 At his Last Supper with his disciples Jesus says, ‘ I will never again drink of the fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new in the kingdom of God. ’ 
14
 Equivalent phrases are ‘ inheriting the kingdom ’ 
15
 or ‘ inheriting eternal life ’  , as in the story of the rich man asking Jesus ‘ What must I do to inherit eternal life? ’ , with Jesus  subsequently commenting on ‘ how hard it will be for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God ’ . 
16


 Some of these sayings could be understood as simply implying that there is heaven and everlasting life beyond death for those who qualify, a concept familiar in Jewish thought. That idea is suggested by some of Jesus ’ vivid parables,  especially in Luke ’ s gospel, such as the parable about a rich man whose enjoyably affluent but selfish lifestyle ends with him in torment, whereas the poor beggar at his gate ends up in bliss with Abraham. 

17
 But what Jesus clearly understood by the kingdom of God was not just that there is heaven up there as opposed to earth down here, but that there was a new age and a new world coming in and this through his ministry. God ’ s ‘ eschatological ’ kingdom, promised by the prophets, was breaking in; God ’ s will would be done on earth as in heaven, and Satan and evil would finally be eliminated. And yes, in that new age there would be eternal life  for followers of Jesus. 

18



  Kingdom of heaven in Matthew 


 Matthew might seem to support the identification of the kingdom of God with heaven, since he mostly uses the phrase ‘ kingdom of heaven ’ rather than ‘ kingdom of God ’ . However, Matthew regularly uses the phrase ‘ kingdom of heaven ’ as his equivalent of Mark ’ s and Luke ’ s ‘ kingdom of God ’ not just in reference to future bliss, but in reference to Jesus ’ kingdom ministry in the present. His preference for ‘ kingdom of heaven ’ quite probably is because of his sensitivity to his Jewish context in which use of God ’ s name or even direct reference to God was avoided – as with the prodigal son in Jesus ’ parable who says, ‘ I have sinned against heaven ’ (Luke 15:18) and with Jesus ’ words at his trial that refer to the Son of man sitting at the right hand of ‘ the Power ’ (Mark 14:62). Matthew ’ s preference may also reflect a concern to distinguish Jesus ’ view of the kingdom of God from the nationalistic and even militaristic view of some of his contemporaries, and represent a distinctive, spiritual, heavenly and even pacifist conception (see Matthew 27:52, 5:41,44; compare John 18:36). 
19



   Present and Future Kingdom 
 All this relates to a topic that has been much discussed: did Jesus believe that the kingdom had actually arrived in and with his ministry, or did he think that it was in the future and only imminent? Some sayings of Jesus seem to point to the future, including in the so-called Lord ’ s Prayer –  ‘ Your kingdom come ’ . 
20
 Also, ‘ Unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will not enter the kingdom ’ and ‘ I will not drink this again until I drink it new with you in the kingdom of God. ’ 
21


 Other sayings seem to point to the kingdom having arrived. Mark ’ s summary of Jesus ’ message has Jesus preface his announcement that ‘ The kingdom of God has come near ’ with the words ‘ The time has been fulfilled. ’ Luke opens his account of Jesus ’ public ministry with Jesus in the Nazareth synagogue, where he opens the scroll of Isaiah 61 and reads its opening verses: ‘ the Spirit  of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me … to bring good news, to proclaim release … the year of the Lord ’ s favour ’ . He then comments, ‘ Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing. ’ 
22
 It was evidently an electrifying announcement of the arrival of the kingdom, and provoked discussion among his hearers of how Jesus the carpenter ’ s son could say that about himself. 

  Jubilee 


 Isaiah 61 as  cited in Luke 4 has been seen as announcing the arrival of the ultimate – the eschatological – ‘ jubilee year ’ . The jubilee year was a sort of super-Sabbath  year happening every fiftieth year, as described in the book of Leviticus, chapter 25. It was a year for the cancellation of debts, of release from slavery and the return of ancestral property, and it came to be associated in Jewish thought (including in Isaiah,  the second-century BCE book of Jubilees and in the Dead Sea Scrolls)  with the coming day of God ’ s salvation. 

 Jesus ’ healings and exorcisms  gave the same message about the present time: Satan was being defeated, and the goodness of creation  was being restored. This was seen most clearly in the casting out of demons by Jesus himself and also by his followers. So Luke has Jesus greeting those whom he had sent out on mission with the exclamation: ‘ I watched Satan fall  from heaven like a flash of lightning. ’ The ‘ prince of his world ’ , as he is referred to in John ’ s gospel, was being defeated, and God ’ s rule re-established. 
23


 So was the kingdom future or present for Jesus? Some have concluded that the evidence seems contradictory, with the early church having a different eschatology from Jesus and that eschatology being reflected in the gospels. However, the simpler and preferable view is that both the present and the future go back to Jesus himself, and that it is not a case of either/or, but of both/and. His eschatology was not consistently and exclusively future ( ‘ consistent eschatology ’ is a technical term used by scholars), nor entirely realised in the present, but was rather ‘ inaugurated eschatology ’ . God ’ s future reign was breaking in within Jesus ’ ministry, the revolution was beginning and God ’ s kingly rule was being restored, but it was a process with its completion still to come. 
 Near  the beginning of their account of Jesus ’ ministry, Matthew, Mark and Luke describe Jesus teaching crowds through parables beside the Sea of Galilee,  and he begins with parables about sowing seed and about the growth (or lack of growth) of the seed. As well as the ‘ parable of the sower ’ , there is the parable of the mustard seed, which contrasts the tiny seed with the large and fruitful plant, almost a tree, that grows rapidly. The parable of the wheat and the tares is about an enemy sabotaging the farmer ’ s work by sowing tares – a wheat-like weed – among the wheat; the farmer ’ s servants want to weed out the invasive plants immediately, but the owner tells them that to do so will damage the growing wheat plants and to wait until harvest to sort out the good and bad plants. 
24
 The common point in these parables is that the kingdom of God was indeed beginning to come with Jesus, but the harvest lay in the future. 
The Joyful Kingdom
 If the kingdom of God was beginning to break in with Jesus, that was something hugely joyful to be celebrated. In this respect there is a notable contrast between Jesus and John the Baptist, with the latter ’ s darker emphasis on the coming judgement. Jesus comments on the difference, comparing children calling to their playmates, 
 ‘  we played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did not mourn ’ . For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say ‘ He has a demon ’ .  The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and they say, ‘ Look at him! A glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors  and sinners! ’ . 
25


 The words represented a malicious comment, but there was a grain of truth in them. Jesus was not a glutton or drunkard; indeed, he had embraced an itinerant simple lifestyle ‘ with nowhere to lay his head ’ , and he called his companions to similar self-denial. 
26
 But he was also not an ascetic. He enjoyed life and people ’ s company, and the gospels narrate several occasions when he accepted invitations to meals. 
27
 The coming of the kingdom for Jesus was something dramatically new and joyful. When challenged about his untraditional attitudes to fasting and the Sabbath,  he responded by asking his critics how wedding guests could fast while the bridegroom was with them. And he commented that you do not put new wine into old wine skins, because they will not expand as the wine ferments but will crack; new wine skins are needed. Similarly, you do not mend an old garment with a piece of new cloth, since the patch will shrink and ruin the garment being patched. 
28


 Many of Jesus ’ parables refer to meals, weddings, banquets and other celebratory events. His picturing of the kingdom of God as a wedding feast is significant, since weddings were immensely important social events, not just for the couple, but almost as much for the families and the village and neighbourhood. John ’ s gospel uniquely has Jesus going with his family to a wedding in Cana in Galilee, where  they ran out of wine; Jesus rescues the situation by turning the water in six large jars of ceremonial water into fine new wine – each with a capacity of around 100 litres. 
29
 Whether this is taken literally or parabolically the implication is the same: that Jesus was not a religious killjoy, but exactly the opposite! Likely OT background includes the picture of the eschatological time when: ‘ On this mountain YHWH of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged wine, of rich food full of marrow, of aged wine well refined. ’ 
30


 The coming of the kingdom of God was joyful and exciting, a treasure or pearl worth giving up everything for. 
31
 Its breaking-in brought with it the promise that in the future the harvest would come, the rule of God would be established, God ’ s will would be done on earth – throughout the earth – as in heaven, evil would finally be eliminated and God ’ s rule and realm would be universal. The invitation was to receive the kingdom in the  present, and the promised reward was to enter into the joy of God ’ s presence in the future. 

Other non-eschatological interpretations of the kingdom


 Historically, many commentators have identified the kingdom of God with the church.  But although Jesus ’ words to Peter  in Matthew 16:18,19, ‘ On this rock I will build my church … I will give you the keys of the kingdom ’ , suggest a close connection, with the church having responsibility for continuing Jesus ’ kingdom ministry, it does not imply identity. 

 Some have understood the kingdom of God as something individual and internal; for example, in Luke 17:20,21 when Jesus says, ‘ Behold the kingdom of God is within you ’ ( ‘ among you ’ according to some commentators). Jesus did prioritize the importance of human heart as opposed to external religion or political change, in the tradition of OT prophets such as Jeremiah and Ezekiel  (Mark 7, Jeremiah 31, Ezekiel 36:27; note also the famous challenge of Jesus to the Jewish leader Nicodemus to be ‘ born again ’ in John 3). However, it was not for him a case of something internal as opposed to external, but of inner change as an aspect of the new age that is coming, which will reach people ’ s hearts but also embrace the social, physical and national aspects of life. 

 A view of Jesus and his kingdom teaching favoured by some of the Jesus Seminar  scholars, notably J. D. Crossan, 
32
 has seen Jesus as an itinerant Cynic-like teacher. The Cynic school of philosophy was founded in the fourth century BCE by the Greek philosopher Diogenes of Sinope, and stood for an anti-establishment simple lifestyle. Some of Jesus ’ teaching, such as Matthew 6:25 – 34 on not laying up treasure on earth, is similar, but again it is a very selective view of Jesus ’ traditions, hardly doing justice to the spread of his teaching, or to his Jewish context, or to his links back to John the Baptist,  or forward to the church. 

Some Conclusions
 The evidence from the gospels is unambiguous: that the coming of the kingdom of God, as promised by the prophets and hoped for by Jesus ’  contemporaries, was the dynamic centre of his teaching. What the austere John saw as urgently future, Jesus saw as coming joyfully in his present ministry. And what John and his disciples saw as having to do with the changing of political and earthly realities, Jesus saw in a bigger context. His kingdom message made complete sense in this context, even though his vision was larger, more difficult and more demanding, but at the same time more profoundly inspiring than his contemporaries could imagine. 



1

 Mark 1:14.  John ’ s gospel also refers to the kingdom of God, but prefers to speak of ‘ eternal life ’ , perhaps because it seemed a more accessible concept in his context. The word ‘ eternal ’ (Greek  ai ō nios)  can mean ‘ everlasting ’ , but may be better understood in John and elsewhere in the New Testament as ‘ belonging to the new eon ’ – the promised new age of the eternal kingdom. 



2

 For example, Psalms 93:1, 97:1, 103:19. 



3

 Psalm 96. 



4

 Daniel 2:44 and 7:14, 27. Daniel 2 is a vision of a statue with four parts, which is explained as a picture of four kingdoms; it is during the time of the fourth kingdom that the God of heaven will set up his everlasting kingdom. During the time of Jesus the four kingdoms were understood to be Babylon, Medo-Persia, Greece and Rome, and so God ’ s kingdom could be expected during the time of the Roman Empire, that is, in the time of Jesus. See Pitre, 2016 , 104 – 8. 



5

 Zechariah, 14:9. 



6

 On the ‘ kingdom of God ’ in the Aramaic targums (targums are translations of the OT), see Chilton, 1984 . 



7

 See Mitchell, 2019 . 



8

 Luke 3:15; John 1:20. 



9

 John 6:15; Mark 11:12; Matthew 20:21; Luke 19:11. 



10

 See France, 1990 ; Wright, 1992 ; Wenham, 1989 . 



11

 Matthew 11:13,14. There is discussion about the meaning of this saying both in Matthew and the partial Lukan parallel in 16:16: many scholars have taken it as about the forceful coming of the kingdom (the explanation above), but some have seen it as referring to opposition to its coming. 



12

 Malachi 3:5. 



13

 Matthew 7:13,14, 7:21, 8:11. 



14

 Mark 14:25. 



15

 Matthew 25:34 and 1 Corinthians 6:9,10, 15:50. 



16

 Mark 10:17,23. 



17

 Luke 16:19 – 31. 



18

 Mark 10:30. 



19

 For a major study on this, see Pennington, 2007 . 



20

 See Chapter 16 . 



21

 Matthew 6:10; Mark 14:25. 



22

 Luke 4:16 – 22. 



23

 Matthew 12:28; Luke 10:18; John 12:31. 



24

 Mark 4; Matthew 13; Luke 8. 



25

 Matthew 11:16 – 19. 



26

 Matthew 8:20; Mark 8:34. 



27

 For example, Luke 11:37, 14:1 – 24; John 2:1 – 11. 



28

 Mark 2:19 – 22. 



29

 John 2:1 – 11. 



30

 Isaiah 25:6 (ESV). 



31

 Matthew 13:44 – 6. 



32


Crossan, 1976 . 








  11 
 Healings, Miracles and the Son of Man 

 Jesus was not just good news as a teacher, but also because of his powerful healing ministry and other miracles. The gospels are unanimous that this was one of the most notable features of his ministry, closely related to his announcement of the coming of the kingdom of God.  People flocked to Jesus, hoping for healing, whether for themselves or for family members or friends. 
The Extraordinary Healings
 In the first half of his gospel, Mark has many vivid stories of Jesus ’ miracle-working, starting with Jesus confronting and healing a demoniac in the Capernaum  synagogue. Then he heals the mother-in-law of his disciple, Simon, in her home. Then a leper, who is ritually unclean and untouchable, begs for help, and Jesus, ‘ moved by compassion ’ (a favourite Markan phrase), touches him and makes him clean. Then a paralyzed man is brought by four friends who let him down through the roof of the village house because of the crowd around Jesus, who tells the man, ‘ Yours sins are forgiven ’ , and then heals him. The religious leaders are infuriated at what they call Jesus ’ blasphemy in claiming to forgive sins. 
 Mark ’ s account of Jesus ’ miracles goes on, and gets even more amazing. He heals a dangerously powerful demoniac. He even raises a dead girl to life – the daughter of Jairus, a synagogue leader. He calms storms on Galilee,  and on two occasions feeds thousands of hungry people with a few loaves and fishes. And these stories are only the tip of the iceberg; Mark refers to many others being healed by Jesus, some just through  touching his cloak. In the face of all this people are astonished and the inevitable question is: Who is the man who is doing these things? 
 The other gospels give a similar picture. They share some stories in common but there are others that are unique to their own account – for example, Luke having Jesus raise a widow ’ s son to life and John having Jesus raise his friend Lazarus. 
1


 The variety and unanimity of the accounts suggest that we are in touch with a genuine historical reminiscence of Jesus, as does the vividness of many of them, not least in Mark ’ s gospel. His version of the stilling of the great storm refers to Jesus asleep on the boat ’ s cushion-seat and to the terrified disciples shouting to him: ‘ Don ’ t you care that we are perishing? ’ . 
2
 Mark describes Jesus feeding 5,000 people, referring to the crowd sitting in organized groups on the green grass and on the leftovers being collected up in twelve baskets in Greek ( kophinos ) – a word especially associated with large baskets carried by Jews. By contrast, in the later feeding of 4,000 people, probably Gentiles, the word used is spuris , a more general word for a hamper. 
3
 Evidence for Jesus ’ remarkable and miraculous powers also comes from his opponents, as described in the gospels; they explain his exorcisms as the work of ‘ Beelzebul, the prince of demons ’ , that is, quite extraordinary. 
4


Medicine and Magic

 Modern readers and commentators have understandable questions about the accounts of Jesus ’ miracles, not least in relation to scientific understanding of disease and illness. So, for example, some of what is described as demon possession in the gospels might be categorized as mental illness today. But even in modern medical thinking there is an increasing awareness of the connectedness of the physical, psychological and spiritual aspects of human existence. And in many parts of the world demons, magic and faith healing are taken very seriously, including by educated and well-informed people. 

 That was true in Jesus ’ world, where healers and exorcists were an important part of life. When he was accused of casting out demons by the devil, Jesus  responded by suggesting that was unlikely – the devil versus his own demons! – but he also asked his critics: ‘ And by whom do your  exorcists cast them out? ’ . 
5
 Modern scholars have compared Jesus with other healers in the ancient world, sometimes concluding that there was borrowing of ideas and motifs in the gospel traditions. The American scholar Morton Smith specifically entitled his 1974 book Jesus the Magician.


6

 But although there are certainly some parallels between Jesus and other ancient faith healers, there are also important differences. 


 The Distinctiveness of Jesus ’ Miracle-Working 
Extent and Power
 First, Jesus ’ healings and miracles were extraordinary in their extent and power, as suggested not just by the gospels and by the relative paucity of similar contemporary healing stories, but also by the opinion of Jesus ’ opponents that his exorcisms were done by the ‘ prince of demons ’ . 
Technique
 Second, Jesus ’ technique as a healer was distinctive. Typically, his healings lacked the use of the magical formulae or rituals used by other healers, being accomplished primarily by an authoritative word – for example, Talitha cum (little girl get up) addressed to Jairus ’ s daughter and ephatha ( ‘ be opened ’ ) addressed to a deaf man. 
7
 Sometimes Jesus did touch the person; sometimes his healings were carried out at a distance. 
Faith
 Third, Jesus ’ miracles are frequently associated with faith and believing (the Greek noun pistis and the verb  pisteu ō  , respectively). Faith (or trust) in Jesus and believing the good news are seen in the gospels (and the whole of the New Testament) as the way to receive the kingdom and eternal life. 

8
 More specifically, faith was important in relation to miracles: faith enabled miracles to happen, and miracles could generate faith. On several occasions Jesus commends the faith of those who have come to him for 
 healing, as with the woman with chronic bleeding who dared to touch Jesus ’ cloak hoping for healing. 
9
 Several times he comments on people ’ s lack of faith as preventing miracles from happening. Mark even speaks of Jesus ’ power being limited in Nazareth by the people ’ s lack of faith. Mark ’ s honesty in saying ‘ he could do no mighty work there ’ , a comment not reproduced in Matthew and Luke, has often been seen as a sign of Mark ’ s priority and closeness to events. Conversely, Jesus speaks of the power of even the smallest amount of faith – the size of a mustard seed – to move mountains and do the impossible; and he calls for his disciples to exercise faith. 
10
 John ’ s gospel speaks of Jesus ’ miracles as signs, which he has recorded to help people believe and have faith. 
11


  Kingdom of God and Fulfilment 
 Fourth, Jesus ’ miracles were very much part of his focus on the coming of God ’ s kingdom and reign. So when rejecting the accusation that he was  casting out demons by Beelzebul, Jesus said: ‘ But if by the Spirit  of God I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon you. ’ 
12
 He spoke of ‘ tying up the strong man ’ Satan, thus releasing those affected by his wiles. 
13
 The very first miracle story in Mark, as we saw, is Jesus confronting a demon-possessed man, with the demon challenging Jesus: ‘ Have you come to destroy us? ’ . The implied answer is ‘ Yes ’ , and Jesus proceeds to cast out the demon in dramatic fashion. 
14
 Other exorcisms follow, including one that takes place outside Galilee, where a dangerously violent demoniac calls himself ‘ Legion ’ to express the fact that ‘ we are many ’ . 
15
 Jesus ’ astonishing deliverance of this tormented and demented man may be seen as a further illustration of his vocation, as he saw it, which was not to confront the Romans legions, but the spiritual powers of evil. 
16
 His healings were God ’ s kingdom salvation  impacting people ’ s lives, hence his comment ‘ your faith has saved you ’ to people he had healed. 
17




 Miracles were important in Jewish tradition, not least in the stories of the Exodus  from Egypt (e.g. with the crossing of the Red Sea and feeding of the people in the desert) and the stories of the prophets Elijah and Elisha. Elijah and Elisha had healing powers, and so, according to Jewish traditions, did Solomon, King David ’ s  son. Jesus ’ kingdom ministry was seen as ‘ fulfilling ’ the Law and the Prophets, and his miracles made theological sense in that context. 
18


 Miracles were also part of the OT prophets ’ hope for God ’ s restoring of his people. 
19
 The ‘ day of the Lord ’ would be a time of liberation for God ’ s people like the historical Exodus, a time of rebuilding Jerusalem, a time for the elimination of evil, even a time for the renewal of creation. 


  Renewal of creation 


 The restoration of creation is pictured in various OT prophecies, notably in Isaiah: for example, ‘ The wolf and the lamb shall feed together, the lion shall eat straw like the ox … they shall not hurt or destroy in all my holy mountain ’ (Isaiah 65:17 – 25). The prophet Zechariah  also pictures creation being restored when YHWH and his kingdom come: ‘ there will be neither cold nor frost … there shall be continuous day … living waters shall flow … in summer and in winter ’ (Zechariah 14:1 – 9). New or renewed creation is reflected in later Jewish tradition. 
20
 In Jesus ’ teaching there are hints of the same vision when he speaks of the present heavens and earth passing away, and of the palingenesia , that is, the time of renewal (Mark 13:31; Matthew 19:28). He also grounds his teaching on marriage and divorce  on the original good creation of man and woman as described in Genesis (Mark 10:6). Paul specifically speaks of creation ‘ groaning ’ for its future redemption, and twice uses the phrase ‘ new creation ’ to refer to the new life brought by Christ (Romans 8:21,22; Galatians 6:15; 2 Corinthians 5:17). 



 Such hopes for restoration could all be described as hopes for healing – national and spiritual, as well as literal and physical. Jesus saw his healing ministry in this prophetic context: so the gospels (and Josephus) refer to  John the Baptist as being arrested, and Matthew and Luke describe how he sent a message to Jesus, asking ‘ Are you he who is to come, or are we to expect another? ’ . That question may seem surprising given that John recognized Jesus as the one to come when baptizing him, according to the gospels. But it is in fact wholly intelligible that John languishing in the prison of the dictator Herod might have had doubts about Jesus. Jesus is described as sending a reply back to John pointing to his healing works in words that echo OT prophecies: ‘ Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear; and the dead are raised up, and the poor have good news preached to them. ’ 
21
 The implication is unmistakable: the kingdom is coming, as these healings clearly show. Interestingly, the same texts from Isaiah are also used in one of the Qumran scrolls  in connection with the Messiah. 

22


 The theological dimension could be seen as putting the historical credibility of the stories in doubt, and as justifying the preacher or commentator who treats the stories more as parables – for example, about Jesus bringing peace in the storms of life and feeding people ’ s spiritual hunger – than as historical events. 
23
 But the logic is just as well, if not better, reversed: the coherence of the stories with Jesus ’ theological message of the kingdom of God means that they are not freak events or even just extraordinary (which the gospels indeed affirm); they are entirely in keeping with the central theme of Jesus ’ mission. 
 Furthermore, the theological dimension of the gospel miracles, though important, does not dominate the narratives. Indeed, it could be seen as understated, whereas particular details, such as the names of individuals like Jairus and the use of Aramaic  words like Talitha cum, the mention of the small boy giving his loaves and fishes to Jesus to feed the crowd and the unflattering honesty of the accounts, notably in Mark ( e.g. the disciples ’ cry in the middle of the storm ‘ Teacher, don ’ t you care that we are  perishing? ’ ), may be seen as pointing in the direction of a historically based tradition. 
24
 Paul is also a relevant witness, showing knowledge of Jesus ’ teaching about mountain-moving faith and of the apostles ’ miracle-working ministry. 
25


  The Messianic Secret 
 Mark and the other gospels make it clear that the reaction of people to Jesus ’ extraordinary miracles was to ask: ‘ Who is this? ’ . Jesus himself appears to have been really reticent in answering that question, and one of the intriguing things that all the gospels, especially the synoptic gospels, suggest is that Jesus specifically discouraged people from publicizing his miracles. Scholars speak of the ‘ messianic secrecy ’ , in Mark especially. 
26
 It has been argued by some that this can hardly have been historical: you can ’ t keep the sort of miracles ascribed to Jesus quiet in small close-knit communities! There is plenty of evidence that exactly the opposite happened, with news of his extraordinary miracles spreading like wildfire and bringing people in. 
27
 So scholars have argued that the secrecy motif is the device of the evangelists either to give their accounts of events a greater sense of divine mystery or even to explain away the embarrassing lack of evidence that Jesus saw himself as the Messiah or as divine. 
 It is, however, preferable to take the gospels ’ portrayal of Jesus seriously, and his reluctance to be publicly recognized by demoniacs because they were demoniacs seeking to resist him by proclaiming their knowledge of his identity: ‘ I know who you are. ’ More generally, Jesus ’ tendency to secrecy reflected his desire not to become either a wildly popular wonder-worker or the nationalist leader that the crowd wanted; he was concerned to fulfil his vocation to bring the good news of the kingdom of God in the way intended by God. (In the story of Jesus ’ temptations he specifically rejects the temptation to prove himself by spectacular actions). 

28


  Who Is He? The Son of Man 
 The exception to Jesus ’ reticence, except that it is arguably not an exception, is that he did refer to himself as ‘ Son of man ’ . All the gospels suggest  that this was his preferred way of referring to himself. He used the expression in connection with his authority in ministry. So, after saying to a lame man ‘ Your sins are forgiven ’ , which offended his religious critics as blasphemous, Jesus said: ‘ But that you may know that the Son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins (he says to the paralytic) get up, take up your mat and go to your home. ’ He used the expression later on to speak of coming sufferings – for example, ‘ The Son of man must suffer ’ – and of his final heavenly vindication: ‘ You will see the Son of man sitting on the right hand of the power and coming with the clouds of heaven. ’ 
29


 The expression has OT roots, and literally means ‘ the man ’ in the sense of ‘ the human being ’ . Christian preachers have often inferred that Jesus used the expression to affirm his own humanity; but the question of his real humanity became more of an issue after Jesus ’ lifetime when his divinity  was emphasized by Christians, rather than during his life. So why did Jesus use it? 
 A possible idea canvassed by some scholars is that ‘ son of man ’ was a known way of referring indirectly to oneself, almost the equivalent of ‘ I ’ . English has such indirect expressions; for example, the rather quaint ‘ Yours truly did X ’ , meaning ‘ I did X ’ . That explanation would fit with Jesus ’ own use of it to refer to himself and his ministry, as described in the gospels. But it is not a self-designation used by others in the gospels; it seems to have been distinctive of Jesus. 
 A more likely explanation is that the term was in a way a neutral term – ‘ the man ’ had no definite connotations (unlike Messiah),  but at the same time it had all sorts of resonances for those with ears to hear (rather like Jesus ’ parables  – on one level intriguing stories, but on another level full of significance). 
OT Background
 ‘ Son of man ’ has plenty of OT background. The Psalms  are important, with Psalm 8 speaking of God ’ s favour towards ‘ man ’ and ‘ the son of man ’ , and of God giving him ‘ dominion over the works of your hands; you have put all things under his feet ’ . The reference to the Genesis creation story with its account of Adam and Eve being given authority in the world is unmistakable. That story was important for the early church, notably for Paul and for the author of Hebrews, in their understanding of Jesus and it may be significant that Luke ’ s genealogy of Jesus traces his ancestry  back to ‘ Seth the son of Adam [man], the son of God ’ . 
30
 If this is part of the background to Jesus ’ usage, then he is not affirming his humanity as such, but perhaps implying something about his role in bringing the kingdom of God  and ‘ new creation ’  . 
 Psalm  80 is also striking, speaking about Israel and its sufferings and praying for God to restore his people: ‘ Look down from heaven and see; have regard for this vine … and for the son whom you made strong for yourself … let your hand be on the man of your right hand, the son of man whom you have made strong for yourself. ’ Whether the ‘ man ’ here is Israel as a people or Israel ’ s king is open to question, but the association of Jesus and Israel is something that we have already noted. 


 But it is the prophetic and apocalyptic books of the OT that make even more sense of Jesus ’ usage. The book of Ezekiel  is striking for the way the prophet is repeatedly addressed as ‘ son of man ’ . 
31
 The address has no mysterious connotations, just meaning ‘ man ’ ; but there is a real possibility of Jesus having been influenced by Ezekiel. We observed the probable importance of Ezekiel 36 as a background to the baptizing ministries of John the Baptist and Jesus and also Ezekiel ’ s extensive use of parables, spoken and acted out (see Chapters 8 and 9 ). 


 Much more important is the background in Jewish apocalyptic texts, notably in Daniel 7. This describes ‘ a dream and visions ’ of Daniel as he lay in bed. He sees a great sea, stirred up by the four winds. Then ‘ four great beasts ’ coming out of the sea, looking like: 

(1) a lion with eagle ’ s wings, which stands like a man with a man ’ s mind; 

(2) a bear ‘ raised up on one side ’ with ribs between its teeth; 

(3) A leopard with four wings and four heads; 

(4) a terrifying strong animal with iron teeth, devouring and destroying, with ten horns, and then a victorious little horn with eyes and a big mouth. 
 Thrones are then put in place and ‘ the ancient of days ’ – a white-haired judge with thousands of servants – takes his seat, and a court is convened. The fourth beast is executed, and the other three have their power taken away. Then ‘ one like a son of man ’ (i.e. a human figure) is brought to the ancient of days, and he is given dominion, glory and kingdom over all peoples and nations, forever. 


 Daniel proceeds to ask the meaning of this strange dream, and he is told that the four beasts are kings and or kingdoms, with the final awful beast and his horns attacking ‘ the saints of the Most High ’ and their laws, until judgement is given against the awful beast and in favour of the saints, to whom eternal dominion and kingdom will be given. 
 The vision is evidently a prophecy of God ’ s people being saved from the great pagan superpowers of the world (e.g. Babylon, Media, Persia, Greece, Rome) and given victory and authority. But is the ‘ one like a son of man ’ simply a representation of Israel, or is he a messianic or angelic or priestly leader, or even divine – hence his coming on the clouds? Whatever the intention of the original author of Daniel, the expression ‘ son of man ’ became important in Jewish apocalyptic literature, and identified by some with the Messiah. 

32


 Daniel 7 is certainly the background to the synoptic accounts of the future coming of Jesus on the clouds of heaven, as well as of Jesus ’ trial where he speaks of the Son of man sitting at the right hand of God. 
33
 And the consistent use of the definite article in the phrase ‘ the ’ Son of man in the gospels probably points to the Danielic Son of man as the principal background to Jesus ’ usage. This is all the more probable, given the likely influence of Daniel on Jesus ’ concept of the kingdom, with Daniel 2 being a similarly structured vision to that of Daniel 7; there a great four-part statue that was destroyed and displaced by ‘ a kingdom ’ set up by God ‘ which will never be destroyed ’ . It is likely that Jesus ’ , along with other Jews of his day, reflected deeply on the book of Daniel, and that he saw himself as bringing the promised day of salvation. 

 So Jesus probably used ‘ Son of man ’ to refer to himself because of its wide-ranging and important resonances for those with ears to hear, but also because it was less overt than a title like ‘ Messiah ’ , less open to the sort of misunderstanding that Jesus wished to avoid. 
 The unanimity of the gospels on Jesus ’ use of ‘ Son of man ’ in referring to himself supports the view that the usage goes back to Jesus, as does the evidence suggesting that it was not a title favoured by the early church. 
34
 In his letters, Paul discusses Jesus as a second and greater Adam, 
35
 and this remarkable comparison could reflect his knowledge of Jesus ’ usage; but Paul does not use ‘ Son of man ’ as a title for Jesus, preferring ‘ the Lord ’ or  ‘ Christ ’ (the Messiah).  It seems likely that the early church  saw ‘ Son of man ’ as too ambiguous and lowly a way of referring to their divine Lord; but the way that the expression fits so well into the broader picture of Jesus ’ kingdom teaching and approach to his ministry weighs heavily in its favour. 



Some Conclusions
 Jesus was an extraordinary healer to whom people flocked – understandably in a world with no modern medicine or health services. Miracles were an important part of OT history and Jewish tradition, and the prophetic vision for the day of the Lord included a new Exodus,  healings  and the restoring of creation. 


 Modern readers often struggle with the supernaturalism of the gospel accounts of Jesus, preferring to explain the miracles in terms of their theological significance. That significance is recognized and sometimes brought out by the gospel writers, but in terms of the first-century context healings and exorcisms  make good historical sense, and are associated with various religious leaders; Jesus ’ extraordinary powers were even acknowledged by his opponents. Their accusation was that he was empowered by ‘ the prince of demons ’ . He, on the other hand, explained that his work was evidence of the arrival of God ’ s kingdom in and through his ministry. 
 His own preferred way of speaking about himself was as ‘ the Son of man ’ ; it was a designation literally meaning ‘ the human being ’ and not a title with all the political and nationalistic overtones of something like ‘ the Messiah ’ . And yet it did have all sorts of resonances for those with ears to hear them; the links with Daniel pointed to one with great God-given authority in the coming promised kingdom of God. Jesus ’ use of ‘ Son of man ’ is clearly attested in all of the gospels. The question of his identity was one that would increasingly come sharply into focus as his ministry progressed. 
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  12 
 Friend of the ‘ Poor ’ 
Compassion
 Jesus ’ healings  and exorcisms  are not seen in the gospel accounts simply as signs of the kingdom of God, but as motivated by his profound compassion and kindness towards all sorts of people in all kinds of need. Matthew, Mark and Luke use a distinctive verb splangknizomai which suggests someone being moved in their splangkna (guts), not dissimilar to the English expression about someone ’ s ‘ heart going out to ’ a person in special need. It is a word giving a relatively rare insight into Jesus ’ feelings; the gospels also sometimes portray or refer to Jesus feeling anger and frustration, as well as getting tired. 
1
 Jesus was a real flesh-and-blood human being! 
 Jesus is described as responding with compassion to individuals – for example, a leper, a bereaved widow, a blind man by the roadside – and also to groups including a hungry crowd without food, and people who were spiritually and/or socially lost 
2


 This compassion was expressed in his actions, but also in his teaching, both about the love and mercy of God, and about what kingdom living means in practice and how his followers should behave. So the splangknizomai verb is used in what are perhaps Jesus ’ most famous parables, that of the prodigal son where the father ‘ had compassion ’ on seeing his wayward son coming home, and in the parable of the exemplary Samaritan who ‘ had compassion ’ for the Jewish man who had been mugged by the roadside. 
3
 The Samaritan is described as ‘ showing mercy ’  towards the unfortunate man, illustrating Jesus ’ interpretation of the command ‘ love your neighbour as yourself ’ . 
 This focus on mercy, love and compassion towards those in spiritual, physical and material need, which contrasts so sharply from much leadership, 
4
 makes sense in the context of the OT prophecies which saw the coming day of YHWH as a day of rescue for God ’ s oppressed and suffering people. It would be a day of bringing justice, particularly to those suffering in exile  and ‘ weeping by the waters of Babylon ’ , though more generally to the poor and all who mourn. 
5


The Lost
 The gospels all bring out Jesus ’ compassion. It is Matthew who describes Jesus as seeing the crowds and having compassion on them ‘ for they were like sheep without a shepherd ’ ; it is Luke who has Jesus visit the home of the tax collector  Zacchaeus and the explanatory comment, ‘ For the Son of man came to seek and to save the lost. ’ 
6


 The theme of seeking the lost has a background in the OT, notably in Ezekiel  who looked forward to the day when YHWH would ‘ search for my sheep and seek them out ’ and also to his giving the people a new king and shepherd like David. 

7
 Luke brings the theme out in his account of Jesus ’ teaching, especially in the parables of Luke 15, which Jesus relates in response to criticism of his mixing with sinners. We hear of a shepherd leaving 99 of his 100 sheep in order to find and rescue one that had got lost, and of a woman losing one of her ten silver coins, perhaps her dowry coins, and going to great lengths to find it. 
 The parable of ‘ prodigal son ’ follows, in which the younger of two sons in a family behaves outrageously by demanding his share of the family inheritance and then going away and spending it all, indulging himself. He ends up destitute, feeding unclean pigs and so hungry that he would like to eat their pig food – a horrendous situation in the Jewish context with pigs being an unclean animal. He decides to go home and ask to be a servant, only to be wonderfully welcomed by his father, to the chagrin of his elder brother: the father explains that celebration is in order as, ‘ This my son was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found. ’ The parable is 
 a moving and powerful explanation of Jesus ’ rationale for his ministry. 
8
 It also describes the elder brother ’ s negative reaction to what has happened: he refuses to join the celebratory feast that the father puts on for the returnee and complains that, as the obedient hard-working son, he has never been given such a feast. The point is clear and relates to religious critics who objected to Jesus ’ welcoming of sinners who deserve nothing of the sort. 
 The Poor  
 A top priority for Jesus was the plight of the ‘ poor ’ , as most famously illustrated in the first beatitude ‘ Blessed are the poor ’ which goes on to say that ‘ the kingdom of God is for you ’ . 
9
 In Luke that beatitude is followed by a warning of coming judgement: ‘ woe to you who are rich ’ .  Matthew ’ s version of the saying is ‘ blessed are the poor in spirit ’ , and there has been a tendency among Christian preachers to go with Matthew ’ s supposed spiritual interpretation of Jesus ’ teaching rather than to take ‘ the poor ’ literally as referring to the materially poor. But that is not clearly Matthew ’ s meaning, and it is clearly not Luke ’ s (or that reflected in the letter of James, a letter quite probably written by the brother of Jesus who became leader of the Jerusalem church after Peter; he has extremely sharp things to say to the rich and exploitative 
10
 ). 
In all the gospels, Jesus has a lot to say about the dangers of being rich and about the scandal of poverty, and it is not surprising that much of his following was made up of people in material and social poverty rather than of those doing well within the status quo.
 Not that Jesus refused to relate to the wealthy: he accepted invitations to eat in the homes of the well-to-do, though he appears to have been an uncomfortably forthright guest on occasions, commenting negatively on the lifestyle of the wealthy and warning of the dangers of ‘ treasures on earth ’ . 
11
 In his parable of the feast it is the well-to-do who rudely refuse the invitation and so exclude themselves from the kingdom – to their eternal loss; it is a case of ‘ woe ’ to such rich people. 
12
 Jesus is described as ‘ loving ’ a rich young man who came to ask him how to get eternal life, 
 but he went away unprepared for the cost of following Jesus 
13
 (see Chapters 13 and 14 ). 
 Some wealthy people did follow Jesus: the stories of Jesus calling Matthew and Zacchaeus, both tax collectors,  have Jesus taking the initiative in reaching out to these well-heeled individuals and bringing salvation  – and radical change – into their lives and homes. 
14


 Some of the most important contributions to the historical study of Jesus have come from twentieth-century liberation theology with its roots in poor communities in South America. Liberation theologians, such as the Peruvian Gustavo Guttierez (b. 1928), have rightly challenged over-spiritualized and comfortable interpretations of Jesus. He was an itinerant teacher with ‘ nowhere to lay his head ’ , whose teaching as well as his own lifestyle was radical. He taught against laying up treasures on earth and he lived that way. He was more ‘ political ’ than scholars and preachers have often imagined, in the sense of confronting the status quo and the powerful in society and identifying with the poor and with outsiders. 
15


  Children 
 In ancient society children typically had a low status, but in terms of Jesus ’ ministry they were a priority. His healings  included numerous sick children, girls as much as boys, and when Jesus ’ disciples tried to prevent mothers bringing their small children to him for blessing, no doubt because of his importance and their lack of importance, Jesus is described as being angry and saying: ‘ let the little children come to me, do not prevent them, for of such is the kingdom of God ’ . Jesus went on to take them in his arms and to bless them. 
16
 In that and other contexts Jesus uses small children in their vulnerability and dependence as a model for the humility necessary for entry into the kingdom of God. He warns against causing children to ‘ stumble ’ , and speaks of those who receive a child in his name as receiving him; he identifies with those seen by others as ‘ small ’ and the ‘ least ’ . 
17


  The Disreputable and Immoral 
 The ‘ poor ’ for Jesus were not simply the materially poor,  but also the socially poor, people on the margins of society and those despised as immoral or unclean in one way of another. The despised included tax collectors who were seen, not without reason, as avaricious and dishonest, and also as compromised by working directly or indirectly with the pagan Romans.  But Jesus called a tax collector, Matthew, from his roadside tax booth/seat to join the select band of his followers, and invited himself into the home of the Jericho tax collector Zacchaeus. 
18
 Many will have suffered at the hands of such people. One of Jesus ’ most striking parables, given the religious context, is the parable that pictures a Pharisee in the temple thanking God for his own spiritual achievements, contrasted with a tax collector beating his breast and praying, ‘ God be merciful to me a sinner. ’ 
19
 The extraordinary conclusion is that ‘ this man ’ (the sinful tax-collector) went home justified and forgiven ‘ rather than the other ’ (the religious but self-righteous Pharisee). 
 When Jesus is referred to as a friend of tax collectors and ‘ sinners ’ it is likely that the word ‘ sinners ’ refers to conspicuous sinners, including prostitutes and sex offenders. Matthew describes Jesus speaking to religious opponents in the Jewish temple and saying, ‘ Truly I say to you, the tax collectors and prostitutes go into the kingdom of God before you. ’ 
20
 Luke describes Jesus eating in the house of a Pharisee and a woman coming up to him weeping and anointing his feet. Jesus is criticized for allowing this ‘ sinner ’ to touch him, but he responds forthrightly by speaking about forgiveness of sins. 
21

 John has Jesus shocking his disciples by talking with a Samaritan woman at the well; the fact that he was talking to a woman was bad enough, but there are also hints that her sex life was in a mess ( ‘ You have had five husbands and the one you now have is not your husband ’ ). The fact that she was also a Samaritan only compounded the controversial nature of Jesus ’ inclusive behaviour. 
22


 Jesus was criticized, especially by the religious leaders and teachers of his day, for fraternizing with ‘ sinful ’ people, and for what they saw as his loose adherence to the Jewish Law. In a society where Jewish identity was 
 defined by many as maintaining Jewish distinctiveness in a world controlled by the unclean pagan Roman  rulers, Jesus was seen as flouting Jewish values. Observing the Sabbath  conscientiously, eating only foods defined as clean in the OT and ritual bathing and washings were all important. Jesus was seen as keeping to all such traditions only lightly. He responded forthrightly to the criticism by commenting, ‘ Those who are well do not need a doctor, but those who are sick. I came not to call the righteous, but sinners ’ , and also by asserting the priority of cleanness of heart over cleanness of the body. 
23
 Intriguingly, Mark says that Jesus ’ comment on this amounted to ‘ cleansing all foods ’ , and it seems likely that later Christians justified their relaxation of the ritual laws of the OT by reference to this text. 
24
 Jesus ’ s compassion for broken people is affirmed in Matthew ’ s gospel, where Isaiah 42 is quoted, referring to the Lord ’ s servant who will not shout in the streets and who will not ‘ break a bruised reed or quench a smouldering wick ’ . 
25



The woman caught in adultery


 John tells a vivid story (8:1 – 11) of religious leaders bringing to Jesus a woman caught in the act of adultery and trying to catch him out by asking him what to do, given the OT law that an adulteress should be stoned (Deuteronomy 22:22). Jesus ’ response, ‘ Let him who is without sin throw the first stone ’ , recognizes the OT Law, but results in all the woman ’ s accusers leaving and Jesus commenting, ‘ Neither do I condemn you. Go and … sin no more. ’ The story may well be a true story of Jesus, but it is not in the earliest manuscripts of John, and was probably included by later scribes. 

Foreigners

 Keeping oneself clean and separate from the irreligious included keeping a distance from Samaritans and foreigners, and Jesus was vulnerable in this respect as well. Despite his focus on Galilee,  the evidence is that he went occasionally into non-Jewish territory, and that he ministered to  Gentiles  and Samaritans, for example, healing  the centurion ’ s sick boy, 
26
 the demon-possessed man and the daughter of a Syrian woman, even ministering to a crowd of 4,000 hungry people in a Gentile area, and to a Samaritan woman at the well of Sychar. 
27


 The stories of the Syrian woman and of the Samaritan woman suggest that Jesus acknowledged the priority in God ’ s purposes of the Jews, and yet that his consciousness of a call to minister to the sick and outsiders included those at present outside God ’ s chosen people. (See Chapter 15 as well as the extraordinary parables of the good Samaritan and the repentant tax collector in Chapter 9 .) 

Generous Grace
 The word ‘ grace ’ ( charis in Greek, meaning ‘ undeserved generosity ’ ) is one that features prominently in the writings of Paul and other parts of the New Testament, but not in the gospels. But the concept of reaching out in unselfish love and welcome was basic in Jesus ’ teaching and ministry, and he specifically contrasted that sort of extraordinary giving with looking after one ’ s own family and friends, which can be a form of self-interest since they will pay you back. 
28


 One of Jesus ’ more difficult parables to make sense of is about a vineyard owner hiring workers, at different times of the day, but finally paying them all (including those who had worked only one hour) a day ’ s wage. Those who had worked all day – all twelve hours – protested at the unfairness, even though they had agreed their wage with the owner. The owner ’ s reply is that, ‘ I choose to give to this last worker as I give to you. Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or do you begrudge my generosity? ’ . The final comment is: ‘ So the last will be first, and the first last. ’ 
29
 In the kingdom of God, God ’ s generosity goes far beyond human ideas of justice (or union rules!), and even appears to contradict it. The grateful response of the recipient will not be to complain about the injustice, like the older brother in Jesus ’ parable who objected to his father ’ s lavish welcoming of his prodigal brother, but to join in the celebration of the lost being found and the dead being alive again; it will not be to make claims for himself as deserving, but to say: ‘ we are worthless slaves; we have done only what we ought to have done ’ . 
30



 Both Matthew and Luke have slightly different versions of the parable about people being invited to a feast (a royal wedding in Matthew) with those first invited excluding themselves and making excuses at the last minute, and then the invitation being taken out to others on the streets and to outsiders. The excuses are trivial in the face of the royal invitation – about having business or personal commitments. The parable is thus an indictment of those well-placed, often religious people, who rejected Jesus ’ kingdom message. But it is also a statement of Jesus ’ generous welcoming ministry to sinners and outsiders. 
31


 Jesus ’ inclusiveness was not an easy-going pluralism, as is clear from his parables which speak of people being excluded from the kingdom. He was scathing when confronted by the hypocrisy of many religious leaders, as he saw it, and he made enemies. But  Matthew ’ s gospel twice has Jesus responding to his critics by quoting from the OT prophet Hosea, ‘ I desire mercy not sacrifice ’ ; mercy was Jesus ’ priority. 
32


 It is Matthew also who has the famous invitation of Jesus: ‘ Come to me all who struggle (or are tired) and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest (or relief) for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light. ’ 
33

 The invitation recalls what God ’ s wisdom says in the book of Proverbs and in the apocryphal book of Ecclesiasticus, inviting people to find understanding and life. Jesus has often been seen as identifying himself with that divine life-giving wisdom, coming into the world. 
34


 The idea of grace is rather explicitly developed in John ’ s gospel with its distinctive language about God ’ s love being demonstrated in Jesus and in his life-bringing ministry. John 3:16 is sometimes identified as the most famous verse in the Bible: ‘ God so loved the world that he sent his only son so that all who believe in him should not perish but have eternal life.  ’ In John 10:10, Jesus says: ‘ I have come that they may have life, and may have it abundantly. ’ 
Some Conclusions
 Jesus was someone with immense compassion, especially for those in need and of low status. This was expressed in his teaching and his actions. Modern scholars have spoken of his ‘ bias to the poor ’ ;  the gospels record 
 how his critics called him a ‘ friend of tax collectors  and sinners ’ . This did set him apart from many of his religious contemporaries, including the Pharisees  and the Essenes.  But various OT passages looked forward to the rebuilding of damaged and divided Israel, to the gathering of the lost and the scattered and even occasionally to Gentiles  coming in. Important passages include Ezekiel  34 – 7 that refers to the saving of the lost sheep of the House of Israel;  Isaiah 35 with its vision of God restoring and healing  his people; and Isaiah 61 with its description of an anointed Spirit-  filled one bringing good news of liberation. The chapters from Isaiah appear to have been especially important to Jesus in explaining his own calling. In the early church,  Jesus ’ emphasis on grace and the welcoming of outsiders had strong echoes, as does the idea of Jesus cleansing all foods, notably in a letter as in Romans. 
35
 However, it is not likely that the well-attested stories of Jesus mixing with sinners, foreigners and women (see Chapter 13 ) had their origins in the church; it is much more likely that Jesus was the revolutionary whose behaviour and teaching inspired and formed the church. 
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 Followers and Supporters 
Disciples, the Twelve, the Seventy, Three

 Crowds flocked to Jesus, so much so that Mark describes him as unable to move around places freely, and even retreating into a boat on Galilee  so as to be able to teach the crowds unhindered by the crush. He also describes people bringing a paralyzed friend to Jesus when he was in a crowded house and digging a hole in the roof to get their friend down to Jesus. 
1


 Jesus responded positively to people ’ s enthusiasm, speaking of those around him as his extended family. On one occasion, when his physical family were outside a crowded house wanting to get to him, he is reported as looking at those sitting and listening to him and saying: ‘ Here are my mother and brothers and sisters. ’ The idea of his followers being a spiritual family and so brothers and sisters is an important one reflected aright across Jesus ’ own teaching and in the rest of the NT, with ‘ brother ’ (or sister) being a natural way to refer to a fellow believer or church member. 
2


 It was some Galilean fishermen, according to Mark ’ s gospel – Simon Peter,  his brother Andrew, James and his brother John – that Jesus first called to ‘ to follow him ’ , and to become ‘ fishers of men ’ , that is, to join him in his kingdom ministry. 
3
 They would become key companions of Jesus. It did not stop with them: Jesus also called the tax collector,  Levi, and gathered a team of twelve to be ‘ with him ’ and to join in his work. 
4
 They would later be leaders of the young Christian church. 




 His team, as cited in the gospels, mostly have Hebrew names, but two out of the twelve, Andrew and Philip, have Greek  names, as would have been common in Jewish families: 
Simon Peter
 Andrew (Simon Peter ’ s brother) 
James (son of Zebedee)
 John (James ’ brother) 
Philip
Bartholomew
Thomas
Levi (named Matthew in Matthew 10:3; Luke 6:15)
James (son of Alphaeus)
Thaddaeus (named Judas, son of James, in Luke)
Simon the Zealot
Judas Iscariot
 The choice of twelve was deliberate, relating significantly to the number of tribes in ancient Israel. Jesus, as we have observed, is said to have defined his ministry in terms of reaching the lost sheep of the House of Israel and gathering them in. 
5
 He is also said to have promised his disciples that in the coming kingdom ‘ when the Son of Man will sit on his glorious throne, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel ’ . 
6


 Interestingly, Paul, in his letters, shows knowledge of Jesus prioritizing the Jews since, although he saw his task as a Gentile  mission, he speaks of ‘ the Jew first and also the Greek ’ . 
7
 Paul also knew of the importance of ‘ the twelve ’ and of Peter ’ s special position, and had to explain his own role as a late convert and apostle (as he sees himself) in relation to Peter and the other apostles. 
8
 Ministry to non-Jews was evidently the exception in Jesus ’ own ministry, though at the end of his ministry Matthew and Luke say that Jesus instructed his disciples to go to ‘ all nations ’ and bring the good news to them. 
9




 The twelve were Jesus ’ particular companions in his itinerant ministry, right up to the end in Jerusalem. He sent them out on occasions as his representatives – taking his message of the kingdom to their generation. 
 Two words are used to describe Jesus ’ team of companions. The first is ‘ disciples ’ . Jewish rabbis had ‘ disciples ’ – the Greek and Aramaic words mean ‘ learners ’ or ‘ students ’ – who paid the rabbis for their teaching. Jesus was not paid, nor was the team of twelve disciples he gathered to work with him; they were to rely on people ’ s generosity. 
10
 The other word is ‘ apostles ’ , the Greek word coming from the verb ‘ to send ’ ; the underlying Aramaic word shaliakh has the sense of one sent out as someone ’ s authorized representative, rather like the English concept of an ambassador. 
11
 That understanding is expressed in Jesus ’ strikingly saying: ‘ Whoever receives you receives me and whoever receives me receive the one who sent me. ’ 
12
 Some, if not all, of the twelve, went on to be foundational leaders of the later church. 

13


 Among the twelve there seems to have been an inner group who were especially close to Jesus, including Simon Peter,  James and John; they were with him on important occasions. 
14
 Luke suggests that there was also a larger group of seventy or seventy-two who were similarly sent out ( ‘ apostles ’ ) on mission. 
15


 Jesus ’ companions were to continue his mission, announcing the kingdom of God, healing  and casting out demons.  Their work was to be marked by urgency; they were to go out in twos, and to take no elaborate equipment, supplies or money, relying on people ’ s hospitality. (John ’ s gospel suggests that Jesus and the twelve had a common money bag, which was looked after by Judas, and who helped himself to its contents. 
16
 ) 
 When going out the disciples were to invite responses and warn people about the seriousness of not responding. The English expression ‘ shaking the dust off the feet ’ comes out of this teaching and represented a warning of judgement. 
17
 The mission was to gather in the ‘ lost sheep ’ of the House  of Israel, and to reap the ripe harvest. The urgency of the task was emphasized in the rather puzzling saying of Jesus recorded in Matthew: ‘ Truly, I say to you, you will not have gone through all the towns of Israel before the Son of Man comes. ’ 
18
 Luke describes the larger group of the seventy returning after their mission exultant over their success – ‘ even the demons are subject to us in your name ’ – but Matthew, Mark and Luke all record another occasion when Jesus ’ disciples were unsuccessful in exorcizing a demon-possessed boy. 
19


 In several striking sayings Jesus made it clear to would-be disciples that following him would be costly – for example, ‘ Foxes have holes and the birds of the air have nests, but the Son of man has nowhere to lay his head. ’ To a man who asked Jesus ‘ Lord first let me go and bury my father ’ , Jesus ’ reply was: ‘ Follow me, and let the dead bury the dead. ’ 
20
 It was a shocking reply, given the priority in Jewish culture of burying one ’ s father. An equally shocking comment is recorded in Luke ’ s gospel when Jesus says: ‘ If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters and his own life, he is not worthy of me. ’ 
21
 Matthew helps us out by having Jesus speak not of hating, but of ‘ loving father or mother more than …’ . The call of Jesus was not like joining a sports club or pursuing a hobby, but something total; and it would involve self-sacrifice and suffering, indeed ‘ taking up the cross ’ – a daunting image in a world where crucifixion was horribly familiar. 
 Those who join a revolution are typically excited and full of hope for the future, and often give themselves wholeheartedly to the cause. Jesus ’ disciples were like that, and experienced the highs and the lows of such commitment to Jesus ’ kingdom movement. 

  Women 
 There were other friends and supporters of Jesus and his kingdom movement, including women who feature prominently in the gospel narratives. The twelve were all men, and that would have been almost essential, given the itinerant nature of their mission and the cultural context. But all the gospel writers have an important place for women in the story of Jesus. This is highly significant, given the widespread view of women as second class in Jewish society. 
22



 Mark, Matthew and Luke all have the healing  of Peter ’ s mother-in-law, and of Jairus ’ daughter, and of a woman suffering from a haemorrhage; Matthew and Mark have Jesus discussing with the Syrian woman and healing her daughter. Mark and Luke both describe Jesus in the temple  observing and commenting on a poor widow who put two copper coins into the trumpet-shaped collecting boxes that were located in the court of the women; he contrasts her sacrificial giving ‘ all that she had ’ with the easy giving of the wealthy who gave out of their surplus wealth. 
23


 Luke has a very interesting reference to women – evidently wealthy and well placed in society – who supported Jesus and his disciples financially in their ministry; they include Joanna who had links with Herod ’ s household. He also describes the sisters Mary and Martha who lived in Bethany and welcomed Jesus into their home; strikingly, he affirms Mary who sat at his feet listening to his teaching, like a male student with a rabbi, rather than assisting Martha with the preparation for the planned meal. Luke has Jesus heal the son of a widow, and address the group of mourning women who follow him on the way to his crucifixion. 
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 John has a whole chapter focussing on Jesus ’ ‘ talking with a woman ’ at the well in Samaria,  to the amazement of his disciples, and another chapter on the death of Lazarus with Jesus engaging at length with Martha and Mary. Martha is pictured as confessing Jesus in a fulsome and impressive way, as does Peter in Matthew ’ s gospel, when she says, ‘ Yes, Lord, I have come to believe that you are the Christ the son of God  who is coming into the world. ’ 
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 Matthew, Mark and John all preface their account of the passion of Jesus with the story of a woman, identified in John as Mary of Bethany, anointing Jesus with expensive perfume, provoking some controversy among bystanders but unusual praise from Jesus. He relates her action to his coming death and says that she has anointed his body in anticipation, and then very strikingly affirms that: ‘ What she has done will be spoken of in all the world. ’ 
26
 All the gospels describe women being present at the crucifixion (after the male disciples have fled); women are also the first witnesses of Jesus ’ resurrection  and of his empty tomb. 
 Some scholars have argued that it is women who are the ideal disciples in the gospels, especially in accompanying Jesus to the place of his 
 crucifixion.  This may be going too far, given the prominence of the men and despite their conspicuous flaws. But the highly positive contributions of women as portrayed in the gospel narratives do represent a consistent emphasis on their importance in Jesus ’ life and ministry – from beginning to end. 

Women in the early church


  The importance of women in Jesus ’ ministry was something that carried over into the early Christian church, including in the work of the apostle Paul,  who, although he had to deal with complicated questions relating to the role of women in his churches, affirmed that ‘ in Christ there is no male or female ’ (Galatians 3:28). Paul had a high regard for women colleagues (e.g. Priscilla, Phoebe and others mentioned in Romans 16). He may have known the story of Jesus and Mary and Martha, when Martha gets annoyed with her sister Mary for not helping to prepare the meal. Jesus comments on Martha being worried about many things. In 1 Corinthians 7, Paul rejects the view of some of the Corinthian Christians about celibacy  being the superior spiritual state, but he does speak of single people having the advantage of being free from the worries of marriage (1 Corinthians 7:32 – 5; Luke 7:32 – 5). 

  Itinerant and Static Discipleship 
 Jesus ’ challenge to all who wanted to be his disciples was to total commitment to the kingdom of God, as we have noted. He was explicit about the cost of discipleship, and pictured a foolish man starting to build a tower and then running out of funds with it half-built. He says starkly: ‘ So therefore, any one of you who does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple. ’ 
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 The radical all-demanding nature of Jesus ’ call to discipleship is addressed very positively in two short parables (found only in Matthew ’ s gospel), which compare the kingdom of God to a man finding treasure in a field and selling all that he had to buy the field, and to another man finding a pearl of great value and selling everything to buy the precious pearl. 
28
 Negatively, Matthew, Mark and Luke all have the  story of an eager young man coming to Jesus; when challenged by Jesus to ‘ sell all that you have … and come follow me ’ he ‘ went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions ’ . 
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 This extremely radical challenge seems to be in some conflict with other passages which imply that some followers of Jesus, such as the women who provided support and hospitality, did not leave everything to follow Jesus. 
30


 It may well be that there were different categories of disciple, with all being called to a radical commitment, but with some being called only to leave home and become itinerant. 
31
 Jesus ’ recognition of the importance of the supporters comes out when he says: ‘ Whoever receives you receives me and whoever receives me receives him who sent me. The one who receives a prophet because he is a prophet will receive a prophet ’ s reward … . And whoever give one of these little ones even a cup of cold water because he is a disciple … will by no means lose his reward. ’ 
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 Luke may help us in his second volume when he describes the first Christian community as being one where people had ‘ all things in common ’ , with no one claiming that any possessions were their own; the comparison has often been made with the communal sharing in the Qumran community. At the same time, there were church members who had property, which they sold for the community. It seems likely that there was an ideal – and practice – of sharing and regarding everything as communally owned; but alongside that was a sensible pragmatism in how things were shared with each other. 
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 Some scholars think that the picture in Acts is idealized rather than historically credible, but some very unideal behaviour is honestly described. 
34
 Some think that the church  very soon gave up any serious communal living, not least as they moved out from Jerusalem. But there is evidence that the principle of the rich sharing with the poor  persisted in the life and practice of the church. 
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   But Did Jesus Intend to Found ‘ the Church ’ ? 
 To many people today the word ‘ church ’ either suggests a building where Christians meet, or the movement to which Christians belong – with all its complexity and often divided denominations and manifestations. Neither sense of the word feels very close to the kingdom of God  that Jesus proclaimed and brought in first-century Palestine. 
 Church buildings did not exist in the time of Jesus or for some time afterwards, with Christians first meeting in homes. A ‘ movement ’ is much closer to what Jesus started, even though the band of Jesus ’ disciples seems – and is! – worlds away from modern Christendom. 
 The word ‘ church ’ In the NT (  ekkl ē sia  in Greek) refers to a Christian congregation or to the whole Christian community. The probable background to the word is in the OT concept of the ‘ congregation ’ of Israel. In Mark, Luke and John the word ‘ church ’ is not used at all; Matthew only has it twice, both times on the lips of Jesus – of the community of Jesus ’ followers who confess Jesus as the Messiah, and  of a local fellowship of disciples, where problems may arise and forgiveness will be needed. 
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 But did Jesus, then, in any sense ‘ found ’ the church or a church? At the beginning of the twentieth century the French scholar Alfred Loisy famously said, ‘ Jesus announced the kingdom and what came was the church ’ , the implication being that Jesus did not intend or expect what came. What is clear is that Jesus did not intend to start a new religion; he saw himself as fulfilling the Law,  the Prophets  and the OT story of the people of God, with his first priority being to call the ‘ lost sheep of the House of Israel ’ to receive the coming kingdom of God. 
 But although he was not founding a new religion, he was calling into being a kingdom of God people, a renewed Israel. Like John the Baptist  before him, Jesus had a recognizable group of disciples, who he called to live distinctively kingdom-shaped lives with him as the Son of man.  Riesner puts it well: ‘ For Jesus the breaking-in of God ’ s reign, the founding of the end-time people of God and the doing of God ’ s will belong inseparably together. ’ 
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 His followers were to be a distinct community – but within the world, and not in isolation like the Qumran  community. They were to be a family at peace with one another and not causing others to stumble, as Mark brings out; they were to be recognizable by their  humble love  and service to one another, ‘ washing one another ’ s feet ’ as Jesus washed their feet. 
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 It is Matthew who has most to say about Jesus and the church. After Peter ’ s  confession of Jesus as the Messiah,  the Son of the living God,  Jesus explicitly speaks of ‘ building my church ’ on ‘ you ’ , Peter the rock. He and the other eleven apostles will be leaders in the Jesus movement, and are promised that they will ‘ judge the twelve tribes of Israel ’ ; but their leadership style is to be the opposite of the domineering typical of ‘ rulers of the Gentiles ’ .  They are to be like the Son of man  who came not to be served, but to give his life as a ransom for many. 
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 If that is the big picture of the church as a renewed Israel, Matthew also has in his chapter 18 the most specific teaching on life in the local church community. There are instructions about receiving ‘ little ones ’ into the community and not causing them to stumble, and about going out to find the lost brother or sister – the parable  of the lost sheep. There is teaching about addressing problems and disputes within the church, 
40
 and about forgiving ‘ your brother ’ , reflecting the forgiveness of God – an emphasis that is explicit in the Lord ’ s prayer  (see Chapter 14 ). 
 Matthew ’ s specific teaching, especially on dealing with church members who have fallen out with each other, has led people to call Matthew an ‘ ecclesiastical ’ gospel, and to doubt whether the teaching goes back to Jesus himself. But it is clear from the gospels that Jesus was very familiar with disputes and problems in the community of his followers, and it is entirely likely that he would have taught about his approach to such situations. Much of the teaching concerned is not unique to Matthew, having parallels in Mark and Luke (e.g. on not causing others to stumble, on forgiving and living in peace). 
41
 As for practical discipline, that has parallels in the Qumran  documents, which include the very practical ‘ Community Rule ’ with its regulations about how the community should operate. More significantly, there is a possible echo of Jesus ’ instructions in Paul ’ s first letter to the Corinthians,  where he addresses a difficult problem in the church. 
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  Baptism by Jesus in Galilee? 


  Jesus ’ ministry started with his baptism by John the Baptist and then, according to John ’ s gospel, with Jesus and his disciples baptizing people (John 4:1). Matthew and Luke have the post-resurrection Jesus telling his followers to go and make disciples among all nations, baptizing them (Matthew 28:16 – 20; Luke 24:47 – 9). But there is silence about any baptism during Jesus ’ Galilean ministry. It may have gone on, though there may have been practical reasons why Jesus did not follow John ’ s example in the towns and villages of Galilee  where Herod Antipas  was in power. 

 With or without baptism there were evidently ways for people to respond to Jesus ’ kingdom message, with the gospels using various phrases: ‘ repenting and believing the good news ’ (Mark 1:14), ‘ following ’ Jesus, ‘ receiving ’ him and his apostles and identifying with him as ‘ lord ’ (hence his warnings against calling him ‘ lord ’ and not living it out, Matthew 7:21 – 3, 8:18 – 23, 10:40). John ’ s gospel comments that it is those who ‘ received ’ Jesus and ‘ believed in ’ him to whom he gave the authority to become children of God (John 1:12). It has Jesus speaking to a leading Pharisee,  Nicodemus, about the need to be spiritually ‘ born again ’ in order to enter the kingdom (John 3). It is through relationship with Jesus that his followers can come to share in his relationship with God as their heavenly Father (John 20:17 and Paul in Romans 8:17; Galatians 6:10). 

Some Conclusions
Jesus had a large following. His appointment of people to support and help him in his itinerant kingdom ministry was strategic for spreading the good news; but it was also personal in that he was not a loner in leadership, and he looked for companionship and support.
 The number twelve reflects his Jewish context and his priority vision for the restoration of Israel, something that makes good sense historically. It was a vision shared by many of his contemporaries in Jewish Palestine, and certainly inspired his followers. Jesus ’ vision for Israel is attested directly in Matthew ’ s gospel, and indirectly in the other gospels and in  the letters of Paul, who is also an important early witness to the place of ‘ the twelve ’ , the special position of Peter  and the role of the apostle. 
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 Jesus had many more supporters than the twelve, including women  who feature significantly in all the gospels. Although only Matthew ’ s gospel uses the word ‘ church ’  , Jesus expected his followers to be a community of people, calling him ‘ Lord ’ and characterized by mutual love  and service.  The emphasis on community fits the Palestinian context, where groups such as the Qumran  community and the disciples of John,  and indeed the Pharisees,  were identifiable fellowships within the broad ‘ church ’ of Judaism. 
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 Following Jesus in Practice 
Way of Life
 Jesus is widely admired, including by non-Christians such as Mahatma Gandhi, for his ethical teaching. But in his lifetime he was accused by his Jewish critics of being ethically lax. Judaism was known and highly regarded by many in the pagan Roman world as an ethical religion; but Jesus ’ notorious liberalism in mixing with sinners and his conspicuous emphasis on God ’ s generosity towards the immoral led to him being seen by his religious critics as a lawbreaker and as someone who was lowering the Jews ’ ethical standards. 
No Cheap Grace
 In fact the evidence is that Jesus ’ emphasis on grace for sinners went along with ethical teachings which were extraordinarily demanding. 
 The parable of the royal wedding, discussed in Chapter 10 , is one of numerous parables and sayings of Jesus about the kingdom of God  which picture the invitation being extended to unlikely and undeserving people. It is a case of ‘ Amazing Grace ’ (to quote the well-known hymn). But Matthew ’ s version of the parable ends on a puzzling and rather unhappy note, with the king noticing one of the guests at the banquet, who has no wedding garment, and is forcibly thrown out of the feast. He offers no excuse; he does not plead poverty, for example, and the implication is that his action or inaction is inexcusably insulting to the king. 
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 The probability is that this is a parable about cheap grace (to use the terminology of the twentieth-century German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who was  executed by the Nazis): the guilty guest represents those who liked Jesus ’ message of God ’ s free love  and forgiveness, but not the cost of discipleship that was involved in following Jesus. 
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 The emphasis on lived-out discipleship is something important to Matthew, and another parable which makes the point rather directly describes a servant who owed his master a vast amount and whose debt was cancelled thanks to the master ’ s generosity. But then the servant harshly refused to forgive the relatively tiny debt of one of his fellow servants and had him thrown into prison. This is reported to the master who is furious and takes punitive action against the first servant. 
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 The point is clear: the free gift of the kingdom of God involves a new way of life.  Matthew ’ s emphasis on this reflects a particular concern in his gospel, and it can be argued that it is Jewish Matthew who is the moralist rather Jesus, and who has introduced it into the gospel – for example, into the parable  of the wedding. However, it is not a theme unique to Matthew: in Matthew ’ s Sermon on the Mount,  but also in Luke ’ s equivalent, there are explicit warnings about saying ‘ Lord, Lord ’ and not doing what ‘ I tell you ’ . These lead into a parable about hearing and doing Jesus ’ teaching, contrasting the man who builds his house on a solid rock foundation with the man who builds on sand; the one house survives flood and storm, the other falls with a great crash. 
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 In both Matthew ’ s and Luke ’ s versions of the Lord ’ s Prayer,  the one directly ethical clause is ‘ as we forgive those who sin against us ’ , a phrase reminiscent of the parable about the unforgiving servant. 
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 In all the gospels the call from Jesus to potential disciples  is to ‘ follow me ’ , and it becomes clear in due course that this following was not, on the one hand, a relaxed walk in the Galilean countryside or, on the other, a quick road to advancement in the kingdom. It was indeed the way to life, but it was a narrow and difficult way. It involved leaving everything and journeying with Jesus to the cross. It meant renunciation, saying no to oneself rather than saving one ’ s own life, and serving others.  It was something costly and not to be lightly undertaken. This comes out in Mark, but also strongly in Luke: Jesus pictures a man starting to build a tower without having counted the cost, who ends up a laughing stock when he does not have the resources to complete the work. Jesus also pictures a king going to war without calculating if his army is sufficiently  strong. ‘ So therefore, any one of you who does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple. ’ 
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The Sermon on the Mount
 The most coherent and sustained account of what ‘ following ’ Jesus would mean for his disciples in practical terms is in the ‘ Sermon on the Mount ’ , as recorded in Matthew ’ s gospel, chapters 5 – 7  . 
 The English word ‘ sermon ’ conjures up the picture of a preacher in a church building, but Jesus ’ ‘ Sermon on the Mount ’ – surely the world ’ s most famous sermon – was teaching on a hillside beside the Sea of Galilee. 

 There has been plenty of debate about the origins of Matthew ’ s version of the sermon and its relationship to the similar teaching in Luke. 
7
 Many scholars see Luke ’ s shorter sermon as more original, with Matthew having expanded it. But there is a case for Matthew having more original features which Luke has omitted. It cannot, in any case, be assumed that there was ever one original ‘ sermon ’ : it is intrinsically probable that Jesus repeated his teaching on different occasions and with some different content, and it is possible that those differences are reflected in Matthew and Luke. 
 What is also possible is the view of some scholars who see all or most of the teaching blocks in the gospels, including the Sermon on the Mount, as compilations of different sayings of Jesus brought together by the gospel writers (or others before them) rather than as whole ‘ sermons ’ that go back to Jesus. Some such editing and gathering of materials by the gospel writers seems likely. On the other hand, there is no reason to doubt that Jesus spoke at length to those who followed him, and no clear evidence that the general shape of the discourses as we find them in the gospels does not reflect that teaching. 
 In any case the Sermon on the Mount is a remarkable exposition of the ‘ righteousness ’ of the ‘ kingdom of heaven ’ ,  as taught by Jesus. It has been much admired as a summary of Christian ethics. 
The Content of the Sermon
 
	
 5:1 – 12.  It begins with the famous ‘ beatitudes ’ (from the Latin beatus , happy), sayings defining true happiness, the first being: ‘ Blessed/happy are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. ’  Others include: ‘ Blessed are the meek … Blessed are the peacemakers. ’ They all describe what kingdom of God living looks like. 
8




	
 5:13 – 16.  It then challenges Jesus ’ followers to be salt and light in the world, that is, an influence for good. 


	
 5:17 – 20.  Next, it clarifies that Jesus, far from undermining the OT  Law and lowering ethical standards, as he was accused, in fact fulfils the old Law, and that his kingdom ethics are higher than those of the most religious Jews. 


	
 5:21 – 48.  That is then illustrated with examples of human relationships, in which Jesus contrasts ‘ you have heard ’ with ‘ but I say to you ’ . For example, whereas the OT prohibited murder, Jesus goes much further and says that there are to be no murderous attitudes and insulting words like ‘ you fool ’ . The last and climactic example given is the OT command  ‘ Love your neighbour ’ to which some Jewish teachers (e.g. at Qumran)  added, ‘ but hate your enemies ’ . Jesus, on the other hand, says ‘ love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you ’ , explaining that this is appropriate for those who are ‘ children of your heavenly Father ’ . It is kingdom of heaven behaviour, hence the massive challenge to ‘ be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect ’ , which ends the section. 


	
 6:1 – 18.  From relationships the sermon goes on to religion and religious practices, such as almsgiving to the poor, praying and fasting. Jesus contrasts the hypocrisy (or play acting) of religious people who do their religion to impress other people, with kingdom religion which is done ‘ in secret ’ to honour ‘ your Father in heaven ’ . The section includes the Lord ’ s Prayer.  


	
 6:19 – 34.  From religion the sermon goes on to teaching about riches and material things. Kingdom of heaven living means not laying up treasures on earth but in heaven; it means serving God, not mammon (an Aramaic word for ‘ money ’ ), and not worrying about material needs, for example, food and clothing, but putting God ’ s kingdom first and trusting your heavenly Father.  


	
 7:1 – 6.  Jesus then warns against judging others, giving the almost cartoon-like picture of a person who offers to take a speck from his neighbour ’ s eye without noticing the plank in his own eye. 


	
 7:7 – 11.  Then there is more famous teaching about prayer, ‘ Ask and it will be given to you, seek and your will find, knock and it will be  opened to you. ’ Jesus explains that ‘ your Father in heaven ’ , like a good human father, will give good things to those who ask. 


	
7:12. Rounding off the explanation of kingdom living, the so-called golden rule concludes the explanation: ‘ In everything do to others as you would have them do to you, for this is the Law  and the Prophets.  ’ 


	
 7:13 – 27.  The sermon concludes with a serious of pictures all emphasizing the importance of hearing and doing what Jesus has said: it is the narrow path to life, as opposed to the broad road to destruction; it is bearing good fruit, and not just saying ‘ Lord, Lord ’ ; it is building on solid rock, not on shifting sand. 
9





 The sermon illustrates key themes in Jesus ’ teaching about discipleship and living in the kingdom. 
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 One unmistakable priority is that it is relationship with ‘ your Father in heaven ’ : the call is to live with his compassion and perfection as the model, but also to live with him as a father who cares, provides and forgives. 
 Going along with his emphasis on God as father is Jesus ’ emphasis on the human heart, rather than on religious externals. Mark and Matthew record Jesus in another context  clashing with the Pharisees over the question of ritual washings, his disciples having been criticized for their lax observance. In reply, Jesus criticizes the Pharisees and their scribes for promoting their ‘ human ’ traditions at the expense of ‘ God ’ s ’ word. For example, a particular tradition allowed people to declare something dedicated to God and to be unavailable for the support of their parents; so, effectively, they justified getting round the OT law about honouring their father and mother. Jesus had no time for such religious games, 
11
 or for the prioritizing of the externals of religion: ‘ Do you not understand that whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile, since it enters not the heart, but the stomach and goes out into the sewer … it is what comes out of a person that defiles. For it is from the human heart that evil thoughts come. ’ 
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   Five Important Topics 
 The sermon illustrates Jesus ’ teaching on various topics. 
   1  Marriage, Divorce and Sex 
 In commenting on the OT command ‘ You shall not commit adultery ’ , Jesus dauntingly asserts that for a man even to look at a woman lustfully is to commit heart-adultery, and that it would be better to pluck out your right eye and to cut off your right hand, if they lead you into sin, than to face divine judgement for your sin. 
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 He then proceeds to the much-debated question of divorce. Jesus ’ teaching on this is attested not just in the Sermon on the Mount, but also later in Matthew ’ s gospel in a passage paralleled in Mark and echoed in Paul ’ s letter to the Corinthians, with Paul very specifically quoting ‘ the Lord ’ . 
14


 Divorce was a disputed issue among the Jewish teachers of the day, having tricky political ramifications, given: (1) Herod Antipas ’  marriage to Herodias and (2) differing interpretations of the OT Law in Deuteronomy chapter 24, which spoke of a man divorcing his wife ‘ for some indecency ’ , whatever that exactly meant. Some Jewish teachers were notably relaxed about the interpretation of the phrase: they allowed divorce and remarriage on almost any ground – for instance, if a man ’ s wife burned the cooking, or even if he was no longer attracted to her. Others said it was only allowed when there was immorality. In the Qumran scrolls there appears to be no acceptable justification for divorce and remarriage. 
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 Jesus sided with the more stringent interpretations, and apparently excluded divorce and remarriage on any grounds, appealing to the creation story in the book of Genesis; there, Eve is created out of Adam ’ s rib as his companion, and they become the prototype for human marriage in which husband and wife become ‘ one flesh ’ . 
16
 ‘ So ’ , says Jesus, ‘ what God has joined together, let not man put asunder ’ (the traditional translation, often quoted in wedding services). The kingdom of God for Jesus  represented the restoration of the creation  order, which according to Genesis God saw as ‘ very good ’ . 
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 Matthew may complicate the picture for us; he has Jesus commenting on divorce on two occasions, in both cases speaking forcefully against it (and the remarriage that would normally follow). But in both cases there is an ‘ except ’ clause – ‘ whoever divorces his wife except for immorality ’ (Greek porneia ). 
18
 There has been a huge amount of discussion of what the ‘ except ’ clause means. Mark, Luke and Paul have no such exception in their versions of Jesus ’ teaching and historically much of the church,  including the Roman Catholic Church, has taken the strict view that divorce and remarriage is prohibited by Jesus. However, since the Protestant Reformation many Christians have argued from Matthew ’ s exception that divorce and remarriage are permissible in exceptional circumstances. Some NT scholars take this view and argue that Matthew ’ s pastoral realism has led him to water down the absoluteness of Jesus ’ teaching; others have suggested that the Greek word porneia (the word that gives us the English ‘ pornography ’ ) refers not to sexual immorality in general, but to something more specific, such as incest. Others have said that the exception applies to divorce but not to remarriage. What is indisputable is that, despite the exception, Matthew sees Jesus ’ teaching as extraordinarily demanding, shockingly so to judge from the disciples ’ reaction in 19:10: ‘ In that case, it is better not to marry. ’ 
 Jesus ’ response to this comment in Matthew is striking, and illuminating, not least in relation to his own unmarried status: 
 Not all can accept this word, but those to whom it has been given. For there are eunuchs who were born that way from their mother ’ s womb, and there are eunuchs who have been made eunuchs by people, and there are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs because of the kingdom of heaven. The person able to accept this let him accept it. 
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 This is the only discussion of celibacy in Jesus ’ teaching – as a gift and calling for some people only. Jesus himself clearly identified with that calling. Celibacy was esteemed among the Essenes, though probably not demanded of all, and some of Jesus ’ friends and followers seem to have been unmarried, such as the Bethany family (Mary, Martha and Lazarus). So was Paul: he probably had Jesus ’ teaching in mind when responding to the Corinthians, some of whom seem to have been advocating sexual abstinence and celibacy for all spiritual believers. They may have cited  Jesus and Paul himself as their models; but Paul, like Jesus, affirms that celibacy is a good gift, but a gift for some, not all. 


 2 Prayer 

 Prayer is a key theme in the Sermon on the Mount and elsewhere in Jesus ’ teaching. The sermon includes the so-called ‘ Lord ’ s Prayer ’ which is translated rather literally below (bold text in Matthew and Luke, ordinary text in Matthew only, text in italics in Luke only): 

                Our
                Father
                in heaven,
              

                be hallowed your name.
              

                Come your kingdom
                ,
              
be done your will,
    as in heaven so on earth.

                Our daily bread give us
                 today/
                day by day
              

                and forgive us our
                debts/
                sins
                ,
              

                    as we also have forgiven our debtors/
                everyone indebted to us
                .
              

                 And lead us not into temptation,
              
    but deliver us from evil (or the evil one).
 Many scholars consider that the original form of the prayer is better represented in Luke, and that Matthew has expanded the original; his additions, if so, may have been drawn from other prayers of Jesus. 
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 What is clear is the emphasis in all Jesus ’ teaching on prayer on the fatherhood of God; the prayer is called the ‘ Our Father ’ in many modern languages. Luke ’ s simple ‘ Father ’ may reflect Jesus ’ use of the Aramaic  family word for father, ‘ Abba ’  (see Chapter 8 ), and express his own intimate experience of relationship with God. 
 After the opening invocation of God as Father, the first part of the prayer focusses on God the Father and his kingdom. His coming kingdom is the top priority for Jesus. Shortly afterwards, in Matthew ’ s Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says ’ your heavenly Father ’ knows your need for the practical necessities of life (e.g. daily bread) ‘ but seek first the kingdom and its righteousness ’ . 
21
 After recognizing that priority, the prayer comes next to the practicalities of life in ‘ give us today our daily bread ’ . The third part of the prayer is about spiritual realities, in praying for forgiveness and for help in the spiritual battles of life. 
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 What the ordinary reader will be unlikely to observe is that in Matthew ’ s gospel the prayer comes at the very centre of the Sermon on the Mount. This is not accidental: Matthew wants to express the centrality of prayer in discipleship, as also in Jesus ’ own ministry. Towards the end of his version of the sermon, Jesus specifically exhorts his disciples to ‘ ask, seek, knock ’ , and asks almost humorously, ‘ Which of you when his son asks for bread will give him a stone, or when he asks for a fish will give him a snake? ’ . The questions expect a negative answer, and Jesus says: ‘ how much more will your father in heaven give good things [Luke, the ‘ Holy Spirit ’ ]  to those who ask him. ’ 
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 It is only with the help of God that disciples of Jesus can begin to ‘ be perfect ’ and loving, living kingdom lives. 



 Luke also has a major interest in prayer, with several vivid parables of Jesus urging serious praying. One of these pictures a man in bed with his family – we can imagine his small village house with the door bolted and the family in a shared bed. His neighbour knocks on his door in the middle of the night and asks for some bread for an unexpected visitor; the sleeping father is at first reluctant, but then gets up and does as he is asked. The logic is again ‘ how much more will God …’ . In another parable, Jesus challenges his followers to pray persistently and not to give up, and pictures a poor widow wearing down a corrupt and callous judge so that he gives her rights. Jesus asks: ‘ and will not God give justice? ’ . In the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector  both praying in the temple it is the deeply penitent tax collector who ‘ goes down to his house justified ’ rather than the religiously self-confident Pharisee. 
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 The gospels suggest that prayer was central and vital to Jesus ’ own spirituality. He is described in all the gospels as spending time in solitary prayer, but also in praying in all sorts of contexts, notably in crucial moments in his ministry (as Luke especially brings out). 
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 Most striking in that respect is the story of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane  before the crucifixion,  with its combination of struggle and fear - Mark has him crying out to ‘ Abba ’  for rescue, ‘ take this cup from me ’ – as well as of trust and obedience: ‘ Your will not mine be done ’ . In that tense and frightening setting Jesus calls his disciples to ‘ stay awake and pray ’ with him, ‘ lest you enter into temptation ’ . Instead, they fall asleep and are soon running away  and abandoning Jesus in his hour of need. 
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 That call to keep spiritually awake and to pray is echoed in the letters of the NT, and is at the centre of discipleship. 
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 3  Money and Possessions 
 An important part of the sermon is about money and material things, where the call is first ‘ not to store up treasures on earth ’ but to store up treasures in heaven: ‘ where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also ’ . 
28
 What that means is not spelled out specifically, though the warning that ‘ you cannot serve God and mammon [i.e. money] ’ is telling. And elsewhere in Matthew, Mark and Luke Jesus says explicitly to a young rich man ‘ sell what you possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me ’ . Jesus goes on to speak of how hard it is for a rich man to go this kingdom way, and to compliment the disciples on the way that they have ‘ left everything and followed ’ him. 
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 It is Luke ’ s gospel that most clearly spells out the radical demand of Jesus when it comes to wealth and possessions, perhaps because he was writing his gospel at a time and in a context where there were more wealthy Christians or would-be Christians. So Luke has John the Baptist  spelling out that ‘ repentance ’ involves the person with one coat sharing with the person who had no coat; he has Jesus saying to his disciples  as a group ‘ sell your possessions and give to the poor ’ and commenting, ‘ Any of you who does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple. ’ 
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 Luke ’ s gospel has some of the most hard-hitting parables on this subject. He has Jesus ’ parable about the rich fool who plans his comfortable retirement: ‘ I will tear down my barns and build larger ones … and say to my soul: relax, eat, drink and be merry ’ ; but he dies that very night – a forceful warning against ‘ storing up treasure ’ for oneself selfishly. Equally vivid is the parable of the rich man who feasts every day and ends up in torment, while the beggar Lazarus lies at his gate being licked by local dogs but ends up with Abraham  – a stark warning to those who, in the present, ignore the poor and destitute. 
 Another parable in the same Lukan context is about a corrupt estate manager, who is given notice of dismissal; he then ingratiates himself with some of the people who owe his master large amounts of money by  slashing their debts, hoping to secure a new job for himself. People have been perplexed about how Jesus could use such a crooked man as a model for disciples;  but it is a story like other parables of Jesus that highlights an aspect of the behaviour of a worldly and dishonest person from which disciples can learn. In this case the man was prudent in preparing financially for his coming redundancy, which contrasts with the frequent failure of the ‘ sons of light ’ to use their money with the coming kingdom of God in mind. 
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 How literally to take some of Jesus ’ radical demands in the Sermon on the Mount and elsewhere has been endlessly discussed by Christian interpreters. Does the teaching about loving one ’ s enemies and turning the other cheek mean that Christians should be pacifists? Are his statements about leaving everything and giving to the poor to be taken at face value and as mandatory for all Christians? Is some of the teaching an idealized vision rather than a practical ethic? The danger of coming to conclusions that are convenient is obvious. 
 The question of pacifism was not an issue for Jesus ’ first followers since Jews were exempted from military service by the Romans. But it is more difficult to decide if the radical call to leave everything was directed to his followers as a whole, as it seems, and/or whether there were different expectations for different groups of disciples, with some joining Jesus in his itinerant mission and literally ‘ leaving everything ’ , and others identifying with the master and supporting his movement in less radical ways (see Chapter 13 ). 
 If one side of Jesus ’ kingdom teaching in the sermon had special relevance to the rich, the message of God ’ s fatherly concern for his children ’ s needs was thoroughly relevant to the poor. The message for them was one of encouragement, with the call not to worry and be anxious about material things, since your ‘ heavenly Father ’ knows and cares about your needs. So, ‘ seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you ’ . 
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 For the rich and the poor the challenge was to serve God and not mammon. 

 4  The Priority of Love 
 Jesus saw love as a priority; however, this was not a unique or original idea. The OT injunctions ‘ love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, and strength ’ and ‘ love your neighbour as yourself ’ were well known. Jesus ’ combining the two commands and prioritizing them was  striking; when asked by a scribe the question that rabbis often debated about which commandment was the greatest, he was forthright in his reply. His questioner agreed with Jesus, and commented that love of God and neighbour were much more important ‘ than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices ’ . 
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 Jesus commended him on that comment. But although others agreed with Jesus on the priority of love, his understanding of the love of God, as illustrated in the parable of the prodigal son, was extraordinary, as was his teaching on how his disciples should love their neighbours, as illustrated in the parable  of the good Samaritan. 
 Three things stand out in Jesus ’ teaching on love. The first is its reach, as illustrated in the parable of the good Samaritan and in the Sermon on the Mount where Jesus challenges his disciples  to ‘ love their enemies ’ . It is hard to overestimate how extraordinary and demanding this teaching was, not least at a time when the country was occupied by the Romans and when nationalists were calling for revolt. Hating one ’ s enemies could be viewed positively, 
34
 and the OT legal principle of just retribution – the so-called lex talionis, ‘ an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth ’ – could be cited in justification. Jesus rejected this interpretation. He specifically criticized the limiting of love to friends and neighbours and others who could be expected to pay you back; he made the point, rather untactfully we might think, at a dinner party to which he was invited. 
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 He effectively rejected the modern attitude that says ‘ charity begins – and ends – at home ’ . He advocated love for outsiders like Samaritans,  and for enemies who might ‘ strike you on the cheek ’ or sue you for your coat or, in respect of a Roman soldier, make you to carry his pack. 
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 Such love involved forgiving those who hurt you. In the Lord ’ s Prayer,  Jesus speaks of forgiving ‘ those who sin against us ’ . When asked by Peter  ‘ How often should I forgive someone who sins against me, seven times? ’ , Jesus replies: ‘ Not seven times, but seventy times seven ’ , that is, without limit. 
37
 Luke describes Jesus himself living out such forgiving love, when he was being crucified and he prayed for those nailing him to the cross, ‘ Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do. ’ 
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 The first Christians picked up the idea as seen in Paul ’ s  echoing of Jesus ’ teaching when he calls on the Roman Christians to ‘ bless those who persecute 
 you ’ . 
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 Jesus ’ concept of love was – and is – strikingly countercultural in knowing no limits. 
 A second related point is that love, as understood by Jesus, is peaceable. War and fighting were an important part of Jewish history and tradition, with Joshua, for example, being a God-appointed warrior leader who led the Israelites into the ‘ promised land ’ . In more recent history, Judas Maccabeus  and the Hasmonean  family had been notable for their military successes, and were an inspiration to many in Jesus ’ day, hence the prevalence of the name Judas. But Jesus (his name being a version of Joshua) was different in being a peacemaker, teaching that ‘ blessed are the peacemakers ’ and telling his followers to turn the other cheek, when struck on the face, as well as to ‘ have peace among yourselves ’ . 
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 At the time of his arrest by armed men, he exemplified such peacefulness, specifically rejecting violent resistance. 
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 (Again Paul  and others in the early church echoed this teaching and attitude of Jesus, with Paul writing: ‘ If possible – as far as it depends on you – be at peace with all people. ’ ) 
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 In this respect Jesus could be said to be countercultural, departing from his Jewish tradition. But the OT good news of the coming reign of God was a message of ‘ peace ’ . The vision was of the nations coming to Jerusalem  to the house of God, learning his ways and beating ‘ their swords into ploughshares and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more ’ . 
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 The future coming of the Messiah  was famously pictured as a time when ‘ the wolf would lie down with the lamb, the calf with the lion ’ and ‘ they will not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain ’ . 
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 This was the vision of the reign of God which inspired Jesus and was reflected in his teaching. 
 A third feature of Jesus ’ teaching about love was his emphasis on humility and self-denying service. Jesus taught that it was necessary to enter the kingdom of God like a small child, and to live humbly. In his description of the dinner party where Jesus challenged his host to invite outsiders, Luke also describes Jesus observing and criticizing guests who were seeking the top seats at the table, and commenting, ‘ For all who exalt themselves will be humbled and those who humble themselves will be exalted. ’ 
45



 Jesus emphasized to his disciples that discipleship involved saying ‘ no ’ to self and following him in the way of self-sacrifice that would end up in  his crucifixion. Not surprisingly, they found this very difficult. The gospels describe them discussing which of them was the greatest, with James and John specifically asking for top seats at Jesus ’ right and left hand. Jesus replies by referring to the worldly way of self-promoting and authoritarian leadership, and says: ‘ But it is not like that among you, but whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be slave of all. For the son of man did not come to be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many. ’ John ’ s gospel has Jesus make the same point by washing the disciples ’ feet at his final meal with them: it was a thoroughly menial task, and also a powerful acted parable  of Jesus ’ coming death, as well as a model of the humble, self-sacrificial love that his disciples  should be known by 
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 (see Chapter 19 ). Paul calls this radical loving ‘ the law of Christ ’ in his letter to the Galatians. 
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 The main ethical part of the sermon ends with the so-called ‘ golden rule ’ : ‘ Whatever you wish that other people do to you, you also do to them. ’ 
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 It has often been observed by scholars that Jewish rabbis made the same point negatively, ‘ Don ’ t do to others what you wouldn ’ t want them to do to you ’ , but significantly Jesus sets a much higher and thoroughly positive standard. Love is to know no limits. 
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 5  The Reality of Judgement 
 Jesus saw ethical living and loving others as a joyful response to God ’ s love, but not therefore as something optional; it is a command, and therefore serious and demanding. It features in the request for forgiveness in the Lord ’ s Prayer –  ‘ as we forgive those indebted to us ’ – and the importance of Jesus ’ ethical challenges is made very clear in his warnings about divine judgement on disobedience in the Sermon on the Mount and elsewhere. So the person who insults his brother or sister ‘ will be liable to judgement ’ and ‘ to the hell of fire ’ . On sexual lust, Jesus says vividly: ‘ if your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away … if your right hand causes you to sin, cut if off and throw it away, for it is better that you lose one part of your body than that your whole body goes into hell ’ . 
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 The sermon concludes with exhortations, warnings and challenges. Jesus says: ‘ enter through the narrow gate. For the gate is broad and the way is easy that leads to destruction, and those who enter by it are many. For the gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads to life, and there are few that find it ’ . The challenge is reminiscent of the words at the end of Deuteronomy, where Moses urges the people to love ‘ YHWH your God, walking in his ways ’ and goes on to say, ‘ I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life. ’ The Sermon on the Mount represents Jesus ’ way to live and the way to life; and it is contrasted with the way to death and destruction. 
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 The warnings pile up at the end of the sermon – about those claiming to be prophets whose fruitless lives disprove their claim, and about those who claim Jesus as Lord, but who will be told by Jesus: ‘ I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness. ’ The sermon finishes with Jesus ’ parable  of the two house builders, which contrasts the person who hears Jesus ’ teaching and carries it out with the foolish person who does not; his house falls with a great crash. 
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 The emphasis on divine judgement is strong throughout Matthew ’ s gospel, culminating in the parable of the sheep and goats, with ‘ the king ’ saying to those on his left, ‘ Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. ’ The theme is less prominent in Mark, but not absent; for example, in a version of the sayings about cutting off the hand and tearing out the eye, Jesus says, ‘ It is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than with two eyes to be thrown into hell, where their worm does not die and the fire is not quenched. ’ Luke is as hard hitting as Matthew (with four ‘ woes ’ following his four ‘ beatitudes ’ ), and with very powerful parables warning the rich of coming judgement (e.g. the rich man in Jesus ’ parable says ‘ I am in torment in this flame ’ ). 
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 Some Christian preachers – and scholars – have wanted to keep Jesus ’ teaching about love,  but to ascribe his warnings of judgement to the later church. But the meek-and-mild liberal Jesus of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries has no historical credibility: Jesus was in the Jewish tradition – and the tradition of John the Baptist – that took the judgement of God very seriously indeed. 

 How literally his teaching should be taken is debatable. The pictures of being thrown into outer darkness, of burning in the fires of hell and of weeping and gnashing of teeth are vivid images, familiar from Jewish apocalyptic  and reflecting Jesus ’ context. For example, Gehenna (usually translated as ‘ hell ’ ) literally meant ‘ the valley of Hinnom ’ , the valley immediately south of Jerusalem; it had horrific historic associations with pagan child sacrifice and became a symbol of hell. 
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 The point of the pictures is very clear; but the fact that they are pictures does not mean that they were anything other than very serious and real to Jesus and his hearers. 

Some Conclusions
 Jesus is rightly known as one of the world ’ s great ethical teachers. The ethical starting point for his Jewish contemporaries – in theory if not always in practice – was the OT Law;  Jews were often admired for their high moral standards. The OT laws included ritual rules about cleanness and uncleanness and the Sabbath,  and it was in these areas that Jesus was particularly accused of laxity and of betraying the Jewish heritage. Jesus ’ response, illustrated most fully in the Sermon  on the Mount, was to affirm the Law, but not to accept the interpretation of his critics. He presented a ‘ higher righteousness ’ than that even of the ‘ scribes and Pharisees ’  , a righteousness ‘ fulfilling ’ the Law and the Prophets and summed up in a radical and comprehensive view of ‘ love ’  in action. 
 The teaching of the sermon has some parallels in Greek  and Roman  ethical ideas, but the debates in the gospels very much reflect the first-century Jewish and Palestinian context – for example, the rabbinic discussions of divorce  that were especially relevant given the scandalous marriage of Herod Antipas  and Herodias, and the injunction to go the second mile probably relating to the Roman soldier ’ s right to get you to carry his pack. Scholars have questioned how much of the sermon is Matthew ’ s Jewish perspective rather than Jesus ’ own. But the major ethical emphases of the sermon (on the heart, the priority of love and fulfilment of the Law) are attested in the other gospels and echoed or quoted in the different letters of the NT, as is some of the particular teaching of Jesus, for example, his teaching on divorce and on oaths. 
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 Jesus ’ practical and ethical teaching is rightly seen as one of the most remarkable aspects of his kingdom message. His message was indeed one of mercy and forgiveness for sinners, but also of being called to live as children of the heavenly Father by the perfect standards of the kingdom of God – with his help. The Galilean teacher spoke relevantly to his day, and has continued to be at the centre of ethical debate and discussion ever since. 




1

 Matthew 22:11 – 16. 



2

 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship , 1937. 



3

 Matthew 18:23 – 35. 



4

 Matthew 7:24 – 7; Luke 6:47 – 9. 



5

 Matthew 6:9 – 13; Luke 11:2 – 4. 



6

 Mark 8:31 – 8; Matthew 7:13 – 14; Luke 12:23,24, 14:27 – 32. 



7

 Luke 6:20 – 49. 



8

 Such sayings are familiar in the OT, for example in Psalm 1:1, ‘ Happy is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked ’ . 



9

 Summary based on Matthew chapters 5, 6 and 7. 



10

 Among numerous useful studies, see Guelich, 1982 ; Talbert 2004 . 



11

 Another example of such ‘ academic ’ play which Jesus criticizes in the sermon is the grading of the force of different oaths; Jesus says: ‘ Let your word be yes, yes, or no, no ’ – nothing more (Matthew 5:37; James 5:12). Matthew 23 is a blistering critique of the scribes and Pharisees; for example, ‘ You blind guides. You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel ’ (Matthew 23:24). 



12

 Mark 7:1 – 23. On Jesus ’ controversies with Jewish teachers, see Hagner, 2010 , 251 – 92. 



13

 Matthew 5:31 – 4. Jesus ’ words have been misunderstood as representing extreme asceticism, condemning divinely created sexual instincts, even advocating spiritual self-harming. What he is warning against with his typically pictorial vigour is the willing entertainment of adulterous and pornographic thoughts. 



14

 1 Corinthians 7:10,11; Mark 10:2 – 12. 



15

 See Josephus, War 8:121. 



16

 Genesis 2:24; Mark 10:6 – 9. 



17

 Genesis 1:31. 



18

 Matthew 5: 31,32, 19: 3 – 9. 



19

 Matthew 19:10 – 12. 



20

 Luke 22:42 ‘ not my will but yours be done ’ ; John 17:15 ‘ that you keep them from the evil one ’ . 



21

 Matthew 6:33. 



22

 The prayer is similar in various respects to the Jewish Kaddish prayer, which may go back to the time of Jesus: ‘ Exalted and hallowed be his great name in the world … . May he let his kingdom rule in your lifetime and in your days and in the lifetime of the whole house of Israel, speedily and soon. Praised be his great name from eternity to eternity. ’ ( Davies and Allison, 1988 , 595). For the importance and centrality of the Lord ’ s prayer in the sermon, see Ridlehoover, 2019 . 



23

 Matthew 7:7 – 11. 



24

 Luke 11:5 – 8, 18:1 – 14. 



25

 Luke 6:12,9:28. 



26

 Mark 14:32 – 42. 



27

 For example, Romans 13:11 – 14; 1 Thessalonians 5. 



28

 Matthew 6:19 – 21. 



29

 Matthew 19:21 – 9 



30

 Luke 12:33, 14:33. 



31

 Luke 12:13 – 21, 16:1 – 13, 19 – 31. 



32

 Matthew 6:25 – 34. 



33

 Mark 12:28 – 33; Luke 10:25 – 6; Matthew 12:7. 



34

 As in the instruction to curse wicked people in the Dead Sea Scroll 1QS1-2 (see Vermes, 2012 ). 



35

 Luke 14:1 – 24. 



36

 Matthew 5:39 – 41. 



37

 Matthew 18:21. 



38

 Luke 23:34. Luke probably saw Jesus ’ death as bringing forgiveness to sinners like the soldiers. 



39

 Romans 12:14 – 21. 



40

 Matthew 5:9, 39, Mark 9:34. 



41

 Matthew 26:52,53, John 18:36. 



42

 Romans 13:18. 



43

 Isaiah 2:4. 



44

 Isaiah 11:1 – 9, 52:7; Micah 4:3. 



45

 Luke 14:7 – 11. 



46

 Mark 10:40 – 5; John 13. 



47

 Galatians 6:2, 5:13. 



48

 Matthew 7:12. 



49

 The theme of love is central in John ’ s gospel – God ’ s love, Jesus ’ love and the call to the disciples to love (e.g. John 13:1,34). It is also central in Paul ’ s letters (e.g. Romans 5:6 – 11, 12:9 – 21; Galatians 5:9, 6:2; 1 Corinthians 13). 



50

 Matthew 5:21 – 30. 



51

 Matthew 7:13,14; Deuteronomy 30:15 – 20. In one of the distinctive ‘ I am ’ sayings in John ’ s gospel Jesus says: ‘ I am the way and the truth and the life; no one comes to the Father except through me ’ (John 14:6). 



52

 Matthew 7:21 – 7. 



53

 Matthew 24:41; Mark 10:42 – 8; Luke 6:24 – 6, 16:24. 



54

 For OT background, see Jeremiah 19. 



55

 On the sermon in Paul see Thompson, 1991 , and Carter, 2010 . 








   15 
 Opposition, New Directions, Jesus as Messiah 
 Jesus ’ Galilee-  based ministry probably lasted for two years or more, and it follows that in the gospels we have only selected highlights, with the different gospel writers mentioning different events. 
1
 His ministry was an itinerant one, particularly around Galilee, and his disciples  also went out on mission trips, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom, staying in places that offered them hospitality and reporting back to Jesus. 
2
 We do not have detailed chronology. 
Critics and Opponents, and Interpreting the Law
Jesus attracted a significant following, but a charismatic figure with such a powerful message coming from Nazareth (of all unlikely places, it was thought!) inevitably had critics and opponents, who could and indeed would be dangerous.
 In Galilee, it seems that the opposition came particularly from the very religious such as the Pharisees  and their expert theological ‘ scribes ’ , some of whom came from Jerusalem  to check up on the new teacher. It was Jesus ’ supposed laxity in relation to the OT law  that was the focus of their attacks, notably his healing  people on the Sabbath, 

3
 and also his 
 mixing with the unclean and ‘ sinners ’ . He was not keeping himself ‘ clean ’ , and his behaviour was seen as offensive, unpatriotic and even blasphemous. 
 Jesus was unapologetic in reply: a new era had come, the kingdom  of God, and he had authority even over the Sabbath  and to forgive sins (see Chapter 20 ). However, he was not abandoning or destroying the OT law; on the contrary, he was fulfilling it. Healing  people and doing good was entirely appropriate on the  Sabbath, as it had been given by God for people ’ s welfare. It was the religious authorities who were misinterpreting the OT Law – elevating their traditions about ritual practices (like handwashing) above the word and laws of God, such as ‘ honour your father and mother ’ . Also, they were prioritizing outward things (like eating only kosher food) over the purity and attitudes of the heart. 
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 Jesus ’ uninhibited criticisms of the teaching of his religious opponents, and indeed of their lifestyle, would have pleased many people, but not of course his critics. They saw Jesus as a serious threat to their positions and a danger to the nation. 
 The opposition to Jesus was not limited to just a few religious bigots. The gospels suggest that the people of Nazareth were not all impressed with their home-grown charismatic prophet, and even doubted his sanity. Mark intriguingly says that it was their unbelief which limited Jesus ’ ability to do miracles  in the town. He indicates that members of Jesus ’ own family were uncertain about him, if not sceptical. 
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 Matthew and Luke both record Jesus ’ as denouncing the unbelief of other Galilean  towns where he had particularly strong connections, including Bethsaida and Capernaum: 

 Woe to you, Chorazim. Woe to you, Bethsaida. For if the mighty works done in you had happened in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes … . And you, Capernaum, … will go down to Hades … I tell you that it will be more tolerable on the day of judgment for the land of Sodom than for you. 
6


 Jesus clearly experienced acute disappointments, and he warned his disciples  that they would face similar opposition when they went out to proclaim the kingdom of God (e.g. Matthew 10:16 – 39). 

 The opposition to Jesus in Galilee may not just have been from his religious critics, but also, potentially at least, from Herod Antipas and his supporters – the so-called Herodians.  Herod ’ s arrest of John the Baptist 
 with whom Jesus had had such important links is connected in Mark ’ s gospel with the start of Jesus ’ ministry in Galilee (Mark  1:14), and Antipas ’ execution of John had a significant impact on Jesus, leading him to withdraw ‘ to a deserted place on his own ’ (Matthew 14:13). Jesus may have known himself to be at risk, having in some respects taken on John ’ s mantle (including disapproval of the divorces  and remarriage of Antipas and Herodias). The lack of any mention of Jesus visiting the Galilean cities of Tiberias and Sepphoris,  which were important centres for Antipas, could reflect a decision on Jesus ’ part to keep out of harm ’ s way. 


 Interestingly, Mark associates the Pharisees with Antipas and the Herodians on three occasions: first, referring to them as plotting against Jesus; second, when Jesus warns his disciples of ‘ the leaven ’ , that is, the malign influence, of the Pharisees and Herod; and third, near the end of his ministry when they collaborate in trying to trick him with a question on the sensitive question of paying tax  to Caesar. 
7
 This association has seemed historically improbable to some scholars since the Pharisees and Herodians were not natural allies, rather the opposite, the one grouping being distinctly Jewish and religious and the other much more Hellenistic. And yet they both represented Galilean opposition to Jesus, and ‘ a common enemy makes strange bedfellows ’ . 
8
 Luke ’ s gospel also makes a link when it records Pharisees coming to Jesus and telling him, ‘ Get away from here, for Herod wants to kill you. ’ Jesus replies by telling them to tell ‘ that fox ’ that he will go to Jerusalem at the right time, for it is impossible for a prophet to be killed away from Jerusalem. Luke goes on to describe Jesus appearing before Herod, who had ‘ wanted to see him for a long time ’ , after his arrest in Jerusalem. 

9


Change of Direction?
 Scholars have plausibly suggested that Jesus ’ ministry faced a ‘ crisis ’ in Galilee, with profound and difficult questions being raised by the opposition and ‘ lack of success ’ that he experienced. It led to significant changes of direction in his ministry. Two things stand out in the middle of Mark ’ s gospel: a series of stories about Jesus going out of Herod ’ s Jewish Galilee into  Gentile areas, and the pivotal account of Jesus with his disciples in Caesarea Philippi,  a scene that leads on to his final journey to Jerusalem and to his death. 
  Jesus among Gentiles 
 In Mark, Jesus ’ Galilee-  focussed ministry could be said to be winding up with Jesus ’ rather final-sounding critique of the Pharisees ’  interpretation of the law  – ‘ you make the word of God void by your tradition ’ . 
10
 A significant story follows, recorded in Mark and Matthew, about Jesus meeting a woman from the area of Tyre and Sidon (modern Lebanon) who begs him to heal her demon-possessed daughter. Jesus was untypically unresponsive and was urged by his disciples  to ‘ send her away ’ . According to Matthew, Jesus then said, ‘ I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel ’ ; he went on, almost offensively: ‘ It is not right to take the children ’ s bread and throw it to the dogs. ’ The woman ’ s persistent response was, ‘ Yes, lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master ’ s table ’ , and then Jesus commended her: ‘ O woman, great is your faith! Be it done for you as you desire. ’ Jesus then healed the woman ’ s daughter. 
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 The surprising and unexpected behaviour of Jesus very probably represents for Mark and Matthew, both of whom record it, an affirmation of his priority missionary calling to Israel, on the one hand, but also his recognition now of a wider calling. Both gospels go on to give an account of Jesus healing  a deaf man in the Gentile towns of Decapolis on the east bank of the Galilee lake. They then describe Jesus feeding 4,000 people in a Gentile area, having earlier fed the 5,000 Jewish crowd. It is like Jesus ’ parable of the banquet in which the originally invited guests make excuses for not coming, with the invitation then being redirected to people out on the streets; the point is clearly that the Jewish rejection of Jesus leads to the Gentiles now being invited in. 
12


  Caesarea Philippi 
 The change of direction comes out most clearly in another account of Jesus travelling into a Gentile area, this time with his disciples Peter,  James and John; Jesus took them to Caesarea Philippi (to be distinguished from Caesarea Maritima  on the Mediterranean coast where the Roman governors were based).  This involved a substantial journey of about 54 km north from Galilee, taking them into the tetrarchy of Herod Philip near to Mount Hermon, Palestine ’ s highest mountain (2,814 m). Caesarea Philippi was formerly known as Paneion (and now named  Banias); it was located near a cave and an extremely deep pool from which one of the River Jordan ’ s  headwaters flowed. Originally associated with the pagan god Pan, it was developed by Philip who renamed it Caesarea Philippi, and built a temple to Augustus  by the pool. 
 The gospels make it clear that this very considerable excursion from Galilee  was intended by Jesus as an evaluation of his mission so far and of his future plans. Such an evaluation would make sense in face of the disappointments experienced. John ’ s gospel too has an account of Jesus facing a major setback in Galilee, with ‘ many of his disciples ’  turning back and no longer walking with him, and Jesus recorded as saying to the twelve,  ‘ Do you want to go away as well? ’ . 
13
 It also marked a decisive change of direction in Jesus ’ ministry, as Mark emphasizes by structuring his gospel in two halves: the first leading up to this point and focussing on Jesus the extraordinary teacher and healer  in Galilee who both amazed and puzzled people, and the second taking us to the crucifixion  of Jesus in Jerusalem. 
 Jesus introduced his  review of things with his inner team of disciples by asking: ‘ Who do people say that I am? ’ . That question – Who is Jesus? – was a dominant one in the first half of the gospel. The disciples described various opinions about Jesus. Then, when asked ‘ Who do you say that I am? ’ , Peter declared: ‘ You are the Messiah ’ (Mark; Luke, ‘ The Messiah of God ’ ; Matthew, ‘ the Messiah the Son of the living God ’ ). In a similar passage, John has: ‘ We have believed and come to know that you are the Holy One of God. ’ 
 For the gospel writers, this is clearly the right answer. 
14
 In Mark and Luke, Jesus does not explicitly say so, and instead cautions the disciples and instructs them not to tell other people. The implication is that they are right, but that keeping his messiahship quiet ( ‘ messianic secrecy ’ ) is important. 
 In Matthew, Jesus congratulates Peter, and says: ‘ Flesh and blood have not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven … . You are Peter the rock, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of death will not overcome it. ’ 
15
 Scholars often see these words as Matthean, reflecting his views of Jesus, Peter and the church.  This could be the case, but, after we have journeyed through Jesus ’ ministry with Mark and Luke, as well as Matthew, with the question recurring, ‘ Who is this? ’ , there is no doubt that all the gospel writers consider Peter to be right in his identification of Jesus as Messiah. His confession represents something of 
 a conclusion to the first part of Mark ’ s gospel and a key moment in the developing story of Jesus. 



  Did Jesus See Himself as Messiah? 
 But did Jesus see himself as the Davidic Messiah of Jewish expectation, or is this the later Christian conviction of the gospel writers? Scholars have debated the question, and have quite commonly concluded that Jesus did not see himself as the Messiah, let alone as the divine  Son of God of later Christian orthodoxy. Some argue that Jesus was a prophet and teacher, who the church  turned into a divine cult figure; others have claimed that he was a political revolutionary, and that the church, in its embarrassment over this dangerous legacy, rewrote the story making him out to be more like a pacifist. 
 Such ideas of a wholesale rewriting of the story of Jesus are not easy to sustain. The fact that the gospels – particularly the synoptic gospels – are very circumspect in describing any messianic or divine claims, has been seen by some as evidence that Jesus did not make such claims. But, arguably, it points in the opposite direction indicating that the gospel writers did not change the story to suit themselves; they did not blatantly read their later convictions about Jesus ’ messiahship into their accounts of his ministry. 
16
 Yes, people are portrayed as amazed and excited by Jesus, but they are also puzzled. ‘ Who is this? ’ is their reaction to the remarkable and authoritative teacher and healer. 
 In the Caesarea Philippi narrative, the disciples report a variety of views: some said ‘ John the Baptist,  others Elijah, and still others one of the prophets ’ . 
17
 Popular expectations for the end-time included Elijah ’ s return as predicted by the prophet Malachi. 
18
 Another expectation was for the coming of a ‘ prophet like Moses ’ , 
19
 which John ’ s gospel suggests was one view of Jesus. 
20
 John also says that there was discussion of whether Jesus might be the Messiah right from the start of his public ministry. So Andrew, brother of Peter, after meeting Jesus for the first time, finds Peter and tells him: ‘ We have found the Messiah. ’ Later in John ’ s gospel there is lively discussion among the Jews as to whether Jesus  could be ‘ the Christ ’ . 
21
 John ’ s account of such debates is thoroughly plausible in the first-century Palestinian context. Popular religious leaders like John the Baptist and then Jesus naturally attracted speculation about their identity. Luke tells us that people wondered if John was the Messiah; his negative reply accompanied his positive testimony to one much greater who would follow him. 
22


 Jesus is portrayed as reticent in making claims for himself (including in John ’ s gospel  which is so explicit about Jesus ’ divinity 

23
 ), and even after Peter ’ s confession of him as Messiah, Jesus uses the much more ambiguous ‘ Son of man ’ .  However, there is significant evidence that he did see himself as Messiah. That is explicit in Matthew ’ s version of the Caesarea Philippi  narrative, where Jesus congratulates Peter on his God-given insight. It is implicit in Mark and Luke. 
24


 Jesus ’ own messianic awareness is also evidenced in his use of Isaiah  61 in relation to his mission, since the prophetic words specifically begin with, ‘ The Spirit  of YHWH is upon me, because he has anointed me ’ (the mashakh verb in Hebrew is related to the word Messiah). 
25
 Not that anointing was reserved for kings; both priests  and prophets  were anointed, and in the Dead Sea Scrolls  a royal and a priestly Messiah are expected (see Chapter 3 ). But towards the end of the synoptic accounts (see Chapters 16 – 20 ) Jesus seems to have been increasingly willing to be identified as Messiah and specifically as the Davidic  royal Messiah. He entered Jerusalem riding a donkey,  implying that he was ‘ your king riding on a donkey ’ as in the OT prophecy of Zechariah. 

26
 He put a question to his opponents about the Messiah being David ’ s son, which was evidently a question relevant to himself. 
27
 Jesus was finally executed on the charge of claiming to be ‘ the king of the Jews ’ ; it was a charge that he did not refute, when asked about it. 
28


 Jesus ’ wariness earlier in his ministry about publicly identifying himself as Messiah is understandable. John ’ s gospel refers to an excited crowd wanting to make him king and to Jesus deliberately withdrawing from them; it was a potentially dangerous situation in Roman/Herodian Galilee. 

29
 In any case, Jesus did not share the nationalistic ideas of  Messiahship of many of his contemporaries. Matthew and Mark describe Jesus ’ disciples James and John angling for top positions in Jesus ’ ‘ kingdom ’ , but Jesus responded by contrasting his way of service and suffering with the nationalistic ambitions of the world. He did see himself as Messiah, but in a very different sense from that hoped for by his followers, or objected to by his opponents. 

30


 ‘ He Began to Teach That the Son of Man Must Suffer ’ 
 For Mark most clearly, but also for Matthew and Luke, the events at Caesarea Philippi  did not mark just the end of the first part of Jesus ’ ministry, but also the starting-point for the second half, leading ultimately to his crucifixion.  Jesus ‘ began ’ to tell the disciples about his future sufferings. This was, not surprisingly, a baffling puzzle for the disciples to come to terms with, and a very unwelcome one, the more so as he spoke of them being called to suffer with him. Peter  is described as vehemently rejecting the whole idea, leading Jesus to respond with the strongest of rebukes: ‘ Get behind me Satan, because you are not thinking in God ’ s way. ’ 
31


 From here on, the focus moves from Galilee  to Jerusalem;  Jerusalem is his destination where he ‘ must ’ suffer. But why? Pragmatically, it may well have been a conclusion brought on by the opposition and failure that he had experienced. Theologically, Jesus came to see that the rejection of the good news of the kingdom was going to come to a head in Jerusalem, and lead to God ’ s judgement on the city and the Jewish nation, with the kingdom invitation being extended to the Gentiles  (as in the parable  of the wedding feast). 
32
 In that context, he recognized that it was his divine calling to go to Jerusalem and die: it was ‘ necessary ’ for him as Messiah and in line with his kingdom of God vision (see Chapter 19 ). 

 The gospels picture the disciples ’ complete and repeated incomprehension of Jesus ’ meaning, as he goes with them to Jerusalem and as events unfold disastrously from their point of view. The uncomplimentary accounts of the disciples ’ misunderstandings have been seen by some as showing that the gospel writers, or Mark at least, were hostile to the disciples. That is wholly improbable, in light of Jesus ’ calling of them; on the other hand, the honesty of the gospel writers in portraying the disciples is impressive evidence of the historical basis  of their accounts. 
 Jesus ’ final and most significant attempt to explain his death is at his Last Supper  with his disciples (  see Chapter 19 ). 
 So, from his first focus on calling ‘ the lost sheep of the House of Israel ’ back to God, Jesus now refocuses on three things: on his own necessary death,  on future judgement  on Jerusalem, 
33
 and on the including of ‘ all the nations ’ within God ’ s redeemed people – something that featured in the prophetic vision of the future and that becomes central in the commissioning of the disciples after Jesus ’ death and resurrection. 
34


  Transfiguration 
 It is in the context of that new direction that Matthew, Mark and Luke all describe the so-called ‘ transfiguration ’ , with Jesus taking Peter, James and John up a ‘ high ’ mountain; Caesarea Philippi  was near the very high Hermon range. On the mountain, Jesus ’ appearance was transformed: he was seen as shining white, and two of the OT greats, Moses and Elijah, appeared with him, to the astonishment and bewilderment of the disciples. In that context Luke says that Jesus was discussing with the other two his forthcoming ‘ exodus ’ , that is,  his forthcoming death (see further in Chapter 19 ). In all the three gospels a voice is heard from heaven, proclaiming ‘ this is my beloved Son; listen to him ’ . 
35


 The strange and unique description of this event serves a literary purpose: it is reminiscent of Jesus ’ baptism,  where there is a similar revelation and spiritual experience. It is as though just as the first part of Jesus ’ ministry began with divine affirmation from heaven, so now does the second part. The story has important OT resonances, with Moses being the leader in the great Exodus event and the giver of the Law,  and Elijah the first of the great prophets. Both Moses and Elijah met God on a mountain; Moses is pictured as going up Mount Sinai and coming down with his face shining. Both Moses and Elijah were taken directly to heaven according to Jewish tradition. It is as though God is  affirming Jesus in the new and crucial direction that his ministry is now taking. 

36


Some Conclusions
 The pivotal nature of the Caesarea Philippi  story in Mark ’ s gospel may simply reflect Mark ’ s literary and theological shaping of his narrative. However, there are a number of considerations that point to it having a historical basis. 
 
	The long journey to the pagan city of Caesarea Philippi is unlikely to have been imagined.


	It is entirely feasible that Jesus wanted to review things with his followers, given the opposition that he was facing.


	 The reported ideas about Jesus ’ identity make good sense, including Peter ’ s  affirmation of Jesus as Messiah;  people were looking for a new Messiah in figures like John the Baptist  and Jesus, though Jesus puzzled them. 


	Jesus undoubtedly did go to Jerusalem and was crucified there.


	 The unflattering portrayal both of Jesus ’ family and even more so of the disciples  – their hostility to the idea of Jesus ’ coming suffering and their bewilderment at the transfiguration – are unlikely to have been invented.  


	 There is possible evidence of Paul knowing of Jesus ’ words to Peter. 



 Jesus was compelled to leave Galilee,  by circumstances and by a renewed divine vocation. His focus shifted from Galilee to Jerusalem, from powerful acts to crucifixion, and from Jerusalem  and the Jews to the whole world. 
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 So to Jerusalem 
Journey, Arrival, Confrontation
The Journey

 The route of Jesus ’ final journey to Jerusalem with his followers was evidently the one most frequently used by Galilean pilgrims, avoiding Samaria  by travelling south on the east side of the Jordan river  and then, near Jericho, turning westwards towards Jerusalem. 
1


 This journey, as we have seen, seems to have been especially purposeful, with Luke commenting that at the start Jesus ‘ set his face to go to Jerusalem ’ . Mark also suggests that there was a purposefulness about Jesus ’ journey, which amazed and even frightened his followers. 
2
 After disappointments in his kingdom mission in Galilee, Jesus was now deliberately heading for the sacred capital city. Matthew and Luke record Jesus ’ lamenting: ‘ Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it. How often I have desired to gather your children as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, and you were not willing. ’ Luke describes Jesus nearing the city and weeping over it, because it was heading for destruction thanks to its failure to recognize and welcome its saviour. 

3
 Jesus went to Jerusalem inviting the city to receive his good news, but he was conscious that he would be rejected and that he must suffer in ‘ the city that kills God ’ s prophets and messengers ’ . 
4


 His anticipated sufferings were a sombre prospect and wholly unwelcome to his disciples;  they were right to think that God ’ s kingdom was  coming with Jesus in Jerusalem, but wholly mistaken in thinking that Jesus would take over militarily or politically. His death would, on the one hand, be the work of evil forces, human (including the religious leaders and maybe ‘ that fox Herod ’ 
5
 ) and superhuman, conspiring together against him; on the other hand, it would be God ’ s redemptive plan for his people and for the world. 
 Scholars have suspected that Mark, followed by the other gospel writers, simplified the history to make his theological points; 
6
 and they have discussed whether the series of sayings of Jesus about his coming sufferings really derived from Jesus himself or whether they represent the church ’ s  rationalization of the crucifixion after the event. It is quite possible that Mark simplified the story, but less obvious that the portrayal of Jesus deliberately heading for Jerusalem lacks a historical basis. It is wholly intelligible that Jesus anticipated that the hostility he had evoked in his lifetime could lead him to share the fate of John the Baptist, especially if and when he went up to Jerusalem, the heart of Jewish nationalism and religion. It is also wholly intelligible that he would have viewed that likely prospect in the light of OT and Jewish ideas about righteous suffering and atoning sacrifice (see Chapter 19 ). 
Whatever the precise truth of the matter, all four gospels suggest that Jesus anticipated his rejection and death, and spoke of it to his followers. They could not make head or tail of the idea: a crucified Messiah was almost a contradiction in terms to them, and wholly out of keeping with their hopes for Jesus and for themselves as his friends and chosen team.
Arrival
 So finally, having walked approximately 112 km from Galilee  along the Jordan  valley to Jericho and then a further 27 km, up the steep and dangerous road to the Mount of Olives, Jesus came to Jerusalem. He evidently stayed with friends in Bethany, a small village on the east slopes of the Mount of Olives, just 3 km from Jerusalem, a convenient base at festival time when the city itself would have been packed with pilgrims. The Mount of Olives had important theological resonances for the Jews, being associated with YHWH ’ s future coming to reign with his ‘ holy ones ’ . 
7
 To the present day, the Mount has been associated with the  resurrection  of the faithful, and there is a huge cemetery where modern Jews aspire to be buried. 


Figure 16.1 Modern-day Jerusalem from the Mount of Olives 
 ( Image: John Went ) 
 Jesus seems regularly to have stayed in the village of Bethany. Luke and John both refer to him being entertained by the sisters Mary and Martha; John also tells of their brother Lazarus, of Jesus raising him from the dead. Mark describes Jesus having a meal in the home of ‘ Simon the leper ’ , an interesting reference given the mention in the Dead Sea Scrolls  of areas on the east of Jerusalem designated for lepers. 
8


 ‘ Triumphal ’ Entry to the City 
From this point on, right up to the crucifixion of Jesus, the gospel accounts become packed with activity: the narrative is coming to its climax.

 First, there was Jesus ’ deliberate and significant entry into Jerusalem – on a donkey which he had apparently arranged to use. 
9
 Riding, not walking like a normal pilgrim, he entered the capital city, in a symbolic action which the gospel writers connect back to the OT prophecy of Jerusalem ’ s future king riding into the city: ‘ Behold, your king is coming to you, righteous and having salvation  is he, humble and mounted on a donkey. ’ 
10
 Kings and conquerors would typically enter cities triumphantly, and Jerusalem had a history of such notable entries. 
11
 Often known as Jesus ’ ‘ triumphal entry ’ to Jerusalem, his arrival in the holy royal city evidently excited his followers and others as a dramatic announcement of his kingship, which they wanted to establish. They greeted Jesus by throwing clothing and branches in front of him; John ’ s gospel refers to waving palm branches – hence the Christian festival of ‘ Palm Sunday ’ , a week before Easter – in a way reminiscent of the time of the Maccabees when Judas ’ brother Simon entered the city ‘ with praise and palm branches ’ . 
12
 It was a hugely symbolic event, with Jesus entering the holy royal city as its king, and yet not as anticipated by many of his supporters, but as a humble and different sort of monarch, riding a donkey not a warhorse. 


Figure 16.2 Plan of Jerusalem at the time of Jesus 
 ( Image: SPCK ) 
  The Demonstration in the Temple 
 What follows in the synoptic gospels (though not in John which locates the incident near the beginning of the gospel) is Jesus going into the temple, and staging what could be seen as a ‘ demonstration ’ . He overturned the tables of those selling sacrificial animals and of the money changers who provided the acceptable temple currency to pilgrims (in fact, it was the currency of the city of Tyre, which was seen as preferable to Roman currency). He denounced the corruption and exploitation that was going on: ‘ Is it not written, “ My house shall be a house of prayer for all the nations ” , but you have made it “ a den of robbers ” . ’ 
13


 The meaning of Jesus ’ provocative action has been discussed by scholars, with many concluding that it was not just a protest against corrupt commercialism and unfair treatment of pilgrims – a ‘ cleansing of the temple ’ as it is traditionally described. In the context of the temple with all its sacred and political importance, it was also throwing down a challenge to the temple authorities and a warning of coming judgement. (This was a warning also expressed in the untypically destructive miracle of Jesus cursing and withering a fruitless fig tree as described by Matthew and Mark in the same context.) 
14


 The temple demonstration may also have been an assertion that he who had entered the city as its king was lord of the temple, with Jesus appropriating for himself the words from the OT prophets Isaiah and Jeremiah: ‘ My house shall be called a house of prayer for all nations, and you have made it a den of robbers. ’ If so, it was hugely provocative, even though the demonstration probably took place in a relatively small part of the huge temple complex where the buying and selling took place, not centre stage in one of the main courtyards. 
   The Question of Jesus ’ Authority – the Son 
 Not surprisingly, according to the gospels the authorities respond by asking: ‘ By what authority are you doing these things? ’ . The temple was God ’ s house, and it was the high priests  who had authority – theologically and practically. So their question was unsurprising. Jesus parried the question by asking them whether or not John the Baptist ’ s baptism  was ‘ from heaven ’ , that is, with God ’ s authority. They were unwilling to answer that politically sensitive question, but Jesus ’ implication is clear: that he, like John before him, was acting with God ’ s authority. 
 This is followed up in the gospel narrative with a very pointed parable picturing vineyard tenants who refuse to give the owner ’ s servants the fruits that were rightly his and who eventually kill his son, which results in swift retribution by the owner: he kills the wicked tenants and gives the vineyard to others. In the OT, Israel was pictured both as a vine and as a vineyard, 
15
 and Jesus ’ parable was a direct critique of the Jewish authorities for their disastrous stewardship of God ’ s people, in the past defying the prophets and now about to arrest and murder Jesus, the son. It was also a stark warning of coming judgement. Mark relates that the authorities got the point and were infuriated. 
16


 The parable encapsulates themes that came to the fore in the second half of the gospels ’ portrait of Jesus: 
 
	 the failure of the Jewish nation to ‘ bear fruit ’ in response to the kingdom message of Jesus; 


	the rejection and coming death of Jesus;


	the announcement of coming judgement on Jerusalem and the Jewish nation;


	 the opening of the kingdom to others; this is especially clear in the Matthean version which speaks of ‘ the kingdom of God ’ being ‘ taken away from you and given to a people that produces the fruits of the kingdom ’ . 
17





 Like the preceding incidents – and especially the ‘ cleansing of the temple ’ – the parable is very striking for what it implies about Jesus ’ authority. Who does he think he is? He is the son of the owner. 
 The parable of the vineyard is followed by what may be seen as a follow-up mini-parable taken from Psalm 118. It was one of the psalms associated with Passover and the temple, and words from it had been  chanted by the crowd greeting Jesus when he entered Jerusalem at the triumphal entry. 
18
 Verses 22 and 23 of the psalm picture builders rejecting a particular stone as unusable in their building project, but then eventually they come back to it and use it as the keystone (or cornerstone) in the building. It is as though this picture completes what Jesus ’ parable of the vineyard left incomplete, since it left the son dead; but the stone mini-parable speaks of the rejected one being exalted. 
 Difficult Questions Debated – Tax, Resurrection, Jesus as Son of David 
 In the following days leading up to his arrest, Jesus spent time in the temple, engaging in forthright theological debates with the religious leaders of Jerusalem, who were keen to catch the Galilean teacher out. 
19
 So, for example, there was the highly sensitive question, ‘ Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar? ’ . Mark says the question was brought to him by some  Pharisees and Herodians,  who probably would have taken opposite views on the matter, with the Pharisees likely to have said ‘ No ’ and the Herodians to have said ‘ Yes ’ . Perhaps they had been arguing, but they agreed to put the question to Jesus to see if they could trap him: Jesus could not win whether he affirmed or denied the rightness of paying tax to the pagan emperor. But his brilliant response began with him asking to see a denarius coin (see Figure 16.3 ), which would have had the emperor ’ s head on one side, and then Jesus commented: ‘ Give to Caesar the things that are Caesar ’ s and to God the things that are God ’ s. ’ 
20
 His answer was not entirely unambiguous – and scholars still discuss its precise force – but it completely disarmed his questioners and critics. 


Figure 16.3 Denarius coin with head of emperor Tiberius, Yorkshire Museum 
 ( Image: CC BY-SA 4.0 via Wikimedia Commons ) 


 Other questions included that of resurrection from the dead, raised predictably by sceptical Sadducees who tried to catch him out by positing a scenario of a man who had seven wives all of whom died without any offspring – so ‘ in the resurrection whose wife will she be? ’ . Jesus responded by saying that the question showed their failure to grasp the power of God (i.e. in raising the dead) and the implied meaning of Scripture, when it speaks of God of Abraham,  Isaac and Jacob after their deaths. Jesus discussed with one of the ‘ scribes ’ , the Jewish theologians, a matter commonly debated about which OT law was the greatest; his answer: love God and love your neighbour. 

 The final question that Mark records focusses again on Jesus ’ authority and identity, with Jesus ’ posing a question to his critics about the meaning of  Psalm 110 where David,  the assumed author of the psalm, says: ‘ The Lord said to my Lord, Sit at my right hand until I put your enemies under your feet. ’ In a typically rabbinic discussion of an OT text, Jesus claims that David is referring to the Messiah as ‘ my Lord ’ , who is invited to sit at God ’ s right hand. The implied claim, as in the parable of the vineyard with its portrayal of ‘ the son ’ , is huge and reflects Jesus ’ authority as he speaks in the temple and his consciousness of his unique relationship to ‘ my Father ’ (see Chapter 17 ). 
21


 Contrasting with his authority is the lamentable failure of the religious leaders who oppose Jesus. He denounces them both for their opposition to his claims and for their religious hypocrisy.  In Matthew that denunciation takes the form of a whole chapter proclaiming ‘ woe ’ on the scribes and Pharisees. 

22
 It is one of the most forthright, politically incorrect, denunciations of the respected theological leaders: Jesus calls them ‘ whitewashed  tombs ’ – outwardly beautiful, but inwardly full of uncleanness – and speaks of them leading others to join them in hell. 
 Scholars have seen the vitriolic nature of the denunciation as reflecting the probable context of Matthew ’ s gospel, with Matthew debating polemically with the Jews, and particularly the Pharisees.  There may be truth in this, but the lengthy Matthean chapter has brief parallels in Mark and in Luke, 
23
 and serious criticism of the Pharisees in particular is something that is well attested across the gospels ’ depiction of Jesus. 

Some Conclusions
 Jesus ’ arrival in Jerusalem was packed with symbolism and controversy. His so-called triumphal entry into the city as the promised king and his demonstration in the temple were acted parables. The controversial discussions with his opponents and critics included debate about current hot issues such as taxation  and about Jesus ’ own claims to authority. 
 The gospels ’ portrayal of Jesus ’ last days prior to his arrest is full of implied Christian theology and was no doubt shaped by the gospel writers accordingly. But it is also thoroughly well placed in the historical context of first-century Judaism, though not so obviously in the later Christian context. Acted parables were characteristic of Jesus, and incidental details such as the borrowing of a donkey and the lodging in Bethany suggest a basis in eyewitness  tradition. Jesus ’ denunciation of the Jewish leaders is an entirely plausible prelude to his coming arrest and execution. 
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 Jesus ’ Vision of the Future and of His Own Divine Authority 

 After his various theological confrontations, the gospels describe Jesus coming out of the temple in Jerusalem, and his disciples  commenting in awe at the size and beauty of the magnificent buildings – only for Jesus to tell them ‘ there will not be left here one stone upon another that will not be thrown down ’ . 
1
 It was a shocking announcement. There was prophetic precedent for such a prediction, for example with Jeremiah (in the passage on the temple quoted by Jesus in Mark 11:17) warning his contemporaries of disaster heading their way at the hands of the Babylonians. 
2
 But it was a wholly disorientating idea with Herod ’ s beautiful architectural masterpiece being so imposing and only now nearing completion. Jesus ’ terrible prediction provoked his disciples to ask for more information, and this led him to explain his vision of the future, especially as it related to the temple and Jerusalem. 
  The Eschatological Discourse 
 In the ‘ eschatological discourse, ’ 
3
 Jesus spoke first of great sufferings that lay ahead. In Jewish tradition the idea of a period of ‘ end-time birth pains ’ and sufferings happening before the glorious day of the Lord was familiar; Jesus spoke of such sufferings coming on the world, including and specifically, on his disciples. He spoke of natural disasters such as famines, plagues and earthquakes, but also of the persecution of his followers. He then went on to describe the catastrophe that would come on Jerusalem, using imagery reminiscent of the events of 167  BCE when  Antiochus Epiphanes  desecrated the Jerusalem temple. The phrase used by Jesus, the ‘ desolating sacrilege ’ ,  comes from the book of Daniel. 

4
 It would be a time of unprecedented disaster and suffering. 
 But beyond disaster and destruction there would finally be salvation,  through the victorious and triumphant coming of ‘ the son of man ’ on the clouds of heaven, who would gather in God ’ s faithful people ‘ from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven ’ . Echoes of Daniel are again unmistakable, this time of Daniel 7, which pictured four terrible beasts being judged by ‘ the ancient of days ’ , and then one ‘ like a son of man ’ coming on the clouds and being given dominion over all peoples, nations and languages. It is a vision of the mighty kingdoms of the world being judged, and of God saving his ‘ holy ones ’ and giving them authority over the world. Jesus had spoken of himself as ‘ the Son of man ’ and of his aim in his ministry as having been to gather ‘ the lost sheep of the house of Israel ’ ; now he spoke of coming sufferings, of the proclamation of the good news to the nations, and of terrible judgement coming on Israel and Jerusalem; only after that would he come on the clouds to save his people and bring the whole world back under God ’ s rule. 
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 Scholars have wrestled with many questions relating to the eschatological discourse. Some have denied that it goes back to Jesus, arguing that the reference to the ‘ desolating sacrilege ’ in particular reflects the events of 39  CE , when the then Roman emperor  Caligula ordered that his statue be erected in the Jerusalem temple. That order produced horror and panic among Jews, bringing back memories of Antiochus; in the event Caligula ’ s unexpected death meant merciful deliverance. 
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 Others have argued that the discourse reflects the awful events of the Jewish War of 66 – 70  CE, which ended with Jerusalem being destroyed by the Romans. 

 Either view is possible, though the correspondence between the prediction and the events of 39  CE and 66 – 70  CE is not very close. 
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 In any case, the predictions could perfectly well have come from Jesus himself and reflect his context. His sharp condemnatory words about the hypocritical and corrupt leadership of the Jews almost make his warnings of terrible  judgement coming on Jerusalem inevitable; they had not produced the ‘ fruit ’ of the vineyard, and the vineyard would be taken away. What would that look like? The events of 167  BCE were very much in people ’ s minds, even without Caligula  and 70  CE , and were referred to in the book of Daniel,  which was a key text for Jesus in both his kingdom teaching and in referring to himself as Son of man. 
 Interestingly, Josephus describes another Jesus who, in the years leading up to the Jewish War of 66 – 70  CE made similar predictions about disaster coming on Jerusalem, crying out ‘ Woe, woe to Jerusalem ’ . 
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 The coincidence of names is striking though not surprising given that Jesus was a common Jewish name; but the similarity of the two Jesuses ’ warnings shows that there is nothing improbable about Jesus of Nazareth predicting forthcoming judgement on Jerusalem, as indeed OT prophets had in the past. 
 There is strong evidence that Paul, when writing 1 Thessalonians  around 49  CE , was familiar with the sayings of Jesus about coming judgement (e.g. the parable of the thief in the night). 
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 Paul ’ s second letter to the Thessalonians, quite probably written soon after the first, speaks of an awful catastrophe coming on the temple,  as Jesus did, through the mysterious ‘ man of lawlessness ’ . Paul seems to have known Jesus ’ eschatological discourse. 
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 Assuming that the discourse does indeed go back to Jesus, there are still questions about how he understood the future coming of the Son of man. The coming is described as preceded by signs in the heavens, and scholars debate how literally or metaphorically to take those references and also the picture of the Son of man himself ‘ coming on the clouds of heaven ’ . Is the picture one of cosmic upheavals or of politically seismic events? Either way, it is one of God ’ s people being saved and the ‘ elect ’ being gathered in. Also debated is whether the Son of man ’ s coming in the clouds refers to Jesus ’ coming back to earth from heaven as in the Christian doctrine of ‘ the second coming ’ ,  or whether both in Daniel and in Jesus ’ own understanding it is a less specific and less directional promise of his future vindication and victory. 

 Another question discussed by scholars is the one asked by the disciples  as recorded in the gospels: ‘ When will these things be? ’ . Jesus speaks emphatically, on the one hand, of everything happening before ‘ this generation passes away ’ ; but on the other hand, he speaks of no one knowing ‘ the day or hour ’ when it will happen. 
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 Did Jesus mistakenly expect the kingdom ’ s final coming to be in the near future? 
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 Or did he distinguish the judgement on Jerusalem, which he knew would be soon, and his own return and final vindication that would be at a time unknown even to him? 
 The last view accommodates the  divergent evidence, and various of Jesus ’ parables that address the question of timing are exhortations to keep awake because the timing is unknown.  So, in the little parable of the thief coming in the night, the message and warning is that just as the time of a thief ’ s coming is unknown, so is the time of the coming of the Son of man and the future kingdom. On the one hand, it could be soon: Jesus pictures a master going away and leaving one of his servants to manage his household. A faithful manager will be ready when his master returns and be rewarded; an unfaithful manager does not reckon on his master returning soon and abuses his position, but then is caught out and punished. On the other hand, it could be a long way off, as suggested by Jesus ’ parable of the wise and foolish girls who fall asleep while waiting to go into a wedding feast. Five of them have not prepared for the long wait and have to get extra oil for their all-important lamps; they end up shut out of the feast. The other five have brought spare oil and go into the wedding feast. 
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 Although there are difficult questions of interpretation relating to the eschatological discourse, the overall picture is clear: there would be sufferings in the near future, for the world and for Jesus ’ disciples (and, of course, for Jesus himself) and there would be tragic judgement on Jerusalem and the temple. But afterwards, at a time unknown, even to Jesus, there would be the triumphant coming of Jesus as the Son of man and the final gathering of God ’ s people. The call to the disciples was not to be misled by false Messiahs and prophets, but to ‘ keep awake ’ (unhelpfully translated in many versions as ‘ watch ’ ) for the Lord ’ s return. The  challenge was to be spiritually prepared for the day when the kingdom will finally come, proclaiming the good news, being witnesses to Jesus in contexts of persecution and being faithful in his service ‘ to the end ’ . 
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 The theme of being alert, faithful and accountable servants is reflected in various of Jesus ’ parables. Several picture servants waiting for their absent master to come home, with their faithfulness or unfaithfulness being found out and rewarded when their master arrives. For example, the parable of the talents describes a master going away from home, and entrusting large amounts of money; a talent was the approximate equivalent of twenty years ’ labourer ’ s wages given to three servants. The first and second servants use their money (five and two talents respectively) productively and double the value. They are congratulated by their master when he returns and told, ‘ You have been faithful over a little; I will set you over much. Enter into the joy of your master. ’ The third servant buries his one talent, telling his master that he was afraid of him. The master has no time for that as an excuse, calling him a ‘ wicked and slothful servant ’ , and orders him to be thrown into ‘ outer darkness ’ where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 
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 The judgement in this, as in other parables, is very serious, with faithful discipleship  being joyfully rewarded and unfaithful or hypocritical discipleship being exposed and rewarded with final exclusion from the kingdom. 
 Matthew follows the parable of the talents with that of the king whose flock contains sheep and goats, which he separates out. The application is spelled out: the sheep on the king ’ s right hand are people who are congratulated because they have fed the hungry, given a drink to the thirsty, welcomed the stranger, clothed the naked, visited the sick and those in prison; the goats on his left are sent to ‘ the eternal fire ’ of judgement, because they have failed to do those things. The king explains, strikingly, that insofar as ‘ you ’ did or did not do these things to the ‘ least of these my brothers ’ you did or did not do it to me. Whether ‘ the least of these brothers of mine ’ refers specifically to Jesus ’ disciples  or is a more general reference to people in need is debated. Either way, the point about the eternal importance of practical discipleship is starkly clear. 
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   By What Authority? Divine Presence 
 A recurring question that reverberates through the whole of the gospel narratives of Jesus, and comes again to the fore towards the end of the gospels, is the question of his identity. At Caesarea Philippi,  Peter  expressed his belief in Jesus as Messiah,  and his was a right answer to the question, even if Jesus preferred to speak of himself as Son of man. 
 But what of the credal affirmations of the church that Jesus was divine? Did Jesus see himself as such? 
The Evolutionary Model
 Many people ’ s answer to that question is a definite ‘ No ’ . A widespread view is that the concept of Jesus ’ divinity was one that evolved and developed in the Christian church over time: a relatively ‘ low ’ Christology – with Jesus seen as a divinely inspired prophet – was succeeded by an ever ‘ higher ’ Christology. Scholars have argued that there are traces of an early ‘ adoptionist ’ Christology within the NT, with Jesus seen first as God ’ s adopted son, just as the OT speaks of the king as ‘ adopted ’ by God on his accession. It has been suggested that Jesus was first seen as becoming God ’ s adopted son at his resurrection from  the dead (with a trace of that view in Paul ’ s letter to the Romans). 
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 In Mark, the adoption takes place earlier, namely, at Jesus ’ baptism,  with the words ‘ You are my son ’ being an adoption formula, taken from Psalm 2 and used there on the accession of one of the kings of Israel. In Matthew and Luke, Jesus is seen as son of God from his birth. Finally, in John ’ s gospel, he is the eternal Son of God who descended from heaven to earth. On this evolutionary model Jesus would have understood himself to have had a special role in God ’ s kingdom, perhaps as Messiah or as a significant prophet. 
 Scholars have suggested that the development of Christian convictions about Jesus ’ divinity may have been facilitated by Jewish thinking about great saints of the past, like Moses and Enoch, who were sometimes portrayed as semi-divine intermediaries between God and his people. Also, the so-called wisdom literature pictures God ’ s word and wisdom almost as colleagues of God in creation and in his world. Did the idea of Jesus ’ divinity come into Christian theology as the church moved from its 
 monotheistic Jewish context into the Hellenistic world with its polytheistic ideas, including regarding emperors as divine? 
 However, the evolutionary model has weaknesses: the evidence for an originally ‘ adoptionist ’ Jesus is not strong. Neither Matthew nor Luke see a problem in combining Mark ’ s picture of the baptism  with the idea of Jesus being the divine Son of God from birth. And the evidence points to the earliest Christians having a very high Christology, notably in Paul ’ s letters. 
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Claims to Divine Authority
 And what about Jesus himself? The gospels suggest that Jesus saw himself as the promised Messiah, though to start with he was reticent about publicizing this. But the expected kingly Messiah was not divine in Jewish thought. Jesus, however, spoke and acted in ways that suggested something more than Messiahship and that were deemed blasphemous by his opponents. He told the paralyzed man who was brought to him ‘ Your sins are forgiven ’ ; but only God could forgive people ’ s sins. Then there was his behaviour on the Sabbath and his extraordinary claim that ‘ the Son of man is lord of the Sabbath ’ (the Sabbath being a central and important feature of Judaism, given by God in the Ten Commandments  ). There was his freedom in interpreting the God-given commandments of the OT and in giving his own view – for example, his use of ‘ but I say to you ’ in the Sermon on the Mount  was considered to be outrageous. The gospels all agree that Jesus often introduced many of his pronouncements with the emphatic Hebrew word ‘ Amen ’ , a word translatable into English as ‘ Truly ’ and conveying the impression of an authoritative word of the Lord. 
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 Jesus ’ stated and implied claims were supported by his authority in action, as in casting out demons and healing  the seriously sick, not to mention feeding thousands and calming storms on Galilee.  The question, ‘ Who then is this, that even the wind and the waves obey him? ’ was a good one, with the implied answer being the psalmist ’ s description of YHWH: ‘ he made the storm be still, and the waves of the sea were hushed ’ . 
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 Jesus ’  supporters were impressed with his remarkable authority, whereas his opponents found the implications of much of his behaviour blasphemous. 
 His sense of his authority was especially clear in his actions and teaching in the temple at the end of his ministry. Whatever the precise meaning of his cleansing of the temple was, he spoke as though the temple was ‘ my house ’ , and as though the prophecy of Malachi about ‘ the Lord ’ coming into his temple was happening. 
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 In the parable  of the vineyard tenants who kill the owner ’ s ‘ son ’ , the clear implication is that the servants are the prophets and that Jesus is the son. 
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 This represents an extraordinarily high claim for Jesus ’ status, both vis-à-vis the prophets and in relation to God the vineyard owner. 
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 Equally striking is Jesus ’ comment about the hour of the master ’ s return in the eschatological  discourse: ‘ But concerning that day or hour, no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. ’ 
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 This comment showing Jesus ’ ignorance of the day of his return has persuaded many scholars that the saying must be a genuine word of Jesus, since Christians would hardly have invented the idea of his ignorance. Not everyone accepts that argument, but it is in any case striking how Jesus is located in the saying between the angels and the Father, with ‘ the Son ’ locating him next to the Father. 
 In Matthew, the eschatological discourse is followed by the parable of the sheep and goats. This is introduced with the words: ‘ When the Son of man comes in his glory and all the angels with him, then he will sit on the throne of his glory. And all the nations will be gathered before him. ’ 
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 The exalted language used here points to the Son of man  having divine kingship, authority and glory, as in the vision of Daniel  7. Judging the nations was seen very much as God ’ s prerogative, and so it is remarkable that Jesus pictures himself as king and judge. In the parable the king speaks of ‘ my Father ’ , and the picture is that of the son and heir who shares his father ’ s authority and rule. It is the same picture as would be used by Jesus at his trial, according to the gospels, when he spoke of ‘ the Son of man seated at the right hand of Power ’ . It is this claim to being ‘ the son of the blessed ’ which caused the Jewish high priest to tear his garment and to convict Jesus of blasphemy. 
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 John ’ s gospel is most explicit in seeing Jesus as divine and in describing his own divine claims, which caused outrage among his opponents. 
27
 This emphasis may reflect questions John was facing, but much of what we find in his gospel is paralleled in the synoptics, albeit not so prominently. In John, Jesus explains his closeness to the Father, and says that the Father ‘ has given him authority to execute judgment,  because he is the Son of man ’ . 
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 This is the same understanding of the Son of man that is expressed in the parable  of the sheep and goats. 
 Also particularly striking is what has been called a ‘ Johannine thunderbolt ’ in the synoptics, with Jesus affirming: ‘ All things have been handed over to me by my Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him. ’ 
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 Jesus is speaking about his key role in God ’ s revelation of himself, but in doing so he pictures a father/son relationship that would have made sense in his social context, and which represents a very high claim to being in the privileged position of the son and heir of the family. 

The Kingdom of God and the Coming of God
 A key point  in relation to Jesus ’ self-understanding is the OT concept of the reign and kingdom of God, and in particular the anticipation that in the future God would return and dwell with his people. 
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 God was not viewed in Judaism as a remote heaven-bound figure or force, but as someone personal who could and did reveal himself in history. At the very beginning of the OT, he is pictured as coming down, walking in the garden of Eden and speaking to Adam and Eve. Then, frequently in the OT, God reveals himself and speaks to individuals, for example to Abraham,  Jacob (at Bethel, ‘ the house of God ’ ) and Moses. 
 The Jews believed that YHWH had been specially among them, historically and sometimes visibly, in the wilderness wanderings of the Exodus;  God ’ s guiding presence was seen in the cloud by day and the fire by night that rested over the tabernacle, and it was more specifically associated with the ark of the covenant. The rabbis spoke of the ‘ shekinah ’ glory, with the word s hekinah meaning ‘ dwelling ’ . The tabernacle was superseded by Solomon ’ s temple, and the ‘ glory ’ of YHWH filled the temple, which now became his earthly dwelling place until the destruction of the temple and the time of exile  away from the promised land. Ezekiel  has  a prophetic vision of the divine glory leaving the temple and Jerusalem (Ezekiel 10). If that was the ultimate catastrophe, the great hope and vision of the prophets was for the Lord ’ s restoration of his people and, in that context, for his return to be among his people. 
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 Jesus ’ proclamation of the arrival of God ’ s reign was precisely a proclamation of restoration, and so it is not surprising that his amazing deeds and words came to be seen as evidence of God coming back to his people, however extraordinary it was to think of God coming back in or through a human being. Not that the idea of God being present in and through his chosen servant is without precedent. The prophet Ezekiel spoke  of YHWH coming to seek and to save his lost sheep and, in the very same context, of YHWH giving them a shepherd king in the line of David,  and then again of YHWH promising to be ‘ with them … . You are my sheep, the sheep of my pasture, and I am your God. ’ 
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 It is as though Jesus embodied all these things. 
 John ’ s gospel uses the shekinah language to describe Jesus the divine ‘ Word ’ becoming flesh and dwelling (Greek verb  sk ē no ō  , tabernacling) among us, and ‘ we saw his glory ’ . That particularly Johannine theology has parallels, especially in the synoptic transfiguration  story, even to the extent of Peter  offering to build tents (Greek  sk ē n ē  ) for Jesus, Moses and Elijah. 
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 Paul ’ s  letters show that from an early date the Christian church,  while wholeheartedly endorsing the monotheism of the Shema, had an expanded concept that included Jesus: ‘ for us there is one God the Father, from whom are all things and we in him, and one Lord Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and we through him ’ . 
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 What the OT Scriptures and later Jewish tradition said about the word and wisdom of God is seen as embodied in Jesus. 
 Did Jesus himself have this understanding of his own mission?  He is reported to have said about John the Baptist that he was more than a prophet, and no one born of woman was greater than John, ‘ yet the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he ’ ; Jesus goes on to identify John with ‘ Elijah who is to come ’ . The reference is to the prophecy of Malachi which speaks of the prophet Elijah being sent to prepare the way for the Lord who will ‘ suddenly come to his temple ’ . 
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 There is every reason to think that the fulsome tribute to John goes back to Jesus himself, and the implication is that Jesus, in bringing the kingdom of God, is even 
 greater than John. John speaks of not even being worthy even to untie or carry the sandals of his successor; the coming of his successor will be in some sense the promised coming of YHWH himself. 
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 Wright and Bird conclude that Jesus ’ deliberately serious last journey to Jerusalem  was ‘ intended to symbolize and embody the long-awaited return of YHWH to Zion ’ . They go on to comment on Jesus ’ own consciousness of having Israel ’ s God as his father: 
 Jesus also seems to have known that what he was doing was what, in scripture, YHWH had promised to do. In Jesus we see the biblical portrait of YHWH come to life: the creator God who defeats the power of stormy water, the loving God who rolls up his sleeves to do in person the job that no-one else could do, forgiving sins, renewing the covenant,  shepherding the people, defeating the satan,  and dwelling in the midst of his people. 
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  Jesus and the Temple of God 
 But what about the temple building? The coming of the kingdom and return of YHWH to his people and temple were joyful and positive prospects in much Jewish tradition. But Jesus ’ coming to Jerusalem and particularly to the temple was full of sadness and foreboding. Instead of a house of prayer for all nations, he found ‘ a den of robbers ’ , and he warned of a coming awful destruction. Luke ’ s account of Jesus weeping over the city has Jesus commenting ‘ your house is forsaken ’ ; 
38
 the exact force of the phrase is debated, but it sounds ominously like Ezekiel ’ s  picture of YHWH ’ s presence leaving the temple. So what of his vision of YHWH returning and of the dead bones of Israel being revived and of the temple being rebuilt? 
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 The answer, as we have suggested, is that as he headed to Jerusalem Jesus was aware that before the kingdom could finally come two things were going to happen: first, he was going to be rejected and to die, and, second, Jerusalem and the temple were going to face God ’ s judgement.  The two were connected in Jesus ’ thinking: his own imminent death would be the final rejection of God and his rule by the Jewish leaders, like the killing of the son in the parable  of the vineyard; the future destruction of Jerusalem and the temple would be God ’ s judgement on the Jews ’ rejection of Jesus, like the killing of the tenants in the parable and the transfer of the vineyard to new tenants. 
 But Jesus looked beyond what might have seemed two disasters to two also connected resurrections. He believed that his death would lead to his own resurrection  ‘ after three days ’ , but he also spoke of building a new temple ‘ in three days ’ . 
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 The prediction about the temple being destroyed and rebuilt was evidently a key issue in Jesus ’ trial by the Jewish authorities. Mark speaks of ‘ false witnesses ’ being involved. But the other gospels suggest that Jesus did say something of the sort. He did say that the temple would be destroyed, but not that he would destroy it. He did speak, however, of himself rebuilding it. Talking of rebuilding the temple ‘ in three days ’ would be nonsensical, taken literally; Herod ’ s temple had been under construction for forty-six years, and was still not finished. But the gospels are clear that Jesus was not talking about reconstruction of the physical temple, but of a spiritual temple, ‘ not made with hands ’ , as Mark puts it. John says that Jesus was referring to his own body and resurrection, and the reference to ‘ three days ’ both in relation to Jesus himself and to the temple points to Jesus seeing his death and resurrection as leading to the raising up of a spiritual temple and a resurrected people of God. 
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 That Jesus saw his own coming resurrection in the context of rebuilding the temple is confirmed by Mark. The parable of the vineyard tenants, in which the owner ’ s son is killed, is followed by a mini-parable about the rejected stone which becomes the cornerstone. It is taken from Psalm 118, 
 which speaks of YHWH ’ s temple. Through this Jesus indicates that his death and rejection will be followed by his being raised to life and having the central role in the rebuilding of God ’ s people and temple – a new house of prayer for all nations. 
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 The idea of the physical temple being replaced by a spiritual temple and community might seem unlikely, but there is some sort of parallel in the Qumran texts, with the Essenes regarding the physical temple and its regime as apostate, and their own righteous deeds and prayer as true sacrifice. 
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 And in Jesus ’ eschatological discourse his prophecy about the desolating sacrilege  is followed by his portrayal of ‘ the vindicated and enthroned Son of Man, who will gather the true people of God from all corners of the earth into a new community of grace. ’ 
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 John ’ s gospel is unambiguous, when Jesus says to the Samaritan  woman: ‘ The hour is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain [Mount Gerizim] nor in Jerusalem … the hour is coming and is now here when true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and in truth. ’ Later John has Jesus instructing his disciples  at length about his imminent departure and the Holy Spirit ’ s  coming. 
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 A similar range of ideas may be reflected in Paul ’ s letters, when he refers to the Christian community as both ‘ the body of Christ ’ and ‘ the temple of God ’ . So, even with the Jerusalem  temple still standing, he says to the  Corinthians: ‘ Don ’ t you know that you are God ’ s temple and God ’ s Spirit dwells in you? If anyone destroys God ’ s temple, God will destroy him. For the temple of God is holy, which is what you are. ’ He also speaks of being baptized into Christ and into his body, and being made to drink of his Spirit. The impression is that he is reminding the Corinthians of what they know (see Chapters 18 and 19 on Paul receiving and passing on the Last Supper and resurrection traditions, including references to the body of Jesus). He also calls the Roman Christians to offer their bodies as a ‘ living sacrifice ’ and as ‘ spiritual worship ’ . 
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 The direct evidence from the gospels and the indirect but early evidence of Paul point to Jesus, and not just the Christian church  later, as having understood his coming death and resurrection  as bringing the end of the old temple regime and the establishment of a new temple in and through his covenant  community. 
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 We know that Jesus meditated deeply on the Law and the Prophets, including  Ezekiel: it is entirely possible, if not likely, that he saw himself as fulfilling both Ezekiel ’ s vivid vision of the dead bones of God ’ s people being brought to life and filled with the Holy Spirit, and  also his detailed prophecy about building the new Jerusalem and temple. For Jesus, the Jerusalem temple building would have been spiritual, but he would have seen as wholly appropriate Ezekiel ’ s closing words: ‘ And the name of the city from that time on shall be “ YHWH is there ” . ’ 
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 The implicit claims being made by and for Jesus are huge. Saying that he would (in whatever sense) rebuild the temple in three days was affirming, even more clearly than in the cleansing of the temple, that he was Lord of the temple. Implying that, in some sense, he would be the principal stone in the eschatological temple, the dwelling place of God, was extraordinary. Matthew described the angel naming the baby Jesus as ‘ God with us ’ (Hebrew Immanuel ), and it becomes clear in Matthew ’ s gospel  that Jesus would not just experience God being with him, but that he would be and would bring the presence of God to others and to the world. 
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 Matthew has Jesus speak of himself specifically as ‘ something greater than the temple ’ in the same context as he speaks of himself as ‘ lord of the Sabbath ’  ; he also has Jesus declare that he and his disciples,  as sons of the king, are ‘ free ’ in relation to the annual temple tax. 
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 All these references point to Jesus ’ consciousness of his unique relationship with his Father and to his awareness that he was fulfilling the promised coming of God to his people and his world: he was aware that in his own body and in his community of disciples he was and would be fulfilling the eschatological vision of a new temple inhabited by God ’ s Spirit. 
 Such an understanding is reflected in the book of Revelation, where the writer sees a vision of the future heavenly Jerusalem  and says: ‘ I saw no  temple in the city, for its temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb. And the city has no need of sun or moon to shine on it, for the glory of God is its light .  ’ 
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Some Conclusions
 Jesus ’ message that ‘ the kingdom of God has come near ’ was an exciting one, all the more so because of the evidence of its coming in his hands-on ministry and miracles.  But Jesus was not under the illusion that it was going to come in its fullness immediately. 
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 He knew that he ‘ must suffer ’ , and he spoke of a coming time of suffering for the world, for his followers and for Jerusalem and the Jewish nation. The teaching in the eschatological  discourse about the disaster that would befall the temple prior to the coming of the Son of man has been seen by some as reflecting events after the time of Jesus. But it makes thoroughly good sense in the context of Jesus ’ ministry, as does the use of parables  to make his points, not to mention the amazement of the Galilean disciples  at the magnificence of temple buildings and their surprised reaction to Jesus ’ prediction of their destruction. And Paul  appears to have known the relevant teaching of Jesus in the forties CE . 
 As for the implications of Jesus ’ teaching at the end of his ministry for the question of his authority and identity, it is clear, on the one hand, that he did not go around telling the world ‘ I am God ’ ; he did not claim or experience omniscience or omnipotence. On the other hand, he did act with extraordinary authority – in his teaching and his actions – and his implied and sometimes explicit claims were seen as blasphemous by his opponents. And they made sense in the context of the Jewish eschatological hope for God coming to reign and returning to be among his people. Jesus knew himself to be fulfilling the promise of ‘ God with us ’ , and while anticipating the destruction of the physical temple in Jerusalem he anticipated a new spiritual temple being built, starting with his own resurrection  and going forward in the community of his followers. 

 His understanding of divinity was not the trinitarian thinking of later Christianity which grew out of it. It reflected the Jewish context of his day – including the political realities (e.g. of Roman  occupation), the physical and religious realities of the Jerusalem temple and priesthood  and drew on OT and later Jewish eschatological ideas of God ’ s future kingdom. 
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 On the Way to Crucifixion 
Why Did Jesus Have to Die?
 In Chapter 17 we observed how very deliberate Jesus ’ final journey to Jerusalem was; he was fully aware that he was heading for suffering and death. 
The Differing Accounts of the Passion
 We have four lengthy accounts of Jesus ’ death and what led up to it in the gospels – so lengthy, indeed, that Mark ’ s whole gospel has been called ‘ a passion narrative with an extended introduction ’ ; that is an exaggeration, but makes a point relevant to all four gospels. In his letters, Paul also shows his familiarity with the story of the passion, notably in his account of  the Last Supper in 1 Corinthians. 
1


The gospel accounts agree very largely on at least five points:

(1) Jesus had a Passover-type farewell meal with his followers in Jerusalem, during which he spoke parabolically of his coming death. 

(2) In a garden near Jerusalem Jesus struggled deeply over the prospect of what lay ahead of him; he was arrested there by the Jewish authorities, aided by Judas Iscariot  and a posse of soldiers. 

(3) Jesus ’ followers ran away in response to the arrest, and even Simon Peter  denied knowing Jesus when challenged. 

(4) Jesus was tried by the Jewish authorities before being taken and tried by Pilate,  who eventually gives in to pressure and blackmail before condemning Jesus to crucifixion. 

  (5)  Jesus was crucified at a place outside the walls of Jerusalem called Golgotha. 
As well as agreeing on these main points, each of the gospel writers also have their own stories and perspectives. Their differences sometimes raise historical questions; on the other hand, the combination of agreement and difference is exactly what might be expected in different accounts and from different witnesses.
The Events As Described
The Plot against Jesus and Judas Iscariot
 It is not surprising that the upshot of Jesus ’ activities and teachings over several years was the authorities ’ plotting to get rid of him. His presence in Jerusalem  and his provocative words and actions must have brought things to a head. There is a striking description in John ’ s gospel  of the Sanhedrin ’ s  concern that ‘ If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him, and the Romans will come and destroy our nation ’ ;  as high priest Caiaphas comments that ‘ it is better that one man should die for the people, not that the whole nation should perish ’ . 
2
 John sees important theological meaning in these words and they could be seen as imaginative hindsight by the author given the Roman  destruction of Jerusalem in 70  CE . On the other hand, the words themselves make perfectly good sense in the sensitive political context of Jesus ’ ministry. 
3



 A helpful accomplice was Judas Iscariot, one of Jesus ’ own  disciples; he had evidently become disillusioned with Jesus, perhaps because of his unwelcome teaching about the suffering that he expected, for himself and for his followers. 
4
 He would not have been the only one of the disciples who hoped that Jesus would be a messianic king, in whose kingdom they would have a prominent role, and who found the calling to be servants of all quite unacceptable. John ’ s gospel speaks of Judas as a thief and as the disciple who looked after the common purse out of  which the disciples were supported; the other gospels agree that he was paid well (thirty pieces of silver) for helping the authorities arrest Jesus. 


5


  The Farewell Meal 
 Before Jesus ’ arrest he had a final meal in Jerusalem with his disciples.  It was Passover time, the high point of the religious and national year for the Jews, and Jesus was there with his disciples for the festival. Mark and Luke describe Jesus sending two of his disciples into Jerusalem to prepare the meal. They were to follow a man carrying a water jar on his head who would lead them to the house where they would eat. It is clear that Jesus had made arrangements ahead of time, as earlier for the use of the donkey on which he rode into Jerusalem. Jesus ’ pre-planning reinforces the impression of how important this Passover was for him. The sign of the man carrying a water jar on his head – something unusual for a man – may also be an indication of how dangerous the time was for Jesus, with his arrest imminent. In an ‘ upper room ’ the disciples prepared for the Passover meal. There, Jesus and his disciples gathered like other Jews to remember, enact and celebrate the story of God ’ s historic deliverance of the people of Israel from slavery in Egypt. For the Jews it was – and still is – not just a past event, but something participated in by those eating the meal and it expressed their hopes for future redemption. 
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 In that context, Jesus broke with all tradition by interpreting broken bread as ‘ my body ’ and some of the wine that would be shared as ‘ my blood of the covenant ’ .  These dramatic actions have been recalled and celebrated by the Christian church ever since, and in nearly all Christian denominations the ‘ Lord ’ s Supper ’ /the ‘ mass ’ /the ‘ holy communion ’ is an important part of church  life. Jesus is reported as saying, ‘ Do this in remembrance of me ’ , and so the church has done what he said, albeit often contentiously with competing interpretations. 

 John ’ s gospel is interestingly different: first, because he gives the impression that Jesus ’ meal with his disciples was before the Passover and that Jesus died at the actual time when the Passover lambs were killed; and, second, because he fails to mention Jesus ’ words over the bread and  the wine. Instead, he has Jesus do something else extraordinary, washing his disciples ’  feet – a shockingly menial task for a leader to do. 
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 Scholars have debated the differences, with some favouring the synoptic chronology and some John ’ s. 
8
 They have also questioned the historical reliability  of the accounts, especially of the foot washing, this being unique to John. It is, however, perhaps significant that Luke agrees with Matthew and Mark (and also Paul in 1 Corinthians 11) about the action with the bread and wine, but like John he has a focus on humble serving  in the context of the supper, with Jesus saying ‘ I am among you as one who serves ’ , and calling his disciples to follow his example. 
9
 As for the synoptic accounts of Jesus ’ action with the bread and the wine, Paul has a version of the account and speaks of it as a tradition which he ‘ received ’ and then ‘ passed on ’ , suggesting that it predates Paul ’ s conversion. It is also interesting that Paul and Luke have slightly different versions from Mark, which would make sense if they both ‘ received ’ the traditions through oral tradition.  The supper traditions are thus well attested. 
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The Meaning of the Supper: Why Did Jesus Believe He Had to Die?
 Whatever the conclusions on the precise chronology and wording, what was Jesus intending to say through his unusual actions and words in the supper? The simple and probable answer is that Jesus was giving his disciples a final explanation of his coming death. He had been telling them since Caesarea Philippi  that the Son of man  ‘ must ’ suffer and die, and his disciples had been bewildered and perplexed by this. Now the great storyteller told and acted out a last parable to prepare them for the events that were to follow, and to remind them in the future of their meaning. 
 The disciples were well aware of how important this  visit to Jerusalem was for Jesus. He had ‘ set his face to go to Jerusalem ’ , and Luke tells us 
 that, when they came near to Jerusalem after their journey from Galilee, 
 Jesus ’ disciples thought that the ‘ kingdom of God was going to appear immediately ’ . This expectation is reflected in the account of James and John asking Jesus for top seats at his right and left in Jesus ’ coming kingdom. 
11
 They hoped he was going to take over power in Jerusalem,  and that they would have top positions in his government. Jesus responded rather negatively to their expectations and ambitions; he explained that the kingdom would not come immediately, and told a parable about a master going away on a long journey leaving his servants with a job to do. As for top seats in the coming kingdom, Jesus said that was not in his gift. 
 Still, it is clear that the disciples  were completely correct to think that this journey to Jerusalem was of the greatest importance, and that Jesus too believed that what was going to happen was going to bring the promised kingdom. But whereas they hoped that Jesus was about to be the victorious king (as suggested in his triumphal entry to the city), for Jesus it was ultimately through his death that God ’ s victory would be won. 
End-Time Birth Pains
 How so? Righteous suffering was an important biblical motif, not least in Psalms  (statistically the book of the OT quoted most by Jesus), and also in the prophetic and apocalyptic  traditions of the OT and later Judaism. For example, in the vision of the terrible beasts and the one like a son of man in Daniel  7 the ‘ saints of the most high ’ are attacked and indeed conquered until judgement is given in their favour and they are given authority and kingdom. In the accounts of the Maccabees,  those like Judas who were killed came to be viewed as martyrs whose deaths had atoning power. More generally, the idea of a period of suffering preceding God ’ s final salvation  was an important ingredient in Jewish eschatological  expectation, as we have seen; Jesus himself could speak of the ‘ birth pains ’ of the new age and of Jerusalem and the temple facing destruction and terrible suffering. 
12


 Jesus saw his coming suffering as part of those eschatological birth pains, anticipating and bringing the future coming of the kingdom. At the supper he spoke to his disciples of this being their last meal together ‘ until 
 the kingdom of God  comes … until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God ’ . 
13
 His death would bring that longed-for day, as well as, in the meantime, reminding his followers of its importance ‘ until he comes ’ . 
14


But how specifically did Jesus imagine that his suffering and death would bring about the kingdom?
  The Passover 
 A key consideration is the Passover context. We noticed how the gospels portray the journey to Jerusalem and this Passover as especially momentous for Jesus. He specifically arranged for the Passover meal to take place in a particular venue with his disciples,  and commented, ‘ I have desired very much to eat this Passover with you before I suffer, for I tell you, I will not eat it until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God. ’ 
15
 The reason must be that Jesus saw his coming death as in some important sense ‘ fulfilling ’ Passover, something that is explicit in Luke ’ s version of the story of the transfiguration  where Jesus is described as discussing with Moses and Elijah ‘ his exodus which he was going to accomplish (or fulfil) in Jerusalem ’ . 
16
 The Greek word exodos can simply mean departure, but inevitably brings to mind the OT story of the Exodus. 

 Passover and the Exodus were massively important in Jewish national thinking and theological conviction, as historic acts of divine salvation and liberation. And they were not just events in the past; they gave hope and inspiration for the future, with the OT prophets (and also the book of Deuteronomy) looking forward to a new exodus and to a new divine liberation from exile. 

17
 Jesus ’ contemporaries looked forward to deliverance from Rome and indeed to the coming of the ‘ kingdom of God ’ . Jesus agreed that the kingdom of God was coming, though not through victory over the Romans,  but through his own suffering and death as a new Passover lamb. 
 Passover celebrated God ’ s historic salvation of his people from Egypt through the sacrificial death and shed blood of a lamb. In that context, Jesus took the bread and the wine and spoke of giving his body and blood. He had come to see his death as fulfilling the Passover and the sacrifice that would bring the new exodus and liberation. 

 The idea of Jesus as God ’ s Passover lamb and of his death as a saving sacrifice was important very early in the church ’ s thinking about Jesus – 
 for example, in Paul ’ s first letter to the Corinthians,  where he says, ‘ For Christ our Passover lamb was sacrificed; so let us celebrate the feast not with the old leaven. ’ Paul assumes that this is a concept that Christians will be familiar with. John ’ s gospel has John the Baptist pointing to Jesus: ‘ Look, the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world ’ , and appears to have Jesus dying precisely at the time of the Passover sacrifices in the temple. The idea of Jesus as lamb is important in the book of Revelation where he is frequently referred to as ‘ the lamb ’ – and specifically as ‘ the slain ’ lamb. 
18


 But did this idea go back to Jesus himself? Interestingly, there is no reference at all to lamb being eaten at the Last Supper; 
19
 this could be because it was not a regular Passover celebrated on the usual day, or more simply because our accounts highlight the startlingly new ‘ ingredients ’ that Jesus brought to the celebration – his words about his body and his blood. But, whatever the reason, Jesus and his disciples would  have been very conscious of what all Jerusalem was celebrating: the city was full of thousands of pilgrims bringing lambs for sacrifice, who would then take the body home to be cooked and eaten, and the blood to be smeared on doorposts, as prescribed in the OT. So they identified with God ’ s historic liberation of Israel from Egypt, but they also looked forward to the future redemption of his people. Understanding Jesus ’ death as a new Passover sacrifice could have been early Christian thinking rather than Jesus ’ own understanding, but his kingdom message and ministry was all to do with fulfilling the story and promises of the OT, and it is entirely likely that he saw his coming death as the new Passover that would bring liberation and the kingdom of God. 
20


  The New Covenant 
 The first Exodus  was associated with the old ‘ covenant ’ between YHWH and his people; Jesus saw his death as bringing the new covenant, saying of the wine, ‘ this is my blood of the covenant ’ (Mark and Matthew), or ‘ the new covenant in my blood ’ (Luke and Paul). The background is the OT account of the Exodus, with Moses receiving the Ten Commandments  from God on Mount Sinai, and the people of Israel affirming their agreement to the God-given laws; this agreement or covenant was then ratified 
 with the blood of animals offered in sacrifice. Half of the blood was thrown over the altar and the other half over the gathered people, with Moses saying, ‘ See the blood of the covenant that Yahweh has made with you in accordance with all these words. ’ The idea of a future new covenant is in the book of Jeremiah, where YHWH speaks of making a new covenant, ‘ not like the covenant which I made with their fathers that they broke … but I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts, and they shall be my people … they shall all know me … for I will forgive their iniquity and remember their sin no more ’ . 
21
 Jesus believed that his death was establishing and sealing that promised covenant. 
 As for the thought of the covenant being in the heart not just in the law, that is a theme that is explicit and important in John ’ s account of Jesus ’ teaching about the  Holy Spirit being given to the disciples  after his death (notably in what are sometimes called the ‘ farewell discourses ’ in John chapters 14 – 16). 
22
 But it is also hinted at in the synoptic gospels with John the Baptist  saying about the coming one, ‘ he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit ’ , and with Jesus emphasizing the heart as well as referring to the Holy Spirit ’ s dwelling in his followers. 
23
 . 
 That Jesus reflected in this way on the new covenant is suggested by the words at the Last Supper, and the importance of the covenant theme in first-century Judaism is evidenced in the Dead Sea Scrolls:  the Qumran  community saw themselves as God ’ s new covenantal people. Jesus saw his coming death as inaugurating the new covenant, and the supper was very specifically a covenant-related meal with the new community of God ’ s covenant people represented by the twelve. 


24


  The Suffering Servant of Isaiah 
 If Passover and covenant were two concepts that were drawn on by Jesus in explaining his own death, another key concept was the description of the ‘ servant of the Lord ’ , who suffers on behalf of others in the book of Isaiah. This is most explicit in  Isaiah 52 and 53. These chapters occur in what scholars have called ‘ Deutero-Isaiah ’ , that is, chapters 40 – 55, which are full of promise and hope for the day when Yahweh will intervene to save his people. In Isaiah 52 the context is explicitly Israel ’ s returning from  exile.  That exile was seen as judgement for the people ’ s sins and rejection of God; but the ‘ good news ’ that is proclaimed is of peace, liberation and of your God reigning. It will be a new exodus like the Exodus  from Egypt. 
25
 In Isaiah there follows the picture of the Lord ’ s humble and humiliated servant: the people ’ s sins are laid on him; he takes the people ’ s punishment on their behalf and dies for their ‘ justification ’ , that is, so that they may be put right with God and restored to his favour. He is finally vindicated and exalted. 
26


 There are a great many scholarly views about the original meaning of the servant passages in Isaiah. They occur in Isaiah 42, 49, 52 and 53 (and arguably in 61). The servant is endowed with God ’ s Spirit  and has a mission to Israel and to the nations – for example, ‘ Behold my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen in whom my soul delights. I have put my Spirit upon him … . I will give you as a covenant for the people, a light for the nations, to open the eyes of the blind. ’ 
27
 Some scholars see the servant as the nation of Israel itself, others as a faithful remnant, others as a prophetic individual. 
 Whatever view is taken of Isaiah ’ s meaning, it is highly likely that Jesus understood his coming death in terms of the servant passages, as would the early church. 

28
 This is suggested by one particular phrase in his words at the Last Supper: ‘ my blood of the covenant poured out for many ’ . 
29
 Why that numerical comment? The likely answer is: because the servant in Isaiah is said to have carried the sins of ‘ many ’ and to have justified ‘ many ’ . 
30
 The phrase also comes in Jesus ’ prediction of his coming suffering earlier in Mark and Matthew, where he speaks of the ‘ Son of man ’ who came not to be served but to serve and ‘ give his life a ransom for many ’ . 
31
 In this prediction there is not just this one phrase, but other strong connections with Isaiah chapters 40 – 55. The first is the idea of God ransoming or redeeming  his people with allusions to the Exodus story. The second – and most important – is the strong emphasis on the Son of man serving and giving his life (in the context of Jesus calling his disciples  to humble service). 
 Luke has a version of the Markan verses in his account of the Lord ’ s supper (followed by a quotation from Isaiah 53). 
32
 And the account of the Last Supper in John ’ s gospel focusses almost entirely on Jesus ’ shockingly humble washing of his disciples ’ feet. This is seen in John not just as an  example of outstandingly humble service, but also as an acted parable picturing Jesus ’ coming death (as hinted at in Jesus ’ comment to Peter that he will only understand his actions later and as suggested by his words ‘ Unless I wash you, you have no part with me ’ 
33
 ). It is striking that the synoptic gospels and John both have Jesus at the Last Supper teaching his disciples  through vivid acted parables (the bread and wine in the synoptic gospels, the washing of feet in John), quite different and yet both explanatory of his coming death. 
 Jesus saw himself not just as fulfilling the Passover,  but as bringing the new covenant  and a new exodus,  all through his coming death as the sin-bearing servant. 
34


The German scholar Martin Hengel explains the Last Supper in this way:
 in a symbolic action he related the broken bread to the breaking of his body and at the end of the meal the wine in the cup of blessing to the pouring out of his blood, through which the new eschatological covenant with God would be achieved for all. In this way, at the same time he represented his imminent death as the eschatological saving event which – in connection with Isa. 53 – in the context of the dawn of the kingdom of God brought about reconciliation with God for all Israel, indeed for all men, and sealed God ’ s eschatological new covenant with his creatures. 
35


  Daniel 9: The Anointed One Cut Off 
 Yet another significant background text for Jesus ’ understanding of his death may have been the last verses of Daniel, chapter 9, which speak of seventy weeks being decreed ‘ for your people and your holy city, to finish the transgression, to put an end to sin, and to atone for iniquity, to bring in everlasting righteousness ’ . They go on to refer to an ‘ anointed prince ’ and to an anointed one being cut off, and then, in a particularly difficult passage to translate, to the desolating sacrilege. 

36
 The original meaning of the prophecy in Daniel is not entirely clear, though it likely alludes to the events of 167  BCE and to Antiochus Epiphanes ’  desecration of the temple.  But we have seen the importance of Daniel to Jesus and to his  contemporaries, and to Jesus ’ own understanding of his mission and of the future. There is also evidence that some Jews in Jesus ’ day did interpret the seventy weeks as coming to an end in their own time. 
37
 It is quite possible that Jesus would have seen himself as the anointed prince who is about to be cut off – by death, that is, as the Son of man who ‘ must ’ suffer. 

All the Scriptures
 Scholars are unanimous that the early church  reflected on Jesus ’ death, not just in the light of Passover and the servant passages, but drawing on all sorts of OT texts, including Psalms  and the book of Zechariah  (see further in Chapter 19 ). The evidence and probability point to Jesus himself as the source of such reflection, in connection with his whole ministry but also in his very deliberate decision to go to Jerusalem, since ‘ the Son of man must suffer ’ . Luke has Jesus, after rising from the dead, saying to his followers: ‘ Was it not necessary for the Christ to suffer these things and to enter into his glory? And beginning with Moses and all the prophets he interpreted to them in all the scriptures the things about himself. ’ 
38
 The evidence, not least of the Last Supper, points to Jesus having done such wide-ranging thinking before his death as he reflected on what lay ahead of him. It was a momentous vision, as well as a terrifying prospect. 


  Gethsemane and Arrest 
 From the supper, Jesus is said by all the gospels to have gone out from Jerusalem across Kidron Valley (just to the east of the city) into a garden, which the synoptics call Gethsemane (the word meaning oil press) and John says was a place often frequented by Jesus. 
39
 The present-day tourist site has a fair claim to being the original site, given its location and its very ancient olives. 
 In Gethsemane, Jesus, as portrayed in the synoptic gospels, experienced an agonizing spiritual struggle over the awful prospect of his imminent death: ‘ Father … remove this cup from me ’ . The word ‘ cup ’ has an OT background in connection with God ’ s wrath. 
40
 Jesus saw himself as about to drink that cup, bearing what Isaiah 53 calls ‘ our ’ iniquities and taking  ‘ our ’ punishment. It is an extraordinary scene with Jesus battling his fears, though finally saying ‘ Yet not what I will but what you will ’ , and his  disciples failing to stay awake to pray with their master. There is a raw honesty and darkness (literally and spiritually) about the evolving story, with Jesus in trouble and wanting to get out of what lies ahead, his disciples falling asleep after their evening meal and so failing to support him, Judas betraying Jesus and his cause with a kiss and, finally, Peter  disowning Jesus. It looks as though the kingdom of God movement is collapsing. 
 An armed arresting party sent by the Jewish authorities arrived with  Judas; Jesus was identified in the dark by Judas kissing him and he was arrested. There was one failed attempt by a follower of Jesus to resist with a sword, injuring a servant of the high priest; then the disciples flee. (John says that it was Peter who caused the injury and that the servant was called Malchus; Luke and John say that Jesus healed the man.) 
41
 Jesus asked those arresting him, ‘ Have you come out to arrest me with swords and clubs as if I was a robber/bandit? ’ . 
42
 The word for robber is that used by Josephus of insurrectionists, 
 which is how Jesus would be described when brought to Pilate  the Roman governor. Mark has the curious little story of a ‘ young man ’ following Jesus, but then being seized by the soldiers and running away naked. Some scholars have speculated that this was Mark himself; in any case it is likely that this story came from the person concerned. The details of the arrest and the disastrous behaviour of the disciples are historically entirely plausible. 

Some Conclusions
 Jesus ’ story came to its climactic end in Jerusalem  – with his final meal with his disciples, and then with his arrest and all that would follow that. He knew that he was heading for very great suffering and for a torturous death, but he had a strong sense that this was his divine calling, as the Lord ’ s servant  and as a new Passover  lamb, bringing God ’ s kingdom  and new covenant.  The traditions of the Last Supper have been of great theological and also liturgical importance for Christians. They have a strong claim to being firmly rooted in Jesus ’ Jewish context, not least because of all the Passover echoes and overtones. Also, Paul ’ s comments in 1 Corinthians  about having ‘ received ’ and ‘ passed on ’ traditions of death and resurrection  are evidence that they go right back historically.  Scholars have often recognized the traditions of Jesus ’ passion as some of the earliest to have been collected. Their remarkable honesty about the struggles of Jesus and the failures of the  disciples indicates historically credible accounts, as do the almost incidental details about the arranging of the supper, the location of Gethsemane and the young man running away. 
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 Finale in Jerusalem 
The Trials of Jesus
Jewish Authorities
 Following his arrest, Jesus was brought before the Jewish authorities – that is, the ‘ chief priests ’  and the ‘ whole Sanhedrin ’ ,  according to Mark; first Annas  and then Caiaphas,  according to John. Mark suggests that interrogation began in the night, with the chief priests asking him about his alleged and provocative threat against the temple: ‘ I will destroy this temple that is made with hands and in three days I will build another, not made with hands. ’ 
1
 He had indeed predicted the temple ’ s destruction, a shocking prediction in the context, but he never said that he would personally destroy it, as his accusers suggested (see Chapter 17 ). 

 Jesus is portrayed in the gospels as remaining silent in response to much of the interrogation in his trials before both the Jewish and the Roman authorities. But when asked directly whether he did claim to be the Messiah,  he replied affirmatively (Mark ’ s gospel,  less directly so in the other gospels, ‘ You say so ’ ). He went on to infuriate his interrogators by commenting, ‘ you will see the Son of Man  seated at the right hand of Power ’ (i.e. of God). Mark says that the nocturnal interrogation was followed by an early morning ‘ consultation with the elders and scribes and the whole Council ’ , before Jesus was taken on to Pilate. 

 There has been much scholarly discussion about the details of the different gospel trial accounts; but although they differ, the general picture is the same. One issue discussed concerns Jewish legal practice, with  scholars quoting the later Jewish rule that the Sanhedrin  should not meet in the night. But it is hazardous to assume that things would have been the same in Jesus ’ time as in later Jewish practice, though it is possible that the night-time interrogation was not a formal session of the Council, and was followed up a formal morning meeting which endorsed the nocturnal decision. 
  Before Pilate 
 The trial of the end-time ‘ Son of man ’  by Jerusalem ’ s most powerful Jewish court is followed by the trial of the ‘ king of the Jews ’ by the representative of the Roman Caesar, the most powerful man on earth. All the gospels agree – as does the Roman historian Tacitus  – that Jesus was actually condemned to death by the prefect Pilate. His headquarters was at Caesarea  on the Mediterranean coast, but he would have come up to Jerusalem  at Passover,  with reinforcements for the locally based military garrison in the city in order to have oversight of the holy city at Passover time. The festival, with huge numbers of people in the city celebrating the people ’ s historic liberation, was always potentially explosive. In his popular account The Longest Week , Nick Page imagines Pilate coming into Jerusalem from the west with heavily armed troops from his headquarters at Caesarea at the same time as Jesus was coming on a humble donkey from Jericho in the east. 
2


 The gospels all make it clear that it was the Jewish authorities who brought Jesus to Pilate, and that their accusation to the governor was that he claimed to be ‘ king of the Jews ’ , and so a threat to Roman  authority. Luke ’ s gospel makes the accusation more pointed: ‘ We found him leading our nation astray and stopping people paying taxes  to Caesar and saying that he himself is Christ a king. ’ 
3
 The gospels indicate that Pilate was completely unpersuaded. Craig Evans suggests that the force of Pilate ’ s words in Mark 15:2 ( ‘ You, are you the king of the Jews? ’ ) could be incredulity in face of the unimpressive prisoner in front of him: ‘ Are you kidding? ’ 
4
 But the Roman governor was put under pressure, indeed almost blackmailed, into having Jesus crucified. It is John ’ s gospel that puts that most starkly: ‘ If you release this man, you are not Caesar ’ s friend. Everyone who makes himself a king opposes Caesar. ’ 
5



 Pilate is portrayed as trying to get out of the situation by offering the crowd a choice between the release of Jesus and the release of another  prisoner, Barabbas, who, according to Mark, ‘ had committed murder in the insurrection ’ . 
6
 Some early manuscripts of Matthew call Barabbas ‘ Jesus Barabbas ’ , so that the choice was between Jesus Barabbas and Jesus who is called the Christ, in which case Jesus Barabbas was saved, and Jesus the Christ was killed. 
7


 Jesus the Christ was crucified with two other men, who are called lestai, the Greek word used by Josephus  to refer to political rebels or revolutionaries. 
 Mark refers to Barabbas as having been imprisoned with ‘ the insurrectionists who had committed murder in the insurrection ’ ; 
8
 we have no information about this insurrection, but it is possible that the two who were crucified with Jesus were companions of Barabbas. 

 The gospels have different details in their accounts of the trial before Pilate, with Matthew having Judas commit suicide for ‘ betraying innocent blood ’ , Pilate washing his hands and proclaiming ‘ I am innocent of this man ’ s blood ’ , and the crowd responding, ‘ his blood be on us and on our children ’ . Luke has Pilate sending Jesus as a Galilean to Herod Antipas,  who was evidently in Jerusalem for the festival. He agrees with Pilate that Jesus has done nothing ‘ deserving of death ’ . John refers to Pilate having his judgement seat ‘ at a place called The Stone Pavement, and in Aramaic Gabbatha ’ . 
9


 The differences in the accounts have led some scholars to be sceptical about their historical value, with details being questioned; for example, there is no direct evidence of the ‘ custom ’ of offering an amnesty to one of two prisoners. 
10
 On the other hand, the differences are what might be expected in different accounts, and certain details are entirely plausible – for example, Luke ’ s portrayal of Herod Antipas being in Jerusalem for Passover,  and John ’ s informed-sounding reference to Gabbatha, the ‘ Pavement ’ . Another debated question is whether the gospels are correct to claim that the Jewish authorities did not have capital powers (i.e. to execute Jesus); it probably is the case that Pilate would have reserved such important powers to himself, whether or not this was an invariable rule that was always observed. 
 The most serious – and related – objection to the historical accuracy of the accounts is that they are said to betray an anti-Jewish bias, with Pilate (and so the Romans) being excused for the death of Jesus while the Jews are  accused. But it is not obvious that there has been any major shifting of blame, even given Matthew ’ s chilling account of the Jewish crowd saying, ‘ his blood be on us and on our children ’ (words sadly used in later centuries to justify anti-Semitism). There is good reason to believe that there was fierce opposition to Jesus from the Jewish hierarchy, and that they did not just have theological problems with the popular Galilean prophet, but also saw an acute threat to their own positions and to the stability of the nation. However, in none of the gospels are the Jews solely to blame. Pilate comes across as someone whose political weakness led him to a grossly unjust decision, and his washing of his hands, described by Matthew, just makes things worse. 
11
 He certainly had Jesus ’ blood on his hands. His vulnerability and ineptness fit with what Josephus and Philo  say about his misjudged decisions in relation to the Roman province (see Chapter 2 ). 

  Mockery and Peter ’ s Disowning of Jesus 
 Other entirely plausible details in the accounts include Simon Peter ’ s three denials of Jesus. The accounts of the denials are slightly different in the various gospels, but there is no reason to question the historical  basis of a story that was so embarrassing and potentially compromising for the later Christian church, when Peter was its leader. There is also something very realistic about the account, with the arrest of Jesus by the authorities putting Peter and the other disciples in a very dangerous situation. 
Also realistic is the picture of Jesus being mocked and mistreated by the soldiers and other people, not least given the charge that he was claiming to be a king. Crucifixion was cruel, and so was the shame and brutality that went with it. Jesus is pictured as being blindfolded and called on to prophesy; the soldiers responsible for crucifying him dress him up as a king with a purple robe and a crown of thorns and kneel in mock homage. Christian art and film have often imagined the scene, but the gospel picture of the brutality is historically entirely plausible.
  Crucifixion 
 His execution by crucifixion is one of the least disputed elements in the story of Jesus, not just because it is referred to prominently in so much of  early Christian tradition, nor just because it is referred to in Roman and Jewish sources, nor just because it is credible in the historical context, with crucifixion being a normal way of eliminating popular national leaders deemed to be dangerous. It is also hard to imagine anyone inventing and giving importance to an event so sordid and humiliating, and potentially so compromising to the later Christian movement. 
12


 What made matters worse and more embarrassing for a movement that revered the OT was the comment in the book of Deuteronomy that the person hanged ‘ on a tree ’ is under God ’ s curse. 
13
 This was evidently seen by some as applying to crucifixion (even though hundreds of religious people suffered crucifixion, notably under Alexander Jannaeus in the first century BCE ). In his letter to the Galatians, Paul  quotes the Deuteronomy text and applies it to the death of Jesus when he says, ‘ Christ redeemed  us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us. ’ 
14
 A piece of graffiti, dating  to the first three centuries CE and discovered in Rome, pictures a man with a donkey ’ s head being crucified while another man looks on; it has the words Alexamenos sebete theon , meaning ‘ Alexamenos worship/worships God ’ (see Figure 19.1 ). It illustrates how laughable the Christian reverencing of a crucified Jesus was thought to be. 


Figure 19.1  Donkey ’ s head graffito, Palatine Hill Museum, Rome  
 ( Image: AlexGraffito.svg, Public domain ) 
The Process
 Crucifixion was a brutal combination of torture and capital punishment, and it was only seen as fitting in cases of treason or for a slave guilty of rebelling against the master. 
15
 The Roman orator Cicero called it ‘ a most cruel and loathsome punishment ’ , while the philosopher Seneca spoke of the victim ‘ dying limb by limb … drop by drop ’ . 
16
 People protested about the violence of the 2004 film The Passion of the Christ ; but the historical event was very brutal. 
 Archaeological and other historical sources indicate that typically the prisoner was first flogged mercilessly, with leather whips containing sharp pieces of metal. Typically, as a public warning to others, he would be forced to carry the cross-beam of his cross to the place of execution where the upright post had already been fixed in position. The gospels suggest that  Simon of Cyrene, who was coming into the city – possibly a pilgrim visitor to the Passover  festival – was press-ganged into carrying the crossbar for Jesus; this likely reflects the fact that Jesus had been very seriously hurt and weakened by the floggings that he had already received. (John ’ s gospel may confirm Jesus ’ weakness since it says that Jesus died more quickly than the other two who were crucified with him. 
17
 ) Mark, as we saw earlier, refers to Simon being the ‘ father of Alexander and Rufus ’ ; it is probable that these brothers were known to Mark and to some of his readers. Luke describes a large procession of people going with the execution party to witness the  gruesome public spectacle, and refers to a group of women weeping and lamenting for Jesus. 
18


 The crucifixion is said to have taken place on a hill called Golgotha outside the city, the Aramaic Golgotha being interpreted as ‘ the place of a skull ’ . The traditional identification of this within the present-day church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem is ancient and plausible (it is now inside the ancient city walls, but was outside in the first century). Jesus was stripped, his hands and/or wrists nailed and perhaps tied to the crossbar; he was hoisted on to the upright with his feet also being nailed into position. We have some clues as to the method used in crucifixion through the remains  of a first-century crucified man, Yehohanan ben Hagdol, that were discovered in 1968. His heel had been nailed to the cross, and there is some reason to think that his legs had been broken – probably to accelerate his death. The gospels all record that Jesus ’ cross had a ‘ titulus ’ attached describing the charge against him – ‘ The king of the Jews ’ . 
19
 ‘ King of the Jews ’ was not a title used of Jesus by the Christian church, but was precisely the charge that will have made sense to Pilate. 

 The cruelty of crucifixion was extraordinary, and prolonged, with passers-by able to gape and mock at the naked or half-naked victim at close range: the person being killed would not be lifted up high off the ground as is often portrayed in art. According to the gospels – and entirely understandably – they mocked Jesus ’ claims and his present powerlessness: ‘ he saved others; he cannot save himself. Let the Christ, the King of Israel, come down from the cross that we may see and believe ’ . Jesus ’ male followers seem mostly to have kept well away from the crucifixion, no doubt fearing for their own safety, but some of the women who had supported and followed him watched the events from a distance – Mark names Mary Magdalene,  Mary  the mother of James and Joses, and Salome; John refers to Jesus ’ own mother being there for some time. 
20


 After his death Jesus ’ body was taken down, and was given to Joseph of Arimathea, a Jewish leader with sympathies for Jesus. John ’ s gospel records that he was assisted by Nicodemus, another Jesus sympathizer; they wrapped Jesus ’ body in linen and placed it in a nearby tomb within  a garden. 
21
 Some scholars have questioned this account claiming that the bodies of crucified criminals were thrown into a common pit, not treated with respect as in the gospel accounts. There is, however, evidence that this was not always the case, and Jesus was anyway an unusual ‘ criminal ’ . 
 Archaeologists  have found many cave or rock-cut tombs in the Jerusalem area, including near Golgotha; they would have belonged to wealthy families. Bodies were laid in niches or on shelves in the tomb; after decomposition the bones would often be collected into an ossuary (a bone box) releasing space for other deceased family members. It seems likely that Joseph placed Jesus ’ body into what may have been a tomb designed  for his family. The entrance to the tomb would have been closed with a heavy circular or square stone, to keep out vandals and thieves. 
22




Figure 19.2  Church of the Holy Sepulchre, Jerusalem, the probable site of Jesus ’ tomb  
 ( Image: Montanabw, CC BY-SA 4.0, via Wikimedia Commons ) 
The Different Accounts
 As with the accounts of Jesus ’ arrest and trials, the four gospel versions of Jesus ’ death differ in various respects. Matthew, Mark and Luke all describe unusual darkness covering ‘ the whole land ’ for several hours, and also the tearing of the great temple  curtain ‘ from top to bottom ’ following Jesus ’ death. They also have the centurion who is supervising the execution commenting on the death of Jesus: ‘ Truly this man was Son of God ’  (Mark), ‘ Truly this man was righteous ’ (Luke). 
23
 John describes the soldiers breaking the legs of the two men who were crucified with Jesus in order to speed their death, but says they found Jesus already dead and thrust a spear into his side, leading to a mixture of blood and water coming out. 
24


 Notably, the gospels attribute different words to Jesus during his crucifixion. Matthew and Mark have the crucified Jesus crying out, ‘ My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? ’ – sometimes known as the cry of dereliction and echoing one of the psalms. 

25
 Luke has Jesus praying, as he is being crucified, ‘ Father, forgive them for they know not what they do ’ , and one of the two men crucified with Jesus turning to Jesus, who promises, ‘ Today you will be with me in paradise ’ . 
26
 John has Jesus uttering the final but also climactic ‘ It is finished ’ . 

27


  The Use of the OT and the Historical Questions 
 One of the unmistakable things in the different accounts is the relating of the events to the OT Scriptures. In  referring to the traditions he received, Paul refers to the death and resurrection  of Jesus as ‘ in accordance with the Scriptures ’ , and the gospel writers quite clearly endorse that perspective. 
28
 OT echoes are everywhere: 
 
	 There are all the allusions discussed already to Passover  (with its background in Exodus  12), and to ‘ covenant ’  and the ‘ new covenant ’ (recalling Exodus 24:6 and Jeremiah 31:31). 


	   Various psalms are important, such as Psalm 31, with Jesus, in Luke, quoting verse 5 as he died: ‘ Into your hands I commend my spirit ’ . 
29
 Especially striking is Psalm 22, with Jesus ’ ‘ cry of dereliction ’ being a direct quotation of verse 2, and with various other verses in the psalm referring to the sufferings of the psalmist in a way that is reminiscent of Jesus ’ suffering as described in the gospels – wagging heads, ‘ he trusted in God ’ , casting lots. 


	  Isaiah 53 is important in early Christian tradition, as already discussed in Chapter 18 . It is not specifically quoted in the accounts of Jesus ’ death, except for the comment prior to his arrest, ‘ he was counted with the lawless ones ’ . 
30
 But it has very probably influenced the accounts, and various details, such as Jesus ’ silence in response to questioning, fit with the Isaiah portrait of the servant who ‘ opened not his mouth … like a sheep that before its shearers is silent ’ . 
31




	 Another important passage from the OT prophets is Zechariah chapters 9 – 13  , with its rather enigmatic references to the shepherd being smitten (as quoted by Jesus in Mark 14:27), as well as to thirty pieces of silver being paid and then thrown down in the potter ’ s house (Zechariah 11) and to the house of David  mourning for ‘ him whom they have pierced ’ (Zechariah 12:10). Also, in Zechariah 12 there are important references to YHWH coming to the Mount of Olives with his holy ones, to creation  being restored and to YHWH reigning over all the earth. 


	 In the trial of Jesus before the Sanhedrin,  Jesus echoes Daniel  7, when he predicts that his judges will see the Son of man  seated at the right hand of God and coming on the clouds of heaven. 
32




	 There are other possible intertextual connections and echoes. 
33





 There is no question that the early Christians and the writers of the gospels saw Jesus ’ death as prefigured, if not actually predicted, in the OT Scriptures. The extent to which this OT background has influenced and shaped the accounts of the death of Jesus is debatable. It was clearly important to the gospel writers, and it is also clear that their different accounts reflect their own theological emphases and insights. For example, Luke ’ s account with Jesus praying for the forgiveness of his executioners and then saying to the repentant criminal ‘ Today you will be with me in paradise ’ reflects Luke ’ s particular interest in the  redemption  of sinners and in Jesus ’ concern for rank outsiders. It is also clear that much of the gospels ’ narrative has theological importance and overtones, such as the mocking remarks made by the bystanders – for example, ‘ he saved others, but he cannot save himself ’ – and also the description of supernatural darkness and of the great temple  curtain being torn in two from top to bottom. 
 On the other hand, this does not mean that the accounts were designed or seen to be fictional by the authors. Having four different accounts, with the same core elements but differing details, is a plus. The fact that Paul  refers to the events of the passion, including the Last Supper  ‘ on the night that he was betrayed ’ , as traditions that ‘ I received ’ and ‘ passed down ’ is evidence that the accounts were in circulation soon after the events. Various of the details, including Mark ’ s reference to the young man fleeing naked and to the sons of Simon Cyrene, Alexander and Rufus, sound like incidental details. The reference to Joseph of Arimathea taking charge of the body of Jesus is striking, given that he was not a core disciple or leader of the Christian church, and the burial in a cave tomb (in a garden, according to John) is archaeologically  plausible with cave tombs having been located near the likely crucifixion  site. 
 The honesty of the accounts in their description of the core disciples  fleeing, denying and betraying their master, contrasted with the women who stay with Jesus, is notable. The words of Jesus from the cross in the gospels may indeed reflect the interests of the different gospel writers, but some of them are also strikingly truthful, including the cry of dereliction: would the church  have imagined such desperation in Jesus? Interestingly, some ancient manuscripts omit the prayer of Jesus in Luke ’ s gospel that his executioners should be forgiven, and it may be that some scribes omitted it because they thought that crucifying Jesus was unforgivable. 
34
 However, such forgiving was very much in keeping with Jesus ’ teaching, as well as with Luke ’ s theological interests, and the words of Jesus from the cross in the different gospels, though they may well reflect the writers ’ differing perspectives, all make sense in the context of Jesus ’ own history and teaching. 
 The accounts in very many ways reflect the likely historical realities of this first century crucifixion: for example, there is the Passover  context; the names of places such as Gethsemane,  Gabbatha and Golgotha; the naming of the authorities involved including Caiaphas,  Annas,  Pilate  and Herod;  the description of the horrible crucifixion process, including the  mockery; and incidental details like the duty soldiers dividing up and casting lots for Jesus ’ clothes. The accumulation of such evidence indicates that, although the authors of the gospels have each put their own stamp on the story, they all want to describe what happened. The events were theologically important precisely because they happened. This is quite explicit in John ’ s description of blood and water coming from the pierced side of Jesus, as John refers to it as fulfilling OT prophecy;  but at the same time he goes out of his way to emphasize that the event was reliably witnessed. 
35


 Even some of the most extraordinary ingredients in their accounts, which would have had great theological meaning for the gospel writers, 
36
 have some possible support from outside the New Testament – for example, the description of the great temple  curtain that barred the way into the Holy of Holies  being torn in two ‘ from top to bottom ’ and the reference to the whole earth being covered in darkness at the time of the crucifixion. 

37
 The centurion ’ s comment on Jesus, ‘ Truly this man was Son of God ’ ,  may look like a Christian theological statement, fitting in, for Mark, with his interest in both the identity and crucifixion of Jesus, and perhaps reflecting his probable links with Rome. 

38
 But it does not have to be seen as a Christian confession: in the Roman empire Caesar was seen as a ‘ son of God ’ , and the centurion may be thought to be deliberately comparing and contrasting the crucified Jesus with the almighty Caesar. 
39
 Luke ’ s ‘ Truly this man was righteous ’ may be his attempt to make sense of what might otherwise seem an unlikely statement on the centurion ’ s lips. 
 The date of the death of Jesus is a matter of some interest not just to biblical scholars, but also to some scientists, who have argued from astronomical data in relation to the Passover  festival. 
40
 All the gospels agree that Jesus died on a Friday in Passover week. The 14th day of Nisan (7 April 30  CE ) is the date favoured by most recent scholars, 
41
 but Friday 3 April 33  CE is preferred by others. 
  Some Conclusions 
 After his arrest Jesus was tried by Jewish religious leaders and then by the Roman authorities. The result was a death sentence and execution by crucifixion. Scholars have pored over the sometimes significantly divergent accounts, seeing some things as anachronistic (e.g. the amnesty leading to the release of Barabbas),  other things as reflecting Christian bias (e.g. the supposed shifting of blame to the Jews rather than the Romans)  and many details as deriving from Christian reflection on OT Scriptures rather than history. On the other hand, there is no uncertainty about the historicity of the crucifixion itself, and most aspects of the narratives make good sense in the cultural and historical context of Jesus ’ day and in the light of what we know about first-century crucifixion. Many of the details fit what we know of the time, place and the undoubtedly historical people referred to. And although there are important theological dimensions in the accounts, which undoubtedly reflect the outlook of the writers themselves, there is an honesty to them (e.g. in the contrasting portrayal of the women  and men disciples  of Jesus); they also make good sense in the context of Jesus ’ self-understanding and kingdom message (e.g. ‘ Father, forgive them … ’ ). It is extraordinary how such a sordid death has become the most celebrated death in world history. 
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 After the Death of Jesus 
Victory?

 The crucifixion  should have been the end of it for the followers of Jesus, and the gospels plausibly portray them as devastated and terrified by the events. And yet, within days, the followers of Jesus were claiming that he had come back to life from the dead, that the tomb was empty and that the risen Jesus had appeared to them. It is a claim that has inevitably divided critics and scholars, with Christians traditionally affirming it and others necessarily denying or being agnostic about it. 
1


Differing Accounts
The four gospels give strikingly different accounts of the resurrection of Jesus.


    Mark  gives a very brief report of  women followers of Jesus coming early in the morning to anoint his body and – to their surprise – finding the tomb open and empty, except for ‘ a young man ’ , evidently an angel, who tells them that Jesus has risen and is going before them into Galilee.  The women run away and tell no one. The abruptness of the ending in Mark has puzzled readers throughout the ages, with some manuscripts adding an ending and modern scholars debating whether Mark intended to end with the silence of the women or whether he intended to go further. Some have seen the abrupt end as in keeping with Mark ’ s portrayal of Jesus as keeping his identity secret. 

       Matthew  has, in addition, an account of a great earthquake and of an angel appearing from heaven and rolling the stone from the tomb. He appears to a detachment of soldiers the authorities sent to guard the tomb, and who subsequently are bribed by the authorities to say that that the disciples came and stole the body. The women  also see the angel, and then Jesus himself. Matthew concludes his gospel on a mountain in Galilee  with Jesus asserting his authority ( ‘ all authority on earth and heaven has been given to me ’ ); then comes the ‘ Great Commission ’ , in which Jesus tells his followers to ‘ go and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing  them in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always to the end of the age ’ . 
2
 There is no parallel in the other gospels to the story of the guards, and the reference to the Jewish view that the disciples stole the body fits with Matthew ’ s polemical tendency towards the Jewish leaders. The positive emphasis on Jesus ’ authority, teaching and presence with his disciples reflects the gospel as a whole. 

      Luke  has in addition to Mark a longish story of two  disciples walking home on Easter day to Emmaus, 10 km from Jerusalem. They are very depressed at Jesus ’ crucifixion,  and when he joins them on their walk, they fail to recognize him. In an almost humorous way he talks with them about what has happened, and interprets ‘ to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself ’ . Then he joins them in their home, and they recognize him when he breaks bread with them and disappears from their sight. They return to the disciples in Jerusalem,  and are told that Jesus had appeared to Peter;  Jesus then appears to them as a group. Luke goes on to refer to Jesus ’ ascending to heaven; in Acts,  Luke notes that Jesus appeared ‘ many times ’ after his resurrection over a period of forty days. 
 Luke ’ s interest in the resurrection and also in the fulfilment of the Old Testament is illustrated by the Emmaus story, as well as in the book of Acts with its emphasis on the resurrection and on eyewitness  testimony. His naming of one of the two on the Emmaus road as Cleopas is interesting, since there is early evidence of a Cleopas related to Joseph and to his son Simeon, who became leader of the church in Jerusalem in succession to James. It is likely that Luke had access to the family of Jesus, certainly to James. 
3



  John ’    s  gospel has Jesus appear to an incredulous Mary Magdalene  and then to all his followers.  Thomas, one of the twelve, is not there and 
 refuses to believe when told Jesus is alive. But the following week he is there when Jesus appears and invites him to see and touch his body. Thomas ’ s exclamation ‘ My Lord and my God ’ is a climax to John ’ s gospel, and sums up much of its purpose: ‘ these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ the Son of God, and believing may have life in his name ’ . John chapter 21, arguably a postscript to the gospel, has the disciples back fishing in Galilee. Jesus appears to them, and a poignant dialogue takes place in which Jesus asks Peter three times, ‘ Do you love me? ’ and then recommissions him ‘ to feed my sheep ’ . 







 In addition to these accounts there is  Paul ’ s account in 1 Corinthians 15  , which is widely regarded as our earliest record of the resurrection, with the letter being datable to around 55  CE . Here, Paul speaks of himself as having ‘ received ’ the traditions that he is passing on. His list of notable witnesses to the resurrection is a key part of his response to some of the Christians in Corinth who did not believe in the bodily resurrection of the departed: 
 For I passed on to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five hundred brothers at one time, most of whom remain until now, but some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles. Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me. 
4


Differing Explanations
 The numerous and considerable divergences between the different biblical accounts, as well as the way that they reflect the theological interests and agendas of the writers, have led many scholars to question their historical  credibility – not to mention the varied accounts of angelic appearances (such as we have not met in the gospels since the infancy accounts in Matthew and Luke). The resurrection claim was disputed by the Jews at an early date, as Matthew makes clear when he refers to the Jewish tradition that the disciples stole the body. 
5
 That explanation has its problems, not least because it is not obvious that the followers of Jesus would have perpetrated such a fraud and gone on to give their lives to proclaiming it. 

 Another more plausible explanation is that someone, perhaps Peter,  had a visionary (or hallucinatory) experience of a risen Jesus, and that this then spawned other claimed visions and rumours of visions. Ultimately, this led to the invention of stories about an empty tomb, designed to counter the accusation that the claimed resurrection was indeed a hallucination. Paul ’ s  early testimony to the resurrection is cited in support of such a visionary explanation, since he shows no knowledge of the empty tomb stories found in the gospels and because he includes his own visionary experience on the Damascus road in his list of resurrection experiences in his first letter to the Corinthians. 

6


 However, if the body of Jesus was in the tomb all the time, it would have been easy for the enemies of the first Christians to disprove their claims. And in any case it is quite clear that Paul himself believed in a physical resurrection; hence his reference to Jesus being buried and then raised and his comments about our ‘ lowly ’ physical bodies being raised to be like ‘ his glorious body ’ . 
7

 His failure to mention the stories of the women could reflect the ancient tendency to regard the testimony of women as unreliable. 
8
 More likely, it reflects the selectivity of his account, and Paul ’ s positive interest in certain key appearance traditions (e.g. to Peter and James and the apostles). On the other hand, the story of the women finding the empty tomb has credibility, precisely because it is women who are recorded as the first witnesses to Jesus ’ resurrection. 
 Yet another, not unrelated, explanation is that the resurrection was a conviction about Jesus ’ ongoing spiritual power and relevance, not something literal. But it was clearly something very much more tangible and important than that for the first Christians. 
 The physical resurrection of the Lord was a major part of the Christian message and of the early oral tradition  as far back as we can go. It was the single most important factor explaining the motivation of the first Christians in following a humiliated and crucified leader. More than anything else, it convinced them that Jesus was indeed God ’ s now vindicated Messiah.  The news of Jesus ’ victory over death was good news in a world where few people had real hope, and it was entirely consonant with the kingdom  message and practice of Jesus. 
 As for the differences between the gospel accounts of Jesus ’ resurrection appearances, they make sense if Luke is believed when he speaks of  Jesus appearing many times over forty days; 
9
 the different evangelists, like different witnesses in all sorts of contexts ancient and modern, have chosen particular stories in line with their own interests and agendas. So the Emmaus road  story was no doubt Luke ’ s ‘ favourite ’ resurrection story with its multiple overtones (Jesus appears at first incognito, opens up the Scriptures so that their hearts ‘ burned within them ’ , then is recognized ‘ in the breaking of the bread ’ ). 
10
 Matthew ’ s unique story of Jesus meeting his disciples  on a ‘ mountain ’ in Galilee  and commissioning them to disciple others, teaching them ‘ to obey everything that I have commanded you ’ is a powerful climax to Matthew ’ s gospel,  reflecting his interests in Jesus ’ authority and teaching. 
11
 John ’ s unique story of Thomas  reflects the fourth evangelist ’ s  emphasis on Jesus ’ divinity. 

12
 Each evangelist has selected a story of the resurrection which epitomizes his take on Jesus. 
 Mark could be included in that list, with his enigmatic ending, reminding us of the ‘ messianic  secret ’ .  And Paul ’ s list of witnesses in 1 Corinthians 15 is no exception: in responding to some of the Corinthian Christians who did not believe in the resurrection of physical bodies, Paul focusses on the leaders of the church he  knows and among whom he counts himself, and adds a remarkable appearance of Jesus to ‘ more than 500 people ’ at once. 
 Despite the differences, there is agreement among all the accounts that Jesus was crucified, buried, did rise on the Sunday following the ‘ Good Friday ’ crucifixion and appeared to his followers. They agree that women  followers of Jesus were the first to discover the empty tomb, something unlikely to have been invented in a male-dominated world. There are also various more specific agreements between the different accounts – for example, that the first Easter appearance of Jesus was to Peter (  Paul in 1 Corinthians and Luke). Reconciling the differences between the accounts is not straightforward, but there have been serious scholarly, and some less scholarly, attempts at harmonizing the differing New Testament (NT) accounts. 
13


 What is indisputable is that it was their strong and joyful conviction about Jesus ’ resurrection that led the first Christians to take the good news to the world and, in many cases, to give their lives for that good news.  What is also notable is that the Christians began to meet on the first day of the week rather than on the seventh day, the Jewish Sabbath. It  was seen as ‘ the Lord ’ s day ’ , celebrating the new age and new creation  associated with Jesus ’ resurrection. 
14


Ascension

 Luke describes Jesus ascending to heaven after his resurrection, both in his gospel and in the book of Acts. 

15
 The other gospels do not take the story on beyond the climax of the resurrection, though Jesus had spoken in his parables about ‘ going away ’ before his future return  in power and glory. And in John, the resurrected Jesus explicitly tells Mary Magdalene  to tell his disciples  : ‘ I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God. ’ 
16


 His post-Easter exaltation to the presence of God is presupposed at various places in the NT, 
17
 and from very early in the church ’ s  history the ascension and the future second coming of Jesus were key ingredients in Christian faith and life. Strikingly, and significantly, at the end of his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul  has the Aramaic  word  Maran ā th ā  – most probably to be translated ‘ Come Lord ’ . This is a likely clue to the lively belief of the first Aramaic-speaking Christians that Jesus was now in heaven, but coming back, soon! 
18


Some Conclusions

 The crucifixion should have been the end of the Jesus movement; its extraordinary survival, and revival, is a reflection of the Christians ’ conviction that Jesus came to life again. The NT accounts of Jesus ’ resurrection are inevitably controversial, with some arguing on philosophical grounds that they cannot be regarded as historical, since they make supra-historical claims (though that is true of much in the gospels); some claiming that they are based on fraud or delusions; and many scholars observing that the differences between the various accounts are not all easy to explain. On the other hand, the variety of different witnesses and the fact that the traditions of Jesus appearing after his resurrection are very early accounts (especially as attested by Paul)  tell in favour of their  historical basis. So do various features of the resurrection stories, notably the prominence in them of women  followers of Jesus and the transformation of the disciples  into a forceful missionary movement. If it happened, the resurrection was a unique event, and yet utterly in keeping with the message of the coming of the kingdom of God, which Jesus proclaimed and lived out. 
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 Final Conclusions, and Postscript 
 Part I of this book summarized some of what we know about the Jewish Palestinian context in which Jesus lived and worked, about the historical sources that tell us about him and about scholars ’ assessment of those sources and the story they tell. These sources must have been more minutely examined and discussed than almost any other documents in history, and there are any number of ideas and opinions about almost everything they describe. That might be a cause for historical despair, and is certainly a reason for scholarly caution about what can and cannot be ‘ proved ’ . However, despair is not necessary. There is much more historical evidence than people typically recognize, and the canonical gospels, in particular, deserve a fair hearing. The case for the gospel writers all having had independent access to very early traditions about Jesus is strong (with Paul  an important witness), and the evidence indicating that we are in touch with eyewitness  testimony in the gospels is good. 
 These conclusions are reinforced in Part II of the book, which goes through the story of Jesus in the gospels, noting scholarly opinions, but majoring on two questions: first, does the story make contextual sense, given what we know of first-century Palestine? And second, is there reason for thinking that the story is historically plausible, rather than a reflection of the ideas and theology of the authors and the post-Jesus church?  The answer that we have outlined is that certainly the gospel accounts reflect the contexts and ideas of those who wrote them down, and this affected the selection and shaping of the stories. However, there is no reason to suppose that the gospel writers were cavalier or careless with history, rather the opposite. What clearly emerges is a Jesus who makes sense in his first-century cultural, historical and religious context; and the gospel  accounts complement each other and have all sorts of historical allusions and references – to people and events and customs. They deserve to be taken seriously. 
 The Jesus who emerges was a Palestinian Jew from a Galilean  carpenter ’ s family; he was brought up in a fervently religious community that was looking forward to God ’ s promised salvation  for the Jewish people. He began his extraordinary career as a teacher and healer in association with the ascetic prophet John the Baptist;  at his baptism  he had a profound experience of calling by God and of relationship to God as ‘ Father ’ , something that would mark his whole ministry. 
 He was a strikingly authoritative teacher who announced, particularly through his striking parables,  that the longed-for reign of God was breaking in through his ministry. This was not just words, but was backed up by his own compassionate and miraculous  ministry: the sick were healed,  devils were cast out, storms were calmed, the hungry were fed and the dead came to life. People were amazed; he was reticent in making overt claims for himself, and yet he acted with extraordinary, even divine, authority. 
 He was a great person to be with – interesting, challenging, caring especially for those on the edge of society; he loved  people and they loved him. 
1
 He attracted a sizeable following in Galilee, but he faced serious opposition, primarily from other religious leaders. He began to explain to his puzzled followers that the final establishing of God ’ s kingdom  would be via suffering. Jerusalem and the Jewish nation would experience God ’ s judgement,  and Jesus himself would suffer: as God ’ s Son and servant  he would bring forgiveness of sins, and as the Passover  lamb he would bring redemption, the new covenant  and reconciliation to the world. 
 His final journey to Jerusalem ended with his opponents managing to get him crucified by the Roman authorities, and apparently bringing his movement and all the hopes associated with it to a grinding halt. But everything changed when his followers claimed that he was risen from the dead, and began to take that good news, not just to the people of Jerusalem and Palestine, but to the nations of the world. 

  Postscript … Relevance? 
 This book has sought to be comprehensive in summarizing what we know about Jesus and his context, but it has also necessarily been introductory, sketching out the relevant landscape and issues. Others, to whom I am indebted, have been much more thorough and detailed, and there are plenty of questions deserving more study, including about Jesus ’ context, the oral tradition  and the gospels and aspects of Jesus ’ teaching. But perhaps most important of all are questions about his relevance. 
 He has obvious relevance to Christians who claim that he is alive and that they have a relationship with him, that his kingdom  will come completely one day and that it is their responsibility to share it and live it. But does this man who challenged the assumptions of his world and who brought new perspectives and new life to many people have wider relevance in our world? Yes, his story deserves to be engaged with, because of its huge historical and cultural importance; he did change the world, irrevocably. But may there be more than that? 
 The world has advanced massively in terms of science and technology. But technology is not almighty, as the recent global pandemic has reminded us, and it is not the answer to all our human problems. The biggest issue facing our world today is surely the looming climate catastrophe, and the much-quoted words of Gus Speth, one of the world ’ s leading environmentalists, deserve to be heard: 
 I used to think that top global environmental problems were biodiversity loss, ecosystem collapse, and climate change. I thought that with 30 years of good science we could address these problems, but I was wrong. The top environmental problems are selfishness, greed, and apathy, and to deal with these we need a spiritual and cultural transformation. And we scientists don ’ t know how to do that. 
2


 It is arguable that Jesus precisely did know how to do that. If that is true, then his remarkable story and teaching may still hold a key to the salvation  of the world in the twenty-first century. 

 The kingdom of heaven is like a treasure that had been hidden in a field, which someone found. … In his joy he went and sold everything that he had and bought that field  . 
3
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