

Historical Jesus


Chapter Eight
The Historical Jesus
Preliminary Questions
Are the Gospels True?  For believers and for historians, the question of whether or not the gospels are “true” is important.  But often we are not clear on what we mean by “true.”  This chapter deals not with whether they are theologically true.  The Christian church long ago made the decision that they are.  Rather, we ask here about their historical accuracy.  If I know that what the gospels say that Jesus said and did is historically accurate, then I look at them one way.  If I do not have this confidence, then I may see them another way.

However, this way of putting the question is simplistic and can condemn us to taking hardened positions with little possibility of dialogue.  Remember our discussion of history in chapter 1.  The modern study of history is a product of the Enlightenment.  Modern historical study as it developed in the nineteenth century attempted to see the past as it actually was, to know “what really happened,” and to be “objective” in the pursuit of that knowledge, using solid evidence and right reasoning.  This simplified view of history has been challenged.  Post-modern thinkers, sociologists of knowledge, feminists, and others have drawn attention to the vested interests inherent in any interpretation of texts and reconstruction of history.  In a way, that should be obvious.  Most of us can appreciate that in assessing reports about anything, we should consider the sources.  But the point goes still deeper.  It is truly difficult, probably impossible, to escape one’s place in history and in society.  We are always enmeshed in a world that limits us in countless ways of which we are aware only dimly if at all.  To what degree is what we think affected by our place in society, the time in history in which we live, the presuppositions of the intellectual and social world in which we operate, the basic limitations of our knowledge, the limits of our senses, and so on?

It is easy to lose patience with this line of thought.  After all, is there not a “common sense” that all humans possess, and do we not have an intuitive and reliable sense of what is real and what is not, and that something either really did happen or really did not happen?  Actually, even this “common sense” approach is a philosophical stance.  “Common sense” can mean just what almost everyone in a particular place and time agrees on.  For example, “common sense” is obviously different for an upper-middle-class Christian person in the United States today than it is for a poor, jobless citizen of a non-democratic, undeveloped country.  Of course, we need not leave the United States to see such differences.  In a globalized world, we cannot escape the realization that groups and nations do not share “common sense” with one another.  We need to keep this in mind as we interpret gospel texts.  Our “common sense” interpretation is really interpretation that applies in an uncritical way the presuppositions and convictions of twenty-first-century westerners from a limited range of social and economic class.  That does not necessarily make something an “incorrect” interpretation, but it certainly means that our conclusions must be tentative and open to challenge.

Given all this, must we simply give up on “objective” historical research?  Most scholars would answer, “No.”  Most are aware of the serious issues surrounding any act of interpretation, but at the same time they do not deny that there are more and less adequate reconstructions of the past; some reconstructions are more true to what “actually happened” and some are less true.  At the same time, they recognize that one can make a reliable judgment about a relatively simple question such as whether Augustus Caesar really did rule Rome from 31 BCE to 14 CE, but that as soon as one goes beyond a simple chronicle, one enters a realm of judgment and interpretation operating within specific communities of discourse.  So the nature of Augustus’s rule can be seen in any number of ways, depending on the historian’s choice of and evaluation of evidence, the specific way in which that evidence contributes to an overview, the way in which that overview depends on a specific way of viewing reality, and so on.

There is yet another complicating factor in this study.  We are looking at texts that do not simply claim to convey history.  They proclaim religious truth.  They make statements about Jesus that go far beyond whether he lived at a particular period, or interacted with certain groups and individuals, or even did specific acts that were miraculous.  They make claims that he is the Jewish Messiah, or that he is God come down to earth.  Here we go well beyond what most historians would consider to be their expertise.  We are in the realm of religious faith.  But, of course, in a religion such as Christianity, focusing on a human being who walked the earth at a particular time and place, believers are accustomed to thinking that they have a firm historical foundation of what Jesus actually said and did on which to build their religion.  Indeed, Christianity (and Judaism) have often been polemically compared to other religions as based on historical fact rather than on mythological fancy.  If historical fact is challenged, then things tend to fall apart.  It is either all true or all false, many often think.  That makes the stakes of historical research extremely high.  For some Christians, it makes biblical criticism sacrilegious.

Faith and History.  The term “historical Jesus” can mislead.  It is too often taken to mean “facts” about Jesus that debunk religious belief about him.  It is true that over the past couple of centuries, some have aimed to discredit Christian beliefs, but they have not been the majority of Jesus scholars.  Historical research may affect how one thinks about Jesus, but does not necessarily undermine faith.  On the contrary, many consider it healthy for historical research to affect one’s theology.  Good history can make for good theology, and conversely, bad history has often produced regrettable results, as with, for example, portrayals of ancient Judaism by Christian scholars, theologians, and preachers, portrayals that have actually become active ingredients in theology and christology.
Historians who study Jesus do not resolve historical questions by resorting to church dogma.  Rather, they operate by the same rules of evidence and argument as do other historians.  Many theologians, who reflect on faith from within the believing community, pay attention to what historians say and take account of it as they do theology.  Their job differs from that of the historian.  Historical reconstruction can support, nourish, and at times challenge contemporary Christian theology, but it does not for most theologians determine it.  While historians concentrate on Jesus as experienced by his contemporaries, theologians also take into account later Christian reflection about Jesus, seen in the pronouncements of the great councils of the church, for example, as even more important for christology than what historical scholars may reconstruct about the earthly Jesus.

Questions beyond Historians’ Reach.  Some things are susceptible to historical investigation, others are not.  Suppose we invent a time machine and send emissaries back through the ages to witness Jesus’ crucifixion.  When they return, we ask them, “Was Jesus of Nazareth crucified outside Jerusalem around 30 C.E. under the Roman administration of Pontius Pilate?  And did he die for our sins?”  What could they answer?  They would be able to tell us the time and place of Jesus’ execution and who was Roman administrator at the time.  They might be able to tell us the Roman reasons for executing Jesus.  Perhaps they could report on interpretations of Jesus’ death, maybe including those of the disciples, of Jesus’ enemies, and of neutral observers.  They might even be able to shed light on how Jesus interpreted his own death.  But they could not, based on their own observations, know whether through Jesus’ death our sins are forgiven.  This is a matter for faith and theological interpretation, not susceptible to proof or disproof either by eyewitness or historians.  Jesus certainly died on a cross, and Christians believe he died for our sins, but these are two rather different sorts of truths.

What holds for our time-travelers is even more true of modern historians.  We can answer a range of questions through historical research, but historical study cannot prove or disprove theological claims.  Historians can investigate and make judgments about whether people said that God did such-and-such, but they cannot as historians know whether they were right.

Our example raises another aspect of history.  Even if we put theology aside as a way to explain things, history is not just a matter of chronicling events.  It is also a matter of assessing cause and effect.  So the philosophy and theology of the historian must have something to do with how she or he sees things.  Here is where things get interesting.

Is History Scientific?  Science depends on repeatable experiments, whereas history deals with one-time events.  Historians draw analogies, look for patterns, make comparisons.  They judge probability and hypothesize about cause-and-effect based on their views of human behavior, the nature of societies, the potential of technology, and other factors.  They remain open to evidence that challenges their hypotheses and are willing to change their positions to fit the evidence better.  But the events historians investigate are past and cannot be directly witnessed or repeated.  We do not have the past; we have only stories about it, relics from it, testimonies left behind by eyewitnesses or by those who heard about it later.  The evidence is often not clear or incontrovertible.  The historian makes judgments about this evidence and assesses these interpretations from the past.  This can be a somewhat “messy” business, resulting not in “solid fact” but in possible, plausible, or probable reconstructions.  
Even if we could experience the past directly, there would still be no simple “truth” available, any more than there is in our assessment of current events.  Interpretation is a part of our very experience of events.  We experience everything in light of our past experiences, our beliefs, worldviews, attitudes, place in history and society, and so on.
This all means that despite their best efforts, historians can never be completely “objective.”  One must have some sort of worldview to make sense of anything.  The answers one gets depend on the questions one asks, what one considers evidence, what methods one uses, what one’s philosophy is, what one’s experiences are.  But this need not mean simply that one’s ideology determines one’s historical judgment.  Most historians assume that some reconstructions are truer to the past than others, and that they should construct hypotheses that fit the evidence, not force the evidence into pre-conceived theories, and that they should be self-critical and willing to change their points of view in the light of new evidence or stronger arguments.
The Search for the Jesus of History.  A classic in historical Jesus study is Albert Schweitzer’s Quest for the Historical Jesus, published in 1906.  It reviews the attempts to capture the historical Jesus by scholars of the preceding years, beginning with the posthumous publication in 1778 of parts of the work of H. S. Reimarus.  It shows that these attempts always produced a reconstruction of Jesus with a striking resemblance to the interpreter.  The interpreters generally subscribed to liberal Protestant theology, which thought that the church had been untrue to Jesus by espousing doctrines that he never would have accepted.  Jesus, in their eyes, came to preach universal truths such as the fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of humans.  He advocated a simple principle of love, not a complicated religion driven by dogma.  In other words, Jesus was really a liberal Protestant. 
The nineteenth-century lives display a universal tendency in both scholarship and christology.  We tend to see Jesus in our own image.  What we approve of, he surely “must have” approved of.  What we consider good, he “must have” thought good.  Our christology surely corresponds to what Jesus thought of himself.  This certainly makes Jesus relevant.  It is, however, open to serious historical debate.
Schweitzer’s book brought to a close what came to be called the first quest for the historical Jesus.  Significantly, the failure of his predecessors did not prevent Schweitzer from delineating his own historical Jesus.  It pushed him to pursue more adequate methods and a more defensible portrait.  While nineteenth-century lives of Jesus made him a liberal, nineteenth-century Christian, Schweitzer did the opposite.  He adopted the insights of Johannes Weiss, who in 1892 made a strong case for an eschatological Jesus, who expected God’s imminent intervention in history.  Schweitzer’s Jesus was apocalyptic, one so different from Schweitzer’s contemporaries as to be barely comprehensible to them.  The conviction that Jesus was an eschatological figure was immensely influential in the twentieth century.  Toward the end of that century and into the present, scholars are divided over whether such terms do Jesus justice.
Schweitzer’s work did not result immediately in a new quest.  World War I undermined the optimistic view that history evolved and progressed, and in its wake the theology of Karl Barth, which present God as totally other and God’s word as confronting the world, contrasted markedly with liberal theology.  The immensely influential New Testament scholar, Rudolf Bultmann, considered the quest to be futile.  It was not possible to get back to Jesus because the church had altered and even invented traditions, and it was theologically wrong to base faith on historical research.  Dunn has suggestively called the first quest a flight from dogma and the reaction to it a flight from history.

In 1953, one of Bultmann’s students, Ernst Käsemann, called for a new historical quest, insisting that to ignore the historical Jesus was to engage in a sort of docetism, a bypassing of his true humanity and engagement in history.  Thus investigating the historical Jesus was theologically necessary.  The new quest recognized that historians could not write a biography of Jesus that revealed his inner life or that depended heavily on the narrative elements composed by the evangelists to frame Jesus’ words and deeds.  Instead, they laid emphasis on the continuity between the historical Jesus and the church’s gospel proclamation, the technical term for which was kerygma, Greek for “proclamation.”
Many consider that more recent studies constitute a third quest.  It is distinctive in its emphasis on the Jewishness of Jesus, greater attention to recent advances in understanding late Second Temple Judaism, and interest in social-scientific insights into Jesus’ milieu.  Earlier scholarship often set Jesus over against other Jews and contrasted his teachings and practices with those of his Jewish contemporaries.  Such contrasts always worked to denigrate Judaism and amounted to little more than Christian propaganda. 
Why Bother?  On just about every aspect of the historical study of Jesus there are disagreements.  Many have deserted the quest, or never seriously engaged in it, because they see no potential for conclusive answers.  Fundamentalists and other conservative Christians disapprove of the quest because they believe that biblical text is inerrant all matters, including historical ones.  But the quest will continue, for several reasons.  For historians, how can they resist studying such a significant figure?  For believers, how can they not ask about the human Jesus, if he speaks and acts for God?  That there can be no absolutely reliable answers should not deter us.  The same is surely true of theology and christology as well.  Christians have advocated a bewildering variety of interpretations of Jesus.  If they were to look for absolute answers on which all could agree, they would stop talking about Christ altogether.

Finally, discussion of Jesus rests on countless assumptions about what is considered historical.  It is too easy to accommodate the gospel narratives to our own views or assume that they present something close to a simple recording of events.  To abandon this quest is to cease examining and debating those assumptions.  We need to discuss and assess evidence, debate method, and engage in self-criticism and self-awareness.  We will never reach universal agreement, but there is much to be said for the dialogue and debate.

Sources

The canonical Gospels are the main sources for the historical Jesus.  Mark is the earliest, and when Matthew and Luke get their material from Mark, we cannot consider them independent sources.  Q is another source used by Matthew and Luke.  All other independent traditions witnessed to by Matthew and Luke are spoken of as M and L.  Therefore, Mark, Q, M, and L constitute independent sources for our work.  Although there are important differences between these four sources, the Synoptics do not read as if they were stitched together from works radically different in tone and content.  Material in these sources is fairly consistent in character.  This is the more evident when we compare the Synoptics to the gospel of John.  There we do see striking differences in style, form, and content.  It is hard to believe that Jesus was both as he is in the Synoptics and as he is in John.  

The vast majority of scholars think that the Synoptics have greater claim to overall historical accuracy than does John.  There is a general tendency in the early church to exalt Jesus, and Jesus is obviously more exalted in John than in the Synoptics.  In John, he is God, present at the creation.  His message on earth mainly concerns his own identity.  He claims to be Son of God, Messiah, the light of the world, and so on.  We see none of this in the Synoptics, where he spends most of his time talking about the kingdom of God and acting to bring it about.  It is more likely that the Johannine tradition has exalted Jesus than that the Synoptic traditions have make him less godlike.  Nonetheless, John’s gospel does supply some useful material for historical study.

The Synoptics are also theological interpretations of Jesus, as we have seen.  They augment, subtract from, and rewrite the material they inherit.  Each has a distinct slant on Jesus.  We can use our insight into their distinctive views to aid us in historical judgment.  Identifying the evangelists’ redaction enables us to recover earlier forms of sayings or events.  It can also suggest to what degree the evangelists or their communities produced stories or sayings, and whether or not such material departs from or is in continuity with earlier Jesus tradition.

Paul’s letters also provide helpful material.  Some confirms what we already know – that Jesus was a Jew and observed the Torah (Gal 4:4), was crucified (Phil 2:8), and that early Christians believed he had been raised from the dead (1 Cor 15:3-8).  They also confirm what seemed likely – that he forbade divorce (1 Cor 7:10-11), had brothers, one of whom was James (Gal 1:19), had an inner circle of twelve (1 Cor 15:5), perhaps was betrayed by one of his own (1 Cor 11:23), and shared a final meal with disciples at which he spoke words taken to be the institution of the Eucharist (1 Cor 11:23-25).  Paul reproduces little of Jesus’ teaching.  He has abundant opportunity to quote Jesus in dealing with church problems but seldom does so.  Rather, Jesus’ death and resurrection, interpreted in terms of his own theology, occupy Paul’s attention.

Recently, non-canonical Christian documents have received more attention historical Jesus study, especially the Gospel of Thomas and the Gospel of Peter.  Scholars have eagerly scoured Thomas for relevant material.  Much of Thomas is Gnostic and therefore more useful for understanding later Christian views than the historical Jesus.  A couple of its sayings not in the canonical gospels may go back to the historical Jesus, but they tell us nothing new.  There are some other sayings in Thomas that are in the Synoptics and that seem to be in a more original form in Thomas, since they do not show the Synoptics’ redactional features.  Thomas has also become important in discussions of whether Jesus thought apocalyptically.  Some sayings that in the Synoptics have apocalyptic contexts are present in Thomas without such contexts.  This raises the question of whether or not the sayings were originally apocalyptic.

Christians are apt to think that Jesus’ life and death was the most important thing to happen in late Second Temple Jewish Palestine or even in the entire world.  For Christians, he is.  But Jesus is barely a blip on the radar screens of first-century Jews and Romans.  Jesus was important enough to attract the attention of the Jerusalem authorities and of the Roman prefect.  He was condemned to death by Pilate.  However, many Palestinian Jews died at Roman hands during this period.  Josephus tells us that around the time Jesus was born, a Roman administrator, Varus, crucified two thousand Jews.  Indeed, two Jewish revolutionaries were crucified alongside Jesus.  In this sense, Jesus is not unusual. 

We hear almost nothing of Jesus in non-Christian literature of the first century, Jewish or otherwise.  Josephus has a couple of short references to him.  The Roman historians Tacitus and Suetonius, writing in the early part of the second century, mention him briefly but tell us nothing we did not already know and may get their information from Christian sources.  A Roman governor in Asia Minor, Pliny the Younger, writes about Christians toward the beginning of the second century.  He says that Christians met daily and sang hymns to Christ as a god.  This tells us something about later Christian practice but possibly nothing about Jesus himself.  (See Hurtado’s study of worship of Jesus in the early church.)  Rabbinic documents are too late to help us.  The first of them to be written down, the Mishnah, was set in writing around 200 C.E. and says nothing about Jesus.  The Talmuds, written between around 400 and 600 C.E., refer to him, but they are late and give no clearly independent information.

Josephus on Jesus

Josephus’ writings contain a paragraph about Jesus worth our attention.  Josephus was not a Christian, so some parts of the paragraph are clearly Christian interpolations.  We italicize Christian additions in the following quote. 

At this time there appeared Jesus, a wise man, if indeed one should call him a man.  For he was a doer of startling deeds, a teacher of people who receive the truth with pleasure.  And he gained a following both among many Jews and among many of Greek origin.  He was the Messiah.  And when Pilate, because of an accusation made by the leading men among us, condemned him to the cross, those who loved him previously did not cease to do so.  For he appeared to them on the third day, living again, just as the divine prophets had spoken of these and countless other wondrous things about him.  And up until this very day the tribe of Christians, named after him, has not died out.  (Ant. 18.63-64; quoted from Meier).

This passage shows how Jesus looked to a Jew outside his movement.  For Josephus, Jesus was a teacher and someone who did extraordinary deeds.  Pilate condemned Jesus to crucifixion on the basis of accusations made by Jewish leaders.  Josephus knows of the ongoing Christian movement.  Most of this confirms what we know from the Gospels.  Josephus’s belief that Jesus had Gentile followers may be influenced by his knowledge of the later Christian movement.
This is one of only two references to Jesus in Josephus.  In the second, Josephus tells of the execution of James, “brother of Jesus, who was called Christ” (Ant. 20.197), by the high priest Ananus.

Criteria of Authenticity

Scholars have developed a set of criteria to help determine what is historical.  Some criteria have proven more useful than others, and all are subject to debate.  None are sufficient in themselves.  Together, they supply guidelines and methods that help us get “behind” the gospels to a plausible historical reconstruction.

Dissimilarity.  This criterion excludes material that fits closely Judaism of Jesus’ time or early Christianity, so it is sometimes called the principle of double dissimilarity.  Taken too far, it dismisses from consideration anything that Jesus shares with his fellow Jews or supporting continuity between Jesus and the church.  N. T. Wright has refined the criterion, suggesting that we look for material understandable within Jesus’ Jewish context but distinctive within it, on the one hand, and things that are not identical with early Christian beliefs but make comprehensible how early Christian beliefs emerged, on the other hand.

Embarrassment.  The principle of embarrassment identifies material that the early church would not have invented because of its embarrassing or problematic nature.  For example, if the gospels portray one of Jesus’ disciples as a betrayer, then it probably happened that way.  The early church would hardly have made it up.

Multiple Attestation.  Multiple attestation means being attested in more than one independent source.  Generally speaking, we think that the following sources are independent of one another: Mark, Q, John, M, L, Paul.  Another sort of multiple attestation is that of form.  When something is attested in a variety of forms, that bolsters the argument that it is authentic.  For example, miracles are mentioned in sayings and narrated in stories.

Coherence:  When something coheres with material isolated according to the previous principles, it may be authentic.

Linguistic and Environmental Context.  Things that do not fit the context of early first-century Jewish society in Palestine should be excluded.

Rejection and Execution.  Reconstructions that cannot account for Jesus’ execution at the hands of the Romans are inadequate.

Result.  The movement Jesus began continued after his death.  There must have been aspects of Jesus’ person and work that made that possible.  This is not to say that Jesus intended to found a new religion, for most Jesus scholars maintain that he did not.  

A Combination of Principles and Methods.  Authors such as Meier and Crossan begin with well-defined principles by which they judge the evidence, and they build up their image bit by bit.  Sanders follows a different method.  He thinks that on the basis of our knowledge of the times in which Jesus lived and the overall character of the Jesus traditions, one can hypothesize about the most appropriate interpretation of Jesus and then test that picture against the evidence.  The evidence, for him, consists not primarily of the sayings material, whose authenticity is hard to prove and that is open to many interpretations.  He prefers to assemble “virtually indisputable facts” and base his picture on them.  Once he forms a picture of Jesus in this way, he can consider how sayings support or challenge that picture.

The “Facts” about Jesus

We begin with Sanders’s “facts.”  We present the list, look at each item briefly and then examine several items in more detail.  The list in this form is an adaptation of Sanders, taken from Murphy (pp. 336-37).

▪ Jesus was born c. 4 B.C.E. near the time of the death of Herod the Great.

▪ He spent his childhood and early adult years in Nazareth, a Galilean village.

▪ He was baptized by John the Baptist.

▪ He was a Galilean who preached and healed.

▪ He called disciples and spoke of there being twelve.

▪ He taught in the towns, villages, and countryside of Galilee (apparently not the cities).

▪ He confined his activity to Israel.

▪ He preached “the kingdom of God.”

▪ About the year 30 he went to Jerusalem for Passover.

▪ He engaged in a controversy about the temple and created a disturbance in the temple area.

▪ He had a final meal with his disciples.

▪ He was arrested and interrogated by Jewish authorities, specifically the high priest.

▪ He was executed on the orders of the Roman prefect, Pontius Pilate, being crucified outside Jerusalem by Roman soldiers.

▪ His disciples at first fled.

▪ They saw him (in what sense is uncertain) after his death.

▪ As a consequence, they believed he would return to found the kingdom.

▪ They formed a community to await his return and sought to win others to faith in him as God’s Messiah.

▪ At least some Jews persecuted at least parts of the new movement (Gal. 1.13, 22; Phil. 3.6), and it appears that this persecution endured at least to a time near the end of Paul’s career (II Cor. 11.24; Gal. 5.11; 6.12; cf. Matt. 23.34; 10:17).

Born in 4 B.C.E.  Both Matthew and Luke assert that Jesus was born in the reign of Herod the Great (40-4 B.C.E.).  They do so independently, for the differences in the infancy narratives are so great that no reliance on a shared source is likely.

Raised in Nazareth.  Nazareth does not appear in the Hebrew Bible, nor does Josephus mention it.  There would be no reason for early Christians to claim that Jesus was raised there if it were not so.

Baptized by John the Baptist.  This is independently attested by Mark, John, and Q, and as we shall see below, Christian tradition demonstrates embarrassment with it.

A Galilean Who Preached and Healed.  That Jesus preached is widely attested in all of the Jesus material and in all forms in which it was passed down.  Jesus’ healing appears in multiple independent sources – Mark, John, Q, M, L.

Called Disciples and Spoke of Twelve.  There is no doubt that Jesus had disciples.  His movement would not have continued beyond his death without them.  That there was an inner group of twelve is multiply attested – Mark, John, Q, and Paul (1 Cor 15:5).

Taught in Galilee’s Countryside.  Most of Jesus’ active ministry took place in Galilee, much of it in the small villages.  He did visit some larger towns, such as Capernaum on the shore of the Sea of Galilee (apparently a base for his operations in the area), but he is never said to enter a major city.  Galilee’s capital, Sepphoris, is only about four miles from Nazareth.  It was a Hellenized city, often thought by scholars to be shunned by Jews.  Recent research suggests a largely Jewish city.  It is unclear whether Jesus did not go there because of its Hellenistic tone or for some other reason.  He likely thought that he would get a more receptive audience in Galilee’s villages and towns.

Confined His Activity to Israel.  There are few concrete instances of Jesus interacting with Gentiles.  General statements that he moved around in Gentile territory tell us little, because we do not hear much of what he did there.

Preached Kingdom of God.  This is multiply attested and prominent in the traditions.

About 30 C.E. Went to Jerusalem for Passover.  This is multiply attested (Mark and John) and explains a good deal about his death, as we shall see.

Details of Passion.  The items in the list dealing with the passion – the final meal, the arrest, Jerusalem authorities deciding he must die, condemnation by Pilate, Jesus’ death, flight of the disciples, disciples’ belief that they saw him alive after his death, their conviction that he would return – all are multiply attested.

Christian Community.  The establishment of Christian communities after Jesus’ death is a matter of public record.  In some places this aroused some Jewish opposition.

The Infancy Narratives

Texts written in the second century and later concerning Jesus’ birth and childhood are not good historical sources.  We have found the Infancy Gospel of James (Protevangelium of James) and the Infancy Gospel of Thomas to be highly fanciful narratives, full of legendary elements.  The infancy narratives of Matthew and Luke (Matt 1-2; Luke 1-2) are heavily theologically charged.  For example, Matthew’s narrative proves that Jesus fulfills five citations from Israel’s prophets.  It also draws parallels between Jesus and Moses.  Luke has his own theological motivations.  When we compare the two synoptic infancy narratives, their differences are immediately apparent.  Both Matthew and Luke have Jesus born in Bethlehem and raised in Nazareth, but they do so by different means.  In Matthew, Jesus’ family lives in Bethlehem.  He is born in a house there.  They flee to Egypt because Herod is trying to kill Jesus.  When Herod dies, an angel warns Joseph not to return to Judea because Herod’s son Archelaus now rules there.  They go to Nazareth instead.  In Luke, Joseph and Mary are natives of Nazareth and go to Bethlehem to register in a census decreed by Caesar Augustus.  There is no room at the inn, so Jesus is born in a manger.  After a visit to Jerusalem, they return to Nazareth.  The differences between Matthew and Luke are apparent.  It is also impossible to reconcile Matthew’s idea that Herod was seeking to kill Jesus with Luke’s scene of Jesus being publicly acclaimed in the temple eight days after his birth.

Luke’s census is highly questionable.  Such an undertaking for “the whole world” would be without precedent – nor has this extraordinary event left any trace in historical sources.  A census requiring everyone to travel to the city of one’s ancestors would be unworkable even today, with modern modes of transportation.  Note that Luke is not saying that Joseph was actually from Bethlehem.  It is just that he was a descendant of King David, whose home village was Bethlehem.  Here Luke’s theological motivation stands out.  The evangelist John shows no knowledge of Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem.  He mentions that people expected the Messiah to be born in Bethlehem but knew that Jesus was not born there (7:41-43).
All in all, Matthew’s and Luke’s infancy narratives tell us little of historical worth.  They do agree, however, that Jesus was born under Herod the Great (died 4 BCE), so most accept that.  Also, they both say that Jesus grew up in Nazareth.  There is no reason to make that up, so most scholars accept that as well.  Matthew and Luke agree on the virgin birth as well, but that is something which historians cannot judge.

Jesus’ Childhood

We know nothing of Jesus’ childhood.  Luke provides one anecdote about the twelve-year-old Jesus amazing teachers of the Law in the temple with his knowledge.  This is the sort of story one would expect concerning an important figure in the ancient world.  In his autobiography, Josephus says about himself: “When I was a child, and about fourteen years of age, I was commended by all for the love I had to learning; on which account the high priests and principal men of the city came then frequently to me together, in order to know my opinion about the accurate understanding of points of the law” (Life 2).

Jesus and John the Baptist

Mark tells us that John was in the wilderness by the Jordan River, “proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins,” and that Jesus was baptized by John (1:4-5).  Modern Christians are familiar with baptism for the forgiveness of sins, but how would John’s baptism be understood in his own context?

John was a prophet, preaching in the wilderness, attracting crowds and baptizing them.  In Q, John predicts an imminent fiery judgment to overtake the wicked and warns his listeners to prepare (Q 3:7-9).  This makes John an eschatological prophet.  For him, history was reaching a climax and God was about to intervene to set things straight.

The gospels paint John in the colors of Elijah, the ninth-century Israelite prophet who railed against the idolatry of the Israelite king Ahab and his wife Jezebel (1 Kings 17-19, 21; 2 Kings 1-2).  Elijah ascended to heaven in a fiery chariot (2 Kings 2:11-12), so he did not die.  This caught the attention of the postexilic prophet Malachi, at the end of whose book is the prophecy, “Lo, I will send you the prophet Elijah before the great and terrible day of the LORD comes.  He will turn the hearts of parents to their children and the hearts of children to their parents, so that I will not come and strike the land with a curse” (4:5-6).  The day of the Lord means judgment day.  Discord between parents and children indicates a society that ignores God’s will and a world falling apart.  Malachi expects Elijah to warn Israel before God comes to judge so that it has a chance to repent.  In the Synoptics, John the Baptist resembles Elijah in the place of his dwelling, the wilderness, in his dress and food, and in his function and message (Mark 1:6; 2 Kings 1:8; Mal 4:5-6).

John was not alone in his hopes.  We know of at least three other prophets like him.  During the administration of the Roman governor Fadus (44-46 CE), Theudas and his followers went to the Jordan River and predicted that it would split and allow them to cross.  This would repeat what happened in the days of Joshua, an event that itself echoed the miraculous crossing of the Red Sea (Josh 3; Exod 14).  Fadus dispatched cavalry, killed many, captured Theudas, and executed him.  About a decade later (ca. 56 CE), a Jewish prophet from Egypt whose name has been forgotten led a crowd to the Mount of Olives east of Jerusalem and proclaimed that at his command Jerusalem’s walls would fall, allowing entrance into the city.  This recalls the battle of Jericho in Josh 6, where God causes the walls to fall so as to deliver the city to the Israelites.  Again the Romans attacked them, although this time the prophet escaped, never to be heard from again.  A similar episode occurred among the Samaritans in the 30s.  A prophet led a crowd up the Samaritan sacred mountain, Gerizim, convinced that God would reveal the hidden sacred vessels from the first Samaritan temple, thus signaling eschatological restoration.  Pilate responded with such force that even his Roman superiors disapproved, resulting in his removal from office in 36 C.E.  

All of these incidents involved prophets who kindled hope that God would intervene on behalf of Israel as in the past.  In all cases the Romans reacted repressively.  The wilderness setting is significant for these prophets and for John the Baptist as well.  It was fraught with meaning in Israel’s history.  At the exodus, Israel fled from Egypt to the wilderness.  There they were tested by God, benefited from God’s mercy and protection, and received the Torah.  In the eighth century, the prophet Hosea speaks of God bringing Israel back to the wilderness where, like a suitor seeking a bride, he will woo Israel.  There God will purify and renew Israel.

Both the gospels and Josephus say that Herod Antipas executed John (Mark 6:14-29 and parallels; Ant. 18.116-119).  In the gospels, Herod’s wife Herodias instigates his death, because John condemned her marriage as violating Torah.  In Josephus, Herod eliminates John because he fears his influence over the people.  John’s fate is the same as that of the other three eschatological prophets.  They operated in territory under direct Roman administration.  John worked in an area controlled by Herod, so Herod executed him.  In each case, an eschatological message brought unwelcome attention from the authorities, who saw it as a threat.

John differs from these prophets in that he baptized.  Washing with water was a common Jewish ritual, effecting ritual purity.  It was especially important when entering the temple, where a high degree of purity was required, or when the priests were to engage in their sacred duties, which called for a still higher degree of purity.  Ritual washing was important in the community of the Dead Sea Scrolls.  Maintenance of purity was key for them, both because they believed that God’s angels were among them, and because God and God’s angels were soon to intervene in human history.

In these other cases, washing was repeated.  John’s baptism was a one-time affair.  God would judge the people soon, and baptism signified repentance and cleansing in preparation for judgment.  Christians generally believe that Jesus was sinless (Heb 4:15), so this raises the question of why he would have to repent.  Individual sin may not be the best model for understanding John’s baptism or the reason that Jesus accepted it.  The ancients were less individualistic than we, and their identity was more dependent on membership in groups than is ours.  Jesus’ coming for baptism may have less to do with a personal sense of sinfulness than with an identification with Israel.  As Israel prepared itself through repentance for God’s judgment, Jesus expressed solidarity with his people.

Why accept Jesus’ baptism and relationship with John as historically accurate?  The criterion of embarrassment applies here.  Matthew, Luke, and John found aspects of Jesus’ relationship with John problematic.  Matthew rewrites Mark’s version of Jesus’ baptism.  Matthew says, “John would have prevented him, saying, ‘I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?’  But Jesus answered him, ‘Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness’” (3:14-15).  These words appear in no other gospel.  They assume that the greater baptizes the lesser.  Jesus tells John that his baptism accords with God’s will.  It is just “for now.”  It does not signify Jesus’ subordination to John.

Luke takes a different tack.  He never says that John baptizes Jesus, although his narrative implies it.  Instead, he says simply that Jesus “was baptized” (3:21).  And he puts off saying that until he says that Herod imprisoned John (3:20).  This is subtle, but in the infancy narrative Luke makes John’s subordination to Jesus clear.  There Luke recounts the annunciations and the births in parallel, and there is no question that John’s significance is purely as one who prepares the way for Jesus.

John’s gospel devotes the most attention to this issue.  In this gospel, the Baptist never baptizes Jesus at all!  He says he saw the Spirit descend on Jesus but does not say when (1:29-34).  The prologue to John’s gospel contains two references to John the Baptist (1:6-9, 15).  They interrupt the prologue’s poetic flow, so they seem to be added to a pre-existent piece.  The essence of the insertions is contained in the words, “He (John) himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light” (1:8).  This raises the possibility that someone thought that the Baptist was himself the light.

John’s gospel proper opens with “the Jews” questioning John about his identity.  “He confessed and did not deny it, but confessed, ‘I am not the Messiah’” (1:20).  The Baptist also denies that he is Elijah or “the prophet” (1:21).  He then says he is merely the forerunner of Jesus.  In 3:26, a disciple of the Baptist complains that Jesus baptizes nearby and that everyone is going to him.  John explains again that he himself is not the Messiah, merely his forerunner, and “he must increase, but I must decrease” (3:25-30).  Finally, we get the inconsistent statements in chapter 4: “The Pharisees had heard, ‘Jesus is making and baptizing more disciples than John’ – although it was not Jesus himself but his disciples who baptized’” (4:1-2).  It may be that Jesus baptized for a time, but that to differentiate Jesus from John, that information was suppressed except for John 3:26 and 4:1.  Even as the evangelist preserves this detail, he negates it.  If the evangelist expends so much effort to rebut claims about John, chances are the relationship between John and Jesus is problematic.

Clearly the canonical gospels have trouble handling the idea that John baptized Jesus.  The problem as perceived by the evangelists suggests that Jesus began his public career by being baptized by John and perhaps joining John’s following.  At some point, Jesus left John and began an independent career.  John 1:35-37 suggests that he took some of John’s followers with him.  John 3:26-30 indicates that this caused rivalry with John’s remaining disciples.  A second block of Baptist material in Q (the first has to do with Jesus’ baptism) preserves hints of the breakup (Matt 11:2-19; Luke 7:18-35).  John hears of Jesus’ activities and sends disciples with the question, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”  This is an odd question if John has already recognized Jesus as the one who is to come.  But a close reading reveals that none of the Synoptics actually says that John acknowledges Jesus as such.  Only the fourth gospel does so.  There are two ways we could read the Baptist’s question.  Either John has already accepted Jesus as the one to come and Jesus’ actions now make him doubt, or John has not previously accepted Jesus and now Jesus’ actions make him think that Jesus might be the one.  Jesus’ response to John make the former more likely, at least from Q’s point of view.  Jesus lists his accomplishments and then says, “And blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me” (Q 7:23).  This implies that Jesus’ actions, such as healings, might cause offense.  Since he says this to John, it suggests that John is in fact offended.

How could anyone object to these acts?  The key lies in Jesus’ other sayings in this passage.  Jesus criticizes those who accept neither his message nor John’s.  He notes that John came living an ascetic lifestyle and was accused of being possessed.  Jesus “came eating and drinking, and they say, ‘Look, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!” (Matt 11:19).  Early Christians did not invent this accusation.  It is likely that Jesus did something to invite such criticism, even if it is untrue.  The gospels are replete with stories of Jesus eating.  He used banqueting to symbolize the kingdom.  And he also drinks.  He does so at the Last Supper, and he tells his disciples that he will drink with them again in the kingdom.  So John and Jesus led radically different lives.  If John thought that his lifestyle was part of his message, then Jesus’ lifestyle may have offended him.

Jesus worked in the towns, John in the wilderness.  John was a stern, hellfire-and-brimstone preacher.  Jesus delivered some harsh judgments, but this was not his general tone.  He emphasized the positive side of the kingdom – liberation of the poor, oppressed, and suffering, healing, and forgiveness.  John baptized; if Jesus did so, he stopped early in his ministry.  While John was in the wilderness preaching a baptism to wash away sins, Jesus was in the villages using meals to symbolize God’s generosity, forgiveness, and care for the marginalized.  Jesus performed healings, while John did not.  Jesus saw his ministry as an extension of John’s; John may have seen it differently.

Like many who progress beyond their teachers, Jesus respected John.  He says that John is a prophet and “more than a prophet.”  He also says, “I tell you, among those born of women no one is greater than John; yet the least in the kingdom of God is greater than he.”  This expresses Jesus high estimation of John but places him in an earlier stage of God’s dealings with Israel.

Jesus’ association with John tells us much.  Jesus began his career moved by John’s eschatological message.  He agreed with John that God was about to act definitively to change the world.  This form of thought is often considered apocalyptic.  Apocalypticism was a feature of early Christian thought, very prominent in the New Testament.  If Jesus began his career by receiving John’s eschatological baptism, and if the early Christian movement was apocalyptic, it becomes likely that Jesus thought in apocalyptic terms.  This helps to explain Jesus’ death, for each of the eschatological prophets we have studied experienced violent repression.

The End, in Jerusalem

No one doubts that Jesus was crucified by the Roman administrator of Judea, Pontius Pilate, around the year 30 C.E., just outside Jerusalem.  Jesus died a criminal’s death.  This is not the kind of thing a religious group fabricates about its founder.  So it must have been so.

Crucifixion was a horrible, inhumane punishment.  It was meant to be.  The Romans used crucifixion to instill terror.  They crucified those whom they wished to make examples.  Crucifixions were public, carried out in places where they could be witnessed by large numbers of people.  The Romans reserved this extreme penalty for criminals who were most disruptive to their rule and prosperity – hardened criminals, slaves, and political offenders.  Jesus was neither a hardened criminal nor a slave.  In the trials before the high priest and Pilate, three charges are made against Jesus.  One relates to his threat against the temple, a second to his claims to kingship, and a third to his claims to be Son of God.

When Pilate crucifies Jesus, he affixes a sign to the cross reading “The King of the Jews” (Mark 14:26).  This detail may be authentic.  Romans sometimes did this, but not always.  The title “King of the Jews” was not one that the early Christians revered.  They did make messiah a central category for understanding Jesus.  Since a messiah was often a king, this is how Pilate would have interpreted it.  Even if Jesus did not explicitly call himself a messiah, his proclamation of the kingdom of God could arouse such suspicions.  And Pilate would have been quick to act on such charges during Passover in Jerusalem.  The population of Jerusalem swelled dramatically during this pilgrimage feast, some estimate to four times its usual size.  Passover commemorated the exodus, an event of national liberation.  Roman administrators generally resided in Caesarea on the coast, not in Jerusalem in the inland hill country.  They came to Jerusalem when necessary.  Passover was one of those times.  This explains Pilate’s presence and his vigilance concerning disturbances.

Another of the charges against Jesus was that he threatened the temple.  When Jesus arrived in Jerusalem, he created a commotion in the temple.  According to Mark, “He entered the temple and began to drive out those who were selling and those who were buying in the temple, and he overturned the tables of the money changers and the seats of those who sold doves” (11:15).  He prevents anyone from carrying anything through the temple.  He then quotes a combination of Isaiah and Jeremiah: “Is it not written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations’?  But you have made it a den of robbers’” (11:17).  

As Mark tells the story, Jesus was upset at commerce in the temple.  It is not clear, however, whether the point is that buying and selling itself has no place in the temple, or that the sellers and money changers are dishonest.  It is difficult to see how the business of the temple, where animal sacrifice was central, could be carried on commerce, especially when pilgrims came from afar.  Money offerings would have to conform to certain standards as well.  The Ten Commandments forbade images, so coins with the image of the emperor would not do and had to be exchanged for imageless coins.

Commercial exchange occurred in the Court of the Gentiles, the temple’s outermost court.  It did not take place in the holier temple precincts.  Some who were stricter might not have been satisfied with this.  A text from among the Dead Sea Scrolls speaks of the day when the entire city of Jerusalem will be holy, to the extent that no sexual activity takes place within it (CD 12), and Zechariah looks forward to a Jerusalem so holy that even everyday items like horse trappings and daily cookware will be sacred (12:20-20).  Zechariah says, “There shall no longer be traders in the house of the LORD of hosts on that day.”  Jesus may have been deeply concerned for the temple’s purity, but elsewhere he shows little interest in such matters.

Sanders takes a different tack.  He regards overturning the tables as a symbolic act, the kind of sign performed by prophets.  Overturning symbolizes destruction.  Therefore, Jesus was foretells the destruction of the temple.  Indeed, in all four canonical gospels Jesus does speak of the temple’s destruction: “Not one stone will be left here upon another; all will be thrown down” (Mark 13:2; Matt 24:2; Luke 21:6).  In John’s gospel, Jesus says, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up” (2:19).  John interprets this figuratively, taking it to refer to the resurrection (2:21).  “The Jews” take him literally, saying Jesus could not possibly build the temple in three days, but they misunderstand.  The narrator explains, “He was speaking of the temple of his body” (2:21).  The same issue arises at Jesus’ trial before the high priest.  Mark claims that “false witnesses” say that Jesus exclaimed, “I will destroy this temple that is made with hands, and in three days I will build another, not made with hands” (14:55-58).  Matthew alters this slightly.  There Jesus is accused of saying, “I am able to destroy the temple of God and to build it in three days” (26:61).  Talking about the destruction about the temple would be dangerous.  Temple priests administered Jerusalem and surroundings for the Romans, so prophecy against the temple undermined Roman order. 

Many scholars are skeptical that Jesus uttered the combined quotation from Isaiah and Jeremiah when cleansing the temple, though most agree that his temple action was prophetic and symbolic.  It is hard to believe that Jesus performed that act without remembering Jeremiah’s prophecy against the temple (Jer 7 and 26).  Jeremiah prophesies at the temple that unless worshipers obey God’s will regarding social justice and idolatry, God will destroy the temple (Jer 7:1-15).  In Jer 26, priests, prophets, and “all the people” react to Jeremiah’s prophecy by saying, “You shall die.”  Jeremiah is put on trial in Jerusalem.  Powerful members of Judean society defend him, and he survives.  Another man prophesies the same thing as Jeremiah at the same time, and he is condemned to death and executed.

  In 62 C.E., four years before the Jewish rebellion against the Romans, another Jesus prophesied against Jerusalem.  He went about the city shouting about “a voice against Jerusalem and the sanctuary.”  The leading citizens had him arrested, punished, and released.  He persisted, so they seized him again and dragged him before the Roman governor, who scourged and released him.  He persisted, and he finally died during the war.  Parallels with Jesus of Nazareth are intriguing: prophecy against Jerusalem, trials before Jewish officials and Roman governor, scourging.  This other Jesus escaped execution, perhaps because he did not have a following as did Jesus of Nazareth.

The connection with Jer 7 may be key to Jesus’ prophetic action.  Jeremiah tells the people not trust in the temple to protect them, if they are not doing God’s will: “If you truly amend your ways and your doings, if you truly act justly one with another, if you do not oppress the alien, the orphan, and the widow, or shed innocent blood in this place, and if you do not go after other gods to your own hurt, then I will dwell with you in this place, in the land that I gave of old to your ancestors forever and ever” (7:5-7).  Jeremiah lists other sins of which his hearers are guilty – murder, adultery, false oaths, and, again, idolatry.  All are “abominations,” that is, defilements.  Jeremiah continues, “Has this house, which is called by my name, become a den of robbers in your sight?”  Josephus testifies to the great wealth of the temple as positive (War 5:222-24, 210-11; Ant 14:110; 15:395).  But not all felt that way.  The Qumran community accuses the Jerusalem establishment of amassing wealth, often at the expense of the poor (1QpHab 8-12; CD 6).

In Mark 7, Jesus criticizes the practice of dedicating property to the temple so as to avoid supporting parents.  Mark 13 contains a discourse that begins with Jesus’ prediction of the temple’s destruction.  The setting is the temple.  Jesus tells his listeners to beware of the scribes, meaning Jerusalem’s establishment scribes.  He speaks of their desire for social status and says, “They devour widows’ houses” (12:40).  Immediately following this, he observes a widow depositing two small copper coins into the temple treasury.  Jesus comments, “Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the treasury.  For all of them have contributed out of their abundance; but she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had to live on” (12:43-44).  The already-rich temple, full of self-satisfied, rich donors who benefit from their “generosity,” devour the widow’s living.

Titles

Researchers once looked to the titles of Jesus in the Gospels as keys to how he thought of himself.  Over time, the limitations of this approach became evident.  First, titles such as Son of God and Messiah did not have a fixed content in Second Temple Judaism.  “Son of Man” was probably not a title at all.  “Son of David” was clearer.  In addition, Christian texts construed these titles in their own ways, ways that did not necessarily reflect Jesus’ views.  Most significantly, in the Synoptics Jesus never says clearly, “I am the Messiah” or something similar, whereas in John he claims all sorts of titles for himself.  This implies that as time went on, Christians used titles as ways of reflecting on Jesus’ function and identity that departed from Jesus’ explicit claims.  Whether or not these were legitimate developments from an implicit christology that could be attributed to Jesus is a matter of debate.  The fact remains, however, that if these titles express the later theology of the church, we cannot simply assume without careful examination that they shed light on the historical Jesus.  This does not mean that they are theologically false or indefensible as ways of understanding the Jesus of faith.
Eschatological Prophet

A title that Jesus accepts, even in the Synoptics, is “prophet.”  Rejected in his hometown synagogue, Jesus says, “Prophets are not without honor, except in their hometown, and among their own kin, and in their own house” (6:4).  Jesus’ action in the temple is prophetic, in the tradition of Jeremiah and Isaiah.  Jesus begins his career by following an eschatological prophet, John the Baptist.

Mark, John, and Paul attest independently that there was a special group of twelve among Jesus’ followers.  Paul’s testimony is early and comes from one who had personal contact with Peter, James, and others from among Jesus’ followers (1 Cor 15:5).  The New Testament contains little information about most of the twelve.  We hear a good deal about Peter.  He and two others, James and John, were close to Jesus.  About the others we know next to nothing.  In fact, our lists of the twelve do not even fully correspond (Mark 3:16-19; Matt 10:2-4; Luke 6:14-16; Acts 1:13).  What is far more important than the individuals is that they were twelve in number.

A saying of Jesus indicates why he chose the twelve.  As they approach Jerusalem, Jesus says to his disciples, “You who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (Matt 19:28).  The saying has a strong claim to authenticity.  It is hard to imagine the early church producing it, knowing that one of the twelve was Judas, who betrayed him.  The act of judging may mean judicial activity, but it may mean simply “ruling,” on the analogy of Israel’s leaders in the book of Judges, whose activities were not judicial.  Jesus’ saying and his choice of the twelve assume a reconstituted Israel encompassing all twelve tribes.  So his eschatology must be Jewish restoration eschatology, of which we have many other examples.

Jesus’ prohibition of divorce fits his being an eschatological prophet.  Mark, M, and Paul independently attest to this prohibition.  In Mark 10, Pharisees ask Jesus whether divorce is lawful.  Jesus says that Moses allowed divorce because of the people’s hardness of heart, “but from the beginning of creation, ‘God made them male and female.’  ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.’  So they are no longer two, but one flesh.  Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate” (10:6-9).  Jesus quotes Gen 1-2, concerning Adam and Eve before the fall.  Social arrangements should be as God originally planned.  Matt 5:31-32 has Jesus forbid divorce without scriptural warrant, but in that chapter Matthew stresses Jesus authority as reliable revealer of God’s will.  In Matt 19:8, Jesus’ prohibition of divorce is because “from the beginning it was not so.”  This refers to humanity’s beginning, when God created the first humans and placed them in Eden.  This fits the apocalyptic principle that the end is like the beginning.

There are other indications that Jesus was a prophet of Jewish restoration.  When Jesus speaks of the destruction and rebuilding of the temple, he is subscribing to ideas found in Jewish texts.  His preaching of repentance and forgiveness also fits such scenarios.

Millenarianism

Many religious phenomena occur not just in one culture or period, but in many.  Cross-cultural comparison can be a powerful tool for understanding religious phenomena, as long as differences of circumstances, culture, and history are respected.  Recently Allison has compellingly defended the picture of Jesus as a millenarian prophet.  In the following table reproduce below the elements of Jesus’ program that he finds to be typically millenarian (Allison, 61-64).

	▪ addressed the disaffected or less fortunate in a period of social change that threatened traditional ways and symbolic universes; it indeed emerged in a time of aspiration for national independence

▪ saw the present and near future as times of suffering and/or catastrophe

▪ was holistic, that is, envisaged a comprehensive righting of wrongs and promised redemption through a reversal of current circumstances

▪ depicted that reversal as imminent

▪ was both revivalistic and evangelistic

▪ may have promoted egalitarianism

▪ divided the world into two camps, the saved and the unsaved

▪ broke hallowed taboos associated with religious custom

▪ was at the same time nativistic and focused upon the salvation of the community

▪ replaced traditional familial and social bonds with fictive kin

▪ mediated the sacred through new channels

▪ demanded intense commitment and unconditional loyalty

▪ focused upon a charismatic leader

▪ understood its beliefs to be the product of a special revelation

▪ took a passive political stance in expectation of a divinely wrought deliverance

▪ expected a restored paradise that would return the ancestors

▪ insisted on the possibility of experiencing that utopia as a present reality

▪ grew out of a precursor movement




Practically every element listed is represented in Jesus’ teaching and activity and in the movement that he began.

The Deeds of Jesus

Sanders includes miracles among the “facts” about Jesus.  He is not asserting that the miracles actually happened, nor does he deny it.  Historians can judge only whether Jesus and those around him thought that he was doing miracles.  The general consensus is that they did.  The miracles are multiply attested and are mentioned even in non-Christian sources.

The ancients thought about miracles differently than we do.  We tend to think that there are laws according to which the universe operates.  The ancients thought that unseen forces, often personal, caused things that we would attribute to something else.  Sickness could be caused by demons.  The sun rose and set because God assigned it an angel to make it do so.  Much that happens in the universe results from we call “supernatural” agency.  But the term “supernatural” here is misleading.  Unseen and superhuman forces were at work everywhere.  Humans could travel to heaven, a place above the earth, and return to tell about it.  Hell was a specific place under the earth or at its farthest reaches.  These unseen, personal forces were part of “nature,” broadly conceived.  For the ancients, then, miracles were not the breaking of natural laws but the special manifestation of unseen power.  The word the New Testament uses for “miracle” is dynamis, which means “act of power.”  We derive the word “dynamic” from it.  Both Testaments present God’s mighty acts as “signs,” ways that God gets our attention, proves something to us, cares for or warns us.

Nature Miracles.  Jesus’ miracles fall into three categories – exorcisms, healings, and nature miracles.  Historians are skeptical about what are often called nature miracles – calming the sea, walking on water, multiplication of loaves, raising the dead, and turning water into wine.  Historians always deal with probability.  Reports of healings and exorcisms were relatively frequent in the ancient world and are common even today, in segments of society and various parts of the world.  Claims of nature miracles of the sort attributed to Jesus are less common, even in the ancient world.

Nature miracles are not frequent activities of Jesus.  He walks on the water once, calms the sea once, and turns water into wine once (only in John, where it has a symbolic meaning).  Scholars consider the two accounts of the multiplication of loaves variations on a single story.  The raising of Jairus’s daughter in the Synoptics is, of course, a one-time event (it does not appear in John).  Jesus raises someone from the dead once in Luke (the widow’s son of chapter 7), and once in John (Lazarus; chapter 11).  In contrast, there are many stories of Jesus’ exorcisms in the Synoptics and of his healings in the Synoptics and John.

Nature miracles may have been attributed to Jesus in later tradition both because they exalt his image and because they have special meaning in Jewish tradition.  Elijah and Elisha multiplied loaves and raised the dead.  The following story is an example.

A man came from Baal-shalishah, bringing food from the first fruits to the man of God: twenty loaves of barley and fresh ears of grain in his sack.  Elisha said, “Give it to the people and let them eat.”  But his servant said, “How can I set this before a hundred people?”  So he repeated, “Give it to the people and let them eat, for thus says the LORD, “They shall eat and have some left.”  He set it before them, they ate, and had some left, according to the word of the LORD.  (2 Kings 4:42-44; see 1 Kings 17:8-16, a more distant parallel)

This incident shares the following elements with the gospel stories (Mark 6:3-44; 8:1-10; and parallels): possession of food by only one person in a crowd, command of the man of God to distribute this food, objection in the form of a question by the follower(s) of the man of God, repetition of the order to feed the crowd, eating, and leftovers.  The story about Elisha multiplying loaves shaped the one involving Jesus.  Similarly, the story about Jesus raising the widow’s son (Luke 7) has a counterpart in 1 Kings 17:17-24, where Elijah raises a widow’s son, and 2 Kings 4:18-37, where Elisha does the same.

The calming of the storm at sea depicts Jesus as having divine powers.  Ps 107 says, “They saw the deeds of the LORD, his wondrous works in the deep.  For he commanded and raised the stormy wind, which lifted up the waves of the sea. …  Then they cried to the LORD in their trouble, and he brought them out of their distress; he made the storm be still, and the waves of the sea were hushed” (vv 24-25; see also Ps 65:7; 89:9).  Jesus’ walking on the water recalls Ps 77:19: “Your way was through the sea, your path, through the mighty waters, yet your footprints were unseen.”  Job says God “trampled the waves of the sea” (9:8; see 38:16).

Exorcisms.  There are more exorcisms in the Synoptics than any other kind of miracle.  In Mark, the very first miracle story is an exorcism (1:21-28).  Reactions to the exorcisms are recorded in Mark 3:19-30.  The scene is composite – that is, it is composed of originally independent elements – but most of the parts have strong claim to authenticity.  In this scene, people say that Jesus is insane, and his family tries to seize him.  Christians would not have invented either the characterization of Jesus as insane or the fact that his family either believed it or was sufficiently embarrassed by it to try to quash his activity.  Then religious authorities accuse Jesus of being possessed by Satan and of exorcizing through him.  Again, these charges are not the fabrication of the church.  It seems likely then, that Jesus’ exorcizing aroused strong feelings in those around him.  Jesus points out the absurdity of Satan casting out Satan and then interprets his exorcisms as “binding” Satan so that his “house can be plundered.”  Plundering Satan’s house means freeing those bound to him.  As Mark’s Jesus puts it, Satan’s end has come.  In other words, part of Jesus’ work as an eschatological prophet is to defeat Satan, breaking his power over individuals and over God’s creation.  The binding of evil powers, angels in particular, is known from Jewish tradition.  It plays a major role in Book of the Watchers, for example, a work incorporated into the larger apocalyptic composition we call 1 Enoch.

Jesus preaches the inbreaking of the kingdom of God, which for him is an eschatological reality.  The coming of the kingdom will change the world decisively and will happen not through God’s will and strength, not human effort.  It is common for ancient holy men to be exorcists, but what is unique to Jesus here, and therefore probably historical, is his interpretation of his exorcisms as eschatological events signaling the end of Satan’s rule and the beginning of God’s kingdom. 

Healings.  He cleanses lepers and cures the blind, lame, paralyzed, and deaf.  Such acts lead John to question whether Jesus is in fact the one to come.  No extant Jewish texts expect such a wonder-working eschatological figure, much less a wonder-working Messiah.  One possible exception to this is found in a fragmentary text from Qumran.  The text speaks of the “anointed one” (Messiah), to whom the heavens and earth will listen.  It goes on to say that the Lord will be “freeing prisoners, giving sight to the blind, straightening out the twis[ted]. … He will heal the badly wounded and will make the dead live, he will proclaim the good news to the poor … and enrich the hungry” (4Q521).  Some suggest that it is the Messiah who heals and raises the dead, but it is more likely God who performs these wonders.  The text depends on Ps 146, which speaks of God who “executes justice for the oppressed; who gives food to the hungry.  The LORD sets the prisoners free; the LORD opens the eyes of the blind.  The LORD lifts up those who are bowed down.”  Isaiah also talks the blind, the deaf, and the lame being cured (35:5-6).  Jesus’ healings are of the kind mentioned in Isaiah and in 4Q521.  What Jewish texts expect of God in the eschatological age, the Gospels say that Jesus does, or that God does through Jesus.  It is natural that people beset by political oppression, poverty, and disease, whose sacred stories tell of an ideal past in which death and suffering did not exist, look to a future in which all is made right.  There are examples of such hopes from other Jewish literature of the Second Temple period.

Few contest that Jesus was a wonder-worker, and that he cured the blind, deaf, lame, and paralyzed.  On other grounds, we have found there is reason to think of Jesus as an apocalyptic prophet.  For Jesus, the two things went together.  Apparently, Jesus himself made this connection, one explicit in Q and adopted by Matthew and Luke.  Jesus combines this healing activity with his own emphasis on including society’s marginalized in the kingdom.  Especially noteworthy is Jesus curing of lepers, something not mentioned in the Jewish texts we have discussed.  Lepers were perhaps the most obviously marginalized of those suffering physical ailments.  Jesus’ choice to heal them was therefore a brilliant move, because it symbolized in one act both the healing power of the kingdom and its inclusive nature.

Jesus’ Teaching

Scholars once meticulously analyzed every saying and parable of Jesus, thinking that through peeling away of later interpretation, application of rigorous criteria of authenticity, examination of Greek words and constructions with an aim of retranslation into Aramaic, and use of other such methods, they would arrive at a solid core of authentic Jesus material.  Such analysis continues and has its place.  It is not done with the same degree of optimism as before because of appreciation of the role of early Christian belief and of changing circumstances in transforming Jesus tradition.  Scholars have also come to a sharper realization that context is crucial, even decisive, in interpretation and that a saying or parable uttered in one context can mean something different in another and we are usually not completely sure of the original contexts of Jesus’ utterances.  The complex interplay of text and context and the application of various methodologies by researchers holding different theologies, philosophies, and social locations means that the consensus was once sought has become harder to attain.

At the same time, it is an exaggeration to say that everything is up for grabs.  The tradition certainly shows that Jesus traditions were altered, transformed, lost, even invented.  But it also reveals efforts to preserve Jesus’ teaching, even when it did not support the tendency of a particular text in which it is now found.  Preservation of future eschatology in John 5 is an example.  Dunn has recently made a persuasive case for the importance of oral tradition, even in some of the changes in gospel tradition that we usually attribute to sources or redaction, and he has insisted on the conservative nature of much oral tradition based on analogies with similar situations in the world today.  In any case, plausible reconstruction of the historical Jesus depends on careful argumentation, examination of assumptions, respect for evidence, and recognition of the limits of historical research.

Kingdom of God.  There is general agreement that the kingdom of God was central to Jesus’ teaching.  It is prominent in the Synoptics.  It is present in Mark, M, L, and Q, and so is multiply attested.  Though neither Paul nor John make much of the kingdom of God, they preserve it.  The book of Revelation, an apocalypse, uses the term, though not often.  The term makes sense within a Second Temple Jewish context, yet Jesus’ precise usage is unusual.  Language about the kingdom “coming” and of one “entering” it are unique to Jesus.

What did Jesus mean by the kingdom of God?  Is it this-worldly, or otherworldly?  Does it mean an actual kingdom on earth, or is it really a kingdom that will exist only in heaven?  Does it come by human effort, or is it purely God’s doing, or it is a combination of the two?  Is it individual conversion, or does it entail cosmic change?  Are the positions of poor and rich reversed, or will there be equality for all?  Who will get in?  Who will be excluded?  Will it come soon, or is it far off?  Will Jesus be the Davidic king in this divine kingdom, or is he only the eschatological prophet who announces it?  The questions are many, and they are important.  Believers have found New Testament evidence the New Testament for most positions, some of which are mutually contradictory.  A good place to start is Jewish usage.

Although the phrase “kingdom of God” is not present in the Hebrew Bible and occurs in the Greek version of the Jewish scriptures only in Wisd 10:10, the idea that God reigns or is king is common, particularly in Psalms and in the prophets.  It is also present in the Pseudepigrapha, that vast corpus of Jewish texts written from about the third century B.C.E. onward, where the term takes on an increasingly eschatological tone.  In the Hebrew Bible, the idea that God reigns is sometimes associated with the Israelite kingdoms (1 Chron 28:5), but its broader use denotes God’s active and powerful action in the world.  This is expressed in the following:

They shall speak of the glory of your kingdom,

   and tell of your power,

to make known to all people your mighty deeds,

   and the glorious splendor of your kingdom.

Your kingdom is an everlasting kingdom,

   and your dominion endures throughout all generations.  (Ps 145:11-13)

God’s sovereignty over all creation is an axiom of Israelite and Jewish belief.  God can use that authority and power to reward and to punish both Israel and the nations.

There is ample testimony in the Bible and in other Jewish literature that the rule of God can and should become concrete in Jerusalem.

The LORD is king; let the peoples tremble!

   He sits enthroned upon the cherubim; let the earth quake!

The LORD is great in Zion;

   He is exalted over all the peoples. …

Mighty King, lover of justice,

   you have established equity;

you have executed justice

   and righteousness in Jacob. …

O LORD our God, you answered them;

   you were a forgiving God to them

   but an avenger of their wrongdoings.  (Ps 99:1-2, 4, 8)

God’s throne on the cherubim is in the holy of holies in the Jerusalem temple.  Zion is the holy hill on which the temple sits, or the sacred city as a whole.  God’s rule is not arbitrary, but has its foundation in justice and equity.  God is both forgiving and willing to punish.

The rule of God is frequently connected with the Israelite monarchy in Jewish tradition.  In a psalm probably used for the king’s coronation, God says, “I have set my king on Zion, my holy hill,” and the king responds, “He (God) said to me, ‘You are my son; today I have begotten you” (Ps 2:6, 7).  In 2 Sam 7, God tells David that his son, Solomon, will be God’s own son.  Since kings are anointed, this passage brings together, at least implicitly, the titles Messiah, King of Israel, Son of David, and Son of God.

Israel ideally consists of twelve tribes.  In the tenth century B.C.E., Israel split into two kingdoms, and in the eighth century, the northern kingdom was exiled by Assyria and its tribes were lost.  When the southern kingdom, Judah, was exiled to Babylonia in the sixth century, the Davidic kingship came to an end.  Throughout the Second Temple period, then, Israel lived with the tension between an ideal – twelve tribes united under the Davidic monarchy, and the reality – foreign domination and most of the tribes lost.  At times this tension gave birth to hopes of a restoration.  We have discussed Jesus as a Jewish restoration prophet under the heading “Eschatological Prophet” above.

The kings were meant to be God’s representatives on earth, but the prophets often castigated them for not governing justly.  Instead of caring for the people, they pursued their own interests.  Using the common ancient shepherd metaphor for a king, God says through Ezekiel, “You shepherds of Israel who have been feeding yourselves!  Should not the shepherds feed the sheep? … You have not strengthened the weak, you have not healed the sick, you have not bound up the injured, you have not brought back the strayed, you have not sought out the lost, but with force and harshness you have ruled them” (34:2, 4).  God promises that God will shepherd the sheep, judge “between sheep and sheep, between rams and goats” (34:17), and set up David as shepherd, who will feed God’s sheep.  Echoes of Jesus’ parable of the shepherd who seeks the lost sheep, his ministry of healing, his criticism of oppression, his seeking out of the lost and marginalized, and his expectation of judgment between sheep and goats are evident.  Like the ancient prophets, Jesus criticized the people’s leaders for not fulfilling their proper roles.

Very quickly in Christian tradition Jesus was dubbed Son of David and Messiah.  It is not clear that he claimed these titles for himself, since there are no direct words of Jesus in the Synoptics in which he does so.  When others bring the topic up, he reacts ambivalently (Mark 8:27-33; 14:61-62; 15:1-5; parallels).  The connection in Jewish sources between God’s rule and Davidic messiahship hints at how early Christians could have interpreted Jesus’ role in this way, even if he made no such claims.  But hopes in the Second Temple period were varied, and not all place the restoration of the Davidic monarchy at the center.  The book of Daniel expects the kingdom of God to come and smash the oppressive kingdoms of the earth (2:24-45) but expects no eschatological Messiah.  Two apocalypses written around the turn of the second century C.E. (4 Ezra and 2 Baruch) anticipate a Messiah who is a heavenly figure, also called the Son of Man.  Where to locate Jesus in this landscape is no simple matter.

Kingdom as Future.  A central question is whether the kingdom is present or future.  There is evidence for both.  Scholars agree that the New Testament is full of future eschatology but disagree on how much of this goes back to Jesus.  The following section looks at some key texts that point in one direction or another.

The Lord’s Prayer is in Q.  Luke has a shorter form than Matthew (Luke 11:2-4; Matt 6:9-13).  Luke’s form is closer to Q, although he has made changes in wording.  The prayer is modeled on the Jewish Qaddish prayer but is remarkable for its brevity and directness.  Perrin supplies the following version of the Qaddish:

Magnified and sanctified be his great name in the world that he has created according to his will.  May he establish his kingdom in your lifetime and in your days and in the lifetime of all the house of Israel, even speedily and at a near time.  (Perrin, Language, 28).

A likely reconstruction of the Lord’s prayer is the following:

Father,

hallowed be your name.

Your Kingdom come.

Our daily bread give us today.

And forgive us our debts

   as we forgive our debtors.

And do not lead us to the test.  (Meier, 292)

The two prayers share sanctification (making “hallowed” or “holy”) of God’s name, and the petition for the advent of God’s kingdom.  The mention of God’s will in the Qaddish may have influenced Matthew’s definition of the coming of the kingdom as doing God’s will on earth as it is done in heaven.

Even though there are many prayers and hymns in the New Testament and early Christian literature, the early church attributes only this one to Jesus.  The direct and unadorned address to God at the beginning of the prayer recalls Jesus’ use of the Aramaic word abba (Mark 14:36).  Many have taken this to be an intimate form of address, meaning something like “Daddy,” but this has been proven unlikely.  The fact that the Aramaic term abba has been preserved in the Greek New Testament, and that it does not seem characteristic of Jewish prayers of the time or later Christian prayers, make it likely that Jesus’ followers remembered him using this form of address to God.  These considerations, along with the prayer’s presence in an early source, Q, makes it likely that it goes back to Jesus.

The phrase “Your Kingdom come” presents the kingdom as future and as brought in by God, not humans.  The “test” from which Jesus prays to be delivered may be apocalyptic in nature.  Sufferings caused by the conflict between God and God’s enemies in the endtime are sometimes called a test.

The Last Supper supplies more evidence for a future kingdom.  That Jesus shared a final meal with his disciples enjoys multiple attestation (Mark, John, and Paul).  It also accords with the prominence of meals in his ministry, also multiply attested.  During the Last Supper, Jesus says that he will not drink wine again until he drinks “it new in the kingdom of God” (Mark 14:25).  Most scholars accept the saying as authentic.  It speaks of the coming of the kingdom without any specificity about Jesus’ role in it, so it lacks this characteristically Christian perspective.  It conceives of the kingdom as this-worldly, since it involves drinking wine.  Jesus realizes that the end of his career is near and that the kingdom is imminent.  He expects either that God will bring it in soon while he is still alive, or that he will be raised to participate in it when it comes.

A similar point is made in Jesus’ saying from Q that “many will come from east and west and will eat with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven” (Matt 8:11).  This is future, involves the raising of the patriarchs, and assumes an earthly kingdom where there is eating and drinking.

Both Matthew and Luke consider the Beatitudes, found in Q, central to Jesus’ message.  Beatitudes were not common in the early church but occur frequently in Jewish sources.  They are succinct ways of approving of particular modes of behavior or human qualities and appear in both wisdom and apocalyptic materials.  They can be eschatological but need not be so.  The Beatitudes assume different forms in the two gospels.  Matthew has nine and Luke four.  Luke follows them with four woes not present in Matthew.  The following table illustrates the difference between the versions of the beatitudes as reflected in Luke’s first three.  Luke’s fourth, corresponding to Matthew’s ninth, is unlike the others.  It is lengthy and reflects church experience.

	Matthew 5
	Luke 6

	Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
	Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.

	Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.
	Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled.

	Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.
	Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh.


Luke is probably closer to the original.  Matthew’s longer versions are less radical, more suited to an established church with mixed social classes, and, as is characteristic of that gospel, more concerned with guidance for behavior.  Luke’s announce that the future brings reversal of the lot of the poor and hungry, assuming that economic deprivation is unjust and will be rectified in the kingdom.  This fits Luke’s general attitude to economic issues.  He adds woes against the rich, the full, and the happy.  Most agree that economic issues played an important role in Jesus’ prophetic preaching.  They are multiply attested both in sources and forms.  They also fit the theme of eschatological reversal evident in such sayings as “The last will be first, and the first will be last,” used by each of the Synoptics in various contexts (Matt 20:16; 19:30; Mark 10:31; Luke 13:30).

Kingdom in the Present.  Sayings about the presence of the kingdom are closely associated with Jesus’ activity of preaching and performing powerful works.  Jesus sees his exorcisms as raids on Satan’s realm (Mark 3:20-30).  Q’s Jesus says, “If it is by the finger of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come to you” (Matt 11:28; Luke 11:20).  The phrase “finger of God” is unusual, and it occurs in this sense only here and in Exod 8:15.  Its distinctiveness argues for authenticity.  In Exodus the Egyptian magicians admit that they cannot replicate the deeds of power done through Moses, for they are truly God’s work.  By analogy, Jesus says that he casts out demons not by his own power, but by God’s.  The conflict between God and Satan is not resolved in a single incident but is ongoing.

A saying in Luke 17 seems anti-apocalyptic: “The kingdom of God is not coming with things that can be observed; nor will they say, ‘Look, here it is!’ or ‘There it is!’  For, in fact, the kingdom of God is among you” (17:21).  The phrase “among you” could also mean “within you.”  Some commentators take this to mean that the kingdom is a matter of an inner personal state.  There is little to recommend this view, given its lack of support in other Jesus materials.  Instead, Jesus means that the kingdom is present in his own activity.

Elsewhere Jesus is asked for a sign to prove his authority.  He refuses: “No sign will be given to this generation” (Mark 8:12).  Later Christians could not accept that Jesus refused a sign.  In Q, Jesus says, “No sign will be given to it (this generation) except the sign of Jonah,” which means his preaching (Matt 16:4; Luke 11:29-32).  In the end, those who repented at Jonah’s preaching will condemn Jesus hearers who do not repent.  Jesus’ hearers should recognize God’s power in his prophetic activity.  Matthew is not content to leave it there, for in another context he repeats the idea of the sign of Jonah, this time adding that Jonah’s three days in the belly of the fish prefigure Jesus’ resurrection (12:40).  So the real sign will be the resurrection.  Finally, the gospel of John insists that his public ministry is full of signs.  These texts trace a development from a Jesus who refuses to grant signs to one whose entire public ministry is full of them.  It is likely that this represents a chronological development, and that the historical Jesus was reluctant to give signs.  The saying in Luke 17 fits this context.  Jesus is saying that the sorts of signs his hearers are looking for are not the ones in which they should trust.  They should recognize the power of God at work right in front of them, in his ministry.  If they do not accept that, then they cannot see the kingdom.

The Parables

Most think of a parable as a short story told to convey a lesson.  Jesus’ parables are more than that.  They almost always contain something strange, a twist that brings hearers up short and makes them see the world differently.  The Gospels associate many of the parables with God’s kingdom.  God’s power at work means not just healings and exorcisms, but transformation of human society.  Jesus’ works of power are weapons against Satan and the effects of human alienation from God, and the parables are equally important instruments for bringing about the kingdom.

Major insights about the parables become possible when we view them apart from their gospel settings.  The evangelists interpret the parables by framing them within specific contexts.  In many cases this defuses them, neutralizing their surprise element.  Crossan’s analysis of the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:30-35) is a turning-point in parable study.  Luke makes it an example story – one ought to behave as the Samaritan does.  Crossan shows the real point to be that the Samaritan is good – a judgment hard for a first-century Jewish inhabitant of Judea to accept.  This compels a rethinking of how the world works.  It questions long-accepted categories of who is good and who not.  It changes the world.

The parable of the lost sheep is so familiar that we have trouble grasping how strange it is (Matt 18:10-14).  Losing one sheep is bad.  Losing ninety-nine is much worse.  Why endanger so many to rescue one?  Because this makes so little sense, it is probably authentic.  For Jesus, who seeks out the lost and marginalized, God’s love and forgiveness exceed expectations.  Jesus’ association with sinners carries the same implication of forgiveness, and his decision to associate with them satisfies the criteria of embarrassment and dissimilarity.

The Prodigal Son combines forgiveness with the theme that self-righteous people resent God’s generous forgiveness and so put themselves outside God’s good graces.  When the prodigal returns, the father forgives him and makes arranges a feast.  The dutiful son sullenly refuses to participate, thus excluding himself.  The “good” people resent Gods forgiveness of the “bad.”
God prizes repentance and humility and condemns self-righteousness.  In the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector, the two characters pray in the temple.  The Pharisee prays confidently, thanking God that he is such a good person.  The sinful tax collector simply asks for mercy (Luke 18:10-14).  Jesus says the sinner is justified, not the Pharisee.  The same point is implied in the parable of the lost sheep, for the shepherd abandons those who stay around and follow the rules.

God’s forgiveness, although generous, does not come without obligations.  Jesus tells of a master who absolves a servant of a gigantic debt (Matt 18:23-34).  When the servant refuses to forgive an infinitely smaller debt, the master reinstates the servant’s original debt and imprisons him.  This recalls the words at the end of the Lord’s prayer in Matthew: “If you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you; but if you do not forgive others, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses” (6:14-15).  Matthew makes forgiveness central to Jesus’ ecclesiastical discourse (Matt 18).

God’s justice does not correspond to human justice, a theme related to God’s generous forgiveness.  Parables already discussed show this, since one expects that the righteous Pharisee or the dutiful son will be praised, in contrast to the sinful tax collector or the prodigal son.  Matthew’s Workers in the Vineyard, where some work all day and some for a single hour and all receive the same pay, seems unfair (20:1-16).  What is “fair” to humans may not be “just” to God.

The parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus in Luke 16 condemns large disparities in wealth.  When the two characters die, the rich man goes to hell and the poor man to heaven.  No crime or virtue is attributed to either one.  Such social inequality is itself unjust.  This reinforces the point made by the Beatitudes, discussed above.

Jesus’ teaching undermines conventional piety and social structure.  Being rich is God’s blessing, is it not?  And doesn’t God demand righteousness?  If Jesus is right, then the kingdom must be a strange place that defies expectation.  That is exactly the point of the Great Banquet (Luke 14:15-24; Matt 22:1-14).  Matthew makes the parable an allegory of salvation history.  Luke’s form is more original, though he added the part about the poor, crippled, blind, and lame, taken verbatim from earlier in the chapter (v 13).  Without Luke’s addition, the point is that those we expect to enter the kingdom do not, while those we expect to be absent are there.  Luke preserves this idea but moves it in the direction of social justice by introducing the poor and the physically challenged.

A series of parables warns that one must prepare for an imminent accounting (Mark 13:34-36; Matt 24:43; Luke 12:35-46).  This is typically apocalyptic and emerges in other parts of Jesus’ teaching (for example, Matt 24:36-42).  Servants must be ready for their master’s return by attending to their duties in his absence.  Parables carrying this message assume various forms and enjoy multiple attestation.  Other parables make the same point – the Wise and Foolish Virgins, the Pounds, and the Last Judgment, all in Matt 25.

We have explored just a representative sampling of the parables.  They are the creations of one not content with how things are, who regards society and religion as structured to maintain the privileges of the few by an elite who manipulate God to bless the status quo.  They contrast human justice with God’s justice.  They reveal a deity who writes off the debts of flagrant sinners while critiquing the self-righteousness of those who follow the rules.  They disclose a Jesus who prepares people for a definitive act of God that will call them to account for their actions and attitudes.

Jesus and Eating

John the Baptist lived an ascetic lifestyle in the desert, while Jesus traveled the villages of Galilee and Judea, eating and drinking.  In Q Jesus says, “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, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!’” (Matt 11:19; see Deut 21:20).  Jesus opponents are the accusers, so we take this with a grain of salt.  However, accusations frequently have some modicum of truth, which gives them credibility.  The truth here is that Jesus made meals potent symbols of his message.

Food is a powerful symbol in all societies.  The way food is handled, prepared, and eaten, with whom, and when, provides an interpretive key to any group.  Food is used to express intimacy or friendship, to celebrate various occasions, and for religious purposes.  That is certainly true of ancient Mediterranean societies.  Judaism was known for its dietary rules, and purity rules concerning meals provided the Pharisees and others with devices for defining their groups and Israel as a whole.  The Qumran community used access to the communal meal to incorporate new members into its ranks gradually; exclusion from communal food punished transgressors.  The Pharisees adapted purity rules meant for temple priests and paid close attention to purity issues with food.

Jesus reverses such rules.  He eats with the wrong people.  The Pharisees criticize him for eating with tax collectors and sinners (Mark 2:15-17).  He answers those who condemn him, “I have come to call not the righteous but sinners.”  Jesus engages in table fellowship as a symbol of the kingdom.  His dining with sinners symbolizes their inclusion in God’s kingdom.  Such behavior fits other material, such as the parable of the Great Banquet.  It also squares with Jesus concern for the marginalized.  It recalls Jesus parable of the two sons – one says he will not do what his father asks but then does so, while the other quickly agrees to do it but then does not.  Jesus’ conclusion is, “The tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God ahead of you” (Matt 21:31).

There is a strand of tradition expecting the culmination of history to include a feast, sometimes in the presence of the Messiah.  This is known as the messianic banquet.  That can be expressed negatively, as when Ezekiel and Revelation picture God’s enemies as the feast’s food (Ezek 38-39; Rev 19), or positively (Isa 25:6-8; 1 En 62:12-14).  Jesus refers to such a banquet when he says, “Many will come from east and west and will eat with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven” (Matt 3:11).  Similarly, at the Last Supper Jesus tells the disciples, “I will never again drink of the fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new in the kingdom of God” (Mark 14:25).  The banquet motif in the Bible incorporates the element of judgment.  Who is in and who is out spells salvation or condemnation.  Jesus’ meals express God’s forgiveness and inclusiveness.  Those with a more restrictive view of God’s action ironically exclude themselves through their restrictions.  This is a powerful social and religious critique.

It is not surprising that one of Jesus’ last acts is to have a final meal with his disciples, and to use that meal to point forward to the messianic banquet.  It is a fitting culmination to his ministry.

Radical Demands

Jesus preaches a powerful combination of forgiveness and radical demand.  Although God’s forgiveness is almost profligate, Jesus’ God is not a “pushover.”  God’s judgment is harsh on the self-righteous and judgmental.  Jesus is particularly hard on certain types of sin, such as not responding to a person in need (Luke 16:19-31).  Jesus makes stringent demands on everyone.  The Sermon on the Mount (Matt 5-7) contains demands that exceed those of Torah.  Where Torah says do not kill, Jesus says do not even get angry.  Where Torah says do not commit adultery, Jesus says do not even have lustful thoughts.  Jesus insists that his followers sell all of their goods and give them to the poor, and he says that it is easier for a rich person to pass through the eye of a needle than to gain access to the kingdom (Mark 10:17-27).  

Christians often think that the Hebrew Bible portrays a harsh and unforgiving God while the New Testament presents a gentle and forgiving Jesus, but a different impression is created by such sayings as the following:

If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones who believe in me, it would be better for you if a great millstone were hung around your neck and you  were thrown into the sea.  If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life maimed than to have two hands and to go to hell, to the unquenchable fire.  And if your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life lame than to have two feet and to be thrown into hell.  And if your eye causes you to stumble, tear it out; it is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than to have two eyes and to be thrown into hell, where their worm never dies, and the fire is never quenched.  (Mark 9:42-48)

Jesus insists on absolute loyalty to him and his vision of the kingdom.  Following Jesus precedes family responsibilities.  In Q, when someone asks permission to bury his father before following Jesus, Jesus says, “Let the dead bury their own dead” (Matt 8:22).  When another asks to take leave of his family, Jesus says, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:62).  He also says, “Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the road is easy that leads to destruction, and there are many who take it.  For the gate is narrow and the road is hard that leads to life, and there are few who find it” (Matt 7:13-14).  In another place he says, “Many are called, but few are chosen” (Matt 22:14).

The combination of forgiveness and radical demands typifies millennial movements.  Also typical are demands for loyalty to the new way of life and dedication to the charismatic leader.  All of this reinforces the point already made, that Jesus was an eschatological prophet, one inspired by Jewish hopes of restoration, one who thought in apocalyptic terms.

Jesus and His Family

Evidence about Jesus’ relationship with his family is mixed.  Some indicates a positive relationship; some suggests problems.  Positive elements occur in the infancy narratives, but we have found those unhelpful for historical reconstruction.  Matthew and Luke contain the virgin birth (not present in Mark, John, or elsewhere in the New Testament), something historians cannot judge, but neither Matthew nor Luke claims that Mary had no children after Jesus.  Each mentions Jesus’ brothers in a passage taken from Mark (Mark 3:31; Matt 12:46; Luke 8:19), and Matthew takes over another passage from Mark which mentions Jesus’ brother and sisters and names four brothers – James, Joses, Judas, and Simon (Mark 6:3; Matt 13:55-56).  John’s gospel also speaks of Jesus’ brothers (2:12; 7:3, 5, 10).

Those accustomed to think of Mary as ever-virgin will find problematic the idea that Jesus had siblings.  Various scholarly solutions to this problem have been proposed.  It is possible that when the gospels say brothers (adelphoi) and sisters (adelphai) they mean “cousins.”  This raises the objection that the Greek words in question almost never mean cousin and that there is a Greek word for “cousin” not used here.  However, translating back into Aramaic, Jesus’ native language, the word for brother can be used in a wider sense to mean cousin, although that is not its more common meaning.  The Infancy Gospel of James provides another solution.  It claims that when Jesus and Joseph wed, Joseph was elderly and already had children.  Neighbors would have considered them Jesus’ half-brothers and half-sisters, even though because of the virgin birth they would not be his blood-relations.

If we evaluate the evidence purely as historians, and not through the prism of later doctrine, the most natural way to take what Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John say is that Jesus did indeed have siblings.  Nonetheless, it is not unreasonable to reach another conclusion.

Mary is present at the foot of the cross in John’s gospel, but she is not there in the Synoptics.  The Synoptic scene is more plausible.  The Synoptics are generally more reliable than John, and it is more likely that Mary would be added to the scene than that she would be removed from it.  In Acts 1, Mary is with the disciples as they await the descent of the Spirit.  Luke wrote Acts, and it is Luke who presents the extremely positive picture of Mary in his infancy narrative.  It is not entirely clear how much weight to give Acts’ assertion here.  It may be right.  We simply cannot decide for sure.

There is stronger evidence for the participation of James, Jesus’ brother, in the nascent movement.  He is the foremost authority in the Jerusalem church, according to Luke, for he makes the final decision not to require Torah observance of Gentiles who join the church (Acts 15).  Paul calls James, brother of Jesus, a “pillar” of the Jerusalem church (Gal 2).  He speaks of James, Peter, and John in that order, awarding pride of place to James (2:9).

Jesus’ apparent insensitivity to family concerns as seen in the case of the man who wanted to bury his father also appears elsewhere.  In Q, Jesus says that love for him must exceed love for family (Q 14:25-26).  In Mark, Jesus’ family agrees with the judgment of some that he is insane, for they try to seize him (3:21).  Later in the same chapter, Jesus’ mothers and brothers and sisters stand outside and ask for him while he speaks to his followers.  His response is, “‘Who are my mother and my brothers?’  And looking at those who sat around him, he said, ‘Here are my mother and my brothers!  Whoever does the will of God is my brother and my sister and my mother” (3:33-35). 

It is not uncommon for adherents of millenarian movements to be alienated from their families.  It still happens today.  Jesus will not allow one man to take leave of his family, and another may not bury his father.  When Jesus commands the rich young man to sell everything and give the proceeds to the poor in order to follow him, the man sadly departs.  Jesus’ own disciples say, “Then who can be saved?”  Jesus declares that God can make it possible.  Peter points out that the disciples have left everything to follow Jesus.  Jesus responds, “There is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields, for my sake and the sake of the good news, who will not receive a hundredfold now in this age – houses, brothers and sisters, mothers and children, and fields, with persecutions – and in the age to come eternal life” (10:29-30).  Q has similar passages.  For example, Jesus says, “Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me” (Matt 10:37).  Luke’s version is more radical: “Whoever comes to me and does not hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, and even life itself, cannot be my disciple” (14:25-26).  It is reasonable to take the more radical version as more original, since tradition tends to “tame” such extreme elements.  

If Jesus uttered words like those in the foregoing paragraphs, he may have done so as the founder of a millenarian movement and as one in the tradition of the prophets, who used hyperbolic language to preach strong messages.  Jesus did not advocate hatred of family.  Rather, he insisted that nothing should stand in the way of discipleship.

Jesus and Women

Some material hints at important roles for women in the Jesus movement and in early Christianity.  At the same time, each text we have examined is constrained by some degree of patriarchalism and androcentrism.  Our question now is how Jesus views women in his group and women in general.

Women were certainly among Jesus’ followers.  The evangelists did not make up the idea that women traveled with Jesus (Luke 8:1-3).  Luke may portray them so that they fulfill certain acceptable roles in his society – providing for the men, for example – thereby lessening a negative impact on some readers.  Most accept that some women disciples stayed close enough to watch his execution.  Women were the first to witness his resurrection.  Early Christians would not have fabricated this.  Indeed, Luke tells us that they met with disbelief.

Mary Magdalene is prominent among the disciples.  The Gospel of Mary claims that Peter is jealous of her closeness to Jesus.  Although this text is late and imaginative, it focuses on a fascinating mystery – whatever happened to Mary and what role did she play during Jesus’ life and in the early church?  She was obviously important in Jesus’ following, but we know nothing of her afterwards.  This forces us to admit that our sources are not adequate for a full understanding of women in the Jesus movement.  Mary is later portrayed as a repentant prostitute, a characterization with no evidence to support it, so we see how the androcentric nature of the early church has skewed our perceptions.

Women sometimes play surprising roles in the gospels.  A Gentile woman bests Jesus in verbal jousting so that he consents to heal her child (Mark 7:24-30).  An audacious woman approaches Jesus and touches his garment (Mark 5:25-34).  The incident of the woman who anoints Jesus is intriguing (Mark 3-9).  In Mark, Jesus assigns great significance to her action in light of his impending death, while Luke moves this incident to an earlier point in his gospel and makes the woman a notorious sinner, grateful for forgiveness (7:36-50).  There is no reason to question that Martha and Mary are good friends of Jesus.  Their relationship with him is multiply attested (Luke and John).  The story of Mary sitting at Jesus’ feet while Martha busily makes the meal continues to debated by those who see her as a full disciple and those who find troubling her submissive attitude (Luke 10:38-42).

We have names of other women disciples – Mary, mother of James and Joses, Salome, Joanna, Susanna (Mark 15:40; Luke 8:1-3).  Luke tells us there were “many others” (8:3).  True, we know little about them.  This must be seen in light of the fact that the gospel narratives focus on Jesus.  They do not reveal much about Jesus’ disciples.  When they do, it is the men they feature.  We become familiar with Peter, less so with James and John.  About the others we know next to nothing.

Women were among Jesus’ disciples, but the gospels do not depict them within the inner circle, that is, the group of twelve or the still smaller group consisting of Peter, James, and John.  Many male church leaders opposed a public role for women, so they may have suppressed information about women in Jesus’ inner circle.

Paul attests that some women held high offices in the church – apostles and prophets, for example.  We hear of that only in passing, since Paul does not focus on it.  The Pastoral Epistles – 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus – strongly attack the idea that women can be teachers and leaders in the church, and they do so in Paul’s name, though most scholars do not think they are by Paul.  The difference in the position of women between the authentic Pauline letters and the pseudepigraphical Pastorals shows that women did attain important positions of leadership in some Pauline churches, and that there was a backlash against them.

Corley employs a comparative method to address these questions.  She finds that in the Roman Hellenistic world of the first century, many women were taking more public roles.  As they did so, they were slandered by those upset by their disturbing social order.  Women with the audacity to attend banquets were labeled prostitutes, since according to the ethos of the time it was only courtesans could socialize with men in such brazen fashion.  Women taking on public roles in the early church also attracted criticism and slander, as the Pastorals demonstrate.  A classic example of a prominent woman being labeled a prostitute is Mary Magdalene.

Corley contends women were indeed present among Jesus’ disciples, and that he had a progressive attitude toward women.  Nonetheless, the portrayal of Jesus as a champion of women’s rights exceeds the evidence.  Jesus’ teaching does not focus on women’s rights.  This contrasts with his explicit teaching on economic justice.  Perhaps because Jesus did not make this an issue, the early church could revert quickly to a more conservative stance, but this was not universal.  Hints in the letters of Paul, the role of women in some Gnostic communities, and their prominent place in other groups such as the Montanist movement of the second century, show variety in the early church.

Jesus and Torah

Scholars once widely held that Jesus violated Torah and defended himself for doing so.  More recent readings cast doubt on this.  Judaism of the time was not monolithic, nor was there a central authority defining proper behavior for all Jews.  Second Temple Judaism is composed of Judaisms, in the plural.  Variety within Judaism comes less from doctrinal differences, as with later Christianity, and more from differences about how to interpret and obey Torah.  Jesus debates with his contemporaries about purity, Sabbath observance, and dietary rules not as one who stands outside Judaism, but as a faithful, Torah-abiding Jew.

Food laws provide a test case of whether Jesus transgressed Torah.  Mark has no stake in Jesus’ adherence to the Torah, and he declares that Jesus annulled Jewish food laws: “Thus he declared all foods clean” (Mark 7:19).  Significantly, Mark makes this an editorial comment.  Apparently he has no direct words of Jesus to this effect.  Matthew deletes this statement and rewrites the episode to make it an inner-Jewish discussion of handwashing, not of dietary rules (15:1-20).  Acts of the Apostles attests that the issue is not settled by the time the Gentile mission begins.  In Acts 10, Peter is told in a vision to eat impure food.  He refuses, protesting that he has never eaten anything unclean.  A heavenly voice tells him, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane” (10:15).  This amazes Peter, for Torah itself declares some foods unclean.  Acts associates the vision with admitting Gentiles into the church, for Peter is then told to preach to some Gentiles.  When he does, they receive the spirit, and so Peter has them baptized without obligating them to take on Torah observance.  His decision is ratified in Jerusalem in Acts 15.  In the light of this struggle to determine the right course of action, it is hard to see how Jesus could have settled the issue.  It is noteworthy that nowhere in Acts in the discussion of Torah observance does anyone cite relevant teaching of Jesus.

The Synoptics and John say that Jesus cures on the Sabbath.  What modern readers often miss is that the gospel stories do not claim Jesus violated Sabbath by healing.  They make the opposite point.  Their claim is that Jesus defended curing on the Sabbath as in accord with Torah.  Jesus also defends his disciples when they pluck grain on the Sabbath (Mark 2:23-28).  His argument in both cases is that human need overrules the usual prohibition of work, and he cites legal precedent for his position.  Jesus is not alone in addressing this question.  Rabbinic texts and Qumran scrolls also raise the question.

In the antitheses in Matthew 5, Jesus seems to place himself above the Torah.  Six times he says “You have heard that it was said …” to introduce a quotation of the Law and then introduces his own interpretation with the words “But I say to you.”  Neusner points out that even though most of what Jesus says fits within Judaism, setting oneself above Torah in this fashion is unacceptable to a Jew.  But the formulaic way in which this passage is constructed is Matthew’s work.  It is unique to Matt 5 and probably not how the historical Jesus spoke.  In terms of content, Jesus does not change the Law so much as radicalize it.  For example, the Torah forbids killing, while Jesus forbids getting angry.  This is to engage in what the rabbis called building a fence around the Torah, making strict rules so that the Torah would be protected.

Jesus does violate Torah, according to Sanders, when he says to one who wishes to bury his father, “Let the dead bury their own dead” (Q 9:60).  This violates honoring one’s parents, one of the Ten Commandments.  But even this is debatable.  In extreme cases, rules of Torah yield to necessity, such as the priority of human need on the Sabbath.  In the present case, following Jesus is so urgent that family obligations must be relaxed.  In fact, alienation from one’s family is likely if one joins the Jesus movement.  An analogy is that of the Jewish freedom fighters, called the Maccabees, who, faced with an enemy who attacked on the Sabbath, ruled that self-defense was permissible.  Another example is that of the Qumran community, which had to forego the sacrifices demanded by Torah because they considered the sanctuary defiled.  They thought of their refusal to sacrifice as adherence to Torah.

Association with Sinners.  Jesus’ association with sinners is multiply attested, and it fulfills the criterion of embarrassment.  It is not simple, however, to determine what “sinners” means.  On one occasion, Matthew’s Jesus tells the leaders, “The tax collectors and prostitutes are going into the kingdom ahead of you” (21:31), since they believed the message of the Baptist.  Luke describes a Pharisee’s indignation when Jesus allows a notoriously sinful woman to touch him (Luke 36-50).  In Mark 2:15-17, Pharisaic scribes are scandalized because he eats with tax collectors and sinners.  He responds, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick; I have come to call not the righteous but sinners.”  The evidence supports the view that Jesus associated with those held in contempt by society.  It is not unusual that a millenarian movement be anti-establishment and appeal to those labeled “sinners.”

The issue of purity arises with regard to the Pharisees, who interpreted purity rules in their own way.  Gospel readers frequently assume that anyone who did not observe Pharisaic purity rules was to them a sinner.  But there is no evidence for this.  A Pharisee was unable to eat with another Jew who did not observe purity rules, any more than a orthodox Jew today can eat with a Jew who does not keep kosher in the same way.  That is a far cry from considering the other to be sinful.  Jesus did oppose various purity rules and their social consequences.  But he did not necessarily oppose purity rules per se.  He may have singled out rules that oppressed individuals and groups.

It is a mistake to equate sin and impurity.  Many purity rules had nothing to do with sin.  For example, touching a dead body made someone ritually impure.  Yet touching a corpse was not only necessary, it was required at times.  Similarly, a woman’s impurity during menstruation and childbirth was not sinful.  Impurity was a state hindering participation in the cult or presence in temple precincts.  We analyze purity in chapter 2 as a mechanism for organizing society and making sure that everything and everyone stays in its proper place, cultically and socially.

Who were the sinners with whom Jesus associated?  Were they public sinners – prostitutes, for example?  Jesus mentions prostitutes in Matt 21, but only there.  Even that reference is not present in Mark and Luke.  The woman in Luke 7 may be a prostitute, but that story is Luke’s revision of the story of the woman in Mark 14, who is not a prostitute, so not much weight can be placed on Luke’s version.  A complicating factor is that Jesus had women in his entourage, and women who assumed public roles were open to the accusation of being loose in morals.  Jesus’ association with prostitutes may be analogous to his being called a glutton and a drunkard.  It is not exactly true, but it has some foundation in his practice.

Sinners with whom Jesus associated must have been outside the mainstream of society in some sense.  Otherwise, his being with them would have elicited no comment.  Whatever their offense, they were ostracized.  Jesus’ association with “sinners” may be part of his general social critique.  He reveals God to be more interested in inclusion than exclusion, in forgiveness than in condemnation.

Sinners are often associated with tax collectors in the gospels.  Tax collectors are unpopular at any time and place, but in first-century Jewish Palestine, they were especially unpopular.  Each Jew owed tax to the temple every year.  Herodian rulers demanded taxes.  The Romans had to be paid.  Taxes are especially onerous for those on the edge of subsistence.  Jesus speaks of day laborers forced to sell their labor because they possess no land, tenant farmers who turn over a large portion of the land’s produce to the owner, destitute people, beggars, and so on.  It would not be surprising if tax collectors were disliked and marginalized.

Jesus and Gentiles

Today relatively few Christians are of Jewish descent.  So it seems obvious that Jesus’ mission included Gentiles.  Yet the Gospels indicate the opposite.  Jesus’ mission was to Israel.  He enters Gentile territory at times, but little is said about his activity there.  There are only two stories dealing with Gentiles (other than the Roman governor) in the Synoptics.  Both show that Jesus does not pursue a mission to them.  When Jesus agrees to come and cure the centurion’s servant, the centurion protests that he is not worthy for Jesus to come under his roof (Q 7:1-10).  Jesus performs the cure from a distance.  In Luke’s version, a delegation of Jews persuades Jesus to do this favor for a Gentile by saying he has been sympathetic to Judaism.

The other story is the healing of the Gentile woman’s daughter (Mark 7:24-30; Matt 15:21-28; not in Luke).  Mark emphasizes the woman’s Gentile origins: “The woman was a Gentile, of Syrophoenician origin.”  Jesus wants nothing to do with her.  He says, “Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.”  She answers, “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.”  Jesus responds, “For saying that, you may go – the demon has left your daughter.”  This is a remarkable interchange.  Jesus is cold, even disrespectful in this conversation.  Even more remarkable is that the woman bests him, and he admits it.  Ultimately, she persuades him to help her.  She does so at the cost of accepting his designation of the Gentiles as dogs.  Matthew’s version of the story is even more striking (15:21-28).  When the woman asks for help, Jesus refuses to answer her.  His disciples request that he get rid of her.  He says, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.”  Then the story continues more or less as in Mark.

A noteworthy feature of both stories – the centurion’s servant and the Gentile woman’s daughter – is that the cure happens at a distance.  These incidents are hardly a convincing rationale for a Gentile mission.  Jesus does perform the requested cures, but in neither case is it part of his normal activity, nor does it change Jesus’ mind about the scope of his mission.

In Matthew’s story of the centurion, Jesus marvels that he has not encountered such faith in Israel (8:5-13).  Matthew brings to this spot the saying about people coming from east and west to feast with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, while the “children of the kingdom” are excluded.  Matthew takes this to mean that Gentiles will be with the Israelite patriarchs in the kingdom, while Jews will miss out. But in Jewish restoration eschatology, the most common meaning of people coming from east to west is that the dispersed Jews come back to the land of Israel and to Jerusalem.  This may have been the original intent of the saying.  Passages that contain the motif of the return of the exiles often also talk about Gentiles coming to Jerusalem to worship the true God.

This complex of ideas may be key to how Jesus thinks about the Gentiles in relation to God’s kingdom.  Many Jewish texts look forward to a time when the Gentiles will recognize the Jewish God as the true God and worship him, sometimes in Jerusalem.  This theme is evident in Second Isaiah, written among the exiles in Babylonia in the sixth century B.C.E.  Jesus may have believed that once Israel accepted his prophetic work and turned to God, then God would favor Israel, causing the nations to acclaim Israel’s God.  Jesus needed no concrete plans for a Gentile mission.  This would occur as the Jewish prophetic literature anticipated – through God’s own action.

This explains the situation of the earliest church, as well.  As depicted in Acts, the early church consisted entirely of Jews, who did not at first preach to non-Jews.  Acts is twenty-eight chapters long, and by chapter 10, the church is still going only to Jews.  Chapter 10 is a turning point, for there Peter brings the message to Gentiles.  When he does, the Spirit comes upon them, and Peter recognizes that God is including them in salvation.  Peter has them baptized.  The church is shocked at what he has done.  A crucial meeting occurs in Jerusalem (chapter 15).  The leader of the Jerusalem church, James the brother of Jesus, decides that Gentiles will be admitted to the church, and that they need not observe Torah.  To justify his decision, James quotes Amos 9.  He quotes the Greek version of the prophecy, which says that the restoration of the dynasty is “so that all other peoples may seek the Lord – even all the Gentiles over whom my name has been called” (Acts 15:17).

Luke-Acts was written at least partly to make the case that the traditional sequence of eschatological events – Israel’s repentance and subsequent conversion of the Gentiles – was reversed because of Israel’s refusal to accept its Messiah, Jesus.  Faced with the reality of Gentile belief and Jewish unbelief, Luke makes the case that events have proceeded to the second step without the first being fulfilled.  It is uncertain whether he thinks Israel will later come to belief.  Paul is clear about this.  He also sees the two steps as reversed, but he expects both to happen.  He lays this out in Rom 11.  He says that he converts as many Gentiles as possible so that Israel will know that it has “missed the boat” and will believe.  Then the eschatological events will have been completed.

Resurrection

Many treatments of the historical Jesus do not deal with the resurrection.  The historical Jesus is defined as Jesus from his birth to his death, as in the case of any human being.  That is a valid approach.  The point of historical Jesus research is, after all, to regard Jesus as he would have been seen by his contemporaries, pre-resurrection.  Nonetheless, we naturally have questions about the historicity of the resurrection, so we make some very brief points about it.

Historians generally accept that the earliest Christians experienced something that they interpreted as the risen Jesus.  We have a firsthand account by Paul to that effect, who also attests to the witness of others (Gal 1:15-16; 1 Cor 15:3-11).  It would be hard to explain the origins of the church without belief in the resurrection.  However, to say that some Christians experienced what they thought was the risen Christ is not the same as having historical proof that Jesus was actually raised.  Other explanations are possible, whatever weight one might attach to them.

Stories about what happened after Jesus’ death fall into two categories – stories of the empty tomb and appearances of the risen Christ.  We do not have more than one independent witness for any one story, and Paul is the only instance of Jesus appearing to a non-disciple.  Paul is reticent about the details of his own experience (the accounts in Acts are somewhat self-contradictory and are perhaps later developments), so it is not entirely clear whether he is describing precisely the same sort of experience as related in the gospel stories.  In 1 Cor 15, Paul associates Jesus’ resurrection with the general resurrection of humans expected at the end of time in Jewish eschatological belief.  Jesus in unique in that he is the first to be raised, but ultimately is the first among many to be raised.  All, or many, other humans will also be raised.  What Jesus’ resurrection means is that the endtime events have been set in motion.

Jesus’ death is not a resuscitation, as was his raising of Lazarus, Jairus’s daughter, or the widow’s son.  It is not simply that he returns to the state he was in before his death.  Still, it is a bodily resurrection in some sense.  In some stories, the bodily character of the resurrection is stressed.  Jesus can be touched and he eats.  But he can also come and go miraculously, coming through locked doors in Acts, for example.  The early church believed that when God raised Jesus (and this is what the New Testament usually says – Jesus did not raise himself), Jesus entered a new and glorious form of existence.  Paul insists that, although Jesus has a “bodily” existence, it is of a completely different sort than ours (1 Cor 15:35-57).

Whether or not God raised Jesus from the dead is well beyond the purview of historical study.  No amount of sifting of evidence or historical reasoning will ever solve the problem.  It is a matter of faith.

The Gospels present Jesus as fully aware of his impending death and resurrection.  We would expect this from those who observe Jesus from the point of view of Easter faith.  If he had been so aware and had imparted that knowledge to his disciples, as the Gospels say, then it is hard to explain how the death and resurrection seems to surprise them.  For example, when Jesus appears to two disciples walking to Emmaus, they say, “We had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel” (24:21).  This states clearly what other accounts suggest – that the disciples had not factored in Jesus’ violent end, nor did they expect him to rise from the dead.

It seems likely that as Jesus went to Jerusalem during the volatile Passover period and determined to perform a provocative prophetic act in the temple, he would have realized how dangerous that was.  He may even have expected his own death.  He predicated his entire ministry on the conviction that the kingdom of God was near, and his words at the Last Supper indicate that he expected to be drinking wine with his followers in that kingdom, soon.  As a prophet, he expected God’s intervention in history.  Whether he thought that was to come before or after his own death is not clear.  But it is unlikely that he had the sort of detailed knowledge of what was to happen, including his disciple’s experience of his resurrection. 

Conclusion
In this chapter we attempt to move backward through Christian tradition, back behind the Gospels, all the way to the historical Jesus.  The methods and conclusions of any such effort are subject to debate.  Some would claim that the entire enterprise is invalid, because the Gospels tell the simple truth about Jesus (historically as well as theologically).  Others, acknowledging that the Gospels present different pictures of Jesus and that none fully corresponds to the historical Jesus, nonetheless have decided that evidence is too unreliable, the methods inadequate, and the results too tentative to try to reconstruct the historical figure.  Believers who do engage in this study have a range of goals.  Some, probably a minority, find the historical Jesus incompatible with church doctrine.  Many others think that this study enriches our experience of the Gospels, since it highlights their theological content and deepens our appreciation for Jesus’ humanity.  All, believers or not, can benefit from this study because it sheds light on one of the most influential people in world history and on the origins of one of the world’s great religions.

To what degree the gospel portraits are continuous or discontinuous with the historical Jesus is another matter.  Judgment on that depends at least partly on how continuity and discontinuity are defined.  It is simplistic to discuss this merely in terms of whether or not Jesus literally made this or that claim for himself, or whether or not such and such an incident actually occurred precisely as narrated.  Reconstruction of the historical Jesus in a particular way does not close the door to theological discussion.  Rather, it serves as grounds for discussion and makes possible a richer appreciation of Jesus and of divine action in the world.
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