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Introduction:How Christianity Came Into Crisis 

Today at the dawn ofher third millennium, the Christian church is undergoing a theological crisis 
in what she thinks and believes about Jesus of Nazareth. 

The crisis grows out of a fact now freely admitted by both Protestant and Catholic theologians 
and exegetes: that as far as can be discerned from the available historical data, Jesus of Nazareth 
did not think he was divine, did not assert any of the messianic claims that the New Testament 
attributes to him, and went to his death without intending to found a new religion called 
"Christianity." That is, the theological crisis has to do with the prima facie discrepancy between 
what Jesus of Nazareth apparently thought he was (a special but very human prophet) and what 
mainline Christian believers now take him to be (the divine Son of God, consubstantial with the 
Father and the Holy Spirit).[1] 

The apparent difference between the "Jesus of history" and the "Christ of faith" is not a new 
problem in Christianity. Since the last century liberal Protestant scholars like Adolf von Harnack 
and agnostics like Ernest Renan have tried to strip away what they thought were the church's 
divinizing embellishments of Jesus of Nazareth so as to arrive at the "real" (that is, the human) 
prophet of Nazareth. 

More recently Roman Catholic exegetes and theologians have joined the discussion.[2] With the 
encouragement of the Pontifical Biblical Commission, Catholic scholars now teach that the 
Gospels are not accurate "histories" of Jesus but religious testimonies produced by the second 
and third generations of Christians, whose faith that Jesus was their savior colored their memory 
of his days on earth.[3] Thus, even though all Catholic biblical scholars believe that Jesus is God, 
they do not necessarily maintain that Jesus himself thought he was the divine Son of God, who 
had existed from all eternity as the Second Person of the Trinity.[4] 

Just as the question of discontinuity between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith is not a 
new problem, so too solutions to it have long been available in Christian teaching. Today, 
however, those solutions and the presuppositions on which they rest are being called into 
question. 

Did Jesus actually think that he was the divine Son of God? Christian theologians have 
traditionally answered this question by asserting that their savior, insofar as he was both God and 
man, was quite literally of two minds about himself. Relying on a complex distinction that 
ancient Hellenistic philosophy made between "nature" and "person" (or "rational hypostasis"), 
these theologians claim that Jesus, even though he was only one person, did have both a human 
and a divine nature, joined in "hypostatic union." Each of the two natures, they say, had a 
corresponding intellect, finite in the one case, infinite in the other. And therefore, even if in his 
human self-understanding Jesus was not aware of his own nature as God, in his divine mind he 
did know who and what he really was. And he chose to reveal his identity gradually and 
indirectly, in ways that believers came to fully comprehend only after Jesus' death and 
resurrection.[5] 

How, then, do believers know that the Jesus of history is Christ and God? Some Christians assert 
that faith is a higher form of cognition than empirical, historical knowledge and therefore that 
Christian believers have a deeper insight into who Jesus really was than do nonbelievers. 
According to this thesis, historical research gives us only the "historiographical Jesus"—that is, 
only those aspects of him that are available via historico-critical method—but it cannot show us 
the authentic, divine Jesus of history, who actually lived and preached two millennia ago. To 
arrive at that real Jesus, so the theory goes, one must have faith; and unlike the scientific 



historian, the believing Christian supposedly knows that Jesus really was the Son of God, even if 
the historical evidence does not show that. 

But this solution does not work. Faith provides the believer with no more data about who Jesus 
of Nazareth "really" was than does normal historical experience. There exists no revealed body 
of supernatural information that is given over to the Christian faithful while being kept hidden 
from nonbelievers. Christians have at their disposal only the same public evidence about Jesus 
that everyone else has—but they interpret the data differently. That is, Christianity is a 
"hermeneusis," or interpretation. Its beliefs and doctrines are but one of many possible and 
equally valid ways of understanding the universally available empirical data about Jesus of 
Nazareth. Christians may claim that their faith is based on revelation, but as far as one can tell 
empirically, such revelation is a name for the historically relative and culturally determined 
hermeneutical process in which Christians, confronting the humanly available information about 
Jesus of Nazareth, choose to interpret him as their savior, who reigns with God in heaven. 

Despite these attempts at solving the problem, the critical fact remains: At the root of 
Christianity there lies the difference between how Jesus apparently understood himself while he 
was alive—as the eschatological prophet—and how the church came to interpret him within a 
half century of his death: as the divine Son of God. 

Does this difference constitute a discrepancy, an incompatibility between the evidence of history 
and the claims of faith? On the one hand, no one can scientifically prove (and no believer would 
want to) that Jesus actually was the divine savior that Christianity eventually took him to be. On 
the other hand, it can be established with a high degree of historical certitude that the early 
church did not create her christological understanding of Jesus out of absolutely nothing, but 
rather based it on the earliest believers' firsthand impressions of Jesus' dramatically prophetic 
comportment. That is, Jesus spoke and acted with an extraordinary authority that he attributed to 
God, who was working through him. His disciples interpreted this authority as evidence that 
Jesus was God's final prophet, sent to prepare Israel for the end of time. Thus early christologies, 
which interpreted Jesus first as the Son of Man and eventually as Christ and God (see [Part 
Three]), were an extension and enhancement of what Simon Peter and the original disciples 
believed that Jesus had been, whether or not that belief corresponded to what Jesus actually 
thought of himself and (if this were knowable) who he ontologically was. 

It is perhaps impossible and arguably unnecessary for Christianity to show any inevitable 
connection between Jesus' evaluation of himself when he was alive and Simon Peter's evaluation 
of Jesus both before and after the prophet's death. Christianity begins not with Jesus but with 
Simon Peter, and it maintains itself throughout history by staying in continuity with that first 
believer. Christianity essentially is its sense of history, its unique claim of historical continuity—
but the continuum is with Peter and the first disciples rather than directly with Jesus. That is the 
meaning of the Catholic dictum Ubi Petrus, ibi ecclesia: Christianity is present wherever 
someone traces his or her faith back to that of Simon and the first believers. Those who choose to 
preserve continuity, in one way or another, with Simon Peter's evaluation of the prophet from 
Galilee can rightly lay claim to the title "Christian." Ultimately, Jesus' understanding of himself 
is not essential to Christianity. But Peter's is.  

The gap that contemporary Christian exegetes have confirmed between the historical evidence 
about Jesus and the claims of faith about him is potentially salutary and illuminating. For one 
thing, this difference, once it is acknowledged, offers believers and nonbelievers alike an 
opportunity to reevaluate Christianity at its roots, not so as to destroy it out of hand or to salvage 
it at all costs, but in order to discover what Christianity intends to be about, to probe what it may 
have missed about Jesus, and to ask what kind of future lies ahead for it. 



The present book is that kind of investigation, carried out along the border between the findings 
of empirical history and the questions that inspire faith. Working along that border, I take the 
devil's part, the role of advocatus diaboli; that is, I adopt the viewpoint of the historian, not that 
of the believer. I take the word "history" in the context of the original Greek verb that underlies 
it: historein, to search and inquire, using only the light of natural, empirical reason. My purpose 
is to bring the findings of modern historical and biblical research to bear on three questions that 
are central to the theological crisis in contemporary Christianity: 

[PART ONE] What Jesus preached about the kingdom of God. 

[PART TWO] How belief in his resurrection evolved 

[PART THREE] How the earliest christologies developed in the first half century after Jesus' 
death 

At the heart of this theological crisis there lies a revolution in biblical studies—specifically, the 
emergence of historical-critical method—that began over a century ago and now dominates both 
Catholic and Protestant exegesis. The employment of the historical-critical method in scriptural 
research has often led to extraordinary shifts in the church's understanding of biblical texts; and 
since the testimony of the Bible is a major stone in the foundation of Christian faith, such shifts 
are bound to have repercussions in the theological edifice built on that foundation. 

Therefore, we must preface our threefold study of Jesus, the resurrection, and the origins of 
christology with an overview of how the revolution in New Testament exegesis came about and 
what its major conclusions are. That is the task of the sections that immediately follow. Then, 
throughout the remainder of the book, I shall be drawing upon those conclusions—the results of 
contemporary (and quite orthodox) Christian exegesis—even though I shall be offering my own 
fundamentally variant interpretations of those conclusions. That is, I depend upon (and hope to 
show that I am faithful to) the scientifically controllable results of modern biblical scholarship; 
but then I go beyond that scholarship, by using its scientific results as data for my own theories. 

Although Catholic scholars are relative latecomers to the revolution in biblical exegesis (their 
Protestant counterparts have been at it for almost 150 years), higher criticism of the New 
Testament is now the common activity and common property of both Protestants and Catholics. 
We turn now to the origins and development of that revolution. 

1. Liberal Protestantism and the Jesus of History (1800-1900) 

The Beginnings of modern biblical exegesis go back to the birth of "historical consciousness" at 
the dawn of the nineteenth century; and the first stage in the Protestant development of that 
exegesis is roughly coextensive with what George Steiner has called "the summer of 1815-
1915"—the century of bourgeois liberalism.[6] 

Just as Newton's revolution in physics and Kant's in philosophy helped the eighteenth century to 
invent "nature" as the correlate of Enlightenment reason, so likewise the political revolutions in 
America and France and the enthronement of Hegelian philosophy in Germany contributed to the 
nineteenth century's invention of "history" as the correlate of bourgeois will. The more the world 
and events became transparent to human intellect and manageable by human praxis, the more the 
nineteenth-century bourgeoisie saw nature as a possible mirror of itself—as raw material to be 
shaped in its own image—and understood history as the medium of this self-making. As Marx 
noted in the Communist Manifesto, the bourgeoisie, in transforming the world, broke down the 



solid forms of unchanging substantiality and dissolved them into the fluidity of historical and 
social self-creation. 

All fixed and frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and 

opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. 

All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to 

face with sober senses his real conditions of life and his relations with his kind.[7] 

The rise of historical consciousness gave birth to a new approach to humanistic studies 
(Geisteswissenschaften). The notions that truth is concrete and incarnate rather than abstract, that 
it develops in history rather than being eternally given, and that each stage of its development 
reflects changing human needs and aspirations—these were some of the presuppositions 
underlying the historical-critical method adumbrated by Johann Gottfried von Herder and 
Wilhelm von Humboldt, instituted by Leopold von Ranke, and adopted by biblical scholars. 
After centuries of philosophical fascination with static being, the nineteenth century turned its 
attention to the adventure of historical becoming, where, by the nature of the case, research had 
to focus on the interrelations of concrete events rather than on universal essences and could 
aspire only to probability rather than to necessarily certain truth. Above all, against the 
Enlightenment's idea that historiography established typical and recurring patterns of human 
character and action, the passwords of historical studies now became the inevitability of change 
and development. 

Thus, historians or exegetes who wanted to get the meaning of a text from the past had to forgo 
the desire to find in it a supposedly eternal truth and restrain the urge to project their values into 
the past. Instead, after scientifically establishing the primary evidence of the text, they must 
devote themselves, first, to rigorously reconstructing what the document meant to its author and 
original audience, and second, to tracing how that meaning developed as it came into contact 
with new communities. Only thereafter could they enter upon the task of hermeneutics, that is, 
the interpretation of its possible meaning for a reader today. 

These presuppositions of historical consciousness and critical method formed the background of 
the nineteenth century's revolution in biblical studies. Whether in the Hegelian orientation of the 
Tübingen school or in the more empirical and philological work of the Cambridge school, the 
program with regard to the New Testament was the same: to investigate the Christian Scriptures 
as historical documents that bore witness not to eternal truths so much as to the religious beliefs 
of certain eastern Mediterranean communities in the first few decades after Jesus' death. This 
program entailed (1) the philological task of establishing the correct text of the New Testament; 
(2) the critical task of isolating the original sources of the Gospels; (3) the historical task of 
reconstructing the environments of the first Christian communities; and (4) the exegetical task of 
tracing the development of christology in the early church. This scientific work served as the 
foundation for (5) the theological-hermeneutical task of interpreting the relevance (or 
irrelevance) of early Christian beliefs for men and women of today.[8] 

The current upheaval in Christian theology goes back to this project of constructing a scientific 
foundation of empirical, historical evidence for the edifice of theology. The two moments of the 
revolution—the scientific and the theological—are distinct but not totally separable. Tremors in 
the historical foundations often send shock waves through the upper stories of theology. Already 
in the nineteenth century some large cracks were beginning to show in the traditional doctrines 
about Jesus. 

By the second half of the nineteenth century critical exegetes were virtually in agreement that, 
contrary to the traditional view, the Gospels were not written as neutral historical records of 



Jesus' words and deeds and that they offered no access to his inner thoughts or psychology. 
Rather, even if they preserve some historical recollection of Jesus, they more directly reflect the 
highly developed beliefs of Christian communities forty to sixty years after his death. Often 
enough, the critics showed, sentences that the Gospels put in Jesus' mouth (such as his claims to 
be Christ or the divine Son of God) had never been spoken by him but were invented by later 
believers. 

Over the years New Testament critics have managed to identify at least three types of early 
Christian communities—two of them made up of Jews and one of Gentiles—each of which had 
its relatively distinct christology.[9] First came the Aramaic-speaking Palestinian Jews who were 
the earliest "Christians" (we should say more accurately: adherents of the "Jesus-movement" 
within Judaism). They took Jesus to be the eschatological prophet, God's final and authoritative 
spokesman, who (1) had proclaimed the dawning kingdom of God, (2) had been vindicated by 
God after he died by being miraculously taken to heaven, and (3) had been designated to be the 
future apocalyptic judge who would appear at the imminent end of the world. Although these 
Aramaic-speaking Jewish believers saw Jesus as the prophet of God, they did not consider him to 
be ontologically divine. Nor did they think that he already was the messiah (Christ). Rather, they 
thought that he was only the messiah-designate and that he would come into his full power only 
at the end of time. 

Secondly, there were the Greek-speaking Jews of Palestine and the Diaspora (for example, Syria) 
who had come to believe in Jesus and who were the first to be actually called "Christians" (Acts 
6:1, 8:1, 11:26). As the parousia (Jesus' return to earth from heaven) continued to be delayed, 
these Hellenistic Jewish Christians began to stress not that Jesus would become the Christ at the 
end of time but that he already was the Christ and was currently reigning in heaven. 

Thirdly, Greek-speaking Gentiles eventually converted to Christianity, beginning around 40 
C.E., and they held that Jesus was the Son of God in the full divine sense: He had preexisted as 
God before his human incarnation, had been the true, if concealed, God-man during his life on 
earth, and after his death had been exalted to heaven and was currently reigning there. 

The tremors that these discoveries sent through traditional theology took the form of a 
concatenation of questions: If Jesus did not declare he was Christ and God, and if such 
christology was a creation of later believers, what did the real, historical Jesus actually teach? 
What did he think about himself? Do his teachings have anything in common with traditional 
christology and, above all, do they have any relevance today? The nineteenth-century attempt to 
answer these questions generally took the form of "the quest for the historical Jesus." In various 
ways, from Hermann Samuel Reimarus in the eighteenth century through David Strauss, Ernest 
Renan, and a score of others in the nineteenth century, this quest for the historical Jesus 
undertook the common task of searching for the "Jesus of history," who was concealed by and 
behind the "Christ of dogma."[10] 

A classical statement of the liberal Protestant view of the Jesus of history can be found in the 
immensely popular lectures that Adolf von Harnack (1851-1930) delivered at the University of 
Berlin during the winter semester of 1899-1900 and published immediately thereafter as Das 
Wesen des Christentums (in English: What is Christianity?). For Harnack, Jesus was the ideal 
ethical humanist, and the essence of Christianity lay in a few timeless spiritual principles he had 
taught: the fatherhood of God, the brotherhood of man, and "the infinite value of the human 
soul." Above all, Jesus' message was meant for the interior man; it was, as Harnack put it, a 
question "of God and the soul, the soul and its God." He wrote: 



The kingdom of God comes ... to the individual, by entering into his soul and laying hold of 

it. True, the kingdom of God is the rule of God; but it is the rule of the holy God in the 

hearts of individuals ... [11] 

Looking back from the enlightened nineteenth century, Harnack saw christology, the doctrine 
that Jesus was the divine savior, as an invention of the early church, a crutch that weaker, more 
benighted generations had needed in order to hobble through their lives. Nonetheless, this 
christology had been a felicitous invention, Harnack thought, insofar as it had preserved the 
memory of Jesus for this more surefooted age; and now one could throw away the crutch and 
walk upright, shoulder to shoulder, with the Rotarian Jesus of history. 

Twenty-five centuries earlier the Greek philosopher Xenophanes had observed that human 
beings, in depicting their gods, describe themselves (fragments 15 and 16). After reading 
Harnack's book, George Tyrell, the English Catholic modernist theologian, suggested that the 
liberal Protestant quest for the historical Jesus was comparable to looking down a well: Harnack 
and the others thought they had sighted Jesus, but they were seeing nothing but their own 
bourgeois reflection staring back up at them.  

Harnack's book relied on the biblical scholarship of his day. In the nineteenth century exegetes 
had developed the science of "source criticism," the study of the literary relation between the 
relatively similar Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke (the "synoptic" Gospels). As the name 
suggests, source criticism attempted to ferret out the literary origins of the Gospels, and by the 
1860s it had succeeded in determining two things.[12] 

First, by isolating the gospel verses that Matthew and Luke had borrowed from Mark (and by 
finding none that Mark had borrowed from them), source critics were able to establish that 
Mark's Gospel was the first one to be written (it is currently dated at ca. 70 C.E.) and that 
Matthew and Luke had used it as the principal written source of their own Gospels, which 
appeared about fifteen years later. Second, by isolating gospel verses that were common to 
Matthew and Luke but absent from Mark, the exegetes proposed the "two-source" hypothesis: 
that besides Mark there had been another, earlier source of gospel material, a collection 
composed mostly of sayings attributed to Jesus, which went back to the early Aramaic-speaking 
Christian communities of Palestine. This second source came to be known as "Q," which 
abbreviates the German word Quelle ("source"). Today, despite some disagreement about the 
exact contents of the Q-document, virtually all New Testament scholars accept the Q-hypothesis. 
However, the nineteenth-century theory of two sources—Q and Mark—has since been refined 
and expanded into the "four-source" theory (see accompanying chart), which postulates two 
other oral sources to account for materials that are unique to Matthew and to Luke.[13]  



 

Harnack and other liberal Protestants thought that source criticism had established that Mark and 
Q were the earliest historical records of Jesus' life and preaching and therefore that exegetes 
could now peer through the christological embellishments of the later Gospels of Matthew and 
Luke and see in Mark and Q a more human Jesus—the real "Jesus of history." For example, 
Matthew and Luke assert that Jesus was conceived and born as the Christ, and John's Gospel, 
written around 100 C.E., goes even further and maintains that Jesus had preexisted as God before 
he was born. But source criticism had shown that the Gospels of Matthew and Luke developed 
out of Mark's earlier and more modest position, according to which Jesus was merely adopted as 
the Christ, indeed only when he had become an adult. By reading between the lines of Mark's 
Gospel, Harnack found—or reconstructed—an even simpler Jesus, an entirely human prophet 
whose message, as luck would have it, was entirely consonant with the religious sentiments of 
nineteenth-century liberal humanism. 

Thus Christianity could finally bid adieu not only to the early church's divinization of Jesus but 
also, as Albrecht Ritschl (1822-1889) had earlier argued, even to the misguided doctrine of 
eschatology that Jesus himself had preached.[14] All that messy business about the imminent end 
of the world and God's unannounced (and frankly impolite) irruption into the tidy world of 
human self-improvement could be done away with. Christianity had at last found a place in 
sophisticated late-nineteenth-century society, even if it was a quiet and somewhat harmless 
place. For liberal Protestants, the contemporary meaning of Jesus' doctrine of the kingdom of 
God was not that some mythical apocalyptic judge was going to break in from the Beyond and 
take humanity to task for its sins. Rather, the kingdom of God was the result of human endeavor, 
"the corporate product of [the Christian] community," "a human product, springing out of an 
individual activity called forth by the divine 'seed.'"[15] In Ritschl's interpretation, Christianity 
became a purely interior community, an invisible, spiritual kingdom in the hearts of well-
mannered men and women. Ritschl wrote: 

Those who believe in Christ ... constitute the Kingdom of God in so far as, forgetting 

distinctions of sex, rank, or nationality, they act reciprocally from love, and thus call into 

existence that fellowship of moral disposition and moral blessings which extends, through 

all possible gradations, to the limits of the human race.[16] 



The historical Jesus came out of the pages of Scripture as a good bourgeois liberal, devoted to 
the preachment of self-improvement, love of one's neighbor, and religious freedom from 
ecclesiastical dogmatism. For Ritschl the kingdom of God was not an eschatological but an 
ethical and social affair: "the organization of humanity through action inspired by love."[17] 

2. Rudolf Bultmann and the Christ of Faith (1920-1950) 

By the end of World War I the liberals' reconstruction of Jesus, which for some years had been 
on shaky theological and exegetical grounds, came entirely unglued. As bourgeois optimism 
about the ethical improvability of mankind collapsed in the carnage of the war, a new generation 
of Protestant theologians came into their own, and they had little patience with the socially 
acceptable but innocuous Jesus who had been invented by their liberal forebears. 

Already in 1892the young scholar Johannes Weiss, who in fact was the son-in-law of Albrecht 
Ritschl, had profoundly shaken the liberal Protestant dogma that Jesus was merely an ethical 
teacher of the Fatherhood of God, the brotherhood of man, and the gradual growth of the 
kingdom of God in this world. His Die Predigt Jesu vom Reiche Gottes (Jesus' Proclamation of 
the Kingdom of God) burst on the scene, arguing that Jesus' teaching was entirely focused on the 
imminent arrival of God from outside the world and that Jesus had proclaimed not a bourgeois 
ethics of personal morality and civic duty but a radical "interim ethics" of preparation for the 
coming of the kingdom. For example, noting the distance between Jesus' passionate 
eschatological ethics and liberal Protestantism's accommodation to the world, Weiss declared 
that despite the explicit and earnest warning of Jesus that it is easier for a camel to go 

through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of God, and although 

Jesus declared, "with men it is impossible," many rich Christians, indeed many rich 

churches have dared to remain rich. ... It would be more truthful to take one's stand 

historically with respect to these matters, and to understand them from the perspective of 

Jesus' eschatological and dualistic viewpoint.[18] 

This reassertion of the eschatological character of Jesus' message began to resonate strongly in 
Protestant circles after World War I. Karl Barth's powerful Epistle to the Romans, published in 
German in 1919 captured the religious imagination of the new generation by reproposing the 
traditional themes of man's sinfulness, God's transcendence, and the need for redemption from 
beyond, under the rubric "What was of grave importance [in Paul's time] is still so today."[19] 
Soren Kierkegaard, recently translated into German, began to make more sense with his call for 
an absurd "leap of faith" than did Ritschl and Harnack with their offer of a benign and well-
mannered Jesus. The old Lutheran call for faith alone—without foundations in nature or 
history—found a resonance in those who were disillusioned with the March of Progress. While, 
of course, the worldwide Marxist revolution prompted many to look deeper within history for a 
solution to the social and political catastrophes of the age, others, like Rudolf Bultmann, found 
inspiration in Martin Heidegger's quasi-Lutheran turn to the individual and in his antihistoricist 
stress on the repeatability of the essential (die Wiederholung des Gewesenen). If liberal 
Protestants had abandoned the divine God-man of traditional doctrine in order to invent the 
humanitarian Jesus of history, Bultmann and others abandoned the liberal Jesus of history in 
order to invent the existential Christ of faith.[20] 

After the war Protestant scholars began inventing sharper exegetical tools for probing the 
historical development of the Christian Scriptures and, in the eyes of many, for whittling away at 
the divinity of Jesus. 

 



In the area of New Testament research, the watershed between liberal Protestant exegesis and 
what came after it can be dated to 1919-1921, the years in which Karl Ludwig Schmidt (1891-
1956), Martin Dibelius (1883-1947), and Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976) published 
groundbreaking works in the new area of biblical science called "form criticism."[21] 

The source critics of the previous century had focused only on the written sources of the 
Gospels; and in postulating the Q-document and establishing the historical priority of Mark's 
Gospel among the Synoptics, they had gone as far back into early Christian history as they could. 
But with "form criticism" the focus shifted from the literary relationships among the Synoptic 
Gospels to the preliterary history of the material upon which those Gospels drew. Whereas 
source criticism goes back only to the period around 50C.E., when the oral Aramaic Q was 
presumably written out in a Greek translation, form criticism traces the verses of the Gospels and 
of the hypothetical Q-document back to the period of their oral genesis and transmission between 
30 and 50 C.E. (see chart). 

One of the presuppositions of form criticism is that each Synoptic Gospel is like a mosaic 
composed of individual tesserae or a necklace made up of separate pearls strung together. Each 
Gospel is a creative compilation of earlier units of material (called "pericopes") which the church 
generated after Jesus died. These pericopes circulated in oral form as independent and self-
contained sayings and stories before they were committed to writing (some of them in the Greek 
Q) and eventually organized into the Gospels. Form critics study the origins and development of 
the individual units, and they attempt to identify the particular forms those units take: for 
example, polemical or didactic sayings, proverbs, apocalyptic prophesies, community 
regulations, parables, miracle stories, and the like.[22] Some pericopes may well embody 
historical recollections of what Jesus said and did, whereas others contain words and deeds that 
the church, in retrospect, invented and attributed to him. In any case, at each stage of their 
reception and transmission these pericopes, according to the form critics, were freely adapted 
and creatively shaped by the Christian communities to fit their own particular needs, such as 
catechetics, liturgy, apologetics, and controversy with outsiders.[23] 

 



 

Therefore, the pericopes do not have an unadulterated historical value as neutral accounts of 
what Jesus said and did, but they do reveal in each case the particular life-situation (Sitz im 
Leben) of the communities that shaped them. And most important of all, they tell us how those 
communities understood the meaning of Jesus. The pericopes are not disinterested records of the 
life of Jesus but early testimonies of the community's faith in Jesus as the Christ.[24] In other 
words, form criticism takes the exegete further back into early Christianity than source criticism 
does, insofar as it sheds scientific light on the otherwise dark years between the death of Jesus 
(30 C.E.) and the emergence of the first written testimonies of faith (Paul's epistles and the Q-
document, ca. 50 C.E., and the Gospels, ca. 70-95 C.E.). However, form criticism offers no 
direct access to the Jesus of history and his psychology—and least of all access to Harnack's 
humanitarian Jesus. Form criticism can get back only to the early oral traditions in which the first 
Christian generations passed down their faith in the prophet. 

Form critics in general and Rudolf Bultmann in particular have traditionally maintained that the 
materials that went to make up the Gospels tell us virtually nothing about the historical Jesus 
except that he was a prophet and an ethical teacher who preached the dawning of God's 
eschatological kingdom, called for radical faith and charity, and made no messianic or divine 
claims about himself. Bultmann goes further and asserts that even this minimum of historical 
information that leaks through into the pericopes has no religious significance for Christian faith. 
For Bultmann there is an absolute discontinuity between the Jesus of history and the Christ of 
faith. 

In this sense, Bultmann's work represents the triumph of the Lutheran doctrine of "faith alone" 
over the liberals' doctrine of "history alone." For Bultmann the paradox of faith is that the life of 



Jesus ultimately has no real importance for Christianity. Faith consists in leaping from the bare 
historical fact that Jesus lived and died to an affirmation that Jesus is the Christ. Even the value 
of the New Testament testimonies of faith is called into question insofar as these texts are fraught 
with first-century apocalyptic myths that risk obscuring the existential meaning of faith. These 
myths must be radically reinterpreted ("demythologized") in order to bring out the call to 
personal authenticity that they embody. In all this, however, Bultmann insists that Christianity 
(which in his hands looks more and more like a religious version of Heidegger's early 
philosophy) cannot dispense with christology, as the liberals thought it could, if only because, 
Bultmann claims, one needs christology (properly demythologized) for the existential challenge 
to authenticity that it conveys. 

3. The New Quest for the Historical Jesus (1950 to Today) 

Since the end of World War II New Testament scholarship has undergone important 
developments both in critical method and in theological reflection. For one thing, while the 
method of form criticism continues to be used with some revisions by contemporary exegetes, it 
has been complemented since the late forties by "redaction criticism" (in German, 
Redaktionsgeschichte, "redaction history"), which attempts to sort out the differing theological 
conceptions that guided the four evangelists in reshaping earlier oral material into their written 
Gospels.[25] 

But more important, some of the theological conclusions that Bultmann built upon form criticism 
have been called into question since World War II. In the early fifties a number of Protestant 
exegetes (among them, Ernst Käsemann, Günter Bornkamm, Hans Conzelmann, Gerhard 
Ebeling, and Ernst Fuchs, some of whom are former students of Bultmann's) argued that it was 
indeed possible, with the aid of exegetical criticism, to get behind the christological 
proclamations of the early church and to catch a glimpse not only of the actual words and deeds 
of the historical Jesus but also of the way he understood himself during his lifetime. With claims 
such as these it seemed that New Testament exegetes were coming around full circle. First, 
nineteenth-century liberalism had destroyed the divine Christ of faith and invented a 
humanitarian Jesus of history; then Bultmann virtually destroyed the Jesus of history and 
invented an existential Christ of faith; and now the "Post-Bultmannians" were advocating a "new 
quest for the historical Jesus." But the "new" quest has almost nothing in common with the 
nineteenth-century one. The Post-Bultmannians, for example, agree with Bultmann on a number 
of points: that there is no possibility of discovering an "uninterpreted Jesus of Nazareth," a Jesus 
untouched by Christian faith; that we cannot reconstruct Jesus' inner psychology and thoughts; 
that Christianity cannot do away with christology; that the post-Easter Christian community is 
(in large measure, at least) the seedbed of the Jesus-tradition; that faith cannot be reduced to 
history or reason and that sola historia cannot replace the Lutheran position of sola fide. [26] 

But on the other hand, these new exegetes also take their distance from Bultmann. They point out 
that the historical recollections of Jesus found in the pericopes offer much more historical 
information about the prophet than Bultmann admits and that this information does have some 
significance for faith. They argue, for example, that the authority that Jesus demonstrated in his 
words and deeds reveals, if not Jesus' inner psychology, at least his publicly enacted 
understanding of himself as a prophet. 

Most important of all, the Post-Bultmannians deny that there is an unbridgeable chasm between 
the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith. Or, to put the matter positively and more accurately, 
they hold that there is a continuity between the meaning that the disciples attributed to Jesus 
during his life and the meaning they attributed to him after his death. In other words, the Post-
Bultmannians do not see New Testament christology as a post-Easter invention on the part of the 



church but as a spelling out of the implicit christological claims that the disciples discerned in the 
authoritative words and deeds of Jesus during his lifetime. These exegetes point out that, after 
Easter, the disciples believed that it was Jesus—not some "X" but the Jesus they had known—
who was the Christ. They claim that to deny this continuity of meaning, as Bultmann does, is to 
risk reducing Christianity to a modern myth with some generalized existential import.Underlying 
and supporting these new theological positions are new, or at least revised, methods of scientific 
exegesis. Within form criticism, the Post-Bultmannians make use of at least four criteria for 
determining whether elements of the gospel material are authentically historical, that is, traceable 
to Jesus himself. First, the criterion of dissimilarity allows the exegete to attribute to Jesus at 
least those sayings which can be shown to be probably unique to him insofar as they are notably 
dissimilar from sayings that are provably typical of either the early church or ancient Judaism. 
Secondly, the criterion of coherence allows these exegetes to attribute to Jesus those sayings that 
are coherent with the material that has already been established to be "unique because 
dissimilar." Thirdly, the criterion of multiple attestation permits the exegete, within limits, to 
attribute to Jesus those deeds or kinds of behavior which are attested in all or many of the distinct 
gospel sources (for example, Mark and Q). Finally, according to the criterion of language and 
environment, any authentic saying of Jesus would have to reflect Aramaic speech and, in 
general, the cultural patterns of early Palestine—although it is possible that such characteristics 
might reflect only the earliest Palestinian churches.[27] 

What, then, have the post-Bultmannian exegetes discovered about the historical Jesus by 
applying these criteria to the gospel material? Negatively, they have established that Jesus did 
not express his self-understanding in any christological titles—certainly not in the so-called 
higher titles (such as "God," or "Lord" in the full divine sense) and not even in the so-called 
lower titles (for example, "messiah," "[messianic eschatological] prophet," and "Son of Man"). 
On the positive side, what Jesus thought of himself can be seen indirectly and implicitly in the 
authoritative way he spoke and acted—for example, the way he bent the Law by eating with 
sinners and outcasts, or the way he declared that the kingdom of God was dawning in his words 
and deeds. In Jesus' assertion of his authority the scholars find the attitude of a prophet who 
seemed convinced that his word was God's word and that his will was at one with his Father's. 
They interpret this as an implicit claim to a unique relation with God—but only that and no 
more. 

In other words, the "new quest" for the historical Jesus has discovered something more than 
Bultmann thought could be found, and something different from what the liberal quest thought it 
had discovered. 

It has found a Jesus who acts like an eschatological prophet with a sense of authority derived 
from his special relation to God. No doubt he did preach (to put it minimally) "the fatherhood of 
God and the brotherhood of man," as the liberals thought, but he did so in a number of ways the 
liberals overlooked. For one thing, there is an irreducible eschatological element to his preaching 
about the kingdom of God; for another, he preached the kingdom in a uniquely self-referential 
way: by acting as if he himself were the locus (if not the focus) of the dawning of that reign of 
God. 

But, for all that, the question remains: What difference does this make? Even if we could 
establish (and we cannot) that Jesus actually thought he was God's eschatological prophet—or 
for that matter, God's divine Son—Jesus' opinion of himself would have no binding power on 
anyone else and so would make no real difference for faith. Jesus could have thought he was any 
number of things and still have been deluded. Regardless of what they have established about the 
Jesus of history, the Post-Bultmannians have not rendered the leap of faith any easier or more 
reasonable. Nor did they intend to do so. But neither, as it seems, have they raised the degree of 



Jesus' importance much higher than the liberals did. In fact, what real difference is there between 
Harnack's mild-mannered Jesus and the Post-Bultmannians' more self-assured and authoritative 
prophet? Have all three—Harnack, Bultmann, the Post-Bultmannians—been looking, with 
different exegetical spectacles, down the very same well and seeing only their own reflection?  

We have seen how the revolution in New Testament exegesis has contributed to the theological 
crisis in Christianity. The rest of this book is an investigation of three major elements in that 
crisis: the content of Jesus' preaching, the doctrine of the resurrection, and the development of 
the first christologies. In what follows I shall be drawing upon the gains of contemporary 
exegesis that we have just studied. For example, I shall be employing the results of post-
Bultmannian research into the authentic sayings of Jesus as I attempt to reconstruct the life and 
teachings of Jesus. But my purpose is to surpass rather than to repeat the mainline Christian 
interpretation of Jesus, both in its traditional and in its more modern "liberal" form. In 
appropriating and expropriating the best of modern liberal exegesis of the New Testament, my 
goal is to contribute to the shaping of a postmodern and postliberal interpretation of the meaning 
of Jesus. 

Fifteen hundred years ago the Christian philosopher Boethius described the perennial ideal of 
Christian thought and existence as a yoking together of faith and reason: Fidem, si poteris, 
rationemque coniuge.[28] Today we might paraphrase his dictum as follows: Faith, if it is 
possible and if it is to be responsible, can never escape from history or ignore the evidence that 
history provides. That very evidence is what has brought Christianity to the foundational crisis it 
is now living through. The time is ripe to muster the results of New Testament historians and 
exegetes, to use those findings in order to reread the origins of Christianity, and to see what this 
tradition can still say—or perhaps only whisper—on the other side of liberal Christianity. 
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I 

How Jesus Lived and Died 

In popular Christian teaching, Jesus often comes across as a divine visitor to our planet, a 
supernatural being who dropped into history disguised as a Jewish carpenter, performed some 
miracles, died on a cross to expiate sins, and miraculously departed again for the other world. 

In official Church teaching this view of Jesus as a god who merely pretended to be human is a 
heresy, and the seriousness of the error is not mitigated by the fact that multitudes of the faithful, 
from catechists to cardinals, firmly believe and teach it. In earlier forms the heresy was called 
"Docetism" (from the Greek verb dokei, "he only seems to be"), and it has been condemned 
many times for maintaining, in effect, that Jesus merely appeared to be a human being but 
actually was not, that this heavenly savior merely "wore" flesh like a garment while he went 
about his divine task of redeeming the world. Church condemnations notwithstanding, this 
heresy continues to thrive in contemporary Christianity and remains one of the more common 
forms of christology in popular Roman Catholicism.[1] 

But even in its official, orthodox form, Christianity tends to overlook the fact that, exceptional 
though he proved to be, Jesus was a young Jewish man of his times, as mortal and fallible as 
anyone before or after him. Whether this Galilean carpenter was also God is a matter of some 
debate. But no serious person doubts that he in fact lived as a human being in a certain place and 
at a certain time. Which means that one way to make sense of who he was and what he was 
about is to "materialize" him, to pull him out of his mythical eternity and reinsert him into the 
historical situation that shaped his mind and his message. 

Jesus lived his brief and tragic life (from about 5 B.C.E. to 30 C.E.) at a time when Judaism was 
undergoing dramatic transformations in its social and political structures, and attempting to 
interpret Jesus in abstraction from that context would be like trying to make sense out of Dante 
without referring to medieval Florence. Therefore we begin the present chapter, which is devoted 
to understanding Jesus' message of the "kingdom of God," with some remarks on the historical 
development of Israel and, in particular, on the eschatological mood of the times. 

1. The End of the World 

The years during which Jesus preached--probably 28-30 C.E.--were moments of relative calm at 
the eye of a political hurricane. Two hundred years earlier, the Maccabee brothers had revolted 
against Syrian domination of Judea, and after a long struggle, the Jewish people had won a brief 
hiatus of independence from foreign domination (142-63 B.C.E.). Those years of political 
freedom ended with Pompey's conquest of Palestine, and thereafter the country lived under the 
cloud of an uneasy Pax Romana that held until 66 C.E. In that year Jewish revolutionaries, called 
Zealots, rebelled against the empire; but Roman legions led by Titus crushed the insurrection and 
destroyed the Jerusalem Temple in 70 C.E. In 135 C.E. a second Jewish revolt against Rome 
ended with the razing of the Holy City.[2] 

Those three hundred turbulent years, framed at both ends by violent revolutions, mark one of the 
most creative eras in Western religious and intellectual history, not only because they reshaped 
Judaism and launched Christianity, but also because they delivered to the West the notion of 
eschatology (the idea of an end to time), which, through various transformations from 
millenarianism. to Marxism, has profoundly influenced the Western concept of history. 

 





What interests us about this axial period are the changes it engendered in Jewish religious 
consciousness just before and during Jesus' lifetime. One of the major accomplishments of the 
period was a radical shift in the Jewish conception of history and the emergence of an intense 
and pervasive expectation of "the end of the world." This eschatological mood dominated Jesus' 
lifetime and affected how people heard his message. Let us see how it came about. 

FROM HISTORY TO THE LAW 

The Jewish prophets who flourished before the Babylonian Exile (586-538 B.C.E.) had no clear 
doctrine of an end of time and certainly no hope that God would one day destroy the world. 
Rather, the uniqueness of the prophets' message lay in their insistence that history was the arena 
of God's salvation of Israel.[3] 

Unlike many other religions, which located the manifestations of the divine in the mythical dawn 
of time or in the eternal cycles of nature, pre-exilic Judaism proclaimed that the realm of human 
action was the place where God revealed himself. Yahweh was a God of history who intervened 
on Israel's behalf through such concrete events as the Exodus, the conquest of Palestine, and the 
establishment of the Davidic kingdom. Israel's God was a political activist who established her 
rulers, toppled her enemies, and passed historical judgment on her good and bad actions. Long 
before Christians discovered Marx, the prophets preached a form of "liberation theology": faith 
as cooperation with God's intention to effect worldly justice, and peace for mankind. Prophetism 
was an act of faith in the God of history. 

Before the exile the Jews saw time as neither linear nor cyclical, neither teleological nor 
eschatological, but as epiphantic, the medium of God's revelation to and salvific presence with 
Israel. This faith that God was directing history (along with the later belief, derived from it, that 
he had created the world) prevented traditional Judaism from looking ahead to an apocalyptic 
end of history followed by a suprahistorical "new heaven and new earth." The classical prophets 
of the seventh and eighth centuries B.C.E. were neither pessimistic about history's course nor 
optimistic about transcending it, for theirs was a historical rather than an otherworldly hope. 
When Israel was beset by political and social sufferings, the prophets promised salvation not as a 
second life in the hereafter but as a temporal restoration of the nation under a future Davidic 
king. Salvation was not an escape from time through resurrection of the body or immortality of 
the soul, but a triumph within time in the form of peaceful social existence in a theocratic state. 

But all that changed with conquest of the kingdom of Judah by Nebuchadnezzar in 586 B.C.E. 
and the subsequent exile in Babylon. When the Jewish people began returning to Palestine in 538 
B.C.E. after a half century in captivity, they were allowed only limited political autonomy under 
Persian rule and, later, under Greek and Syrian domination. Deprived of her Davidic leaders and 
major prophets, Israel began to find her spiritual anchorage less in Yahweh's direction of her 
national history than in the revealed words of Scripture. But now the Bible was read not so much 
as an account of the gesta dei, God'sinterventions in Israel's past as a promise of further 
epiphanies to come. Rather, the emphasis was on the Law, which they thought had been given by 
God in the past and remained ever valid for the present, seemingly without the need of God's 
further interventions in time. This shift from history to hermeneutics, from faith in God's 
direction of history to scrupulous interpretation of legal codes, provided Israel with a tidier, if 
less dramatic, world. 

For the next three and a half centuries Israel was a kingless theocracy governed by a timeless 
Law. Around 400 B.C.E., under the high priest Ezra ("a scribe skilled in the law of Moses," Ezra 
7:6),[4] the five books of the Pentateuch, called the Torah, or Law, were edited in their final 
form and became the religious and legal constitution of the Jewish people.[5] Henceforth the 



guides of Israel would no longer be the prophets, who in pre-exilic times had called for fidelity to 
God's workings in history, and certainly not the Davidic kings, who were no more. Rather, her 
political and religious leaders would be the priests of the rebuilt Temple, the rabbis of the local 
synagogues, and in particular the scribes, the theological lawyers who delivered the casuistic and 
devotional embellishments on the Law that would eventually evolve into the Talmud.[6] 

The Law, the index of Israel's fidelity to the Lord, became a complicated body of codes.[7] It 
was divided into the Written Law, or Torah (torah she-biktab), whichGod had delivered to 
Moses--that is, the Ten Commandments plus the myriad supplementary prescriptions found 
throughout the Pentateuch--and the Oral Law, or "Sayings of the Fathers," the hundreds of legal 
principles and devotional or ethical interpretations that were generated by the scribes from the 
fourth century B.C.E. onward as guiding rules for faithful Jews and that eventually became 
codified as the Mishnah and the Gemara. 

The purpose of the casuistic Oral Law was, as the scribes put it, to "build a fence around the 
Torah,"[8] a bulwark of detailed codes which, if properly observed, would guarantee that the 
scrupulous believer could not have violated the Written Law. (Wearing a false tooth, for 
example, might constitute carrying a heavy burden and thus violate the commandment of 
Sabbath rest, whereas pulling a mule from a pit might not.[9]) This elaborate "second 
Pentateuch," combined with the already elaborate set of forty-one laws found in the Covenant 
Code (Exodus 20:23-23:33), plus the seventy-eight laws of the Deuteronomic Code 
(Deuteronomy, chapters 12-26), and the strict regulation of sex, feasts, and sacrifices in the 
Holiness Code (Leviticus, chapters 17-26), often gave the impression of a jurisprudential 
nightmare. And the laws kept growing until, according to one tradition: "Six hundred and 
thirteen commandments were communicated to Moses, three hundred and sixty-five prohibitions, 
corresponding to the number of days in the solar year, and two hundred and forty-eight positive 
precepts, corresponding to the number of the members of man's body"[10]--these hundreds of 
statutes at the service of defining the ten rather simple commandments revealed to Israel through 
Moses. 

Moreover, by the time of Jesus Judaism was divided by sectarian debates over the question of 
which Law was to be observed. The conservative and aristocratic Sadducees were rigid literalists 
who observed only the ancient Written Law, whereas the fervent lay sect of the Pharisees, who 
were aligned with the scribes, were considered "liberals" because they not only followed the 
ancient Torah but also observed and developed the more recent Oral Law with its scrupulous 
attention to everyday life. The Pharisees of Jesus' day, who were greatly respected by the 
ordinary people, were in turn divided into the strict constructionists of the Shammai school and 
the more flexible adherents of the Hillel school. When we read in Mark's Gospel that the 
Pharisees approached Jesus with a question about the grounds for a legal divorce (10:1-12), we 
are witnessing an effort to get him to take a side in the debate between these two Pharisaic sects. 
The attempt, in fact, was unsuccessful, and as we shall see, much of the radical newness of Jesus' 
message consisted in his proclamation of a nonlegalistic relation to God. 

In short, the period during and after the exile witnessed a major transformation in consciousness 
within Israel: a shift from history to hermeneutics, from a prophetic engagement with political 
events to a clerical exegesis of the Law. A historical contrast suggests itself here. The classical 
Greeks, in their confrontations with the Persian Empire from the battle of Marathon in 490 
B.C.E. through the conquests of Alexander 150 years later, were led in a sense from religion to 
history, from mythical scripture (in their case, Homer) to political action. At roughly the same 
time Israel, reeling from her defeat by Babylon and humbled by her subjection to Persia, 
retreated from history to Scripture, from political action to religious legalism. As these two very 
different cultures collided with the empires of the Middle East, their paths took opposite 



directions. Greece, feeling its historical power, pushed beyond itself and became the worldwide 
cultural force of Hellenism. Israel, feeling its political impotence, turned within and became, for 
the first time, an institutionalized "religion." 

THE BIRTH OF ESCHATOLOGY 

Along with this post-exilic emphasis on the Law there went a transformation in the Jewish 
conception of Yahweh and his relation to his chosen people. Before the captivity in Babylon, 
Israel envisioned God's salvation as a future restoration of the glorious past under a new Davidic 
king. But after the exile, when Yahweh seemed to have fled to the higher heavens, leaving 
priests and scribes in his wake, the earlier hope for this-worldly theocratic restoration began to 
fade. Yahweh came to be seen less as the national deity who had intervened and would intervene 
again in Israel's political history, and more as an Oriental despot who ruled the entire universe, 
including the Gentile nations, from the distant and impersonal heights of metaphysical 
transcendence. From those heavens he governed the world no longer by direct historical 
intervention as in the past, but by the ministrations of angelic mediators who, like the eternal 
Law, mediated his presence to mankind. 

Israel's retreat from history took a dramatic step in the second century B.C.E. with the emergence 
of the radically new idea of eschatology, the doctrine of the end of the world. At the beginning of 
the Maccabean revolt, when Israel's fate seemed to be at its lowest point, pious Jews began to 
hope not for a new divine intervention within history but for a catastrophic end to history, when 
God would stop the trajectory of Israel's decline by destroying this sinful world and creating a 
new, supratemporal realm where the just would find their eternal reward.[11] 

This eschatology, or doctrine of the end of time, found literary expression in the imaginative and 
very popular genre of apocalypse, in which pseudonymous authors spun out fanciful predictions 
of the coming end of the world and dramatic descriptions of the aftermath. Apocalyptic 
eschatology spelled the end of the prophets' hope for a future revival of the past and replaced it 
with mythical hopes for a cosmic cataclysm followed by the eternal olam ha-ba, the "new age to 
come." If prophetism had been an act of faith in God's workings in history, apocalyptism was an 
act of despair.[12] 

This recasting of Yahweh as apocalyptic destroyer was strongly influenced by the Zoroastrian 
religion that the Israelites had encountered during the Babylonian Exile. Zoroaster (ca. 630-550 
B.C.E.) had taught that the world was the scene of a dramatic cosmic struggle between the forces 
of Good and Evil, led by the gods Ormazd and Ahriman. But this conflict was not to continue 
forever because, according to Zoroastrianism, history was not endless but finite and in fact 
dualistic, divided between the present age of darkness and the coming age of light. Time was 
devolving through four (or in some accounts seven) progressively worsening periods toward an 
eschatological cataclysm when Good would finally annihilate Evil and the just would receive 
their otherworldly reward in an age of eternal bliss. Zoroastrianism's profound pessimism about 
present history was thus answered by its eschatological optimism about a future eternity. 

As Israel's political fortunes faded and as such Zoroastrian ideas as these took hold, Judaism 
shifted the focus of its religious hopes from the arena of the national and historical to that of the 
eschatological and cosmic, from political salvation in some future time to preternatural survival 
in an afterlife. This radical change can be seen in late Judaism's adoption of notions like the fall 
of Adam from paradisal grace at the beginning of time, the workings of Satan and other demons 
in the present age, and the Last judgment and the resurrection at the end of history--all of which 
Christianity was to take over and turn into dogmas. But the clearest sign of this absorption of 



Persian ideas can be found in the eschatological visions of history that surfaced in apocalyptic 
literature during the two centuries before Jesus began to preach. 

One such apocalyptic work was the Book of Daniel, composed around 165B.C.E. during the 
Maccabean revolt against the oppressive Seleucid dynasty. The tyrannical King Antiochus IV, 
who ruled Palestine (175-03 B.C.E.) from Syria, had undertaken to force Hellenistic religion and 
culture on his Jewish subjects. He deposed the legitimate high priest, forbad ritual sacrifice and 
circumcision, plundered the Temple treasury, and, most shocking of all, set up the "Abomination 
of Desolation" (Daniel 11:31),an altar to Olympian Zeus, within the Temple precinct. 

The Book of Daniel was written by an anonymous author in the second century B.C.E.; but in a 
way typical of apocalyptic works, the book purported to have been composed some four 
centuries earlier by a prophet named Daniel, and pretended to predict the catastrophic events that 
in fact were happening in the author's own lifetime. The work interpreted these events as 
"eschatological woes," a time of sufferings and troubles "such as never has been since there was 
a nation" (12:1). According to God's hidden plan, these woes marked the final stage before the 
destruction of the old and godless world and the final triumph of divine justice. 

The Book of Daniel envisaged history as rushing downhill toward its eschatological end, which 
the author was convinced would come in his own lifetime. For example, the book told of a dream 
that the sixth-century Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar supposedly had and that the prophet 
Daniel interpreted for him in terms of the succession of kingdoms (2:31-43). In the dream history 
was depicted as a giant statue with the head made of gold (representing the kingdom of 
Babylon), the chest and arms of silver (the kingdom of the Medes), the belly and thighs of 
bronze (the kingdom of Persia), the legs of iron (the empire of Alexander), and the feet made 
partly of iron and partly of clay (the divided kingdom of the Seleucids in Syria and the Ptolemies 
in Egypt). In the dream  

[a stone] smote the image on its feet of iron and clay, and broke them in pieces; then the 

iron, the clay, the bronze, the silver, and the gold, all together were broken in pieces, and 

became like the chaff of the summer threshing floors. (2:34-35)  

The prophet Daniel predicted that when the Seleucid kingdom crumbled--as the author of the 
book believed was happening in his own day--the end of time would come. But before that, 
Israel had to pass through a time of eschatological woes when the final godless kingdom would 
"devour the whole earth, trample it down and break it to pieces" (7:23).At the climax of these 
sufferings a Great Beast--in this case the Seleucid king Antiochus IV--was to appear and "speak 
words against the Most High and wear out his saints" (7:25).[13] 

According to Daniel the duration of these eschatological woes was limited, and at the end of this 
period God himself would arrive as the cosmic judge to annihilate the kingdom of the beast and 
to "set up a kingdom which shall never be destroyed" (2:44). The apocalyptic writer describes his 
vision of the imminent eschaton: 

As I looked, thrones were placed, and one that was ancient of days took his seat. ... The 

court sat in judgment and the books were opened. ... And as I looked, the beast was slain, 

and its body destroyed and given over to be burned with fire. (7:9-11)  

At the climax of this apocalyptic drama a mysterious figure, "one like a man," appears from the 
heavens. This figure assumes the role of God's viceregent and ushers in the new and eternal 
kingdom. 



And behold, with the clouds of heaven there came one like a man, and he came to the 

Ancient of Days and was presented before him.  
 
And to him was given dominion and glory and kingdom, so that all peoples, nations and 

languages should serve him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not be 

destroyed. (7:13-14)  

This strange eschatological figure, who came to be called "the Son of Man," has been the subject 
of much scholarly debate.[14] One plausible hypothesis explains him as a collective symbol of 
the Jewish people themselves, represented in the form of an angel ("one like a man") whom God 
had appointed as Israel's protector and advocate in God's sight. However, later (probably in the 
first century B.C.E.) this collective symbol of Israel became concretized as a specific individual 
savior who was expected to descend from heaven at the end of time. Apocalyptic writers took the 
phrase from the Book of Daniel ("one like a man") and turned it into an eschatological title: "the 
Son of Man." For example, the First (Ethiopic) Book of Enoch 46(ca. 100 B.C.E.?) interprets this 
savior as having existed from all eternity, hidden in God's presence since before the creation. The 
apocalyptic visionary, swept up to heaven and to the beginning of everything, writes: 

At that hour, that Son of Man was given a name in the presence of the Lord of the Spirits, 

the Before-Time, even before the creation of the sun and the moon, before the creation of 

the stars, he was given a name in the presence of the Lord of the Spirits. ... He is the light of 

the gentiles and he will become the hope of those who are sick in their hearts. ... He became 

the Chosen One; he was concealed in the presence of the Lord of the Spirits prior to the 

creation of the world, and for eternity. And he has revealed the wisdom of the Lord of the 

Spirits to the righteous and the holy ones. (48:2-7a)  

Made manifest only at the end of time, this Son of Man would save God's chosen people, pass 
judgment on the Gentile kingdoms, and preside over the eschatological banquet in the new 
world. 

Moreover, along with these otherworldly hopes there also arose, for the first time in Judaism, the 
expectation of a resurrection of the dead and personal survival in an afterlife.[15] Earlier 
predictions of "resurrection" in the writings of the prophets had been only figurative and 
metaphoric. For example, in the preapocalyptic Book of Ezechiel, which dates from the time of 
the exile, God promises Israel, "I will open your graves and raise you from them" (37:12).But 
this promised "resurrection" was merely a symbol of Israel's eventual return from the Babylonian 
Exile to the very concrete and this-worldly land of Palestine, as the continuation of the passage 
shows: "You shall live, and I will place you in your own land" (37:14).However, in the 
apocalyptic Book of Daniel resurrection was promised not as a metaphor for future political 
restoration but quite literally as the otherworldly reward of the just at the end of time: 

And many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, 

and some to shame and everlasting contempt. (Daniel 12:2)[16]  

As we shall see, the elements of this stock apocalyptic scenario--the predicted period of 
eschatological woes, the cosmic collapse, the coming of the Son of Man, the divine judgment 
and reward--were known to Jesus. But strictly speaking, Jesus was not an apocalyptist at all. He 
was very restrained in his appeal to apocalyptic imagery and, when he used it, always adapted it 
to his very different message. 

 



THE COMING SAVIOR 

The historical event that most determined Judaism in the two centuries before Jesus was the 
successful Maccabean revolt (167-142B.C.E.) against Syrian domination of Palestine. Outraged 
by the sacrileges of King Antiochus IV, the brothers Judas, Jonathan, and Simon Maccabee each 
in turn led the struggle against Seleucid tyranny, until Simon finally won freedom for Palestine. 
The result was a brief parenthesis of Jewish self-rule that lasted until the Roman conquest of the 
land in 63 B.C.E. What is more, the establishment of the new kingdom led to a radical shift in 
the Jewish concept of the promised Davidic messiah. 

The triumph of the Maccabees was their undoing. While all Jews were happy to be a free people 
again, many of the more pious resented the fact that the new Hasmonean-Maccabean dynasty 
was not descended from King David. On religious grounds, therefore, this new regime could not 
be the kingdom promised by the prophets, and no Maccabee could be the true messiah. Not only 
that, but many found it intolerable that both Jonathan and Simon Maccabee had dared to make 
themselves high priests without being descended from the proper sacerdotal line of the ancient 
high priest Zadok (I Kings 1:26, 11 Samuel 8:17), whose family had held the office since the 
tenth century.[17] On two counts, therefore, Jonathan and Simon Maccabee were at fault. 
Neither Davidic nor Zadokite by descent, they seemed to be power-hungry interlopers in both the 
political and religious realms. 

Opposition to the Maccabees ran high among their fellow Jews, and in particular the question of 
the proper bloodline of the high priesthood became the flashpoint of a religious revolt against the 
dynasty. One of the most important of the protesting groups was the devout lay sect of the 
Pharisees (Hebrew perushim, Aramaic perishayya, "Separated Ones"), who were later to figure 
so prominently in Jesus' ministry. They broke with the Hasmonean-Maccabean regime in 134 
B.C.E. and proclaimed their hope for an ideal, non-Hasmonean king. This new messiah not only 
would be descended from David and therefore anointed as God's deputy but also--here was the 
radical shift--would have two new characteristics. First, he would be designated ruler of the 
entire world and not just of Israel; and second, he would arrive at the imminent end of the world. 
The messiah whom the Pharisees proclaimed was to be no longer a national king but a universal 
emperor, no longer a historical figure but an apocalyptic phenomenon.[18] 

The absolute novelty of this idea of an eschatological emperor-messiah can be seen by 
contrasting it with earlier, more modest conceptions. Before the Babylonian Exile the term 
"messiah" ("anointed one") had none of the supernatural connotations that later generations of 
Jews and Christians would give it. Originally the word designated any Davidic king before the 
exile. He was a political and military leader, a man who lived in the flesh and was as mortal as 
any other human being. But Jews also believed that the king was the chosen agent of God's will 
on earth, and as a sign of that election he was anointed with oil either by a prophet or by a priest 
(I Samuel 10:1, 16:13; 1 Kings 1:39). When the ruler was anointed (and so became "messiah"), 
he was constituted the adopted "Son of God." We see this, for example, in Psalm 2:7, where 
Yahweh says to the king on coronation day, "You are my son, today I have begotten you." The 
title "Son of God" did not indicate that the king was ontologically divine but only that he was 
God's special agent on earth. Even during the difficult years surrounding the Babylonian Exile, 
when prophets projected an ideal future messiah-king and named him "Wonderful Counselor, 
Almighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace" (Isaiah 9:6), the reference was to a mortal 
human being, the national political leader in his unique theocratic role as God's worldly deputy. 

The messiah of the Pharisees, for all his uniqueness as a universal and eschatological ruler, did in 
fact absorb and continue some of the national-historical traits of the traditional messiah. In the 
popular imagination the traditional national king now tended to become an idealized, even 



mythologized, ruler who, while certainly Davidic in descent, would be not just one more king in 
that line but the final and universal sovereign who would bring about God's definitive reign 
throughout the entire world. But conversely, for all these "transcendent" qualities, this 
eschatological world-emperor was still seen as a human and historical king and not as a 
supernatural being who would descend from heaven. In other words, as much as the new savior's 
eschatological features drew on the otherworldly spirit of apocalypse, his specifically messianic 
role anchored him squarely in the earthly order. The point is that his messiahship now had both 
universal political scope (since he would have dominion over all nations, not just Israel) and 
definitive religious significance (since he would appear at the end of time).   

The Pharisees' new concept of the messiah was only one of the changes in Judaism that resulted 
from religious opposition to the Hasmonean-Maccabean dynasty. Another came from a group 
that was spiritually even more radical and in fact the first sect to break with the regime: the 
Essenes. Led by a charismatic Zadokite priest of Jerusalem who is known to us only as the 
Righteous Teacher, the Essenes were implacably set against the Hasmoneans' usurpation of the 
high priesthood. Around 142 B.C.E. they made a clean break with the Temple priesthood and 
trekked into the wilderness to found the monastic community of Qumran. This was the 
settlement whose eschatological doctrines and life-style came to light only in 1947with the 
discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls.[19] 

Like the Pharisees, the Essenes were eschatologists, but rooted as they were in a sacerdotal 
tradition, they looked forward to a priestly rather than a political messiah. They maintained that 
their leader, the Righteous Teacher, was not the awaited messiah-priest but only a living sign that 
the world had entered upon its last days. They expressed their belief in the imminence of the 
eschaton not only by their cultic communism and (for some members) religious celibacy but also 
by the eschatological meal of bread and wine that they celebrated, almost like a pre-Christian 
Eucharist, in anticipation of the coming messianic banquet. 

The death of the Righteous Teacher around 115 B.C.E. fed the Qumran community's hope for 
the end of the world and the appearance of a priestly savior who would be anointed by God. This 
hope was both increased and transformed around 110 B.C.E. when large numbers of Pharisees, 
who were fleeing persecution by the Hasmoneans, flocked to the desert community and brought 
with them their expectation of a cosmic political messiah. As a result, in the decades before Jesus 
the Qumran community came to expect two eschatological messiahs, one a high priest descended 
from Aaron and the other a world-emperor descended from David. Scriptural grounds for this 
dual messiahship were educed from an obscure passage in the prophet Zechariah which 
mentioned "two anointed ones who stand by the Lord of the whole earth" (4:14).  

As if this syncretistic doctrine of a messiah-priest and a messiah-emperor were not enough, yet 
another expectation swept through Judaism at this time: the hope for an eschatological prophet 
whowould appear shortly before the end of the world.[20] This popular idea grew up 
independent of Davidic messianism and took two distinct forms. 

On the one hand there was the expectation of a nonnationalistic, nonmilitaristic messianic 
"prophet like Moses" who had been promised in the book of Deuteronomy. There Moses told the 
Israelites of a revelation he had had: 

The Lord said to me: 

 

"I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brethren, and I will put my 

words in his mouth, and he shall speak to them all that I command him." (18:15)  



On the other hand many Jews expected the return of the prophet Elijah, who had been swept up 
to heaven in a chariot eight centuries earlier (II Kings 2:11-12) and who, it was believed, would 
reappear toward the end of time to prepare Israel for God's judgment. A verse of the prophet 
Malachi, adapted to correspond to this hope, was often cited: 

Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and terrible day of the Lord 

comes. And he will turn the hearts of fathers to their children and the hearts of children to 

their fathers, lest I come and smite the land with a curse. (4:5 = 3:23)  

In short, the years before Jesus' birth witnessed an explosion of apocalyptic hopes for an 
imminent end of the world, and the popular religious imagination tended to multiply 
eschatological figures. (1) The traditional hope for a national king of the Davidic line who would 
restore the kingdom of Israel rubbed shoulders with (2) the new expectation of a supranational 
Davidic savior. But the latter in turn could be either political or sacerdotal, an imperial theocrat 
or a supreme high priest--or both ruling together. And before his coming there might arrive (3) a 
final, or eschatological, prophet--whether a Moses-like figure who would give a new Law or 
Elijah redivivus, who would prepare Israel for God's coming. Moreover, all of these figures 
tended to take on one another's traits and often to blur into one another in a complex spectrum of 
awaited saviors. 

It was an apocalyptist's dream, frequently confusing but burning with hope and with heightened 
expectation that something momentous was soon to happen. What is clear is this: If a sensitive 
and deeply religious Jewish man felt called to be a reformer of Israel, a prophet who would 
galvanize his people with hope that God was coming soon to save his chosen faithful, and if per 
impossible he could have picked the place and time of his birth so as to facilitate his mission, he 
could hardly have chosen a better place than Palestine around the year 3755 of the Jewish 
calendar. 

2. The Making of a Prophet  

The scene unfolded near the mouth of the Jordan River late one afternoon two millennia ago. 
According to today's calendar the year was 28 or 29 C.E.; according to Jewish reckoning, it was 
the 3788th year since the creation of the world.[21] 

The place is an inhospitable wilderness, its barrenness relieved only by the muddy river, winding 
its way south to the Dead Sea. A crowd of men and women, simple people, are listening intently 
to a strange figure, wiry and ascetic, dressed in rough animal skins and rumored to subsist on 
nothing but the wild honey and locusts he finds in the desert. His name is John, and he is a pious 
Hasidic Jew preaching the impending judgment of God.[22] He calls for conversion, and his 
message is fraught with urgency: 

Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every tree therefore that does not bear 

good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. (Matthew 3:10)  

He practices a baptism of repentance for sin, as do the Essenes of nearby Qumran, with whom he 
may once have been associated. But whereas the Essenes invite their disciples to carry out their 
own ablutions, John himself performs the ritual washing on his followers and so earns the title 
"the Baptizer." His impact is tremendous. The Gospel says that multitudes went out into the 
desert to hear John's message and receive his baptism. 

And the people were in expectation, and all men questioned in their hearts concerning 

John, whether he might be the messiah. (Luke 3:15)  



Imagine a young man, just over thirty years of age, who is walking by the river that afternoon. 
He was baptized by John some time before and is now a member of his inner circle. Perhaps he 
is even one of the assistants who help the Baptizer in his ritual. John notices him and points him 
out to two of his disciples, and these disciples, shyly but with deep interest, proceed to follow the 
young man at a distance. 

Jesus turned and saw them following, and he said to them, "What do you seek?" They said to 
him, "Rabbi, where do you dwell?" He said to them, "Come and see." They came and stayed 
with him that day, for it was about the tenth hour. (John 1:38-39)   

"Rabbi, where do you dwell?"[23] It is impossible to know if this is exactly what happened that 
afternoon when the "Jesus-movement" is supposed to have been born out of that question. The 
scene sketched above is a composite, drawn from the four Gospels, each of which had a 
theological rather than a historical point to make about Jesus and John the Baptist. But historical 
or not, the story about the encounter of Jesus and his first disciples is true in its own way, for it 
contains in nuce the entire Christian experience: a mood of expectation, an earnest seeking, an 
exchange of questions to which no real answers are given, only the invitation to "come and see," 
indeed to see not who Jesus is so much as where and how he dwells . 

The purpose of this chapter is not to produce a psychobiography of Jesus. The evidence for that 
is lacking. Rather, I am attempting, in part by means of an imaginative reconstruction, to relate 
the core of historical facts that contemporary scholars have managed to establish about the life of 
Jesus and, in what immediately follows, about his relation to John the Baptist. Many years after 
Jesus died, his Christian followers would attempt to resolve the rivalry between their sect and 
John's by interpreting the Baptist as a forerunner of Jesus. Indeed, Luke in his Gospel devised a 
family relation between the two and arranged their conceptions in such a way that even before 
they were home John was a precursor of Jesus. Luke went so far as to have the prenatal Baptist 
"leap in the womb" at the presence of the unborn Jesus when their pregnant mothers met (1:36 
and 44). 

But that legend, like the inspiring but unhistorical story about the miraculous virginal conception 
of Jesus, is a theological interpretation created some decades after the death of Jesus to express 
Christianity's faith in his special status. In fact we know next to nothing about either John or 
Jesus before their meeting on the banks of the Jordan. But we can establish what they were about 
from then on, that is, in the scarce two years that both of them had left to live. 

Where, then, did Jesus dwell? This question goes to the essence of his prophetic mission: what 
he taught, how he lived, who he thought he was. But Jesus' ideas, life-style, and self-
understanding did not emerge from his consciousness ready-made. He developed them, as any 
human being does, in interaction with his environment and his contemporaries. To begin with, 
his encounter with John the Baptist had an important, if often overlooked, influence on Jesus' 
religious thinking, and so before taking up questions about his message (what he taught), his 
manner (how he lived), and the man himself (who he claimed to be), we shall begin by asking 
about his meeting with John at the Jordan. 

Some might object that the following sketch of that meeting delves further into Jesus' 
psychology than the evidence will support--and that is true; others may claim that it does not 
portray Jesus for what he really was: an omniscient God who only "submitted" to John's 
teachings and baptism to set an example of how others should act--but that is not true. Whether 
his meeting with the Baptist planted the seed of Jesus' vocation as a prophet or whether he had 
already conceived his mission privately and merely came forward publicly with his baptism in 



the Jordan, we cannot know. But the best evidence shows that the encounter with John was a 
spiritual awakening for Jesus. How, then, did it come about and what effect did it have?  

Jesus most likely was born not in the southern town of Bethlehem but in Nazareth, a village in 
the northern province of Galilee, the first child of a carpenter named Joseph and his young wife, 
Miriam or Maria. When his father had him circumcised at the local synagogue, he named him 
after Moses' successor, Joshua, in Hebrew Yehoshua ("Yahweh helps"), which in those days was 
usually shortened to Yeshua or even to Yeshu, which is how he was popularly known. When he 
grew up he followed his father's woodworking trade, as no doubt his younger brothers, James, 
Judas, Simon, and Joses, also did (Mark 6:3).[24] 

But as the fame of the Baptizer spread even to his obscure village, the young man Jesus, after his 
father had died, left Nazareth for the Jordan valley. There, like many others, he was profoundly 
gripped by John's grim message of doom and his call for repentance.[25] It was not enough, 
Jesus heard, to be a child of Abraham, a son of the Covenant sealed with circumcision. It did not 
suffice to obey the Law and honor Yahweh with one's lips. The heart had to change. When the 
respected Pharisees and Sadducees, the pillars of Judaism, came to the Jordan to hear what the 
Baptist was preaching, Jesus was struck by how John railed at them for their smugness: 

You brood of vipers! Who has warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruit that 

befits repentance, and do not presume to say to yourselves, "We have Abraham for our 

father." For I tell you that God is able from these stones to raise up children to Abraham! 

(Matthew 3:7-9)  

Jesus was also impressed by the fact that John, unlike the apocalyptic preachers so popular in 
those days, preached no messiah, proclaimed no end of the world, and promised no future aeon 
of bliss. He appealed to no signs of the alleged cataclysm to come and made none of the fantastic 
predictions that were the stock in trade of the apocalyptic writers. His message was simple and 
bare: The judgment is coming now, not in some distant future, and rather than being played out 
on the stage of world history with cosmic inevitability, it cuts to the inner core of the individual 
and demands personal decision. 

To be sure, John often preached in eschatological terms. He spoke, for example, of "one who is 
coming" (he may have meant the "Son of Man," although he kept the reference vague), and he 
warned of eschatological fire.[26] But it was an eschatology without apocalyptic trappings, an 
existential crisis of imminent, definitive judgment with none of the wildly dramatic stage props 
of the apocalyptic scenario. The fire he spoke of was not a cosmic conflagration but a flame that 
sears to the heart of a person, enlivening the humble and damning the unrepentant: 

I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who is coming after me is mightier than I, 

and I am not worthy even to carry his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and 

with fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and gather 

his wheat into the granary, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire. (Matthew 

3:11-12)  

It was the message of a prophet, not an apocalyptist, and like the ancient prophets, John called 
for radical acts of justice and charity as the fruit of faith and repentance. When the people asked 
him what they must do to turn to God, John demanded not prayer or rituals but deeds. "He who 
has two coats, let him share with him who has none, and he who has food, let him do likewise." 
To the tax collectors who came for baptism he commanded, "Collect no more than is appointed 
you." And to soldiers, "No intimidation! No extortion! And be content with your pay" (Luke 
3:10-14). 



Jesus, we may imagine, was pierced to the heart. He repented and was baptized. 

To accept John's message and enter his community meant to break in some degree with the 
prevailing religious orthodoxy. In John's day Judaism, like Christianity today, was in profound 
crisis, and the Baptist deepened the sense of uncertainty. By his time the brief parenthesis of 
freedom brought by the Maccabees (142-63 B.C.E.) had long since been closed, and Palestine 
was once again subject to foreign domination, this time under the Romans. So too the ancient 
form of faith in Yahweh was gone. In place of the old hopes for renewal within history there now 
stood apocalyptic expectations of an end of the world; and instead of attentiveness to the 
prophets' call for justice there prevailed scrupulous observance of the Law. The two went hand in 
hand: Apocalypse promised Israel salvation at the cosmic level, and adherence to the Law 
guaranteed that she would make it through the coming judgment unscathed. 

All of this John called into question. First, the eschatological judgment he preached was directed 
against Israel, not her enemies. Whereas the apocalyptic writers foretold destruction of the 
Gentiles and vindication of the chosen people, John turned the knife against the very members of 
God's Covenant: the eschaton was as threatening to Jews as to pagans. Second, John declared 
that ritual observance and cultic sacrifice were no guarantee against the final judgment. God's 
fire burned through such externals; it demanded metanoia, "repentance" in the sense of a 
complete change in the way one lived. On both scores--hope for apocalyptic triumph and 
confidence in the Law--John cut the ground from under his own people. 

What he did, in turn, was to deepen the crisis within Judaism. Instead of spinning out hopes for 
salvation in a new age, he pressed home the immediacy of God's judgment and the individual's 
responsibility to undergo conversion. And instead of encouraging the complacency of religious 
observance, he urged radical attention to the needs of one's neighbor. By this dual focus on the 
existential and the ethical, John demystified both eschatology and the Law and radically 
reinterpreted their meaning. Eschatology, when stripped of apocalyptic myths about Yahweh's 
defeat of the Gentiles, was about the personal immediacy of his judgment. And the Law, when 
freed from petty casuistry, was about being just in God's eyes by exercising concern for one's 
fellow man. 

John's call to personal responsibility captured the religious core of eschatology by freeing 
Yahweh from the role of cosmic avenger of Israel and making him the Lord of those who repent. 
Likewise his insistence on inner conversion recovered the heart of the Law by liberating it from 
narrow and burdensome legalism. John's message, in short, reasserted the living kernel of Jewish 
faith--doing God's will by being just and merciful--and freed it from the elaborate but dead husks 
in which it was trapped. 

And Jesus followed in John's footsteps. It is probable that when he left John's inner circle, Jesus 
stayed in the south of Palestine for a period of time and continued to preach and baptize in 
imitation of his mentor. After his baptism beyond the Jordan, the Fourth Gospel says, "Jesus and 
his disciples went into the land of Judea; there he remained with them and baptized" (3:22). For a 
while, then, it seems there were at least two prophetic baptizers in the area. 

But there was a different tone to Jesus' message, and in the Fourth Gospel we read that "Jesus 
was making and baptizing more disciples than John" (4:1). Nonetheless, the preaching of Jesus, 
whatever its difference from John's, continued some of the major themes of the Baptist: the 
reduction of apocalypse to its existential core, the condemnation of those who locked man's 
relation to God inside the narrow confines of the Law, and the call for justice and charity as the 
enactment of fidelity to God. In fact, Jesus began to catch the attention of the ever-wary 
Pharisees, who had already disapproved of John's antiestablishment preaching. Prudently Jesus 



decided, as the Gospel says, to leave for his native Galilee. Most likely only after the Baptist's 
death did Jesus begin his own (and very brief) mission independent of John's. 

Being a prophet in those days was dangerous business, and both John and Jesus were soon to pay 
the price. Besides the disapproving Pharisees and Sadducees, there were two political powers in 
the country, both within a few miles of the Jordan, who watched the movements of these 
eschatological eccentrics with considerable disapproval. 

In the south, at Jerusalem, was the notoriously stern and arrogant Roman prefect Pontius Pilate, 
who had arrived in Palestine in the Roman year 779(26 C.E.), just before John began his mission. 
Today he would probably, and correctly, be called an anti-Semite. His main jobs were to collect 
taxes and keep the public order as he put in his time in the provinces, awaiting a better 
assignment; but from the moment he arrived in the country he seemed never to miss a chance to 
offend pious Jews and in more than one instance to threaten and even murder them. Apocalyptic 
preachers, especially if they developed messianic delusions, were a threat to the empire and were 
better silenced. Jesus had no such pretensions, but when he met Pilate two years later, that would 
make no difference. 

Pilate governed most of Palestine as a Roman province, but from the northern town of Tiberias 
on Lake Galilee Herod Antipas, a petty Hasmonean prince and Roman vassal, controlled much 
of what was left, including Galilee and the trans-Jordan area where John often preached. Within 
a short while--either because he feared John's large following or because he was insulted by the 
prophet's criticism of his messy divorce and remarriage--Herod would have the Baptist 
imprisoned in the fortress of Machaerus east of the Dead Sea and soon thereafter murdered. 

Luke's Gospel (23:1-25) says that when Jesus went on trial at the end of his brief career, both 
these rulers had the occasion to ask him who he was and where he dwelled. Like the two 
disciples who met Jesus late one afternoon at the Jordan, Pilate and Herod also got no answers, 
not even an invitation to "come and see." Herod laughed at him. The other one had him 
killed.[27] 

3. The Kingdom of God 

After John was imprisoned, Jesus came north to the towns around Lake Galilee to start his own 
mission, and his message exploded on the scene with a sense of overwhelming urgency: The 
eschatological future had already begun! 

The time is fulfilled, 

God's reign is at hand! 

Change your ways! (Mark 1:15) 

Jesus' preaching was as riveting as John's, but different in tone and substance. Whereas John had 
emphasized the woes of impending judgment, Jesus preached the joy of God's immediate and 
liberating presence. A dirge had given way to a lyric. 

The contrasting life-styles of the two prophets betrayed their very different messages, and the 
difference was not lost on the people. John scratched in the desert for locusts in order to remind 
his followers how bad things were and how few would be saved. But Jesus rarely passed up a 
good meal and a flask of wine, regardless of the company, as if to say that the eschatological 
banquet was now being served and everyone, including sinners, was invited. His reputation 
began to suffer because, in spreading the good news to all, he kept company even with 
prostitutes and tax collectors (Mark 2:16). No doubt some wags enjoyed playing one prophet off 



against the other--the lyrical Jesus against the railing Baptist--so as not to have to listen to either 
one. Jesus shot back at them: 

To what shall I compare this generation? It is like children sitting in the market places and 

calling to their playmates [and mimicking the two prophets], 

__ "When we piped, you wouldn't dance, 

 

__ When we wailed, you wouldn't mourn." 

 

For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, "He's possessed." I came eating 

and drinking, and they say, "Behold, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors 

and sinners." But wisdom is justified by her deeds. (Matthew 11:16-19)  

Yet the generation was right about one thing: From John to Jesus the tune had indeed changed, in 
fact as much as it had changed earlier from the Jerusalem of the Pharisees and Sadducees to the 
Jordan of John the Baptist. In all three cases--the orthodoxy of the Jerusalem establishment, the 
Protestantism of the Judean desert, and the Good News preached in Galilee--it was a question of 
invitation and response, of what was promised and what was demanded. The choices were clear. 
The reigning orthodoxy held out the promise of a future apocalyptic triumph in return for strict 
observance of the Law: the hard bread of obedience in this life, but an eschatological victory in 
the near future. The Baptist, on the other hand, preached a threatening judge who offered to save 
those who repented and changed: some existential anguish at first, but then the conviction that 
one was justified in God's sight. But Jesus proclaimed a loving Father who was already arriving 
among his people, bringing peace and freedom and joy. One simply had to let him in, for the 
kingdom of God had begun. 

When we ask what Jesus' message offered and what it demanded--the invitation and the 
response--we find that Jesus took two important steps beyond his mentor. First, with regard to 
the offer, John the Baptist had "existentialized" eschatology: He had demythologized the future 
apocalyptic catastrophe and proclaimed it to be God's present judgment on the individual. Jesus, 
however, went a step further and "personalized" John's existential eschatology: He interpreted it 
not as the harsh judgment of a terrifying God but as the intimate presence of a loving Father. 
Second, with regard to the demand, John had delegalized the Law by making it a matter of 
sincere piety and justice. But Jesus went further and relativized the Law by referring it to God as 
its beneficent author and to men and women as its immediate object. 

To put it succinctly, in Jesus' message the offer was the presence of the Father, and the required 
response was mercy toward one's neighbor. These phrases may sound like tired slogans, and 
perhaps they are. But they contain the revolution that Jesus unleashed within Judaism: a radically 
personal eschatology that was fulfilled in a new interpersonal ethic.[28] 

INVITATION: THE FATHER'S PRESENCE 

The heart of Jesus' message is summarized in the strikingly simple name with which he 
addressed the divine: "Abba," the Aramaic word for "papa" (Mark 14:36). This familial usage, 
which underlies all Jesus' references to "the Father," was a shock to the then current idea of 
God.[29] Late Judaism tended to see Yahweh as a distant and almost impersonal Sovereign 
whose presence to mankind required the mediation of angels, the Law, and the complexities of 
religious ritual. But with the simple and intimate word "Abba," Jesus signaled that God was 
immediately and intimately present, not as a harsh judge but as a loving and generous father. His 
presence was a pure and unearned gift, and one could relate to him without fear. "Be not afraid," 
Jesus told his followers. "Do not be anxious about your life," "Do not worry." 



Look at the birds of the air: they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns and yet your 

heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? (Matthew 6:25-30)  

Nor did one have to earn this Father's favor or bargain for his grace by scrupulously observing 
the minutiae of the Law. One simply had to call on him. 

Ask and it will be given to you. ... What man of you, if his son asks him for bread, will give 

him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a serpent? If you, evil as you are, know 

how to give good things to your children, how much more will your Father who is in 

heaven give good things to those who ask him. (Matthew 7:7, 9-11) 

 

When you pray, say "Abba ... " (Luke 11:2)  

This immediate presence of God as a loving Father is what Jesus meant by the "kingdom."[30] 
The notion of the kingdom of God (or in Matthew's Gospel, the kingdom "of heaven") simply 
spells out Jesus' experience of the Father's loving presence that is captured in the word "Abba." 
As Jesus preached it, the kingdom of God had nothing to do with the fanciful geopolitics of the 
apocalyptists and messianists--a kingdom up above or up ahead--or with the juridical, 
hierarchical Church that Roman Catholics used to find in the phrase. Nor did the term primarily 
connote territory, spiritual or otherwise. Rather, it meant God's act of reigning, and this meant--
here lay the revolutionary force of Jesus' message--that God, as God, had identified himself 
without remainder with his people. The reign of God meant the incarnation of God.[31] 

This entirely human orientation of the Father--the loving, incarnate presence of a heretofore 
distant Sovereign--marked the radical newness of Jesus' message of God's reign. The kingdom 
was not something separate from God, like a spiritual welfare state that a benign heavenly 
monarch might set up for his faithful subjects. Nor was it any form of religion. The kingdom of 
God was the Father himself given over to his people. It was a new order of things in which God 
threw in his lot irrevocably with human beings and chose relatedness to them as the only 
definition of himself. From now on, God was one with mankind. 

This utterly new doctrine is what gave revolutionary power to the "Beatitudes" that Jesus 
preached.[32] The kingdom he proclaimed-- 

God's presence among men and women--meant that from now on God's exercise of power was 
entirely on behalf of mankind, and especially the poor and needy. God's incarnation among them 
had already begun and would soon come to its fullness: 

Blessed are you poor,  

__ for yours is the Kingdom of God. 

Blessed are you who hunger, 

__ for you shall be satisfied. 

Blessed are you who weep,  

__ for you shall laugh. (Luke 6:20-21) 

The radicalness of Jesus' message consisted in its implied proclamation of the end of religion, 
taken as the bond between two separate and incommensurate entities called "God" and "man." 
That is, Jesus destroyed the notion of "God-in-himself" and put in its place the experience of 
"God-with-mankind." Henceforth, according to the prophet from Galilee, the Father was not to 
be found in a distant heaven but was entirely identified with the cause of men and women. Jesus' 
doctrine of the kingdom meant that God had become incarnate: He had poured himself out, had 
disappeared into mankind and could be found nowhere else but there. This incarnation was not a 



Hegelian "fall" of the divine into history, or Feuerbach's simplistic reduction of God to the 
human project of self-fulfillment. But neither did it mean the hypostatic union of two natures, the 
divine and the human, in a God-man called Jesus of Nazareth. The doctrine of the kingdom 
meant that henceforth and forever God was present only in and as one's neighbor. Jesus 
dissolved the fanciful speculations of apocalyptic eschatology into the call to justice and charity. 

Jesus' message of the kingdom radically redefined the traditional notions of grace and salvation 
and made them mean nothing other than this event of God-with-man. Salvation was no longer to 
be understood as the forgiving of a debt or as the reward for being good. Nor was it a 
supernatural supplement added on to what human beings are, some kind of ontological elevation 
to a higher state. All such metaphysical doctrines are forms of religion, which Jesus brought to 
an end. His proclamation marked the death of religion and religion's God and heralded the 
beginning of the postreligious experience: the abdication of "God" in favor of his hidden 
presence among human beings. The Book of Revelation, written toward the end of the first 
century of Christianity, captured this idea dramatically and concretely, albeit apocalyptically, in 
a vision of the end of time. 

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had 

passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming 

down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard 

a great voice from the throne saying:  

 

"Behold, the dwelling of God is with men and women. He will dwell with them, and they 

shall be his people, and God himself will be with them. He will wipe away every tear from 

their eyes, and death shall be no more, for the former things have passed away." (21:1-4)  

RESPONSE: AN ETHICS OF MERCY 

The morality Jesus prescribed followed from the kingdom he proclaimed. Unlike Greek 
philosophy, Jesus' ethical teachings were not based on a metaphysical concept of human nature 
and were not ordered to a eudaemonic theory of self-fulfillment. The moral ideal of classical 
Greek culture had been captured in Pindar's poetic phrase Genoi' hoios essi, "Become what you 
already are" (Pythian Odes, 11, 72).[33] Ethics was the extension of ontology. The Greeks saw 
the good as a form of being, and they derived the ethical "ought" from the ontological "is," from 
the ineluctable structures of human nature. The moral person, therefore, was one who followed 
the finality of his or her essence, both spiritual and physical, instead of doing violence to it. In 
this view morality was grounded in free choice, but in the sense of an intelligent decision to obey 
the inner dictates of one's being. Insofar as it was rooted in ontology, Greek ethics was ultimately 
a matter of consciously conforming to an overriding necessity, and Pindar's protreptic to realize 
one's nature ended up as Nietzsche's counsel to love one's fate: amor fati. 

In Jesus' message, however, ethics was not a matter of pursuing the fulfillment of one's nature 
within a framework of inevitability. Nor, as in the religious orthodoxy of the time, did it mean 
scrupulously obeying a Law imposed from without. Rather, it was a free response to a complete 
surprise: the unearned gift of God himself, who had suddenly arrived in one's midst. Here ethics 
was not an extension of ontology, not the exfoliation and realization of what is already, if 
inchoately, the case. Rather, it meant metanoia, conversion, or repentance: completely changing 
one's orientation and starting over afresh in response to something entirely new. "The kingdom 
of God is at hand. Metanoiete: Change your ways" (Mark 1:15).[34] 

Moreover, God's presence in and as his people could not happen apart from this conversion: no 
metanoia, no kingdom. Although the kingdom was entirely God's gift and grounded in his 



initiative, the offer of God's presence turned into the challenge to let it happen; the invitation to 
the kingdom became the demand to live the dawning future--God's reign--in the present moment. 
Living the future in the present meant doing "violence" to the kingdom (Luke 16:16), not, 
however, by storming its walls with one's virtues or bribing one's way in with religious 
observance. The "violence" of living the future in the present was metanoia, "repentance." That 
did not mean self-flagellation for one's sins but "turning oneself around" and wholly changing 
one's life into an act of justice and mercy toward others. In Jesus' message, the invitation and the 
response were interdependent. The promised presence of God was the meaning of the demand 
for justice and charity, and yet only in such acts of mercy did the eschatological future become 
present. 

This mutuality--eschatology as the ground of ethics, and ethics as the realization of eschatology--
is what made Jesus' moral demands so radical. Those who accepted God's kingdom by doing 
God's will in the world already had as a gift what pious believers tried to earn through 
observance of the Law. Charity fulfills the Law--not because it makes God become present, but 
because it is his presence. And when God arrives on the scene, Jesus seemed to say, all go-
betweens, including religion itself, are shattered. Who needs them? The Father is here! 

In the concrete, this meant relativizing the Mosaic Law. Jesus, of course, was a pious Jew and 
therefore was far from intending to abrogate the Law, which he too saw as an expression of 
God's abundant love for his people.[35] But he was also a pious Jewish prophet, and specifically 
one who was convinced that the eschatological line separating the present from the future was 
already being crossed: History was entering its promised denouement. The eschatological 
nearness of the Father seared through all mediations and established a radically new order that 
demanded an equally radical response. Thus Jesus attacked not so much the specific rules of the 
Law as the legalistic attitude that blinded people to the fact that the Law, like its divine author, 
was entirely at the service of mankind. For example, when the Pharisees criticized Jesus' 
disciples for violating the Sabbath by plucking and eating ears of corn as they walked through a 
field, the prophet retorted: "The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath" (Mark 
2:27). The Law, in short, was a gift from God, not a burden, and it should be bent in man's favor 
and even overridden when the need arose.[36] 

Jesus did not engage directly in the then current dispute about whether the Law should be 
reduced to the simple Ten Commandments (the viewpoint of the Hellenistic Jews of the 
Diaspora) or should comprise the entire Torah and the commentaries of the scribes (as 
Palestinian Jewry generally held). Rather, with the authority of a prophet he cut through the 
theological complexities of that debate and pointed to the heart of what Judaism was about: 
revering God by loving one's neighbor.[37] 

If the Father was henceforth identified with human beings--that is, if the kingdom of God was at 
hand--then strictly speaking there was no longer a God-up-above upon whom one could make 
religious claims by scrupulously observing the Law. In that sense, the demands of mercy that 
Jesus made were more rigorous than the stipulations of the Law. In calling for the commitment 
of the whole person to the immediate presence of the Father, Jesus necessarily pointed that 
commitment in the direction of one's fellow human beings, especially the socially powerless and 
disenfranchized. The ethics of the kingdom entailed always taking the side of the weaker or 
disadvantaged party and therefore the side of the poor and oppressed--including those whom the 
religious establishment declared to be outcasts. When the Pharisees criticized him for eating with 
such sinners, Jesus, citing God's words to the prophet Hosea, responded with a maxim that 
summed up not only the Jewish Law but his own eschatological ethics as well: "Go and learn 
what this means: 'I desire mercy, not sacrifice'" (Matthew 9:13).[38] 



TIMING: THE PRESENT-FUTURE 

If we ask about the timing of this eschatological event, that is, when God's kingdom was 
supposed to arrive, we are faced with an apparent contradiction. According to what Jesus 
preached, the reign-of-God-with-man at one and the same time had already arrived in the present 
and yet was still to come in the future. This paradox of the simultaneous presence and futurity of 
God's kingdom brings us to the core of Jesus' message: the eschatological present-future.[39] 

On the one hand, it seems to be the case that Jesus, in conformity with the eschatological spirit of 
the times, did indeed preach that the kingdom lay in the immediate future but had not yet arrived. 
For example, he taught his disciples to pray: "Abba, may thy kingdom come!" But on the other 
hand, even if Jesus did expect an imminent and dramatic arrival of God among his people, he 
made no attempt to calculate the time of that coming, either in chronological or in apocalyptic 
terms. He refused to engage in predictions about its arrival, he never preached the dualism of 
"the age of darkness" followed by "the age to come," and he may not even have believed in a 
catastrophic end of the world. It seems that for Jesus the coming of God's kingdom was not 
measurable in such linear terms as "before" and "after," whether those be chronological or 
apocalyptic. Strictly speaking, it appears that for Jesus the future did not lie up ahead. 

The uniqueness of Jesus' message lay in his conviction that in some way the future kingdom had 
already dawned and that the celebration could begin. The Baptist before him had Preached an 
impending final judgment, but Jesus went him twice better: not judgment but a gift, in fact the 
gift of God himself, and not just impending but right here and now. God had already started to 
reign among men and women. 

The kingdom of God has come upon you. ... Blessed are the eyes which see what you see. 

For I tell you that many prophets and kings desired to see what you see, and did not see it, 

and to hear what you hear and did not hear it. (Luke 11:20, 10:23-24)  

This paradoxical timing of the kingdom--the fact that it is both already present and yet still to 
come--tells us something essential about Jesus' vision of history. For him the past (mankind's 
sinful distance from God) was over, and the future (God's gracious identification with his people) 
had already begun. For Jesus, "past" and "future" were not points on a chronological or 
apocalyptic time-line: a bygone "no longer" and an upcoming "not yet." Rather, they were 
eschatological categories that had to be read in terms of the only thing that mattered to Jesus: the 
presence of God-with-man. The "past" was the reign of sin and Satan, the alienation of people 
from God, the weight of all that was impenetrable to the Father's gift of himself. And for Jesus 
all of that was gone or going. In its place came the "future," the presence of the Father himself 
among those who lived lives of justice and mercy. This unique, nonchronological sense of time 
explains why Jesus' message was so short on apocalyptic imagery. No such futuristic imagery 
was needed, for the eschatological line between the age of sin and the age of grace was already 
being crossed. God was now with his people. 

The name Jesus used for this passing of the ages was "forgiveness"--but not in the usual religious 
sense of that term. The Father's forgiveness was not the canceling of an ontological debt, the 
undoing of some mythical sin that Adam had allegedly passed down through the generations. 
Nor was it God's benign overlooking of one's personal transgressions, an absolution for bad 
deeds done and good ones left undone. Forgiveness, as Jesus preached it, referred not primarily 
to sin at all but to the crossing of the eschatological line. What was "given" in the Father's for-
giveness was the eschatological future--that is, God himself. Thus, forgiveness meant the arrival 
of God in the present, his superabundant gift of himself to his people, his self-communicating 
incarnation. 



The Father's forgiveness meant a new beginning in the history of the ages, and for those who 
accepted his gift, the eschaton no longer lay up ahead but had arrived in the present. God was 
here in a new form of time, the existential present-future. Therefore, to believe in the arrival of 
God's kingdom and to be forgiven meant the same thing--to be a prolepsis of God, to live the 
future now. It meant directing one's hopes toward the "future eschaton," that is, toward God 
himself, but then becoming in the present one's desire for that future which had already begun. 
"Set your hearts on the kingdom," Jesus said. "Store up treasures there, for where your treasure 
is, there is your heart" (cf. Matthew 6:33, 20f.). 

In Jesus' preaching, the happening of this forgiveness, the coming of the kingdom, was entirely 
the initiative of God. And yet at the same time it was not an objective event that dropped out of 
the sky. God became present when people allowed that presence by actualizing it in lives of 
justice and charity. The promise of eschatology was converted into the demand for love and 
justice. "Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful" (Luke 6:36). Jesus extended this invitation 
to all who would hear it: "Convert, repent," that is, "Change the way you live, by accepting God's 
forgiveness." And accepting forgiveness meant enacting justice and mercy in the world, for the 
gift of God-with-men was a future that became present only in such a life of conversion. 

And like a good rabbi, Jesus set the example. His followers had once asked him, "Master, where 
do you dwell?" and the answer was that Jesus dwelt beyond himself. He was an eschatologist in 
the literal sense of the term: an extremist. His own family thought he was "outside himself," the 
scribes thought he was "possessed," and others declared him "mad" (Mark 3:21-22, John 8:48). 
All of them were right: Jesus certainly was possessed, not, however, by Beelzebub, as the scribes 
thought, but by something that religious officialdom all too seldom understands: God's 
uncontrollable present-future, which Jesus felt had swept him up beyond himself. Jesus was what 
he was for, the presence of God among men. He lived his eschatological cathexis so intensely 
that he lost his identity to that present-future and became nothing but his hope for its realization. 
The kingdom was his madness. He celebrated it with anyone who would join him at table, 
declared everyone free in its name, broke all rules that stood in its way, and finally gave up his 
life for it--or rather, gave up his life to save the only thing he lived for. 

Where did Jesus dwell? When he said he had nowhere to lay his head (Matthew 8:20), he was 
not referring simply to the obvious fact that he was an itinerant preacher. He was declaring that 
he lived beyond himself. He was giving his address as the presence of God among men. He 
claimed no family, no mother or brothers or sisters except those who lived with him there in 
God's present-future (12:48-50). He was no part-time prophet. The kingdom was his life, and 
"What would a man give in exchange for his life?" (17:26). The kingdom was like a pearl of 
immense value that Jesus had found and that he sold everything to buy (13:46). 

This was the same call he held out to his followers: If you wish to be perfect, go and sell what 
you own and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, 
follow me" (Matthew 19:21).The vocation of Jesus and his followers was to live God's dawning 
presence--not up above in heaven or up ahead in an apocalyptic future, but there in their midst, at 
the edge of things where security unravels into risk, at the center of things where common sense 
is challenged by the wager that henceforth God is found only among men and women. 

The presence of God among men which Jesus preached was not something new, not a gift that 
God had saved up for the end of time. Jesus merely proclaimed what had always been the case. 
He invited people to awaken to what God had already done from the very beginning of time. The 
eschaton that Jesus proclaimed was not a new coming of God but a realization on man's part that 
ever since the creation God had been there among his people. The "arrival" of the present-future 



was not God's return to the world after a long absence but the believer's reawakening to the fact 
that God had always and only been there.[40] 

All Jesus did was bring to light in a fresh way what had always been the case but what had been 
forgotten or obscured by religion. His role was simply to end religion--that temporary governess 
who had turned into a tyrant--and restore the sense of the immediacy of God. Jesus, the first 
disciple of the kingdom of God, was "like a householder who brings out from his storeroom 
things both new and old" (Matthew 13:52) . The newness of his message was the shock of 
something old and forgotten that was found again. Like the psalmist, Jesus could say: 

I will open my mouth in parables, 

__ I will utter dark sayings from of old, 
Things that we have heard and known,  

__ That our fathers have told us. 

We will not hide them from their children,  

__ but will tell them to the coming generation. (Psalm 78:2-4) 

The "dark sayings from of old," the "things hidden since the foundation of the world" (Matthew 
13:35),were the content of Jesus' message: The Father of the kingdom was the very same Father 
of the creation who had made all things good, had made man and woman good, who "saw 
everything that he had made, and it was very good" (Genesis 1:31). 

To receive God's eschatological forgiveness was to realize that everything was already in God's 
graceful presence and that everyone was already saved--precisely because they did not need 
salvation: They had already been saved from the beginning. Jesus' proclamation of 
eschatological forgiveness was simply a reminder that everything had already been done, that 
grace (which means God) had already long since been abundantly bestowed, and that the only 
task left to do now was to live out that gift. Jesus' job as a prophet was to put himself out of 
business. 

4. God's Word at Work 

Jesus did not define the kingdom of God so much as he enacted it by the way he lived. In the 
previous section we considered the content of his message: The future becomes present, the 
Father becomes incarnate, wherever mercy and justice are done. We now take another look at 
that same message, but this time in terms of how it was inscribed in Jesus' style of living and 
preaching. We shall consider the manner in which Jesus concretely enacted the kingdom in the 
table fellowship that he shared with his followers, in the parables that he told them, and in the 
"signs and wonders" (Acts 2:22) that he worked among the people.  

When we search the Gospels for clues to how Jesus lived, we get the impression that, in the 
scarce two years of his mission, he spent an inordinate amount of time at the dinner table and not 
always in the best of company. Jesus admitted as much: "I came eating and drinking," he said 
(Matthew 11:19). And on these occasions, in turn, he frequently preached about the kingdom of 
God in terms of a great meal, as if to say that the eschatological presence of the Father was like a 
banquet, as generous as the one at which he and his outcast friends reclined, with invitations 
showered on those who seemed the least deserving. 

The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who gave a marriage feast for his son, 

and sent his servants to call those who were invited to the marriage feast; but they would 

not come. ... Then he said to his servants, "The wedding is ready, but those invited were not 



worthy. Go therefore to the thoroughfares, and invite to the marriage feast as many as you 

find." (Matthew 22:2-3, 8-9)  

The meals of fellowship that Jesus shared with his followers were an enactment of the reign of 
God, a sacrament of the Father's incarnate presence. They were not just a model of, but, more 
important, an anticipatory realization of, the dawning presence of God--the first course, we might 
say, in the eschatological banquet. And on the invitations to these dinners was printed "Whores 
and tax collectors first! " (cf. Matthew 21:31). Jesus' meals were typified by their inclusion of 
such pariahs and by the prophet's proclamation that the Father's gift in these end-times was 
universal forgiveness. 

When a prostitute, on her off hours, joined Jesus at table at a Pharisee's house and even washed 
his feet, Jesus told his shocked host, "Her sins, which are many, are forgiven, for she loved 
much; but he who is forgiven little, loves little" (Luke 7:47). And when the pillars of the 
religious establishment questioned his practice of eating with the hated tax collectors--an act that 
violated the Law--Jesus responded, "Those who are in good health have no need of a physician, 
but rather those who are sick; I came to call not the righteous, but sinners" (Mark 2:17). 

There is no evidence that Jesus himself forgave sinners in his own name.[41] Rather, in keeping 
with his proclamation of the dawning of God's reign, he announced that it was the Father who 
was bestowing the eschatological gift of forgiveness in Jesus' presence. However, in retrospect 
the Church found in Jesus' prophetic authority and in his liberating words and actions the 
grounds for attributing to him the eschatological power of having absolved the repentant of their 
sins during his lifetime. What is clear is that his followers perceived in Jesus' table fellowship the 
direct presence of the Father, whose love encompassed the rejected of society. The disciples saw 
in Jesus' eschatological etiquette a preview of who would be on the guest list at the Father's final 
banquet: "When you give a feast, invite the poor, the maimed, the lame, the blind ... " (Luke 
14:13). 

After Jesus had died, his followers continued that memory in their own communal repasts and 
even in the Eucharistic feast. These later meals, which may have included the washing of feet in 
imitation of Jesus (cf. John 13:5), at one and the same time recalled Jesus' meals of liberatory 
fellowship and anticipated the definitive eschatological banquet when, reunited with Jesus, they 
would "drink of the fruit of the vine anew" and "eat bread in the kingdom of God" (cf. Mark 
14:25 and Luke 14:15).  

The parables that Jesus recounted, many of them at table, continued the theme of abundant 
eschatological forgiveness and spelled out the response of radical change that the Father's 
invitation required.[42] Palestine at that time was a culture of storytelling, and Jesus was a 
master of the art. His stories were not moral or intellectual allegories that required exegetical 
deciphering, but straightforward and concrete descriptions that drew his listeners into the drama 
and called for decision on their part. Rarely if ever did Jesus' parables speak of God or were they 
set in a religious context. Rather, they described God's reign in terms of everyday life situations, 
as if to say that the kingdom had to do not with a heavenly Beyond but with concrete possibilities 
in this world. 

The themes of the kingdom were simple--for example, the excitement of discovering something 
present but hidden: 

The kingdom of heaven is like a treasure hidden in a field, which a man found and covered 

up; then in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field. (Matthew 13:44)  



Or the joy of finding something precious that had been lost: 

What woman, having ten silver coins, if she loses one coin, does not light a lamp and sweep 

the house and seek diligently until she finds it? And when she has found it, she calls 

together her friends and neighbors, saying, "Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin 

which I had lost." just so, I tell you, there is joy before the angels of God over one sinner 

who repents. (Luke 15:8-10)  

Jesus also told parables about the reversal in attitude that the dawning of the kingdom demanded. 
At the end of a day (representing the eschatological judgment), the owner of a vineyard pays 
grape pickers who worked only one hour the same wages as those who worked from dawn to 
dusk, for "the last will be first, and the first last" (Matthew 20:16). Or God justifies a sinful tax 
collector who repents, rather than a law-abiding Pharisee who prides himself on his strict 
religious observance, because "everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but he who 
humbles himself will be exalted" (Luke 18: 14). Jesus' eschatological theme of startling reversal, 
of the overturning of all seemingly reasonable values, runs from the story of the Prodigal Son 
through the tale of the Good Samaritan to the depiction of the Last Day, when the ruler gives his 
kingdom to those who had simply fed the hungry and clothed the naked because "as you did it to 
one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me" (Matthew 2-5:40). Even in those parables 
that the later Church rewrote to fit her own situation, the core still shines through: Jesus the 
prophet was the master of novelty and surprise as he challenged traditional religious values in the 
name of the utterly new eschatological event of God-with-man.  

The "signs and wonders" (Acts 2:22) that Jesus is reported to have worked have long been the 
subject of scholarly dispute, and it is fair to say that throughout much of Christian history their 
meaning has been misunderstood.[43] Generally these "miracles" have been interpreted 
apologetically as proofs that Jesus was divine and that his mission originated in heaven. This 
approach, which has been dominant in Christian teaching from Quadratus' "Apology to Hadrian" 
(ca. 125 C.E.)[44] to early in the present century, is attended by a number of intrinsic difficulties. 
For one thing, Saint Paul's epistles, which were written before the Gospels, mention no miracles 
at all. For another, exegetes have established that one of the earliest sources underlying the 
Gospels reports only two such "wonders" worked by Jesus: a cure and an exorcism (Luke 7:1-10 
and 11:14).[45] 

But in the decades after Jesus' death Christian legends began to inflate both the quality and the 
number of the miracles. For example, in Mark's Gospel, written around 70, we find the ruler of a 
synagogue begging Jesus to lay his hands on his daughter, who "is at the point of death" (5:23), 
whereas in Matthew's Gospel, written some fifteen years later, the same man changes and 
heightens the diagnosis: "My daughter has just died" (9:18). Likewise, the number of cures 
increases. Mark's Gospel has Jesus simply "casting out demons" (1:39), whereas the parallel text 
in Matthew has him "healing every disease and every infirmity among the people" (4:23). 

Eventually accounts of "nature miracles" began to appear: Jesus arranges the catch of an 
extraordinary number of fish, makes a fig tree dry up, walks on water, stills a storm, raises 
people from the dead, multiplies loaves and fishes to feed four thousand or even five thousand 
people, and apparently even makes a shekel appear in the mouth of a fish. These nature miracles 
are simply legends which arose among early Christians and which were projected backward, 
under the impact of faith, into the life of the historical Jesus. The motive may have been to make 
him appear at least the equal of the numerous miracle workers widely reported in the rabbinical 
and Hellenistic religious literature of the times.[46] 



Another problem with the traditional approach to Jesus' "miracles" is that it misses the 
eschatological, and specifically the apocalyptic, context within which the stories of his signs and 
wonders grew up. Beginning some centuries before Jesus, popular Jewish apocalyptic literature 
elaborated tales about the fall of the sinful angels from heaven before the creation of the world 
and their subsequent conflict with human beings. These evil spirits were understood to have 
taken possession of some people, rendering them deaf and dumb and afflicting them with a 
variety of diseases. But believers saw in Jesus' eschatological words and deeds the definitive 
defeat of these cosmic powers of darkness. In the words of the Epistle to the Colossians, Jesus 
"disarmed the principalities and powers and made a public example of them, triumphing over 
them" (2:15).[47] 

Jesus himself was a child of this apocalyptic picture of the world, and he saw his own work in 
that context. For example, when speaking of his and his disciples' mission, he said, "I saw Satan 
fall like lightning from heaven" (Luke 10:18). There is no doubt that he gained a reputation in his 
lifetime as an exorcist and that he caused wonderment among the simple people around the 
northern shore of the Sea of Galilee. Regardless of the possible medical and psychosomatic 
explanations that can be given for the cures he is said to have effected, early Christian preaching 
preserved this memory: "He went about doing good and healing all that were oppressed by the 
devil, for God was with him" (Acts 10:38)--Jesus, they remembered, "did all things well" (Mark 
7:3 7). 

But the framework within which he gained this reputation was not that of the traditional 
Christian understanding of "miracles" as sovereignly divine interruptions of the laws of nature. 
The Bible depicts the universe not as a closed system of laws, the way modern science does, but 
as the arena in which God was enacting his will. Therefore, even phenomena such as cures by 
exorcism, which might well be explained by empirical causes, were seen by Jesus' 
contemporaries as signs of God's power. 

Jesus' "miracles," whatever they might have been, get their sense from the apocalyptic belief that 
the end of time had arrived. There were plenty of exorcists in Palestine at the time of Jesus--
perhaps including some of his own followers--and Jesus himself predicted more to come (Mark 
13:22). But the point was not that these exorcists, or Jesus himself, were divine (in fact, some of 
them were considered to be working for the devil) but rather that the divine Father himself was 
making his eschatological appearance in Jesus' words and deeds and was conquering the powers 
of evil for the good of mankind. The focus was not on Jesus as a worker of "miracles" but on the 
arrival of God-for-man. "If it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of 
God has come upon you" (Matthew12:28). 

However many or few exorcisms Jesus may have performed in his few months as a prophet, it is 
clear that he inspired in his followers the belief that the Father's eschatological reign had already 
begun. The wonders he worked were not appeals for faith in himself, regardless of how closely 
he identified himself with God's cause, but only for faith in the coming climax of history. His 
works were not proofs of his own divinity or messiahship--claims he never made--but rather, like 
his meals and parables, were signs of the dawning of God's reign. If there was anything 
miraculous about Jesus, it all lay in the coming of the kingdom in which he and eventually his 
followers so earnestly believed. For all the prophetic authority with which he spoke and for all 
his conviction that his words and works were the instrument of God's final breakthrough in the 
Jewish community, Jesus remained only the locus, and never the focus, of the eschatological 
event. 



5. Rejection and Death 

Since we have no privileged access to Jesus' psychology, we must divine what he thought about 
himself from his public words and deeds. And there we find a man so totally absorbed in and 
identified with the cause of God-with-man that it would be true to say he was nothing other than 
that cause: Jesus was what he preached. Traditional Christianity, to be sure, goes further and 
claims that Jesus understood himself to be the very content of his own message, the kingdom of 
God incarnate; but that is an extrapolation from Jesus' life that Jesus' followers made in the years 
after he died. 

We have seen how Jesus enacted the kingdom of God in his table fellowship, his parables, and 
his miracles. We now turn to the question of how he faced, and perhaps accepted, the 
disappointments of the last months of his mission, and even his death. We shall look as well at 
the question of how Jesus may have understood himself and his work as he approached the end 
of his days. 

Jesus' mission in Galilee, independent of that of John the Baptist, lasted only a few months and 
initially met with enormous success. He drew great crowds and inspired amazement--"We never 
saw anything like this!" the people exclaimed (Mark 2:12). But his relatives thought he was out 
of his mind and tried to drag him home (3:2-1).[48] 

But it was not long before his popularity peaked, and enthusiasm for this extraordinary but 
eccentric man began to drop off in the north country. The Gospels give a clear impression that 
Jesus began to be rejected not only by the authorities of the religious establishment but by the 
common people as well. All four Gospels record Jesus' complaint that he felt spurned by his own 
people, and two Gospels hint that his wondrous powers waned in his own hometown. 

They [his townspeople] took offense at him. And Jesus said to them, "A prophet is honored 

everywhere except in his own country, and among his own kin, and in his own house." And 

he could do no mighty work there, except that he laid his hands upon a few sick people and 

healed them. And he marveled because of their unbelief. (Mark 6:3-6; cf. Matthew 13:57f.)  

In a later elaboration Luke says that the same people were so incensed at Jesus that they almost 
killed him. 

And when they heard this, all in the synagogue were filled with wrath. And they rose up 

and put him out of the city, and led him to the brow of the hill on which their city was built, 

that they might throw him down headlong. But passing through the midst of them, he went 

away. (4:28-30)  

As things turned out badly for his eschatological mission, Jesus vented some apocalyptic anger 
against the northern lake towns where he had preached: 

Then he begin to upbraid the cities where most of his mighty works had been done, because 

they did not repent. "Woe to you, Chorazin! woe to you, Bethsaida! for if the mighty works 

done in you had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in 

sackcloth and ashes. But I tell you, it shall be more tolerable on the day of judgment for 

Tyre and Sidon than for you. And you, Capernaum, will you be exalted to heaven? You 

shall be brought down to Hades!" (Matthew 11:20-23)  
 

Even his closest disciples were not spared his anger and disappointment. 



Do you not yet perceive or understand? Are your hearts hardened? Having eyes, do you 

not see, and having ears do you not hear? (Mark 8:17-18; also 6:52)  

It was bad enough that the simple people of Galilee, Jesus' natural constituency, misunderstood 
and rejected him, but the real threat to his mission came from the established political and 
religious authorities. Always shadowing Jesus as his fame spread through the area was the 
chilling memory of the fate that John the Baptist had suffered at the hands of Herod Antipas for 
preaching a message not unlike his own. The word was out that Jesus would be the next to go. 
"The Pharisees left and immediately held counsel with the Herodians against Jesus, how to 
destroy him" (Mark 3:6). Luke's story may not be far from the truth: 

Now Herod the tetrarch heard of all that was done, and he was perplexed, because it was 

said by some that John had been raised from the dead, by some that Elijah had appeared, 

and by others that one of the old prophets had risen. Herod said, "John I beheaded. But 

who is this about whom I hear such things?" And he sought to see him. (9:7-9; cf. Mark 

6:14-16)  

Apparently Jesus was not so eager to see Herod. With the rumor circulating that Jesus was the 
Baptistcome back to life, Herod's interest had a smell of murder about it that was not lost on the 
prophet from Nazareth. Luke writes: 

At that very hour some Pharisees came, and said to him, "Get away from here, for Herod 

wants to kill you." And he said to them, "Go and tell that fox, 'Behold, I cast out demons 

and perform cures today and tomorrow, and the third day I finish my course. But for 

today, tomorrow and the next day I must go on, since it would not be right that a prophet 

should die outside Jerusalem.'" (13:31-33)  

Then there were the Pharisees, or at least some of them, who took offense at Jesus' sovereignly 
highhanded attitude toward the Law: eating with legally unclean people (Mark 2:16), bending the 
Sabbath tradition by healing on the day of rest (3:1-5), allowing his disciples to eat without first 
washing their hands (7:2ff.). Sometimes Jesus simply turned his back on them and went away 
(8:11), but at least once he lashed out at them: 

Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written, "This people honors me with 

their lips, but their heart is far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines 

the precepts of men." You leave the commandment of God, and hold fast the tradition of 

men. (7:6-8)  

According to a text in Matthew's Gospel, which reflects the anti-Pharisee polemics of later 
Christians but which is grounded in Jesus' jeremiads against legalistic religion, the prophet goes 
even further: 

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! because you shut the kingdom of heaven 

against men; for you neither enter yourselves, nor allow those who would enter to go in. ... 

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for you are like whitewashed tombs, which 

outwardly appear beautiful, but within they are full of dead men's bones. (23:13, 27)  

By such attacks on the religious establishment Jesus put himself beyond the pale of acceptable 
protest and reform. The prophet from Galilee had become a dangerous man. 

Faced with rejection by both the common people and their religious leaders, Jesus apparently 
decided that his last chance lay in taking his failing mission to the heart of Israel, to the city of 



Jerusalem itself. In the spring of the Jewish year 3790, after his disciples had completed a 
missionary tour in the north in what may have been a last-ditch effort to rally faith in the 
kingdom, Jesus gathered an inner circle of friends and set off on his last pilgrimage to the Holy 
City for the Passover feast. 

Perhaps at this point too he began to have presentiments of the fate that awaited him. Matthew 
writes: "From that time Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer 
many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed" (16:21). For whatever 
the later Church may have added to this verse, it is not unlikely that Jesus was aware, to some 
degree, of what lay in store for him. He would have to be blind not to see that his reputation as a 
radical prophet had already preceded him. The congeries of political apprehension on the part of 
Herod and religious outrage on the part of the scribes and Pharisees spelled trouble for anyone 
announcing the eschatological "kingdom of God," especially at Passover in Roman-occupied 
Jerusalem. Jesus' predictions of his coming death, which are multiplied in the Gospels at this 
point, may well have a historical basis in his own words. It is possible that Jesus became 
convinced that "it would not be right for a prophet to die outside Jerusalem" (Luke 13:33).  

Jesus never made his own status a special theme of his preaching, and he never turned himself 
into a second topic alongside the reign of God-with-men. Nonetheless, it is not unlikely that as 
his mission fell on hard days and as he sensed his death approaching, he became more reflective 
about his role in the coming of God's rule and even about his own personal status. Who did he 
think himself to be?[49] 

In the tinderbox of occupied Palestine, it would have been sheer madness for Jesus to declare 
himself a Davidic "messiah," with the overtones of political liberation that this title bore; and in 
fact he never did. In any case, in the Jewish Scriptures the title "messiah" ("anointed one") does 
not refer to a divine person (even when he is called "Son of God") or to a spiritual redeemer who 
would expiate sins (even when, as with the expected Davidic messiah, he was called 
"savior").[50] Rather, the term designated a political and military king who would reestablish a 
theocratic nation-state at some point in history. In the century and a half before Jesus, this future 
king came to be seen in broader eschatological terms as the ruler of all nations (not just of 
Israel), whom God would appoint at the end of time. Nonetheless, the title "messiah" still kept its 
political overtones, and Jesus vehemently rejected any such designation as a provocation from 
Satan (Mark 8:33). 

It is true that he counted at least one Zealot (anti-Roman revolutionary) among his closest 
followers, and it is possible that this man and others once nurtured the futile hope that Jesus 
might prove to be a national liberator. Jesus not only rejected that role but also never designated 
himself as a "spiritual" messiah, an anointed prophet without political intentions, although it is 
quite possible that some of his followers saw him that way. 

Nor did Jesus ever identify himself with the apocalyptic Son of Man who, according to the Book 
of Daniel, was to appear "on the clouds of heaven" at the last day. When Jesus used the phrase 
"son of man," bar nasha, with regard to himself (for example, "The son of man has nowhere to 
lay his head," Matthew 8:20), he was not referring to the awaited apocalyptic figure but was 
simply employing a common Palestinian-Aramaic circumlocution for the indexical pronoun "I," 
as if to say "I have no place to sleep." However (this is a matter of great dispute), he may have 
seen his own mission against the backdrop of the future apparition of this figure.[51] 

What we can say with considerable certainty is that before he died, Jesus may have had 
intimations of being the long-awaited "eschatological prophet," God's definitive mouthpiece who 
was to arrive just before the coming of God himself. It is clear that Jesus saw himself as a 



prophet, and he certainly conceived his ministry in eschatological terms. But never did he 
actually declare himself to be the eschatological prophet, whether in the form of Elijah redivivus 
or as a new Moses.[52] Nonetheless, the title of (nonnationalistic-messianic) eschatological 
prophet was to be the first that his followers would bestow on Jesus after he had died. And given 
the authority with which he acted and taught, it is very likely that even during Jesus' lifetime his 
disciples thought he was this final prophet. Jesus enhanced that expectation when, at the end of 
his pilgrimage to Jerusalem, he triumphantly entered the city to the acclaim of the people and 
(whether on this final trip to Jerusalem or, as is possible, on an earlier one) drove the sellers and 
money changers from the Temple precinct.[53]   

But Jesus' days as a prophet were numbered, and we may presume that he not only knew it but 
also prepared his disciples for the eventuality. The farewell dinner, or Last Supper, that he shared 
with them in Jerusalem before he died crystallized Jesus' awareness of his approaching death and 
offered his closest followers the promise of continuing fellowship regardless of what was to 
come. 

The actual date of the meal (see chart) is the subject of some dispute.[54a] All the Gospels agree 
that it took place, by current reckoning, on a Thursday evening some twenty hours before his 
death or, according to the Jewish way of reckoning days from dusk to dusk, on the same day he 
died. The Synoptics date it on the fifteenth day of the month of Nisan, that is, sometime after 
sundown on the first day of the Passover festival. However, John's Gospel places the Last Supper 
after sundown on the fourteenth of Nisan, the day before the feast, and dates Jesus' crucifixion to 
the day before the Passover feast, that is, the day when the paschal lambs were ritually 
slaughtered in the Temple (19:14). In any case, John's dating gave rise to a rich theology of 
Jesus' death as a sacrifice for sins and a Passover to new life. There is also disagreement about 
whether the meal was a Passover feast (as the Synoptic Gospels maintain) or not (John's 
position), and even about whether Jesus instituted a new liturgy, the Eucharist of sacred bread 
and wine, at the dinner.[54b] 

But what is clear is that Jesus took the occasion of this farewell meal, whenever and however it 
took place, to express to his disciples his vivid awareness that he was about to die: "I shall not 
drink again of the fruit of the vine" (Mark 4:25). He assured them as well that despite rejection 
and failure, he remained unshaken in his confidence that the Father would vindicate his mission. 
Although the Gospels record no historical words of Jesus that show him conceiving of his death 
as a propitiatory sacrifice to save mankind from its sins, we are not amiss in seeing the Last 
Supper as Jesus' final interpretation of his life and imminent death in terms of the kingdom he 
had preached and the life-for-others he had led. 

It is possible that Jesus had come to see his coming death as the inevitable price to be paid for 
living according to God's eschatological will. Other prophets had been rejected before him, and 
now it was his turn. His death, therefore, would be his final identification with the cause of the 
kingdom of God. This identification once again took the form of a meal of fellowship in which 
he invited his disciples to share the offer of salvation that was not merely promised in the future 
but 



concretely offered in Jesus' own words and deeds, including his death. He shared with them--for 
the last time "until the kingdom of God comes" (Luke 22:18)--a cup of wine. In drinking it 
together they sealed their fellowship, as if to say that the reign of God was linked inextricably 
with what they had lived through with him, right up to the end. The kingdom of God-with-men 
was stronger than death.[55] 

Later that night, as he prayed in the olive grove of Gethsemane just east of the city, Jesus was 
arrested by a delegation from the Sanhedrin, the supreme council of the religious establishment. 
What happened between then and his crucifixion is a matter of dispute. The Roman historian 
Tacitus, writing around 114 C.E.,reports simply that Jesus "was put to death by the Procurator [in 
fact, Prefect] Pontius Pilate during the reign of Tiberius."[56] The Gospels, which at this point 
are particularly interlaced with anti-Jewish polemics, disagree among themselves on such matters 
as the nature and number of trials that Jesus underwent before his crucifixion, as well as the 
charges leveled against him and the responses Jesus gave to them. We are left with rough 
approximations of what happened. 

The night on which he was arrested, Jesus either (1) was brought first to the former high priest 
Annas, who was the father-in-law of the current high priest, Caiaphas, and then to Caiaphas 
himself (John's Gospel); or (2) was brought to Caiaphas alone (Luke); or (3) was taken before 
the assembled Sanhedrin (Mark and Matthew). The Synoptic Gospels agree that whether or not 
Jesus underwent an official trial that night, he did undergo an interrogation by the Sanhedrin 
sometime the next morning before he was led off to Pontius Pilate. The Sanhedrin was composed 
of some seventy members, including the current and former high priests as well as laymen, 
scribes and lawyers. In Jesus' time it was dominated by the Sadducees rather than the Pharisees 
(in fact, the Pharisees tend to drop out of the picture as Jesus' death approaches), and it had 
juridical power over religious questions, probably backed up by the legal right to execute grave 
offenders by stoning.[57] 



Whatever its specific form, legal or otherwise, Jesus' hearing before the Sanhedrin was not a 
show trial but a serious investigation into what he was saying and doing. It seems that the 
Sanhedrin was split over the question of whether Jesus' prophetic mission had gone too far, and 
this disagreement may have been the reason for a second hearing in the morning. Within the 
Sanhedrin, the liberal Hillel school of the Pharisees, which may have included Joseph of 
Arimathea (Luke 23:50), probably sympathized with some aspects of the prophet's attitude 
toward the Law, but his radical relativization of the Torah in the name of an immediate relation 
with God was too much even for them. 

Did Jesus deserve death under Jewish law for what he was doing? Did he, for example, commit 
blasphemy in the eyes of the Sanhedrin by making divine or messianic claims? Declaring himself 
the messiah would not have been a capital crime as far as the Sanhedrin was concerned: There 
were many messianic pretenders in Palestine in those years, and the Sanhedrin did not condemn 
one of them to death. And in any case, the words the Gospels put into Jesus' mouth at his hearing 
(for example, his claim to being the messiah: Mark 14:62) are later theological interpolations on 
the part of the early church and cannot be credited as historical sayings.[58] 

Rather, what seems to have happened is that Jesus refused to respond to the questions that the 
Sanhedrin put to him about his authority and status and that he thereby incurred the serious 
charge of contempt of authority. The Book of Deuteronomy says: "The man who acts 
presumptuously, by not obeying the priest who stands to minister there before the Lord your 
God, or the judge, that man shall die" (17:12). This law, even though it was applied rigorously 
only after 70 C.E., May be the one Jesus was condemned for violating. In keeping with his sense 
of his authority as eschatological prophet, he simply refused to submit his teaching to the 
judgment of the high priests and the religious establishment. 

If the members of the Sanhedrin condemned Jesus to death on these grounds, it is not clear why 
they did not execute the order on their own authority but instead chose to bring the case before 
the Roman prefect. John's Gospel claims that the Sanhedrin did not have the legal right to carry 
out capital punishment (18:31), although a few years after Jesus' death the council reportedly did 
execute Stephen, a follower of Jesus (Acts 7:58). As a putative reason for why the Sanhedrin 
itself did not execute Jesus, Luke says that the Sanhedrin presented political rather than religious 
charges against the prophet when they brought him before Pontius Pilate: "We found this man 
perverting our nation, and forbidding us to give tribute to Caesar, and saying that he himself is 
Christ a king" (23:2). In any case, whatever Pilate's reasons for deciding to have Jesus put to 
death, it is not true that the Jewish crowds shouted out that Jesus should be crucified (Mark 
15:12ff.) or that they took his blood upon themselves and their children (Matthew 27:25). Nor 
did the high priests tell the prefect "We have no king but Caesar" (John 19:15). These sentences, 
which were later written into the accounts of Jesus' passion, are the products of a bitter polemic 
between early Christianity and Judaism and have helped to cause the horrors of two millennia of 
anti-Semitism.[59]  

Under Roman jurisdiction Jesus was scourged with leather straps fitted with pieces of sharp 
metal and bone--a punishment commonly administered to those condemned to crucifixion.[60] 
He was then forced to carry a crossbeam, or patibulum, weighing some eighty or ninety pounds, 
to the place of execution outside the city. He was affixed to the beam and to an upright pole with 
ropes and nails, and over his head was placed the titulum that gave the reason for his punishment: 
"Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews." Quite apart from the intentions of the Sanhedrin, the 
Romans had found their own reasons for putting Jesus to death: He was being executed as 
messianic pretender. 



Death usually came in ten or twelve hours, although the Jewish historian Josephus records that 
some crucifixion victims held on for days.[61] The end came slowly, by exposure, loss of blood, 
and gradual asphyxiation. The pain and degradation were augmented by blocked circulation and 
the torment of flies and insects. It is doubtful that any of his closest followers were present at 
Jesus' final agony. 

The date was probably Friday, April 7, in the 30th year of the current reckoning, the 783rd year 
since the founding of the city of Rome and the 16th since Tiberius Augustus had been declared 
Caesar Augustus. By the reckoning of the religious establishment, it was the 3,790th year since 
the creation of the world. Jesus, the carpenter turned prophet, had expected the kingdom of God 
to come in its fullness very soon, perhaps within his own lifetime. He may have clung to that 
hope during his final agony. He was crucified around midday. He was dead before dusk. 

NOTES 

[1] The Christian bishop Ignatius of Antioch (74-117 C.E.) reports the Docetist claims that Jesus 
only seemed to be human (Ad Trallianos, 10) and only apparently suffered (Ad Smyrnaeos, 2, 1): 
J.-P. Migne, ed., Patrologia Graeca V (1894), 792 and 709 respectively. See the variant readings 
of these texts in The Apostolic Fathers I (Loeb No. 24), 220-221 and 252-255, translated by 
Kirsopp Lake, 1919. 
 
Docetism, which goes back to early Gnosticism and which continued into the Middle Ages in the 
form of Manichaeism, was condemned indirectly in 1274 at the Second General Council of 
Lyons and explicitly in 1441 at the General Council of Florence: Denzinger and Rahner, editors, 
Enchiridion Symbolorum, n. 462 and n. 710; English translations in Denzinger, Sources, 183 and 
227. 

[2] Useful studies of the period from the Maccabees to the revolt of Simon ben [continued...] 

Kosibah (Bar Cochba) include: Bickerman, From Ezra to the Last of the Maccabees; Safrai and 
Stem, eds., Compendia; Freyne, Galilee; Stone, ed., Jewish Writings of the Second Temple 
Period; Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism and Jews, Greeks and Barbarians; Pfeiffer, History of 
New Testament Times; Schürer, The History of the Jewish People; Wright, Murphy, and 
Fitzmyer, "A History of Israel," in Jerome Biblical Commentary II, 671-702. 
 
Maps and chronological and genealogical tables can be found in: Safrai and Stern, Compendia I, 
82-83, 100-101, 120-121; Bickerman, 183-186; Schürer, 1, 607-614 (including a helpful chart of 
the parallel calendars of the Olympic, Seleucid, and Christian eras; see as well Finegan, 
Handbook, 134-135); Grant, Herod the Great, 250-264; Barrois, "Chronology, Metrology, Etc.," 
in Buttrick, ed., The Interpreter's Bible I, 142-164, and Terrien and Knox, "Literary 
Chronology," ibid., XII, 668-672; Duncan, "Chronology," in Buttrick, ed., The Interpreter's One-
Volume Commentary on the Bible, 1271-1275. 

[3] On Israel's notions of time and history: Bultmann, The Presence of Eternity, 23-31, and 
Primitive Christianity, 80-86; Eliade, Cosmos and History, 102-112; Pidoux, "À propos de la 
notion biblique du temps"; von Rad, Old Testament Theology II, 99-125. For chronological data: 
Finegan, Handbook of Biblical Chronology. 

[4] Strack, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, 201, notes that Ezra is described in this text 
as a "student of the law (sopher, not 'scribe')." 



[5] The canonical Hebrew Scriptures (called the "Old Testament" by Christians) are properly 
called Tanackh, a word composed of the first consonants in: Torah (Law), Nebiim (Prophets), 
and Katubim (Writings). On the redaction history of the Pentateuch, see such standard 
introductions as Kaiser, Introduction to the Old Testament, 78-133; E. A. Speiser, Genesis, xxii-
xlii. A useful historical chart is given by Terrien in Buttrick, ed., The Interpreter's Bible XII 
(1957), 669. 

[6] See [Appendix], "Notes on Rabbinical Literature." 

[7] On the Jewish Law and related matters, see: Berger, Die Gesetzesauslegung Jesu, passim, but 
esp. 56-136 and 258-361; Brown, "Jewish Law," in Jerome Biblical Commentary II, 558-560 
and the bibliography on 560; Bultmann, Primitive Christianity, 59-71; Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 230-
233 and bibliography on 229-230; Schürer, I, 68-114 (on rabbinical literature), II, 314-380 (on 
Torah scholarship), and 464-497 (on the Law and Jewish life); Strack, Introduction to the 
Talmud and Midrash; Wright, The Literary Genre of Midrash; von Rad, Old Testament Theology 
II, 338-409. 

[8] The phrase "build a fence around the Torah" is from the Mishnah: "Moses received the Torah 
at Sinai and transmitted it to Joshua, Joshua to the Elders, and the Elders to the Prophets, and the 
Prophets to the Men of the Great Synagogue [ = the legendary body of 120 men established after 
the Captivity]. The latter used to say three things: Be patient in [the administration of] justice, 
rear many disciples and make a fence round the Torah": Epstein, ed., The Babylonian Talmud, 
Seder Nezikin, Volume VIII, Tractate Aboth, chapter I, paragraph 1, translated by J. Israelstam 
(1935), p. 1. Referring to the last phrase, n. 6 on p. 1 reads: "The Torah is conceived as a garden 
and its precepts as precious plants. Such a garden is fenced round for the purpose of obviating 
wilful or even unintended damage. Likewise, the precepts of the Torah were to be 'fenced' round 
with additional inhibitions that should have the effect of preserving the original commandments 
from trespass." 

[9] The question of wearing a false tooth on the Sabbath is treated in Epstein, ed., [continued...] 
 
The Babylonian Talmud, Seder Mo'ed, Tractate Shabbath (Volume I), chapter VI, 64b and 65a, 
translated by H. Freedman (1938), pp. 306, 309. (A silver tooth apparently could be worn on the 
Sabbath, but not a gold one.) The matter of wearing artificial limbs is discussed ibid.: "A stump-
legged person may go forth with his wooden stump: This is R[abbi] Meir's view; while R[abbi] 
Jose forbids it" (65b-66a, p. 312); "An artificial arm [lukitmin] is clean, but one may not go out 
therewith" (66a, p. 313) 

[10] Seder Nezikin, Volume VIII, Tractate Makkoth, chapter III, 23b, translated by H. M. 
Lazarus (1935; the translation is slightly changed here), p. 169. Some rabbis confirmed the 
number 613 from the letter-value of the word "torah" (taw [400] + waw [6] + resh [200] + he [5] 
= 611) with two more units added for "I am" and "Thou shalt have no other gods" (ibid.). 

[11] The dualism that is at least implicit and more often explicit in Jewish apocalyptic 
eschatology can be seen in IV Ezra 7:50 (late first century C.E.): "For this reason the Most High 
has made not one world but two": Charlesworth, I, 538 = Charles, II, 585 (see [n. 12], below; 
also Schillebeeck's cautionary remark on dualism in Jesus, 149f). 

[12] On eschatology and apocalypse as treated in the following paragraphs see, besides works 
listed in [n. 2], above: Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination, and (ed.) Apocalypse: Morphology 
of a Genre (he defines apocalypse as "a genre of revelatory literature with a narrative framework, 
in which a revelation is mediated by an otherworldly being to a human recipient, disclosing a 



transcendent reality which is both temporal, insofar as it envisages eschatological salvation, and 
spatial, insofar as it involves another, supernatural world": Apocalyptic Imagination, 4; italicized 
in the original); Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism I, 175-196; McKenzie, "Aspects of Old 
Testament Thought," Jerome Biblical Commentary II, 764f ; Russell, The Method and Message 
of Jewish Apocalyptic; Stone, "Apocalyptic Literature," in Stone, ed., Jewish Writings of the 
Second Temple Period, 383-437 and bibliography on 437-441; Stuhmueller, "Post-Exilic Period: 
Spirit, Apocalyptic," Jerome Biblical Commentary I, 343; Wifall, "David--Prototype of Israel's 
Future" (apocalypse as a blending of prophetic and wisdom traditions; the rise of eschatology in 
reaction against non-Davidic Hasmoneans). The classical texts not found in the Bible are in 
Charles, ed., Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, and in Charlesworth, ed., Old Testament 
Pseudepigrapha. The real burgeoning of apocalyptic literature comes after the fall of Jerusalem 
in 70 C.E. Schillebeeckx notes: "As compared with these two climaxes [ca. 55 B.C.E. and 70 
C.E.] ... Jesus' own time was rather a quiet one where the literature of apocalyptic is concerned. 
We should not push the feverish outburst of apocalypticism after the fall of Jerusalem (with its 
obvious influence on a great part of the New Testament) back into Jesus' own lifetime": Jesus, 
715, n. 82; cf. also 122. 
 
On Zoroaster and Zoroastrianism: Corbin, "Cyclical Time in Mazdaism and Ismailism," 115-
126; Duchesne-Guillemin, La Religion de l'Iran ancien (dualism: 189-193; ages of the world: 
212-214) and "Zoroastrianism and Parsiism"; Eliade, Cosmos and History, 124-126; Zaehner, 
Dawn and Twilight of Zoroastrianism, 248-264. 
 
Concerning "original sin," note that Jesus never mentions the fall of Adam (Genesis 3), although 
Paul did (cf. Romans 5:12ff.), as did Jewish apocalyptic literature contemporary with the early 
church. Cf. IV Ezra 4:30 (late first century C.E.): "For a grain of evil seed was sown in Adam's 
heart from the beginning, and [continued...] 

how much ungodliness it has produced until now, and will produce until the time of threshing 
comes!": Charlesworth, I, 530f. = Charles, II, 566. Also II (Syriac) Baruch 23:4 (early second 
century C.E.): "For when Adam sinned and death was decreed against those who were to be born 
[etc.]": Charlesworth, I, 629 = Charlesworth, II, 495. On Jewish demonology, see [n. 47], below. 
Descriptions of cosmic eschatological woes can be found in Joel 2:30-32 (quoted at Acts 2:19-
20); IV Ezra 5:1-13, in Charlesworth, I, 531f. = Charles, II, 569f. The Testament [or Assumption] 
of Moses 10:1-10 (first century C.E.) describes cosmic events ("the sun will not give light," etc.) 
that accompany God's arrival: Charlesworth, I, 931f. = Charles, II, 421f. See Russell, 271-276. 

[13] Later, Christians would read these texts in terms of the "Antichrist," a term that first appears 
in I John 2:18, 22, and II John 7. For the history of the Antichrist theme in Christianity see 
Alexander, The Byzantine Apocalyptic Tradition, 193-225; Bousset, The Antichrist Legend, esp. 
Part II, 121-252; Russell, 276-280. 

[14] Hahn, The Titles of Jesus, 15-21, esp. 17-19, and Tödt, The Son of Man in the Synoptic 
Tradition, 22-31, hold that the "Son of Man" in pre-Christian Judaism was an individual 
heavenly figure, but Dunn, 65-82, shows to the contrary that "we lack any sort of firm evidence 
that the 'one like a son of man' in Dan[iel] 7 was understood within pre-Christian Judaism as the 
Messiah, pre-existent or otherwise" (72; cf. also 81, 95); Kümmel, Theology of the New 
Testament, 89-90, agrees with that position. Lindars, Jesus Son of Man, 1-16, and passim, 
similarly maintains that there was not "a single, identifiable concept [of the "Son of Man"] in 
Judaism of the time of [Jesus]," in fact, that "the assumption that the Son of Man could be 
recognized as a title of an eschatological figure in Jewish thought ... has now been demolished" 
(8). Nonetheless, he admits: "At the same time the figure of one like a Son of Man in Dan[iel] 
7:1-14 was clearly an important factor in New Testament times" as I Enoch shows (11f.). See [n. 



51] below. 
 
See also T. W. Manson, The Teaching of Jesus, 175-188 (with 211ff.) for an interpretation of 
"Son of Man" as designating collectively the faithful Remnant; Perkins, Resurrection, 80-84; 
Russell, 324-352 (cf. his list of psychological terms in apocalyptic literature, 396-405); 
Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 460-467 (who dates I Enoch to 50 B.C.E.) and bibliography, 459-460; 
Vermès, Jesus and the World of Judaism, 89-99. See the bibliography in Küng, On Being a 
Christian, 649, n. 59. 
 
Collins, "The Son of Man and the Saints of the Most High in the Book of Daniel," maintains that 
the "one like a man" in Daniel represents the angelic host collectively, as well as its leader 
Michael, "who receives the kingdom on behalf of his host of holy ones [angels], but also on 
behalf of the people of Israel" (64). But he also represents faithful Jews insofar as they are 
associated with the heavenly host in the eschatological era (hence, as angelic beings). Wifall, in 
"David--Prototype of Israel's Future?" and "Son of Man--A Pre-Davidic Social Class?," presents 
a theory that the notion of the Son of Man originated in the royal traditions of pre-Israelite 
Jerusalem (second millennium B.C.E.), where the title applied to the nobility and ruling class; 
the term was eventually applied to David (in the light of whose rise and fall the Yahwist story of 
creation and Adam was constructed), was later "democratized," and during the Maccabean 
period was reintegrated into its original royal setting but in an apocalyptic context; see further 
bibliography on this theory in Dunn, 292-293, n. 17. [continued...] 
 
Kraeling, Anthropos and Son of Man (151-165), following Bousset (Hauptprobleme der Gnosis, 
Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1907) and Richard Reitzenstein (esp. Das iranische 
Erlösungsmysterium, Bonn: Marcus & Weber, 19211), held that the origin of the Son of Man in 
Daniel (as well as of the Heavenly Adam) was the gayamaretan (or Gayomart: "mortal life") of 
ancient Iranian mythology. This figure, after identification with Mesopotamian Marduk (Baal 
Merodach), "was received into Judaism in the second pre-Christian century, and furnished the 
inspiration for the properly nameless 'man-like one' of Daniel ... [insofar as] his humanity abetted 
the transformation of the Hebrew conception of the protoplasm, the common origin of the Bar 
Nasha and celestial Adam": Kraeling, 187-188. However, Thomas H. Tobin has convincingly 
shown that the notion of the Heavenly Adam arises in intertestamental Judaism from an 
interpretation of Genesis 1:27 and 2:7 rather than from Indian cosmology or Iranian speculation: 
The Creation of Man, 102-134. 

[15] See Nickelsburg, Resurrection; Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism I, 196-202; Russell, 353-
390; Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 518-523; Schubert, "Die Entwicklung der Auferstehungslehre." Hope 
in an eschatological resurrection was not universal in Judaism even at this point, the Sadducees 
being the obvious example. Sirach 38:21 ("Remember him not, for he hath no hope" [or: "for 
there is no returning"], Charles, I, 452) was taken by some as denying resurrection. 

[16] Cf. also Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs (second century B.C.E.), Judah 25:4: "And 
those who died in sorrow shall be raised in joy; / and those who died in poverty for the Lord's 
sake shall be made rich; / those who died on account of the Lord shall be wakened to life," and 
Zebulon 10:2: "And now my children, [said Zebulon,] do not grieve because I am dying, nor be 
depressed because I am leaving you. I shall rise again in your midst": Charlesworth, I, 802 and 
807; Charles, II, 324 and 332. Also II Maccabees 7:9, 14 ("the King of the world shall raise us 
up"; "they shall be raised up by God again"); 12:43 ("[Judas Maccabeus,] bearing in mind the 
resurrection"); 14:46 ("[Razis] tore out his bowels with both hands and flung them at the crowds. 
So he died, calling on Him who is lord of life and spirit to restore them to him again"): Charles, 
I, 141, 150, 152. 



[17] On the Zadokite line and more generally on the priestly aristocracy, see Jeremias, Jerusalem 
in the Time of Jesus, 181-198. 

[18] On the Pharisees and on messianism: Davies, Introduction to Pharisaism; Hengel, Judaism 
and Hellenism I, 253-254; Jeremias, Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus, 246-267; Neusner, Judaism 
in the Beginning of Christianity, 45-61; Russell, 304-323; Schürer, II, 388-404, 488-554; 
Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 450-459. 

[19] See The Dead Sea Scrolls in English, translated by Vermès; Dimant, "Qumran Sectarian 
Literature," 483-547, in Stone, Jewish Writings. On the Essenes: Schürer, II, 555-590; Hengel, 
Judaism and Hellenism I, 218-247; Vermès, Jesus and the World of Judaism, 126-139; 100-125. 

[20] On the eschatological prophet and what Schillebeeckx describes as "an original Palestinian 
prophet Christology" at the time of Jesus (Interim Report, 69) see, for example: Hahn, The Titles 
of Jesus, 352-406; Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 442-449 and Interim Report, 64-74; Teeple, The Mosaic 
Eschatological Prophet; Vermès, Jesus the Jew, 94-99. See also [n. 52], below. 

[21] On the date of Jesus' baptism, Finegan, Handbook, 259-280, 300-301, thinks that "some 
preference may be given" to November, 26 C.E. (with Jesus' birth ca. 5/4 [continued...] 
 
B.C.E.), but allows as well for 28 C.E., a date that I favor (Finegan specifies: the autumn). 
Ruckstuhl, Chronology, maintains that "Jesus must have received John's baptism several weeks 
before the paschal feast of 28 A.D. His public life lasted thus about two years" (136). Hoehner, 
Herod Antipas, 307-312, concludes that if Jesus died in 30 C.E. (a date that I maintain is correct, 
although Hoehner prefers 33 C.E.), John probably began his ministry between 
September/October 27 C.E. and September/October 28 C.E., a period that corresponds to the 
following dates: 
A. The Greek calendar: Olympiad 201, years 3-4. The Olympic year began in midsummer. 
 
B. The Roman calendar: September/ October 780-September/ October 781. Since AUC 601 (= 
ca. 153 B.C.E.), the Roman year was calculated as beginning on January 1 (when consuls entered 
their office) rather than on the traditional April 21 of the Varronian year. 
 
C. The Seleucid calendar: 1 Hyperberetaios (September/ October) 339-Hyperberetaios 340. (The 
Seleucid year began ca. October 1). 
 
D. The Jewish calendar: 1 Tishri 3787-1 Tishri 3788. The Jewish calendar (dating from ca. 360 
C.E.) counts from the presumed date of creation and calculates the beginning of the official year 
as the autumn equinox (Hoehner, 309).  
 
[22] In a passage about John the Baptist that is contested on certain points but generally accepted 
as authentic, Flavius Josephus (cf. [n. 23], below) wrote ca. 93/94 C.E.: "But to some of the Jews 
the destruction of Herod's army [by the Nabataean king Aretas IV of Petra, ca. 36 C.E., at 
Gabala, Idumaea] seemed to be divine vengeance, and certainly a just vengeance, for his 
treatment of John, surnamed the Baptist. For Herod had put him to death, though he was a good 
man and had exhorted the Jews to lead righteous lives, to practise justice towards their fellows 
and piety towards God, and so doing to join in baptism. In his view this was a necessary 
preliminary if baptism was to be acceptable to God. They must not employ it to gain pardon for 
whatever sins they committed, but as a consecration of the body implying that the soul was 
thoroughly cleansed by right behaviour. When others too joined the crowds about him, because 
they were aroused to the highest degree by his sermons, Herod became alarmed. Eloquence that 
had so great an effect on mankind might lead to some form of sedition, for it looked as if they 



would be guided by John in everything that they did. Herod decided therefore that it would be 
much better to strike first. ... John, because of Herod's suspicions, was brought in chains to 
Machaerus. ... and there put to death": Jewish Antiquities XVIII (v, 1 = Niese 116-119), in 
Josephus IX (Loeb No. 433), 80-85, translated by Louis H. Feldman, 1965. 

[23] The earliest mention of Jesus in any extant literature comes some twenty years after he died 
and is found in Saint Paul, in the salutation of I Thessalonians: "To the Church of the 
Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ [en ... kuriôi Iêsou Christôi]" (1:1). 
The letter was probably written in Corinth (but possibly in Athens) between the autumn Of 49 
and the summer of 51 C.E. (See Fuller, A Critical Introduction to the New Testament, 14; 
Hengel, Acts and the History of Earliest Christianity, 137.) 
 
The earliest mentions of Jesus in secular literature are as follows: 
(1) 93/94 C.E.: The Jewish historian Flavius Josephus (37/38-100 C.E.) C.E.) mentions Jesus in 
passing when reporting the murder of the apostle James, which took place ca. 62 [continued...]  
 
C.E.: "[The high priest Ananus] convened the judges of the Sanhedrin and brought before them a 
man named James, the brother of Jesus who was called the Christ, and certain others": Jewish 
Antiquities XX (ix, 1 = Niese 200), Josephus IX, 494-497, translated by Louis H. Feldman, 
1965. Jesus is mentioned in another passage in Josephus, which is sometimes called the 
Testimonium Flavianum, but the text is generally considered inauthentic: Jewish Antiquities 
XVIII (iii, 3 = Niese 63-64), Josephus IX, 48-51. The text is cited by Eusebius, Historia 
ecclesiastica I, 11, in Migne, Patrologia Graeca XX (1857), 117, and, with some textual 
changes, in Demonstratio evangelica III, 5 (no. 124), Patrologia Graeca XX (1857), 221. See 
also Brandon, Jesus and the Zealots, New York: Scribner, 1957, 359-368. 
 
(2) Between 110 and 112 C.E.: Gaius Pliny the Younger (ca. 61-112 C.E.), who served as 
imperial legate in the province of Bithynia-Pontus in northwest Asia Minor between 110 and 112 
C.E., reported to Trajan during those years the hearsay evidence that Christians in the province 
"were in the habit of meeting on a certain fixed day before it was light and singing in alternate 
verses a hymn to Christ, as to a god": Letters X, 96, in Letters and Panegyricus (Loeb No. 55) II, 
400, 401, translated by William Melmoth, revised by W.M.L. Hutchinson, 1927. 
 
(3) Before ca. 115 C.E.: The Roman historian Cornelius Tacitus (ca. 56-ca. 115 C.E.), in 
discussing Nero's persecution of Christians for allegedly burning the city of Rome in 64 C.E., 
opines that the origin of the name "Christian" was the man Christ, who was put to death by the 
procurator (actually the prefect) Pontius Pilate during the reign of emperor Tiberius: Annals XV, 
44, in Tacitus (Loeb No. 322) V, 282, 283, translated by John Jackson, 1936. 
 
(4) Before 120 C.E. (?) or 150 C.E. (?): The Roman historian Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus (ca. 
69-ca. 150) wrote that around 42 C.E. the emperor Claudius "expelled the Jews from Rome 
because, incited by Chrestus [sic; perhaps 'Christus'?], they were constantly creating 
disturbances": The Lives of the Caesars: The Deified Claudius XXV, 4, in Suetonius II (Loeb 
No. 38), 52, 53, translated by J. C. Rolfe, 1924.  
 
[24] On Jesus' name, see Brown, Birth of the Messiah, 130-131; Dalman Jesus--Jeshua, 6. 
Concerning "Nazorean" (Matthew 2:23), Brown, Birth of the Messiah, 209-213 and 223-225. 
The Patristic debate about whether or not Jesus was physically ugly was based on a mistaken, 
literalistic application to Jesus of passages like Isaiah 52:14 and 53:2-3; see Clement of 
Alexandria, Paedagogus III, 1, in Migne, Patrologia Graeca VIII (1891), 557, 558, and the 
further references there in n. 85. 
 



It is probable that Jesus was born before the spring of 4 B.C.E., when Herod the Great died, but 
not long before, if Luke is right in saying (3:1, 3:23) that Jesus was "about thirty years of age" 
when he began his ministry in the fifteenth regnal year of the emperor Tiberius (which according 
to one calculation may be dated from October 1, 27 C.E. to September 30, 28 C.E.). Thus Jesus 
was born probably during the 193rd Olympiad (which stretched from the summer of 7 B.C.E. to 
the summer of 4 B.C.E.), between 748 and 750 years from the founding of the city of Rome. The 
Jewish year 3755 corresponds to about 6 B.C.E. See Finegan, Handbook, 215-259 (nos. 337-
408); 260 (no. 414), and 262 (table 116); 298-299 (nos. 463-464) and 301 (table 143)--but no. 
464 and table 143 omit the option given in no. 414! See also Brown, The Birth of the Messiah, 
166-167, 547-555; and Wright et al., "A History of Israel," in Jerome Biblical Commentary II, 
696. 
 
On the question of whether Jesus was born at Bethlehem see Brown, Birth of the 
[continued...] 
 
Messiah, 513-516; cf: "If Herod and all Jerusalem knew of the birth of the Messiah in Bethlehem 
(Matt[hew] 2:3), and indeed Herod slaughtered the children of a whole town in the course of 
looking for Jesus (2:16), why is it that later in the ministry no one seems to know of Jesus' 
marvelous origins (13:54-55), and Herod's son recalls nothing about him (14:1-2)?": ibid., 31-32. 
 
As to whether Jesus' home (and/or native town) was Nazareth or Capernaum (see Mark 2:1: 
"And when he returned to Capernaum after some days, it was reported that he was at home," and 
3:19), Bornkamm holds unproblematically: "His native town is Nazareth": Jesus, 53. See the 
bibliography in Brown, Birth of the Messiah, 516. 
 
Mark 6:3 and Matthew 13:55 name the four brothers (adelphos/-oi) of Jesus and refer to his 
unnamed sisters (adelphai). For a brief history of the discussion about the brethren of Jesus, see 
Taylor, The Gospel According to St. Mark, 247-249: "The three main hypotheses are the 
Helvidian (maintained by Helvidius, c. A.D. 380), which claims that the adelphoi were brothers 
by blood; the Epiphanian (Epiphanius, c. A.D. 382), which maintains that they were the sons of 
Joseph by a former wife; and the Hieronymian (Jerome, c. A.D. 383), that they were cousins of 
Jesus, the sons of Mary the wife of Clopas and the sister of the Virgin" (247). Taylor concludes: 
"There can be little doubt that the Helvidian view stands as the simplest and most natural 
explanation of the references to the brothers of Jesus in the Gospels" (249). Likewise the 
Protestant-Catholic collaborative study Mary in the New Testament, edited by Brown and others, 
notes the various problems (65-72; cf. 72, n. 138, and 292, n. 667) and concludes that "there is 
no convincing argument from the N[ew] T[estament] against the literal meaning of the words 
'brother' and 'sister' when they are used of Jesus' relatives" (292). Also Bornkamm, Jesus, 199, n. 
4; and "Jesus Christ," 149: "There is no basis in the text for making them [Jesus' adelphoi and 
adelphai] into half brothers and half sisters or cousins, and to do so betrays a dogmatic motive." 
See also A. Meyer and W. Bauer, "The Relatives of Jesus," in Hennecke/ Schneemelcher, 
especially 418-425. 
 
Compare Brown (who most emphatically holds to the orthodox Catholic doctrine of Mary's 
virginal conception of Jesus), The Birth of the Messiah, 131, 513-542, and The Virginal 
Conception, 21-68. The traditional Catholic position that these are all cousins of Jesus is argued 
by Blinzler, Die Brüder und Schwestern Jesu. 

[25] For the following paragraphs, see: Bornkamm, Jesus, 44-53; Meagher, Five Gospels, 21-67; 
Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 116-139; Scobie, John the Baptist; Steinmann, St. John the Baptist; Wink, 
John the Baptist in the Gospel Tradition. 



[26] Pesch, for example, holds that with the phrase "the one who is coming" (ho erchomenos: 
Matthew 3:11; cf Mark 1:7, Luke 3:16, John 1:30, Acts 13:25), John the Baptist was referring to 
the Son of Man: "Zur Entstehung des Glaubens ... : Ein neuer Versuch" (1983), 94. Cf. Brown, 
The Gospel According to John I, 44, 52-54. 

[27] See Hoehner, Herod Antipas, 1 84-250 (Antipas and Jesus), and especially 224-250 (Jesus' 
trial). 

[28] Among the general works I have drawn on for what follows are: Bornkamm, Jesus of 
Nazareth (see also his helpful article "Jesus Christ"); Bultmann, Jesus and the Word, 27-219, 
Theology of the New Testament I, 3-32, and Primitive Christianity, 86-93; Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 
140-271, and Interim Report; Kasper, Jesus the Christ, 65-123; Mackey, 52-85, 121-172; 
Meagher, 69-141; Schelkle, 11, 59-220; Vermès, [continued...] 
 
Jesus and the World of Judaism, 30-43. Useful bibliographies on Jesus are provided in Küng, On 
Being a Christian, 626, n. 17, and 636, n. 2, and in Schelkle, 11, 317, n. 35. 

[29] On "Abba" (cf. Mark 14:36, Romans 8:15, Galatians 4:6), see Dalman, The Words of Jesus, 
191f.; Jeremias, The Central Message, 9-30: "The stress [in 'abba'] is on the final syllable" (10, n. 
1); Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 256-269; also, 625: Jesus' "exceptional Abba experience" as the ground 
of his certainty of God's reign, and as "soul, source and ground of his going out and his coming 
in, his living and dying" (658). Abba is "a concept borrowed from the Jewish family life of the 
period" (652) and "does not occur in Jesus' time in the language of prayer addressed to God" 
(260). See Dunn, Christology, 26-33 (and his challenge to the last assertion: 27); also Vermès, 
Jesus the Jew, 210-213. 

[30] On the Aramaic word(s) for "the kingdom of God" see Dalman, The Words of Jesus, 91-96 
(and further to 147), and Jesus--Jeshua, 129f., 181f., 197f. On the meaning of "messianic 
kingdom" in apocalyptic literature, see Russell, 285-297. 

[31] In Jesus' preaching about the Father's presence, Küng says, "God is not seen apart from 
man, nor man apart from God": On Being a Christian, 251. On God's identification of himself 
with the well-being of mankind, ibid., 253; on God as "intent upon humanity," see 
Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 162, 213, 241, 267, 269, 317, 625, and 652. 
 
Regarding marriage as a symbol of God's identification with mankind, Lindars interprets Mark 
2:18 ("Can the wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with them? As long as they have the 
bridegroom with them, they cannot fast") as follows: "Though it is inevitable that [in early 
Christianity] the bridegroom should have been supposed to be a reference to Jesus himself 
(hence the addition of verse 20 ["when the bridegroom is taken away from them ... then they will 
fast"], justifying the church's practise of fasting), it is much more likely that Jesus is alluding to 
the well-known Old Testament idea of God as the husband of Israel. The response of the 
common people is that God is gaining his bride" (Jesus Son of Man, 174). 

[32] On Jesus' Beatitudes, see Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 172-178, and the bibliography in Küng, On 
Being A Christian, 641, n. 22. 
 
See Pixner, "Tabgha on Lake Gennesareth," for a discussion of the history and archaeology of 
what may well have been Jesus' preferred retreat--present-day el-Tabgha (from the Greek 
"Heptapegon," Seven Springs) just west of Capernaum--and the setting for such gospel stories as 
the Beatitudes (the hill to the north), the first multiplication of the loaves (Mark 6:32-44, 



Matthew 14:13-21), and possibly the post-Easter appearance to Peter and six other disciples 
(John 21:1-23). 

[33] The Works of Pindar, edited by Lewis Richard Farnell. 3 vols. London: Macmillan, 1931. 
III (The Text), 56. 

[34] Whereas the word "repentance" has its root in the Latin poena (indemnification, 
satisfaction; cf. the Greek poinê, blood money paid by the killer to the kinsmen of the slain), the 
Greek metanoia, used in the Gospels, stresses change of heart or mind (noos/nous, mind, 
perception, heart; meta, prepositional prefix, here with the sense of "change"). Edersheim, I, 510, 
notes that the equivalent in the Tanackh is teshubhah, "return." See also Bornkamm, Jesus, 82-
84. 

[35] See Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 233-243. Bultmann holds to the contrary: "The upshot [of Jesus' 
preaching] is that the Old Testament in so far as it consists of [continued...] 

ceremonial and ritual ordinances, is abrogated": Primitive Christianity, 74. This appears to be a 
change from Bultmann's earlier position in Theology of the New Testament I, 16, where he says 
that Jesus supported the validity of the Old Testament Law as much as the scribes did and that he 
contested only the legalistic application of it. See also Sloyan, Is Christ the End of the Law?, 38-
69. 

[36] Philo Judaeus of Alexandria (floruit ca. 20 B.C.E.-40 C.E.) notes: "[The Sabbath] extends 
also to every kind of tree and plant; for it is not permitted to cut any shoot or branch, or even a 
leaf, or to pluck any fruit whatsoever": On the Life of Moses II, iv (= II, 22), in Philo VI (Loeb 
No. 289), 460, 461, translated by F. H. Colson, 1935. Edersheim, II, 56, cites a similar 
prohibition from the Jerusalem Talmud, Seder Mo'ed, Tractate Shabbath, 10a. 

[37] Within the Written Law found in the Torah, or Pentateuch, the Jews of the Hellenistic 
Diaspora and, later, Hellenistic Jewish Christians made an important distinction (which the more 
Levitical-oriented Aramaic-speaking Jews of Palestine generally did not maintain) between: (A) 
the primary law: the Decalogue, or Ten Commandments (Greek, entolê, plural entolai, Exodus 
20:2-17; Deuteronomy 5:6-21; cf. Mark 10:19), which all Jews believed God gave to Moses on 
Mount Sinai and which the Hellenistic Jews took to be God's life-giving (Deuteronomy 30:15-
20) authentic law, grounded in the order of creation; and (B) the secondary, post-Sinaitic, man-
made "Mosaic Laws" (including laws relating to the Temple, to the Sabbath, and to other feast 
days--the laws, in fact, that Antiochus IV forbad), which are also recorded in the Pentateuch and 
which Hellenistic Jews believed God gave Israel as an intolerable burden because of the hardness 
of their hearts (cf. Ezechiel 20:25-26). In Mark 7:3-8, which in this case reflects the views of 
Hellenistic Jewry, these laws are called "the tradition of the elders" or "the injunctions of men" 
(paradosis tôn presbyterôn, entalmata tôn anthrôpôn), as contrasted with "the [authentic] 
commandment of God" (hê entolê tou theou), to which the Hellenist Jews sought to return. 
 
See Berger, Gesetzesauslegung, 16-23. For the relation between "reform Judaism" and the 
decrees of Antiochus IV see Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism I, 292-303. 

[38] Küng comments on the God of Jesus' ethical preaching: "This would certainly be a new 
God: a God who has set himself free from his own law, ... not a God of God-fearers, but a God of 
the Godless": On Being a Christian, 313. 

[39] On the "timing" of the eschaton according to Jesus' preaching, see Perrin, The Kingdom of 
God, 13-89; Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 148-154; Küng, On Being a Christian, 220-226; etc. Fuller, 



Foundations, chapter five, and Fitzmyer, A Christological Catechism, 27-29, delineate current 
positions on Jesus' understanding of the eschaton (with the representative spokesmen for the 
positions) roughly as follows:  
(A) Eschaton as Present. The eschaton is already realized ("realized eschatology") in the words 
and deeds, indeed in the very person, of Jesus: Dodd. 
 
(B) Eschaton as Future. The eschaton is either (1) future but imminent ("consequent 
eschatology"): Weiss, Schweitzer, Buri, Werner; or (2) future but already beginning to dawn in 
the words and deeds of Jesus: Bultmann, early Fuller. 
 
(C) Eschaton as Present-Future. The eschaton has already been inaugurated and either is now in 
the process of being realized: Jeremias; or is present in a hidden way and will soon be 
consummated in a revealed way: Kümmel, later Fuller; see also Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 149-150 
on this hidden/ revealed, nondualistic model.  
Was Jesus an apocalyptist? According to Schillebeeckx, Jesus: "There are no texts [continued...] 
 
known to us which suggest that Jesus ever mentioned the 'aeon to come'" (149; cf. 684, n. 76) 
and "Christian expectations of the end [of the world] cannot be traced back directly to Jesus' 
teaching" (152). But Fitzmyer, A Christological Catechism, 28, notes: "In reality, one cannot be 
certain about what Jesus of Nazareth might have said about the imminence of the kingdom." On 
the timing of the end in apocalyptic literature in general, see Russell, 263-284. 

[40] Compare Philo: "All things are God's grace ... , everything in the world and the very world 
itself [charin onta tou theou ta sympanta ... ta panta hosa en kosmôi kai autos ho kosmos]": 
Allegorical Interpretation of Genesis II, III [Legum Allegoria ], III, xxiv (= 78) in Philo I (Loeb 
No. 226), 352, 353, translation (not used here) by F. H. Colson and G. H. Whitaker, 1956. 

[41] Schillebeeckx maintains that Mark 2:1-12 (esp. v. 10) and Luke 7:36-50 (esp. 47f. ), in 
which Jesus speaks explicitly of forgiving sins, "are not authentic sayings of the historical Jesus" 
but are "early Christian affirmations on the part of the Church about Jesus, already 
acknowledged as the Christ"; nonetheless, Schillebeeckx holds that "the ground of this power to 
forgive sins, of this tender of salvation or fellowship-with-God, which the Christian community 
ascribes to Jesus after his death, really does lie in the concrete activity of Jesus during his days 
on earth": Jesus, 179; cf. also 209. On the other hand, Lindars (Jesus Son of Man, 176-178) does 
accept Mark 2:10 as authentic, and he maintains: "The point at issue is the authority of Jesus to 
announce forgiveness in the name of God" (177; my emphasis). Fitzmyer (A Christological 
Catechism, 25) holds that Jesus "acted as an agent of Yahweh, as one who could forgive sins," 
and that he taught "that God's forgiveness was available for [sins]--precisely through himself." 

[42] On Jesus' parables see the bibliography in Küng, On Being a Christian, 637, n. 26. Adolf 
Jülicher (the teacher of both Barth and Bultmann) initiated modern research on the parables by 
delimiting the nature of the genre as over against allegory: Die Gleichnisreden Jesu (Freiburg: J. 
C. Mohr, 1888). C. H. Dodd, Parables, took the next major step by establishing that the Sitz im 
Leben of the parables is Jesus' eschatological message (for Dodd a "realized" eschatology). The 
standard work today remains Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus (see 18-22 for a sketch of scholarly 
approaches to the parables from 1900 to 1970). Crossan distinguishes three genres of parable 
according to modes of temporality: those of advent of God's kingdom as a gift from the future; 
those of reversal of the recipient's world; and those about the empowering of life and action in 
the present (In Parables, 27-36 and passim); see also Mackey, Jesus, 128-142; Perrin, Jesus and 
the Language of the Kingdom, chapters 3 and 4, and Rediscovering the Teaching of Jesus, 77-
206, bibliography at 257-259. 



[43] On Jesus' miracles: Bultmann, History of the Synoptic Tradition, 209-244, and Jesus and the 
Word, 172-179; Fuller, Interpreting the Miracles (with a helpful list of miracles and sayings 
referring to miracles, with textual references, 126-127); Küng, On Being a Christian, 226-238 
and bibliography at 638, n. 1; Kasper, Jesus, 89-99; Schelkle, II, 68-86 and bibliography at 31g, 
n. 44, and 320, n. 48; Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 157-173; Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 180-200 (" ... 
there is among the majority of critical exegetes a growing conviction that Jesus carried out 
historical cures and exorcisms," 189). On the importance of miracles in the mission of the early 
church, see Fiorenza, ed., Aspects of Religious Propaganda: Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, 
"Miracles, Mission, and Apologetics: An Introduction," 10-16; and Paul J. Achtemeier, 
[continued...] 
 
"Jesus and the Disciples as Miracle Workers in the Apocryphal New Testament," 149-186; and 
on role of magic in Judaism, Judah Goldin, "The Magic of Magic and Superstition," 115-147. 
Vermès recounts many examples of charismatic Jewish figures during the time of Jesus, many of 
them with miraculous powers: Jesus the Jew, 69-82, and 241, n. 53. 

[44] Quadratus' text, which is known only through Eusebius' Ecclesiastical History (Part IV, 
chapter 3), goes so far in its enthusiasm to prove Jesus' divinity via miracles that it claims that 
some of those cured and raised by Jesus were still alive even a century later (eis tous hêmeterous 
chronous): Patrologia Graeca XX (1857), 308. 

[45] See Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 186f. 

[46] Examples of Jesus' "nature miracles" include: Matthew 14:13-33, 15:32-39, 17:24-27, 
21:19. For a tradition-history analysis of a miracle text that combines both a cure and a nature 
miracle, see Pesch, "The Markan Version of the Healing of the Gerasene Demoniac," where 
Pesch suggests that the story (Mark 5:1-20) of Jesus allowing demons to possess and kill two 
thousand swine is a pre-Marcan addition to a story of a cure. 
 
Rabbinical literature recorded numerous nature miracles: See Epstein, ed., The Babylonian 
Talmud, Seder Nezikin (Volume II), Tractate Baba Mezia, chapter IV, 59b, translated by Salis 
Daiches (1935), 354; also Seder Nezikin (Volume III), Tractate Baba Bathra, chapter V, 73a-b, 
translated by Israel W. Slotki (1935), 289-291. On miracles in pagan literature, see the texts in 
Luck, Arcana Mundi, 141-159; and Herzog, Die Wunderheilungen, 8-35. 

[47] On the role of daimonic powers in Judaism and antiquity: Russell, 23 5-262; Schelkle, II, 
71-78; Schillebeeckx, Christ, 499-511; Strack-Billerbeck, IV, 501-535: "Zur altjüdischen 
Dämonologie." Texts relating to such daimonic powers in Judaism include: I (Ethiopic 
Apocalypse of) Enoch 104-12, 18:11-19:3, 56:5, found in Charlesworth, 1, 17f., 22f., 39, and in 
Charles, II, 193f., 200f., 222. See also the texts relating to pagan demonology in Luck, Arcana 
Mundi, 176-225, with Luck's introduction, 163-175. 

[48] According to Mark 3:20-35 (compare Matthew 12:46-50), it appears that Jesus' mother, 
Mary, along with other members of his natural family, was not in accord with Jesus' mission and 
that she joined the Jesus-movement only after her son's death (cf. Acts 1:14). See Brown and 
others, ed., Mary in the New Testament, 51-59 (re: the "negative portrait of Mary in Mark's 
Gospel"); 284 ("her earlier misunderstanding" of Jesus); and 286 ("Mary at this point [Mark 3] 
stands outside of Jesus' 'eschatological family' "). On the question of the rejection of Jesus see 
Bornkamm, Jesus, 153-155; Fuller, Introduction to the New Testament, 82, n. 2; Schillebeeckx, 
Jesus, 294-298. 



[49] On Jesus' self-evaluation see, for example, Bornkamm, Jesus, 169-178, 226-231; Brown, 
Jesus God and Man, 79-99; Fuller, Foundations, 102-141; Hahn, The Titles of Jesus, 15-53 (Son 
of Man) and 372-388 (eschatological prophet-like-Moses); Kasper, 100-111; Kümmel, Theology 
of the New Testament, 58-84; Schelkle, II, 178-220. See the bibliography in Küng, On Being a 
Christian, 649, n. 51. Cf. also Fitzmyer, A Christological Catechism, 25. 

[50]See, for example, the Psalms of Solomon (ca. 50 B.C.E.), where the coming messianic Son 
of David will save or redeem Israel not from its sins but from the pagan nations; as regards 
"spiritual" salvation, he will (at most) "reprove sinners for the [continued...] 
 
thoughts of their heart; and he shall gather together a holy people, whom he shall lead in 
righteousness" (17:27-28 [25-26]: Charles, II, 649 = Charlesworth, II, 667). 

[51] See [n. 14] above and Vermès, Jesus the Jew, 160-191, Jesus and the World of Judaism, 89-
99. Tödt, The Son of Man in the Synoptic Tradition, maintains that Jesus envisaged the Son of 
Man as "the eschatological guarantor of [one's] attachment to Jesus on earth" (295) but that only 
after Easter did the church arrive at "the earliest Christological understanding (that Jesus will be 
the coming Son of Man)" (294). Dunn, 82-97, argues: "The earliest datable interpretation of 
Daniel's 'son of man' as a particular individual is the Christian identification of 'the son of man' 
with Jesus, whether first made by the post-Easter communities or [n.b.] by Jesus himself" (96). 
 
Lindars, by examining the nine usages of bar (e)nash(a) in Q and Mark, shows that in his own 
usage Jesus employed the generic term in a self-referential way ("son of man" = "a man, any 
man"--including himself; "the generic usage, incorporating a first-personal reference," 160) but 
never as a christological or messianic title and never with reference to the figure in Daniel 7--not 
even in Matthew 10:32f. = Luke 12:8f., where the "someone" who will deny the faithless before 
the angels of God "is Jesus' own words, and therefore in a sense it is Jesus himself" insofar as, in 
his preaching, he is "the spokesman for God" (182). (See John 12:48: "The word I have spoken 
will be his judge on the last day.") Moreover, Lindars sees Jesus' idiomatic use of "a man" as 
ironic insofar as the usage was intended to make his listeners think more profoundly about the 
kingdom of God: "[T]he authentic sayings convey something of the irony and saltiness of his 
references to himself. Jesus always wants his hearers to see beyond him and to be ready for the 
confrontation with God" (189). However, the messianic-christological use of "Son of Man" with 
regard to Jesus stems from the church: "[T]he early history of Christology consists in putting into 
relation with Jesus, now understood to be the exalted Messiah, more and more of the messianic 
concepts of the time. ... Part of this process is the application to him of the Danielic Son of Man" 
(189). "It may thus be concluded that, insofar as the Son of Man is used as a title in the sayings 
tradition, it carries with it the [church's] identification [of Jesus] with the Danielic figure. But it 
is important to realize that this is not due to any supposed currency of the phrase as a title in 
Jewish thought of the time of [Jesus] " (11). Schillebeeckx, however, does see Jesus as sharing 
John the Baptist's expectation of the imminent arrival of the Son of Man: Jesus, 148. 
 
T. W. Manson, The Teaching of Jesus, 175-234, interprets "Son of Man" as collectively 
designating the faithful Remnant: "in other words, the Son of Man is, like the Servant of 
Jehovah, an ideal figure and stands for the manifestation of the Kingdom of God on earth in a 
people wholly devoted to their heavenly King" (227). This position is maintained juxta modum 
also by Meagher, 104-114: "I propose that Jesus' Son of Man is, in the last analysis, the 
collective body of the righteous" (104). See Perrin, The Kingdom of God, 90-111, for a critique 
of Manson. Pesch, "Zur Entstehung des Glaubens ... : Ein neuer Versuch," (1983), 94-97, makes 
the radical assertion that in Luke 12:8-9 Jesus saw himself as identified with the future Son of 
Man: "Er gibt für sich selbst Zeugnis als denjenigen, mit dem sich der Menschensohn 
'identifiziert' " (95). Contrast the more nuanced treatment of the passage in Lindars, 181-184. 



[52] See Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 441-449, and his conclusion that even though Jesus never 
identified himself with the eschatological prophet (Jesus, 477), "it is highly [continued...] 
 
probable, historically speaking, that Jesus understood himself to be the latter-day [= 
eschatological] prophet" (306), and it is possible that Jesus' followers may have identified him as 
such before Easter (187). (Schillebeeckx notes that "Prophet" in the late Judaism of Jesus' time 
meant "someone who calls men to maintain the 'true law' of God" [Jesus, 276] and defines 
"eschatological prophet" theologically as "the prophet who claims to bring a definitive message 
which is valid for all history" [Christ, 802].) See also his Interim Report, 64-74. 
 
Pesch argues for the historicity of the core of Simon's confession (Mark 8:27-30) of Jesus as the 
messiah--not, however, as the Son-of-David messiah (which, in fact, Jesus later condemns: Mark 
12:35-37) but as the messiah of the prophetic tradition, the teacher-prophet who was to be sent 
by God and filled with the Spirit: "Das Messiasbekenntnis des Petrus," especially the second 
part, 25-31, and Simon-Petrus, 37-40. 
 
Berger maintains that "Jesus understood himself as the final proclaimer of God's will, the one 
who, in a world of error, offers the last and decisive chance for salvation": Die Auferstehung des 
Propheten, 232 

[53] The cleansing of the Temple could have taken place on an earlier visit of Jesus to Jerusalem; 
John 2:13-17 locates the scene during the first Passover of Jesus' ministry. However: "We 
suggest that the editing of the Gospel [of John] led to the transposition of the scene from the 
original sequence which related it to the last days before Jesus' arrest": Brown, The Gospel 
According to John I, 118 (see 114-125). See also Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 243-249. 

[54] As regards the date of Jesus' farewell meal, Jaubert, The Date of the Last Supper, argues that 
Jesus followed the solar calendar of the Essenes and the Book of Jubilees, and celebrated the 
Passover meal on Tuesday night, April 4, 30 C.E. She finds confirmation of this in the 
Didascalia (ca. 200 C.E.), chapter 21, XIV, 5-9: "After eating the Pasch, on Tuesday evening, 
we went to the Mt. of Olives and, in the night, they took our Lord Jesus. The following day, 
which is Wednesday, he was kept in the house of the high priest Caiaphas. ... The following day, 
Thursday, they brought him to the governor, Pilate. ... On the morning of the Friday ... they 
called upon Pilate to put him to death. They crucified him that same Friday" (cited Jaubert, 71) 
(See also, Schürer, II, 599-601 and n. 33.) This position is taken up by Mackowski, Jerusalem, 
City of Jesus, 163-166; and by Ruckstuhl, Chronology. 
 
Concerning the day and year of the crucifixion, a growing number of scholars agree on the 
Johannine dating (Friday, 14 Nisan) and on the year 30 C.E.: Cf. Bornkamm, "Jesus Christ," 153, 
column b; Finegan, Handbook of Biblical Chronology, 285-301, esp- 300-301; Holzmeister, 
Chronologia, 215, 219-220; Küng, On Being a Christian, 329. However, Pesch opts for the 
Synoptic dating, Friday, 15 Nisan, corresponding to April 7, 30 C.E.: Das Markusevangelium II, 
323-328, and Simon-Petrus, 49 (cf. also Zwischen Karfreitag und Ostern, 18). 
 
The attempt of Colin J. Humphreys and W. G. Waddington to date the crucifixion to April 3, 33 
C.E., by calculating a relevant lunar eclipse fails because it takes apocalyptic images (Acts 2:20 
= Joel 2:31) literally: "Dating the Crucifixion," Nature 306 (December 22-29, 1983), 743-746. 
 
Jeremias concludes that astronomical calculations are inconclusive in helping one decide 
whether Good Friday fell on April 7, 30 C.E., or on April 3, 33 C.E.; he argues that the Last 
Supper was a Passover meal: Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words of Jesus, 36-84. [continued...] 



The Talmudic tradition states (but at least part of the record is apocryphal): "on the eve of the 
Passover Yeshu was hanged. For forty days before the execution took place, a herald went forth 
and cried, 'He is going to be stoned because he has practiced sorcery and enticed Israel to 
apostasy. Anyone who can say anything in his favor, let him come forward and plead on his 
behalf' But since nothing was brought forward in his favor he was hanged on the eve of the 
Passover!": Epstein, ed., The Babylonian Talmud, Seder Nezikin (Volume V), Tractate 
Sanhedrin, chapter VI [no paragraph listed], 43a, translated by Jacob Schachter (1935), 281. See 
also Herford, Christianity in Talmud and Midrash, 83f. 

[55] Did Jesus see himself as the savior whose death was to be a propitiation for sin? (See the 
bibliography in Schelkle, II, 324, n. 76, and 324, n. 79.)  
(1) Jeremias, Eucharistic Words (222-237), answers in the affirmative: "This is therefore what 
Jesus said at the Last Supper about the meaning of his death: his death is the vicarious death of 
the suffering servant, which atones for the sins of the 'many,' the peoples of the world, which 
ushers in the beginning of the final salvation and which effects the new covenant with God" 
(231). 
 
(2) The Catholic exegete Rudolf Pesch likewise answers the question in the affirmative, although 
he takes the "many" for whom Jesus sees himself as dying to be only Israel and not all humanity: 
Das Abendmahl, 99, 107-109. (For a cautionary review of Pesch's thesis see Hahn, "Das 
Abendmahl und Jesu Todesverständnis," Theologische Revue 76, 4 [1980], 267-272, esp. 270). 
 
(3) Hengel, who agrees with Jeremias and Pesch, presents "a hypothesis" that Jesus at the Last 
Supper "represented his imminent death as the eschatological saving event which--in connection 
with Isa. 53--in the context of the dawn of the kingdom of God brought about reconciliation with 
God for all Israel, indeed for all men, and sealed God's eschatological new covenant with his 
creatures": Hengel, Atonement, 72. 
 
(4) Schillebeeckx takes a more cautious stance: Even though "no certain logion of Jesus is to be 
found in which Jesus himself might be thought to ascribe a salvific import to his death" or even 
"[an] authentic saying of Jesus that tells us how he regarded and evaluated his death," 
nonetheless "the entire ministry of Jesus during the period of his public life was not just an 
assurance or promise of salvation but a concrete tender of salvation then and there," and in that 
sense "the conclusion would seem to be justified that Jesus felt his death to be (in some way or 
other) part and parcel of the salvation-offered-by-God, as a historical consequence of his caring 
and loving service and solidarity with people," and thus "There is no gap between Jesus' self-
understanding and the Christ proclaimed by the Church": Jesus, 310 and 311.  
 
[56] See above, [n. 23]. 

[57] On the legal proceedings against Jesus see: Blinzler, The Trial of Jesus; Bornkamm, Jesus, 
155-168; Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 306-319; Tatum, 164-175. On the history of Jewish scholarship 
on Jesus' trial and death see Catchpole, The Trial of Jesus, and Harbury, "The Trial of Jesus in 
Jewish Tradition." 

[58] Blinzer, The Trial of Jesus, says it is doubtful that "a claim to be he [the messiah, who in 
fact would be a human being] could be regarded as an infringement of the majesty of God," but 
he considers the argument that none of the apparent claimants of the title were tried for 
blasphemy to be "anything but conclusive" (106, with n. 41; further, 106-108). Cf. the story of 
Bar Kozibah (Bar Cochba) and his declaration of messiahbood: Epstein, ed., The Babylonian 
Talmud, Seder Nezikin (Volume VI), [continued...] 
 



Tractate Sanhedrin (Volume II), chapter XI, 93b, translated by H. Freedman (1935), 627. 

[59] Regarding the cries of the crowd Brown writes (The Gospel According to John II, 895): 
"Obviously here both Gospels [Matthew 27:25 and John 19:15] are reflecting apologetic 
theology rather than history--they are having the audience of the trial give voice to a late 1st-
century Christian interpretation of salvation history. The tragedy of Jesus' death is compounded 
as it is seen through the veil of hostility between the Church and the Synagogue in the 80s or 90s 
... [cf. Brown, I, lxxiv-lxxv, on the growing hostility after 70 C.E.]. And the tragedy will be 
compounded still further through the centuries as the Matthean and Johannine theological 
presentations of the crucifixion, wrenched from their historical perspectives and absolutized, will 
serve both as a goad to and an excuse for anti-Jewish hatred"; cf. Schillebeeckx: "the unhistorical 
cry ... 'Crucify him!' [etc.]" (Jesus, 317); (the contrary suggestion by J. W. Doeve is noted in 
Brown, II, 884). 
 
The earliest written record of the Christian polemic against the Jews is found in I Thessalonians 
2:14-15: "the Jews, who killed both the Lord Jesus and the prophets." On the question of Jewish-
Christian conflict in the Johannine writings see Brown, The Community of the Beloved Disciple, 
40-43. Further, Küng, On Being a Christian, 168-174, and bibliography at 628, n. 1, and at 630, 
nn. 6-13; Schelkle, II, 322, n. 69. Some of the most vicious language against Jews was employed 
by Gregory of Nyssa, theologian and bishop (ca. 330-395 C.E.): kyrioktonoi (Lord-killers [citing 
I Thessalonians 2:15]), theomachoi (fighters against God), misotheoi (God haters), synêgoroi tou 
diabolou (advocates of the devil): In Christi Resurrectionem, Oratio V, in Migne, ed., Patrologia 
Graeca XLVI (1863), 685. Compare Blaise Pascal: "It is a wonderful thing, and worthy of 
particular attention, to see this Jewish people existing so many years in perpetual misery, it being 
necessary as a proof of Jesus Christ, both that they should exist to prove Him, and that they 
should be miserable because they crucified Him": Pensées, No. 640. 

[60] Mark 15:15, Mattliew 27:26, and John 19:1 mention the scourging of Jesus, whereas Luke 
(23:16, 22) only alludes to the possibility; as Lohfink notes, it is not certain whether the 
scourging was inflicted "as a punishment accompanying crucifixion after the sentence was 
pronounced [as Mark and Matthew imply] or as the last attempt at placating the excited crowd 
before an eventual death sentence": The Last Day of Jesus, 55. II Corinthians 11:24 shows that at 
least in the Diaspora Jewish authorities were empowered to punish a wrongdoer with thirty-nine 
lashes. On the cruelty of scourging, cf. Flavius Josephus: The Jewish War II (xxi, 3 = Niese 612) 
in Josephus II (Loeb No. 203), 558, 559, translated by H. St. J. Thackeray, 1927. Philo reports 
that Flaccus, prefect of Egypt (32-38 C.E.), had thirty-eight members of the Jewish Senate in 
Alexandria so badly scourged that some died at once: Flaccus X 75) in Philo IX (Loeb No. 363), 
342, 343, translated by F. H. Colson, 1941. 

[61] A thorough treatment of the practice of crucifixion is found in Hengel, Crucifixion. See also: 
Brown, Recent Discoveries, 79-81; Joseph A. Fitzmyer, "Crucifixion in Ancient Palestine, 
Qumran Literature, and the New Testament," especially 507-513; Mackowski, 155. Concerning 
an adult crucifixion victim discovered in Tomb I at Giv‘at ha-Mivtar (also called Ras el-Masaref) 
in June 1968, see N. Haas, "Anthropological Observations on the Skeletal Remains from Giv‘at 
ha-Mivtar," 38-59, especially 49-59 and plates 19-24 (between pages 128 and 129). 



II 

How Jesus Was Raised From the Dead 

Soon after Jesus died, something dramatic happened to his reputation: His followers came to 
believe that he had been raised from the dead and was alive with his heavenly Father. This 
enhancement of Jesus' reputation is a historical fact, observable by anyone who studies the 
relevant documents. 

But according to Christians, something dramatic happened not just to Jesus' reputation but above 
all to Jesus himself. They believe he actually was raised from the dead, was taken into heaven, 
and is now reigning there as the equal of God the Father. These, however, are not observable 
historical facts but claims of faith. 

The purpose of this central part of our study is to distinguish between the facts of history and the 
claims of faith, between what certainly happened to Jesus' reputation after he died and what 
allegedly happened to Jesus himself. There is no doubt that Christianity formally began with the 
disciples' claim that Jesus had been rescued from death. Our question, however, is what that 
claim meant in the early church and what historical experiences lay behind it. (When speaking of 
resurrection, the New Testament writers generally use the passive construction "Jesus was raised 
[by God]"--in Greek êgerthê or egêgertai--rather than the active-voice "Jesus rose" [anestê]. In 
what follows I use the word "resurrection" in the New Testament's passive sense: Jesus' "being-
raised" by God.[1]) 

Here, in the search for the historical origins of Christian faith in the resurrected Jesus, what I said 
in the [Introduction] holds especially true: I rely upon the scientifically controllable results of 
contemporary Christian exegesis of the New Testament texts that bear upon the resurrection. 
However, I also go beyond that exegesis by using its results as data for my own interpretation. 

The last event in Jesus' life was his death, but even in death his fame began to grow. We now 
study the first stirrings of the movement that transformed Jesus, in the eyes of his followers, from 
the crucified prophet into the ruling Son of God. First, under the rubric of "Simon's Experience," 
we investigate the scriptural claim that Jesus appeared to Simon Peter after the crucifixion. 
Second in "The Empty Tomb," we study the story in Mark's Gospel that Jesus' tomb was found 
empty on Easter Sunday morning. 

SIMON'S EXPERIENCE 

1. The Myth of Easter 

Popular Christian piety holds that Jesus' existence on earth extended beyond his death on Good 
Friday and spilled over into a miraculous six-week period that stretched from his physical 
emergence from the tomb on Easter Sunday morning, April 9, 30 C.E., to his bodily ascension 
into heaven forty days later, on Thursday, May 17, 30 C.E.[2] 

To judge from the Gospels, it would seem that the activities of the risen Jesus during the forty 
days after he died included: one breakfast; one and a half dinners; one brief meeting in a 
cemetery (in fact with his clothes off: John 20:6, 14);[3] two walks through the countryside; at 
least seven conversations (including two separate instructions on how to forgive sins and baptize 
converts)--all of this climaxing in his physical ascension into heaven from a small hill just 
outside Jerusalem. Impossible though the task is, if we were to try to synthesize the gospel 
stories into a consistent chronology of what Jesus did during those hectic six weeks between his 



resurrection from the dead and his ascension into heaven, the agenda would look something like 
this: 

SUNDAY, APRIL 9, 30 C.E.: THE JERUSALEM AREA 

MORNING 

1. Jesus rises from the dead early in the morning (Mark 16:9). Mary Magdalene, alone or with 
other women, discovers the open tomb. Either she informs Peter and another disciple, who visit 
the tomb and find it empty (John 20:1-10); or she and the others meet one or two angels inside, 
who announce the resurrection (Mark 16:5-6; Luke 24:4-6). 

2. Later, outside the tomb, Jesus appears to Mary Magdalene alone, who at first mistakes him for 
a gardener. He tells her to inform the disciples that he is ascending at that moment to his Father 
(John 20:17; Mark 16:9). 

3. Jesus also appears to Mary Magdalene and another Mary, who grasp his feet and worship. 
Jesus tells them to send the brethren to Galilee, where they will see him (Matthew 28: 10). 

4. Sometime during the day Jesus appears to Simon Peter (Luke 24:34). 

AFTERNOON AND EARLY EVENING 

5. Jesus walks incognito through the countryside for almost seven miles with two disciples. He 
starts to eat dinner with them in Emmaus but disappears as soon as they recognize who he is 
(Luke 24:13-31; Mark 16:12-13). 

EVENING 

6. Back in Jerusalem, Jesus appears to the disciples in a room even though the doors are locked. 
He tries to overcome their doubts by showing them his wounds and by eating broiled fish and 
honeycomb. He either gives them the Holy Spirit and the power to forgive sins (John) or does 
not (Luke), and either sends them out into the whole world (Mark) or tells them to stay in 
Jerusalem for a while (Luke). The disciple Thomas either is present (Luke and Mark, by 
implication) or is not (John). (Luke 24:36-49; John 20:19-23; Mark 16:14-18). 

7. Jesus ascends into heaven that night from Bethany (Luke 24:51; Mark 16:19). 

SUNDAY, APRIL 16, 30 C.E.: STILL IN JERUSALEM 

8. Jesus appears again to the disciples behind locked doors, and invites Thomas, who now is 
present, to put his fingers and hands into the wounds (John 20:26-29). 



OVER THE NEXT WEEKS 

9. Jesus offers the disciples many other proofs and signs, not all of which are recorded in the 
Gospels (John 20:30).  
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LATE APRIL OR EARLY MAY, 30 C.E.: GALILEE 

10. Early one morning Jesus makes his "third appearance" (sic, John 21:14), this time to Simon 
and six others on the shore of Lake Galilee. He miraculously arranges for them to catch 153 large 
fish and invites them ashore for a breakfast of broiled fish and bread, which he has prepared. 
Jesus instructs Simon, "Feed my lambs, feed my sheep," and discusses how Simon and the 
Beloved Disciple will die (John 21:1-23). 

11. Jesus appears to the eleven disciples on a mountain, but some still doubt. He commissions 
them to baptize all nations and assures them, "I am with you always, to the close of the age." He 
does not ascend into heaven (Matthew 28:16-20) 

THURSDAY, MAY 17, 30 C.E.: BACK IN THE JERUSALEM AREA 

12. Jesus appears again and tells the disciples to wait in Jerusalem until they receive the Holy 
Spirit (even though, according to John, they had already received the Spirit on April 9: John 
20:22). Then he ascends into heaven from Mount Olivet, just west of Jerusalem (Acts 1:1-12). 

SUNDAY, MAY 27, 30 C.E.: JERUSALEM 

13. God sends the Holy Spirit upon the twelve disciples, Mary the mother of Jesus, and about 
107 other people (Acts 2:1-4; cf 1:13-15, 26). 

It is clear that the scriptural stories about this six-week period contradict one another egregiously 
with regard to the number and places of Jesus' appearances, the people who were on hand for 



such events, and even the date and the location of the ascension into heaven. Despite our best 
efforts above, the gospel accounts of Jesus' post mortem activities in fact cannot be harmonized 
into a consistent "Easter chronology." Nor need we bother to ask if the miraculous events of this 
Easter period could have been observed or recorded by cameras or tape recorders, had such 
devices been available. The reasons both for the patent inconsistencies and the physical 
unrecordability of these miraculous "events" come down to one thing: The gospel stories about 
Easter are not historical accounts but religious myths.[4] 

I say this not at all out of disrespect for Christian faith or for the doctrines that it holds. Rather, I 
mean to indicate the general literary form of the Easter accounts. They are myths and legends; 
and it is absurd to take them literally and to create a chronology of preternatural events that 
supposedly occurred in Jerusalem and Galilee during the weeks after Jesus had died. My purpose 
here is not to undo the meaning of Easter but precisely to reconstruct it by interpreting the myths 
that have been used to express that meaning. 

In anticipation of what we shall see later, it is worth noting at this point that the New Testament 
does not in fact assert that Jesus came back to life on earth, or that he physically left his grave 
after he had died, or that faith in him is based on an empty tomb. What is more, almost forty 
years would pass after Jesus' death before the Christian Scriptures so much as mentioned an 
empty tomb (Mark 16:6, written around 70 C.E.), and it would take yet another fifteen years after 
that (ca. 85 C.E.) before the Gospels of Matthew and Luke would claim that Jesus' followers had 
seen and touched his risen body. I hope to show that (1) even though Jesus' tomb was probably 
found empty after his death, that fact says nothing about a possible resurrection; and (2) the 
stories about Jesus showing his disciples his crucified-and-risen body are relatively late-arriving 
legends in the Christian Scriptures and in the final analysis are not essential to Christian faith. 

But if Christianity stands or falls with the resurrection, may we ask "when" Jesus was raised 
from the dead? The Scriptures make no attempt to date the resurrection to Easter Sunday 
morning, nor do they claim that anyone saw it happen.[5] They do not even assert that the 
resurrection took place at Jesus' tomb. In fact, catechetical popularizations aside, the church does 
not claim that the resurrection was a historical event, a happening in space and time. 

Nonetheless, about 150 years after Jesus' death the so-called Gospel of Peter (an apocryphal 
work which the church does not accept as authentic Scripture) did offer what purports to be an 
eyewitness account of what happened at Jesus' grave on the first Easter. The narrative has had 
considerable influence on Christian iconography, but all that notwithstanding, the story remains 
pure legend.[6] 

According to the Gospel of Peter the resurrection took place during the Saturday night after the 
crucifixion. As the legend tells it, the drama started with a loud voice that rang out from heaven 
and startled the soldiers who were guarding Jesus' tomb. Then the extraordinary action began: 

They [the soldiers] saw the heavens open and two men [angels] come down from there in a 

great brightness and draw nigh to the sepulcher. The stone that had been laid against the 

entrance to the sepulcher began to roll by itself and gave way to the side. The sepulcher was 

opened, and both the young men entered in. (8:36-37)  

The soldiers, understandably taken aback by all of this, awaken the Jewish elders who are also 
guarding the grave, and the group witnesses a spectacular procession featuring a giant-sized 
Jesus and two only slightly shorter attendants. 



And they saw three men come out of the sepulcher, two of them [the angels] sustaining the 

other [Jesus], while a cross followed them, the heads of the two reaching to heaven, but the 

head of [Jesus, whom] they were leading by the hand overpassing the heavens. 

 

And they heard a voice out of the heavens crying, "Thou hast preached to them that sleep." 

And from the cross was heard the answer, "Yes." (8:39-42)  

The tale continues in an equally fanciful vein, but the point is clear: This eyewitness account of 
the resurrection is a myth. Nonetheless, the fiction is correct in at least one matter: If any 
witnesses had observed such a bizarre scene, it would have convinced them of absolutely 
nothing relevant to Christian faith. According to the Gospel of Peter, the Roman soldiers and 
Jewish elders who allegedly saw the resurrection did not thereby become believers but rather ran 
off in confusion and reported the scene to Pilate. In other words, whatever religious intentions 
moved the author of the apocryphal book to concoct this graphic description of the resurrection, 
the text itself shows that physically witnessing Jesus' alleged emergence from the tomb on Easter 
Sunday morning would not have moved anyone to believe. As we shall see later, the Gospels of 
Mark and John show that the sighting of an empty tomb by women on Easter Sunday morning 
neither provided them with evidence of a resurrection nor motivated them to believe in it. But the 
Gospel of Peter shows that even viewing the resurrection (if that were possible) would not of 
itself elicit Christian faith.[7] 

Quite apart from the apocryphal Gospel of Peter, the accepted scriptural accounts of Easter are 
themselves riddled with contradictions, as we saw above--proof, according to the village atheist, 
that the Gospels are frauds, and evidence, according to the fundamentalist believer, that God is 
indeed mysterious. But the naive historical positivism that characterizes both camps is simply a 
category mistake--like looking up "poetry" in the dictionary and expecting to find rhyming verse, 
or searching for mathematics in the phone book because it is full of numbers. Both sides miss the 
point of the apocalyptic literary forms in which the writers of the New Testament couched early 
Christian faith--a matter to which we shall return. 

Granted that the gospel accounts of Easter are myths rather than historical accounts, what 
actually did happen after the crucifixion? Bereft as we are of historical access to the 
"resurrection," we find ourselves thrown back on the claims of Simon Peter and other early 
believers that they had certain supernatural experiences ("appearances") which convinced them 
that Jesus was alive after his death. The first recorded claim of such appearances (I Corinthians 
15:5-8) was not written down until some twenty-five years after the crucifixion; we shall turn to 
that text in a moment. First, however, let us attempt to reconstruct the historical events that 
actually took place in the days and weeks after Jesus died. 

2. The Birth of Christianity 

The last historical event in the life of Jesus of Nazareth was his death on April 7, 30 C.E., 
following the torture of crucifixion. No coroner was present to record the medical facts, but the 
Scriptures and the Christian creed put the matter simply and directly: He died and was buried. 

Jesus had not fainted. He was dead. And in the spirit of the New Testament we may add: He 
never came back to life.[8] 

As a deterrent to crime the Roman authorities usually left the bodies of the crucified hanging on 
the cross until they had decomposed, but in Palestine this practice was suspended out of respect 
for a Jewish law that mandated the burial of a hanged man on the day of his death.[9] As 
criminals, the victims of crucifixion were usually buried in a common grave rather than in 



individual tombs, and Jesus' corpse may have suffered that fate. This possibility is increased by 
the fact that the Jewish law considered hanged or crucified men to be accursed by God 
(Deuteronomy 21:23; cf. Galatians 3:13).[10] In fact, one scripture text indicates that Jesus was 
buried not by his disciples but by his enemies, the very ones who had arranged for his death 
("those who live in Jerusalem and their rulers," Acts 13:27, 29). This rough burial would thus 
have constituted the final rejection of the prophet by those to whom he had preached. 

On the other hand, there may well be historical truth to the gospel stories that before evening fell 
and the Passover began, Joseph of Arimathea, a member of the Sanhedrin, removed the body 
from the cross with Pilate's permission, wrapped it in linen cloths, and sealed it in a tomb hewn 
out of rock.[11](Matthew's story that the high priests set guards the next day at Jesus' tomb is a 
later legend, as we shall show below.) 

The Passover festival of 30 C.E. came and went, and life returned to normal. Caiaphas and the 
Sanhedrin, no doubt with some remorse over the brutal turn of events, went back to their 
religious duties. Pilate and the Roman garrison breathed more easily as the pilgrims poured out 
of Jerusalem and the city resumed the routine of everyday life.[12] Across Palestine farmers 
began the spring planting, workers pursued their trades, Zealots continued to hatch their 
revolutionary plots against the Roman Empire. 

Jesus' closest disciples probably knew of the prophet's death only by hearsay. Most likely they 
had not been present at the crucifixion and did not know where he was buried. Having 
abandoned Jesus when he was arrested, they had fled in fear and disgrace, probably immediately 
to Bethany, where they had been living with Jesus in the previous days, and then a few days later 
to their homes in Galilee. There, grieving at their loss and struggling to pick up the scattered bits 
of their lives, they faced the crushing scandal of those last days in Jerusalem.[13] 

The scandal was not that God's eschatological prophet had been condemned to die on the cross. 
Traumatic as it was for the disciples, the murder of Jesus was not entirely a surprise; indeed, it 
seemed to be almost inevitable. Death was the price that prophets had long paid (John the Baptist 
was only the most recent case) for threatening the tidy, cherished world of the religious 
establishment and the vaunted omnipotence of empire. Jesus had known what was in store for 
him, and he accepted it with courage. By proclaiming the revolution of God-with-man to people 
who preferred the security of religion and power, he had sealed his fate. 

But he had also secured his reward. By trusting himself entirely to the present-future, by giving 
himself without reserve to the cause of God-with-man--that is, by living the kingdom and 
becoming what he lived--Jesus proclaimed that not even the grave could cancel God's presence. 
"You will not abandon my soul to hell, you will not let your holy one see corruption" (Psalm 
15:10; Acts 2:27). This is what Jesus finally meant by "Abba": that everything, even death, was 
in the hands of his loving Father, with whom he was as one. 

Thus, as Jesus prepared the disciples for his inevitable fate, they came to believe, even before the 
crucifixion, in a higher inevitability: No matter what happened, God would have to awaken his 
servant from the sleep of the tomb and take him into heavenly glory (Mark 8:31; Luke 24:26). 

No, the scandal of those last days in Jerusalem was not that the prophet was crucified, but that 
the disciples lost faith in what he had proclaimed. Jesus' every word had been a promise of life, 
but they fled when threatened with death. He had trusted utterly in God; but they feared men. On 
the night before Passover, they abandoned the prophet to his enemies, just after sharing with him 
the cup of a fellowship that was supposed to be stronger than death. 



 We may imagine the disciple Simon, later to be called Cephas or Peter--a fisherman perhaps 
thirty years of age--now returned to Capernaum, his village on the Sea of Galilee.[14] He thinks 
of the prophet, his friend, whose body is rotting in a grave outside Jerusalem. He recalls their last 
meal together. 

Simon declared to Jesus, "Though they all fall away because of you, I will never fall away!" 

Jesus said to him, "Truly, I say to you, this very night, before the cock crows, you will deny 

me three times." Simon said to him: "Even if I must die with you, I will not deny you." 

(Matthew 26:33-35)  
Simon remembers the darkness of Gethsemane that same night as Jesus went ahead into the 
grove to pray. Suddenly the arrival of armed men, the torchlight red on sweaty faces, a kiss of 
betrayal. Then the cowardly flight through the olive grove and away into the night.  
But Simon followed Jesus at a distance, as far as the courtyard of the high priest, and going 

inside, he sat with the guards to see the end.  

 
And a maid came up to him and said, "You also were with Jesus the Galilean." But he 

denied it before them all: "I do not know the man. 

 

When he went out to the gateway, another maid saw him and said to the bystanders, "This 

man was with Jesus of Nazareth." And again he denied it with an oath, "I do not know the 

man!" 

 

After a while the bystanders came up and said to Simon, "Certainly you are one of them, 

for your accent betrays you." Then he began to invoke a curse on himself and to swear, "I 

do not know the man!" 

 

And immediately the cock crowed, and Simon remembered the saying of Jesus, "Before the 

cock crows, you will deny me three times." And he went out and wept bitterly. (Matthew 

26:58, 69-75)  

Jesus had said, "if the light inside you is darkness, what darkness that will be!" (Matthew 
6:23).There in Capernaum Simon, the young fisherman, felt that inner darkness: It was like being 
storm-tossed on the night sea, when the savage waves lash your face and you watch helplessly as 
the sail tears loose from the mast and the rudder breaks free of your grasp. You are lost and there 
is nothing to do. [15] 

Then Jesus, followed by his disciples, got into the boat, and without warning a storm broke 

over the lake, so violent that the waves were crashing right over the boat. But Jesus was 

asleep. So they ran to him and shook him awake, saying, "Save us, Lord, we're going 
under!" (Matthew 8:23-26; cf. 14:28-33)   

In those dark days after Jesus' death, Simon had an insight, a "revelatory experience" that he took 
as a message from God's eschatological future.[16] 

We cannot know exactly how the insight dawned on him. But we do know that the spirit of 
apocalypse was in the air and that Simon had breathed it deeply. He was convinced that these 
were the final days before the end, and he knew that God had promised: 

In the last days 

__ I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh, 
And your sons and daughters shall prophesy,  

__ and your young men shall see visions. (Joel 2:28) 



In the apocalyptic spirit of the times, pious Jews felt at home with a broad spectrum of ecstatic 
visions and eschatological manifestations: theophanies (Acts 7:55), angelophanies (Luke 1:11), 
revelations (Galatians 1:12),epiphanies of returning prophets (Mark 8:28),and stories about how 
Gentiles had converted to Judaism after having visions of blinding light (the way Saint Paul 
turned to the Jesus-movement: cf. Acts 9:3).It was this lexicon of apocalyptic revelations that 
Simon spontaneously drew upon when he first tried to put into words the "Easter experience" 
that he had undergone there in Capernaum.[17] 

Simon hastened to share his experience with Jesus' closest followers. He gathered them together 
at his house, to reflect on what they had earnestly hoped for and to renew their faith. They spoke 
of their master, recalled his extraordinary message, and prayed his eschatological words: "Abba, 
thy kingdom come!" 

Simon told them his Easter experience: In his despair, when he felt like a drowning man pulled 
to the bottom of the sea, the Father's forgiveness, that gift of the future which was God himself, 
had swept him up again and undone his doubts. Simon "saw"--God revealed it to him in an 
ecstatic vision--that the Father had taken his prophet into the eschatological future and had 
appointed him the Son of Man. Jesus was soon to return in glory to usher in God's kingdom! 

And having "turned again" under the power of God's grace, Simon "strengthened the brethren" 
(Luke 22:32). Jesus' disciples began to call him "Simon Kepha,"therock of faith. They clung to 
that rock, and they too sensed the gift of God's future undoing their lack of faith. They too "saw" 
God's revelation and had the Easter experience.[18] 

There in Capernaum--without having laid eyes on Jesus since the moment he was dragged off to 
his trial, without seeing Jesus' tomb in Jerusalem or hearing that it was supposedly empty[19]--
Simon and the other disciples experienced Easter. We cannot know with certainty the 
psychological genesis of that experience, but we do know its result. They believed that Jesus had 
been designated the coming Son of Man. God's reign would soon be realized. 

The Jesus-movement was born--or rather, reborn--and it came forth proclaiming the message of 
the prophet in the same synagogues of Capernaum, Chorazin, and Bethsaida where he himself 
had preached it. "Repent!" they exhorted the people. "The kingdom of God is at hand!"[20] 

How did Simon (and the other disciples) put the Easter experience into words?[21] We should 
not conclude too hastily that Simon proclaimed that Jesus had been physically raised from the 
dead. The "resurrection" was not a historical event but only one possible way, among many 
others, in which Simon could interpret the divine vindication of Jesus that he claimed to have 
experienced.[22] In fact, "resurrection" was probably not the first term that he used to express 
what he had "seen." Probably the earliest way that Simon put into words his renewed faith in 
God's kingdom was to say that God had "glorified" his servant (Acts 3:13), that he had "exalted" 
him to his right hand (2:33), that he had assumed him into heaven and "designated" him the 
agent of the coming eschaton (3:20)--without any mention of a physical resurrection. Later 
believers would say merely that Jesus had "entered heaven" and "appeared before God" 
(Hebrews 9:24) or simply that he was "alive" (Acts 1:3). Simon and the disciples probably used 
all these ways to express their Easter experience, the revelation that Jesus had been rescued from 
death and appointed God's eschatological deputy.[23] 

Of course, the language of resurrection was also available, but in the apocalyptic context of the 
times a resurrection did not necessarily mean that a dead person came back to life and physically 
left his grave. Some rabbis, to be sure, did promise a dramatically physical resurrection at the 
end of time, when bodies would return with the same physique that they formerly had (including 



blemishes) and even with the same clothes. But these fanciful hopes were only one part of the 
broad spectrum of eschatological hopes, which included as well the promise of resurrections that 
entailed no vacating of the gravel.[24] 

The Gospels, for example, say that Herod Antipas thought Jesus was really John the Baptist 
raised from the dead (cf. mark 6:16). Today we might suggest that the tetrarch could have 
allayed his fears by making a trip to the Dead Sea and having John the Baptist's body exhumed. 
But that thought probably did not even occur to Herod, any more than it occurred to Simon to go 
down to Jerusalem from Galilee to check whether Jesus' bones were still in the tomb. In first-
century Palestine, belief in a resurrection did not depend on cemetery records and could not be 
shaken by exhumations or autopsies. Resurrection was an imaginative, apocalyptic way of saying 
that God saved the faithful person as a whole, however that wholeness be defined (see, for 
example, I Corinthians 15:35ff.). Resurrection did not mean having one's molecules reassembled 
and then exiting from a tomb. 

Regardless of whether Simon used the apocalyptic language of exaltation or of resurrection to 
express his identification of Jesus with God's coming kingdom, neither of these symbolic terms 
committed Simon to believing that Jesus went on existing or appearing on earth after his death. 
Affirmations of resurrection or even appearances are not statements about the post mortem 
history of Jesus but religious interpretations (in fact, secondary ones) of Simon's Easter 
experience. And for Christianity, Simon's experience is the first relevant historical event after the 
death and burial of Jesus.[25] 

In other words, according to the popular and mythical "Easter chronologies" that some Christians 
try to establish from the Gospels, the putative order of events after the crucifixion is as follows: 
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