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Introduction



People interested in history and people interested in religion ought to combine forces more than they do. A theologian’s interpretations remain liable to contradiction unless he knows something of the historical background. And a historian’s neglect of religion leads to even worse results. For whatever he may or may not believe himself, history even in its most worldly branches – for example, those relating to political and military affairs – has been profoundly influenced throughout the ages by religion. It has proved the strongest human motive operating upon this earth. And in the 1970s, it is still immensely strong. Sometimes its influence is good, as the lives of countless of thousands of men and women reveal; and sometimes it is evil, as the near east, the Indian sub-continent and Northern Ireland readily confirm.


The most potent figure, not only in the history of religion, but in world history as a whole, is Jesus Christ: the maker of one of the few revolutions which have lasted. Millions of men and women for century after century have found his life and teaching overwhelmingly significant and moving. And there is ample reason, as this book will endeavour to show, in this later twentieth century why this should still be so.


There have been countless lives of Jesus. Moreover, they have come to extraordinarily divergent conclusions. Indeed, it has been objected that no authentic life of Jesus can be written at all because our information is insufficient and cannot ever be anything else. That I believe to be an unduly pessimistic conclusion. True, a great deal is missing. Nevertheless, his public career can to a considerable extent be reconstructed. The evidence is hard, very hard, to decipher. But something substantial is there for the finding.


What I shall hope to do is to apply the techniques of the historian to this theme. That is of course nothing new, as many titles referring to the ‘historical Jesus’ at once indicate. And yet rigorous attempts to carry out this task are not as numerous as might be expected. I tried to employ this method in my books The Jews in the Roman World and St Paul. Now I present a study of Jesus from a similar point of view. I do so with the keenest sense of inadequacy, only too well aware that ‘anyone who attempts to write a life of Christ is vulnerable at a hundred points’.1


All the same I shall go ahead and look at the Gospels in the way one would look at other ancient historical sources: endeavouring to reconstruct what really happened. The phrase ‘what really happened’ is of course a well-known snare because it is beyond the power of human beings to be really objective. Yet they can try, and I have tried.


To undertake such an enterprise means that one must set aside all presuppositions based solely on one’s own belief or unbelief. They are irrelevant. The only things that are relevant are what Jesus did and said: somehow they must be disentangled from later, ungenuine additions and amendments which have become incorporated in the record.


Is this too prosaic an approach to the most moving, dramatic life ever lived? No, such a criticism I believe to be entirely wrong and an affront to the historian’s business. For to endeavour to find out the truth about Jesus is as noble and worthwhile a purpose as anyone could ever have. As Joachim Jeremias, one of his greatest modern interpreters, exclaimed: ‘Our task is a return to the actual living voice of Jesus. How great the gain if we succeed in rediscovering here and there behind the veil the features of the Son of Man!’2


How great the gain indeed: to obtain any information at all about the most important person who has ever lived would be a benefit of immeasurable dimensions. And if any reader feels that I have even thrown the smallest ray of light on any aspect whatever of this most magnificent, solemn and exhilarating of all themes, then I shall regard the present volume as having fulfilled its aim.


I am very grateful to Olivia Browne of Messrs Weidenfeld and Nicolson for invaluable editorial assistance, to Sally Curtis and Professor A. Dean McKenzie for their helpful suggestions, to Professor Geza Vermes and Penguin Books Ltd for allowing me to see the new edition of Dead Sea Scrolls before publication, to Norman Kotker of Charles Scribner’s Sons for useful ideas about the character and construction of the book, and to my wife for helping me in very many ways to get it into shape.


Michael Grant


Gattaiola, 1976
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Nothing Matters but the Kingdom of God
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The Dawning Kingdom of God


Early in the first century AD the whole western world and the lands of the near east were dominated by the Roman empire. Its first emperor was Augustus (31 BC–AD 14) who, following in the footsteps of his great-uncle Julius Caesar, completed the replacement of the former Republican government by his own imperial system. Augustus was succeeded by his stepson Tiberius (AD 14–37) during whose reign Jesus conducted his mission.


Palestine, where this mission took place, centred round the small Roman province of Judaea. The governor of this province, who lacked the senatorial status enjoyed by governors of larger provinces, possessing instead the lesser rank of a Roman knight (eques), resided at his capital on the Mediterranean coast at Caesarea Maritima (near Zdot Yam). But inland Jerusalem remained the headquarters of the Jewish religion, directed by a high priest. Advised by his council (Sanhedrin), he was recognized by the Romans as the representative of Judaism, subject to the governor’s secular power; and he was also regarded with respect by the numerous Jews of the Dispersion (Diaspora) whose communities abounded in the provinces of the Roman empire, particularly towards the east.


Judaism was divided into a number of different schools of thought. These included the Pharisees, who were its spiritual leaders and controlled the synagogues; the Sadducees, who directed worship in the Temple at Jerusalem and collaborated with the Romans; the ‘scribes’ or doctors of the law who were the experts on Judaism and supported one or other of the two groups just mentioned (particularly the Pharisees); and certain withdrawn semi-hermit societies such as the sectaries of Qumran* on the Dead Sea – represented today by numerous documents, known as the Dead Sea Scrolls – who rejected what they regarded as the worldly errors and compromises of the other groups and maintained a militant, ascetic detachment. But all Jewish groups alike adhered to a strict monotheism, based on the law (the Torah*, the first five books of the Old Testament) and the Prophets, in total contrast to the polytheistic beliefs of the Roman occupying power and of the Greeks and Hellenized orientals who constituted the bulk of the population of Rome’s eastern provinces.


Until his death in 4 BC King Herod the Great had reigned for more than thirty years over all Palestine as the client or dependent of Rome. When he died, his kingdom was divided among his sons, permitted by their imperial patron Augustus to hold the rank of princes. One of them, Archelaus, who ruled the central area with his capital at Jerusalem, was judged a failure by the Romans, so that his was the territory which, ten years later in AD 6, was converted into the Roman province of Judaea in which Jesus was to meet his death. But Archelaus’ brother Herod Antipas, who upon the death of his father had been allocated fertile Galilee to the north, and Peraea to the east, continued to maintain himself in those areas after the supersession of his brother, once again, of course, as a dependent of the Romans, autonomous as far as his internal regime was concerned, but in the last resort on sufferance.


These Jewish territories were not, on the whole, happy places. The Romans, who governed vast areas of the world with noteworthy success, were by no means at their best in dealing with the Palestinian Jews, owing to mutual incomprehensions and misunderstandings of each other’s religious and cultural customs. The flash-point was low, and the eventual outcome was bloody rebellion, not once but twice, in the first and second Jewish revolts or Roman Wars, in AD 66–73 and 132–5. Those uprisings, savagely fought and savagely repressed, still lay in the future, but already there was tension and unrest, augmented by serious economic discontents owing to the oppressive taxation which the natural poverty of the country made almost intolerable.


In this highly charged atmosphere many independent Jewish spokesmen for popular longings and aspirations arose all the time. Some were secular and some were spiritual in their ultimate aims, but almost all preached some version of the Torah-based religion which dominated and pervaded the life of every Jew. Suspected of sedition by the Roman and Jewish authorities alike these men were often mysterious in their origins and cryptic in their messages – cryptic already to their contemporary listeners and much more obscure still to ourselves after the passage of nearly two thousand years.


One such preacher who appeared suddenly beside the banks of the River Jordan in the late 20s AD was John, called the Baptist because he conferred baptism by water upon those who listened to his message. That message was the Kingdom of God – a difficult concept which the following pages will seek to explain; and one of those who came to listen to him and receive his baptism was Jesus.


Jesus, the son of Mary whose husband was Joseph, then returned from the river banks of Jordan to his native land of Galilee, the little country north of the Roman province which centred round the ‘Sea’ of that name, otherwise known as the Lake of Tiberias, with Herod Antipas’ capital on its shores. The Galileans were Jews, but Jews regarded as somewhat alien (owing to their comparatively recent conversion) by their counterparts in Judaea and at Jerusalem. As we shall see elsewhere (Chapter 4), the familiar story that Jesus was born at Bethlehem – which was in Judaea and not in Galilee – is very doubtful. More probably his birthplace was Nazareth in Galilee, or possibly some other small town in the same region.


His early life until he reached the age of nearly thirty is virtually unknown. But at about that time of his life, he was called to his life’s work by John the Baptist, who transmitted to him a new concept and revelation of what Judaism was or could be. This concept Jesus himself thereafter greatly enlarged, preaching and teaching with fire and genius to his fellow Jews in Galilee. His mission there seems to have lasted for rather more than two years. By that time, however, his uncompromising rigour had made him many enemies among the leading Jewish groups, Pharisees, Sadducees and Scribes. He had also attracted the unfavourable attention of the ruler of Galilee and Peraea, Herod Antipas. That prince had already arrested and executed John the Baptist on the suspicion of revolutionary aims, and noting that Jesus’ alienation from the principal Jewish groups had deprived him of widespread support, it appears that Herod Antipas brought pressure so that he should depart from Galilee.


So Jesus proceeded by slow stages to the Roman province of Judaea and to Jerusalem, where, undeterred by past failures and present dangers alike, he continued to preach and offer instruction. But within little more than a few days he was arrested by the high-priest and Sanhedrin and handed over to the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, who found him guilty of seditious designs and had him executed by crucifixion.


This Jerusalem phase, however, had lasted for so short a time that it is with the preceding Galilean phase that any writer seeking to tell the story of Jesus’ career must chiefly concern himself. And here he is faced with a difficult problem: because the Gospels, vague about dates and times and differing sharply, moreover, one from another, fail to provide the materials for any safe chronological framework. It is therefore not possible to offer even a likely or approximate order of events. Instead of attempting to do so, I propose to discuss, in turn, the principal themes of his mission: the themes which, after he who had put them forward had so abruptly and tragically died, shook huge parts of the world for all subsequent ages, and transformed the beliefs, thoughts and actions of their inhabitants out of all recognition.


First things must come first: and every thought and saying of Jesus was directed and subordinated to one single thing, a difficult thing to put into words today: the realization of the Kingdom of God upon the earth.


It was customary for other devout Jews also to believe that this would eventually happen. What segregated Jesus was his conviction that it had already started happening by his agency and under his guidance. His disclosure at Nazareth that this was actually taking place here and now is described by the evangelist* whom we know as Luke.


So he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and went to synagogue on the Sabbath day as he regularly did. He stood up to read the lesson and was handed the scroll of the prophet Isaiah. He opened the scroll and found the passage which says, ‘the spirit of the Lord is upon me because he has anointed me; he has sent me to announce good news to the poor, to proclaim release for prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind; to let the broken victims go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.’1


He rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down; and all eyes in the synagogue were fixed upon him.


He began to speak: ‘Today’, he said, ‘in your very hearing this text has come true’.2


Jesus’ audience, Luke goes on, were amazed. They found it impossible to believe that such words could have come from his lips. A twentieth-century audience with its primarily non-religious preoccupations and backgrounds would be unlikely to react so strongly. But to a people such as the Jews, who were utterly absorbed in religious thoughts and ideas, Jesus’ assertion that this culmination of universal history, this consummation of the Kingdom of God which they expected in the future, had already begun to come into being, at that very time and by his own personal action, was startling.


This was Jesus’ master idea and in any book written about him it should assume the foremost role. The term appears repeatedly in the Gospels – no less than thirty-seven times in Matthew alone, who usually calls it the Kingdom of Heaven or the Heavens, and thirty-two times in Luke.3 The New Testament is virtually a commentary on this one single concept. And here the evangelists are directly reproducing the emphatic declaration of Jesus himself. This one phrase sums up his whole ministry and his whole life’s work.


To modern ears perhaps the most incomprehensible feature of these declarations is his insistence, clearly stated in the Nazareth sermon, that this sensational happening, the present initiation of the Kingdom of God upon the earth, was a carrying out of Old Testament prophecy. Why should this or any other event have to be construed as the fulfilment of a statement made by a Jew who lived many centuries before Jesus was born – in this case the author of part of the Book of the Prophet Isaiah*, the man we know as the Second Isaiah?


The answer is that the Jews revered their ancient holy books with an all-engrossing, literal-minded reverence which made such connections seem inevitable. To them it appeared that there was a link between the contents of the scriptures and every subsequent happening, right up to the present day and into the future. They believed that their Laws more than a thousand years before had been handed to Moses on Mount Sinai by God, who ‘gave him the two tablets of the Tokens, tablets of stone written with the finger of God.’4 These tablets, forming a Covenant* which was the supreme cornerstone of the Jewish conception of history, were held to have been inscribed with the first five books of the Jewish scriptures, the Torah (in Greek, Pentateuch) – which is often translated ‘Law’ but originally meant instruction by divine revelation.


Next in importance to the Torah in what Christians describe as the Old Testament, came the Prophets.* These glorious figures – Elijah, Elisha, Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and the rest – were credited with deeds and words already inspired and implied by the Torah. Their pronouncements remained inextricably embedded in the memories of the Jews, who throughout subsequent centuries continued to see every event that occurred in the light of what one prophet after another had predicted or prefigured. And the Psalms* ‘of David’, traditionally though wrongly attributed to the authorship of the king of that name in about 1000 BC, were ascribed a similar degree of authority.


This is the phenomenon known as typology*, from the Greek typos, model or pattern. Declared to be the unique and completely adequate expression of the will of God, the Torah, supplemented by the prophets and the Psalms, seemed to hold all that God has revealed of his nature, character and purpose, and all that he desires men and women to be and do. The intense study of these writings pursued for generation after generation was based on the assumption that everything which happened, or had happened or would happen, needed to be interpreted in their terms and in their light.


Thus the entire course of history, it appeared to the Jews, was specifically directed by God in such a way that subsequent events would correspond to those earlier ones – which had, indeed, according to this view, been expressly designed to anticipate what was to happen later. And indeed, no events or developments whatever, apart from what had been supposedly announced and revealed in these holy books, were believed to be within the bounds of possibility. The result was that every conceivable subtlety or ingenuity, including manipulations and conflations of the most implausible kinds, were held to be justified in order to extort contemporary meanings from those earlier scriptural sayings.


Now this Jewish attitude was fully, consistently and perseveringly maintained by the early Christians, whose New Testament deliberately presented the career of Jesus as a mass of detailed fulfilments of what the Torah, the prophets and the Psalms had foretold. Moreover, there is no reason to doubt the assurance given by the evangelists, for instance Luke in his account of the Nazareth sermon, that this conception of history, and of his own role, was an accurate reproduction of Jesus’ own thinking. Since he was a Jew no less reverently inclined to the scriptures than his co-religionists, such a conclusion is only to be expected.


This places a large obstacle in the way of our own sympathy and understanding, since to us it would appear that many of the Old Testament passages quoted in the New Testament as prefigurations cannot possibly, to the objective eye, be interpreted in any such sense, even if we are prepared to grant that the very principle of typology is acceptable at all – unlike Nietzsche for example, who regarded it as plainly ridiculous.5


As historians, however, we have to consider typology an essential factor because it often guided the course of events. To the followers of Jesus the entire Old Testament seemed replete with prophecies, pieces of information, patterns, examples and warnings addressed directly to themselves about Jesus, although he had been born hundreds of years after these works were written. And it was a view that he himself shared. But this situation raises a vital problem. When some alleged happening in his life coincides closely with an Old Testament forecast or prefiguration, does this mean that he had deliberately arranged to act so that his actions should fulfil the text in question? Or must one instead conclude that the happening has been subsequently invented by an evangelist or his sources in order to pretend that such a fulfilment has taken place? In the case of the Nazareth sermon the second of these possibilities – that the sermon was invented in order to harmonize with Second Isaiah – does not need to be seriously entertained. For Jesus was entirely likely to deliver such a sermon since the proclamation of the Kingdom of God was his major aim. As other examples of the same dilemma arise we shall have to judge between these two alternatives according to the merits of each individual instance.


And it is a point that can seldom be forgotten. For the Gospels depend very greatly upon the Old Testament’s foreshadowings of their story. There are more than twenty echoes of those books in their account of Jesus’ death alone. And the Gospel writers are careful to attribute this emphasis on biblical authority to Jesus himself, who after his Resurrection supposedly ‘explained to his companions the passages which referred to himself in every part of the scriptures.’ It is true that words ascribed to the risen Christ are beyond the purview of the historian since the resurrection belongs to another order of thinking. But in his earthly career, too, Jesus was said to have emphasized the same connection incessantly. ‘Let the scriptures be fulfilled,’ was his alleged declaration when he was arrested, according to Mark.6 And this same Gospel (the earliest) ascribes to him no less than thirty-seven specific quotations from the New Testament while Matthew adds another twenty-eight.


Once again, there is every reason to agree that this correlation of Jesus’ experiences with the ancient scriptures does, indeed, go back to himself. As J. W. Wenham points out,


He uses persons in the Old Testament as types of himself (David, Solomon, Elijah, Elisha, Isaiah, Jonah), or of John the Baptist (Elijah); he refers to Old Testament institutions as types of himself and his work (the priesthood and the covenant); he sees in the experiences of Israel foreshadowings of his own, he finds the hopes of Israel fulfilled in himself and his disciples, and sees his disciples as assuming the status of Israel; in Israel’s deliverance by God he sees a type of the gathering of men into his church, while the disasters of Israel are foreshadowings of the imminent punishment of those who reject him, whose unbelief is prefigured in that of the wicked in Israel and even, in two instances, in the arrogance of the Gentile nations …


The whole of the Old Testament is gathered up in him. He himself embodies in his own person the status and destiny of Israel, and in the community of those who belong to him that status and destiny are to be fulfilled – no longer in the nation as such.7


The same reverential attitude to the scriptures was later applied to Jesus’ life with emphasis by Paul.* According to the Acts* of the Apostles, he declared to Agrippa II, Jewish king of regions north of Judaea,* ‘I assert nothing beyond what was foretold by the prophets and by Moses.’8 True, not everything that Acts reports is sober history. But Paul’s own authentic Letters reveal clearly how their author regarded the Old Testament not only as predictive but as capable of giving us, in advance, positive information about Jesus. And the conviction persisted, so that Justin Martyr* in the second century AD could once again furnish a long list of proof texts including some apparently fictitious examples asseverating that ‘we do this because with our own eyes we see these things having happened and happening as was prophesied.’9 Augustine conceded that Jesus was not actually mentioned in the Old Testament, but added that he was obviously meant.10 Indeed, it was fervently asserted that the Christian significance of the Old Testament was not even secondary, but primary and overriding: it had no significance at all except to speak about Christ, whose career fulfilled everything in its pages.11


Since Jesus himself had so strongly shared this backward-looking attitude, the somewhat incomprehensible phrase ‘the Kingdom of God’, so frequently on his lips, can only be understood by trying to discover what it had meant in earlier Hebrew literature.


In the Old Testament itself the actual phrase ‘Kingdom of God’ does not occur. Nevertheless, references to ‘the Lord’s Kingdom’ are frequently found. But the word ‘Kingdom’ falls somewhat short of a complete translation, since the Hebrew term refers not so much to a realm as to the dynamic kingly rule and sovereign action of God. The concept denoted, at this early stage, a divine authority permanently in existence. For example, the Psalms declare ‘The Lord has established his kingly power over the whole world’, and ‘thy Kingdom is an everlasting kingdom.’12


God is ‘your king’ – the king of Israel – at all times,13 and his ‘kingdom’, independent of temporal and spatial relations, is his standing claim upon the loyalty and obedience of all individual Jewish beings.


From time to time, certain persons admit this claim, accept his sovereignty, and do what he wants them to do; and then they enter his society. Moses and the prophets had done this; but not many others. That is to say, although his Kingdom exists at all times, this free acceptance obviously does not always or often happen. According to the commandment, you must love God with all your heart and soul and strength.14 But this commandment is fulfilled imperfectly or not at all. And no change is to be expected here and now.


In one sense, therefore, the Kingdom of God, for all its eternity, is still to come. When will this Day of the Lord appear? Isaiah relegated it to the indefinite future, but nobody was sure. And what will happen when it finally arrives? The Old Testament is reticent about this hereafter. But it will be the time when God’s will is as perfectly done on earth as it is in heaven; when the divine ordinances are fully and joyfully accepted by human beings; when God will show his hand. And then his Kingdom will indeed have come – as Jews still declare daily in their prayers. God will judge the earth,15 and his people will be redeemed, his enemies and theirs will be destroyed and the present evil condition of things will have been abolished. For oppression, which was so often the lot of the Jews, is not destined to be eternal, nor misfortune unending. The state of perfection which will then ensue is somewhat vague and variously defined. But at all events God will exercise his full powers as ‘king over all the earth: on that day the Lord shall be one Lord and his name the one name.’16


This became the principal theme of the apocalyptic* Jewish writings which proliferated in the times when Israel was once again ground down by foreign imperialism between 200 BG and 200 AD. They dwelt incessantly upon this hoped-for end of the world, to be replaced by the establishment of God’s holy community. In these ‘Tracts for bad Times’ the future earth is seen purged, transformed, renewed, recreated.


Thus in the Book of Daniel (c. 160 BC) an unknown author, writing in Aramaic and Hebrew, presents a collection of legendary popular stories about a Jew of that name, attached to the Babylonian court at a date five hundred years previously, who was supposedly vouchsafed miraculous deliverances and visions. Although the stories are attributed discreetly to this remote epoch, Daniel’s salvation from the den of lions, and the rescue of his three companions Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego from the fiery furnace, are intended to refer to the oppressions of the Greek (Seleucid) monarch who ruled over Israel, Antiochus Epiphanes.


Throughout centuries to come, these tales, and Daniel’s visions, stirred the emotions of oppressed Jews and then Christians: and so did the declaration that followed, proclaiming a future end of Israel’s tribulation and the inauguration of God’s kingdom. In Daniel, declared Nicolas Berdyaev, ‘we are made to feel dramatically that mankind is engaged in a process that tends towards a definite goal. God will intervene at the right time.’17


In the first century BC the Psalms of Solomon* spelt out the same theme, naming the Kingdom of God18; and in the first few decades of our era another Jewish work, the Assumption of Moses,* once again looked behind the scenes and glimpsed the future, when God’s secret purposes will be made manifest.


And then His Kingdom shall appear throughout all His Creation.…


For the Heavenly One will arise from His royal throne,


And He will go forth from His holy habitation


With indignation and wrath on account of His sons.…


For the Most High will arise, the Eternal God alone,


And He will appear to punish the Gentiles,


And He will destroy all idols,


And thou, Israel, shalt be happy.…


And God will exalt thee.19


Later in the first century AD another Hebrew work, IV Ezra, sounded a questioning note: ‘If the world has indeed been created for us, why do we not possess our world as an inheritance now?’20 But they did not – and it did not look as if they were going to in the foreseeable future. This meant that only some tremendous, superhuman intervention would suffice to introduce the Kingdom. And so the expectation of just that kind of intervention began to develop. True, at first the various eloquent utterances about the future spoke of this world alone, and there were few or no signs of a transcendent realm beyond it. But as realism increasingly denied the likelihood that Israel’s miseries under her successive foreign oppressors would come to an end on the earthly plane, the picture began to alter. It did so very confusedly, and not according to any fixed pattern. A bewildering maze of composite, lavishly interpolated documents offered widely divergent views about what was going to happen. But all the time, alongside the orthodox Jewish belief that the new Kingdom would belong wholly to this world, there was a growing conviction among a minority that instead in some sense it would be cosmic and extra-terrestrial.


Such, for example, were the hopes of the Jewish community which maintained a semi-monastic existence at Qumran* not far from the north end of the Dead Sea.21 This Qumran settlement, in a frightening wasteland believed to be the haunt of evil spirits and readily prompting thoughts of the end of the world, is known to us from its scrolls found in caves in the area, written in ink on the hairy side of pieces of leather sewn together with flaxen threads. The archaeological evidence suggests that the settlement came into existence in c. 140–30 BC, that is to say during the period when Palestine was ruled by the Hasmonaean (Maccabean) Jewish dynasty which had driven out the Greek (Seleucid) imperialist regime.fn1 And this conclusion is corroborated by the appearance of the scrolls, which seem to belong to the later second or first centuries BC.


Their dating, however, is disputed; and their direct relevance to Christianity remains slight. Nevertheless, they throw considerable light on the background of Jesus’ life and thought because, in spite of great differences, he and they had something in common. The Qumran community had originally broken away from the central Judaism of Jerusalem because they believed that its religious leaders had failed and fallen into degradation and corruption. They also believed that the public worship at Jerusalem was conducted according to an erroneous calendar and by unworthy priests. Their attitude to the Hasmonaean ruling power – and later to the Romans as well – must have been highly critical: and they were glad to pronounce the revelation of a bloodthirsty holocaust at the end of the world when the Kingdom of God would come. They tended to see these terminal engagements as cosmic rather than merely terrestrial.22 But other Jews on the whole still found it easier to cherish hopes based on the more comprehensible, earthly sort of Kingdom. In any case, such hopes became increasingly widespread and fervent in one guise or another – or both, for in the course of the first century AD the two concepts were blended in various ways.


Now, the Qumran devotees expected this final event in the extremely near future. Indeed, they believed that the great battles destined to herald it would be fought in their own lifetimes and that they themselves, as recipients of a New Covenant replacing the Covenant bestowed upon Moses, had been chosen to play a vital part in the world-shattering events of those days.


For the Jews, living a miserable life in this world, had become extremely impatient, and their prayer ascribed to about this time echoed many a contemporary hope: ‘may he establish his Kingdom during your life and your days.’23 Daniel had set the fashion for this early expectation by a passage which could be understood in such a sense,24 and others, too, continued to interpret it by various calculations as imminent,25 relying on calendars which were claimed to prove that this was so.26


Such expectations were fervently stimulated by the sudden emergence in the desert near Qumran, of a religious leader, John the Baptist, who placed the proclamation of the imminent Kingdom of God at the very centre of his mission.27 And it was to the Baptist (of whom more will be said in Chapter 3) that Jesus owed his own message of the coming Kingdom, as he specifically admitted.28 For Jesus proclaimed it, as John had done: ‘Thy Kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven’ are the words of the Lord’s Prayer, which can probably be traced back through the two differing versions of the Gospels to Jesus’ own formulation.29 And he, like the people of Qumran, was convinced that this expected end of the world was going to come very soon. True, when asked to specify the exact date by enemies who hoped to lure him into unfulfilled and thus unwise predictions he refused to do so.30 But on other occasions he explicitly declared that the Kingdom of Heaven has ‘come near’ (engiken).31 It was the very term that John the Baptist was said to have used.32 For God ‘has cut short the time’,33 as many Jewish apocalyptic writers likewise declared.


When the evangelists attribute the same view to Jesus we must believe them since they would not have included a forecast which remained unfulfilled unless it had formed part of an authentic, ineradicable tradition. Indeed, they even admit that Jesus was on occasion extremely imperative, precise and specific in his utterance of this erroneous forecast. ‘Before you have gone through all the towns of Israel,’ he declared to his apostles, the great day will come.34 In other sayings, however, he was slightly vaguer about the date of its coming: ‘there are some of those standing here who will not taste death before they have seen the Kingdom of God already come in power;’35 ‘I can tell you this: the present generation will live to see it all.’36 These predictions, somewhat less urgent than the words he addressed to his missionary apostles, may reflect a certain toning down by the evangelists after the Day had failed to materialize. Yet they still emphasize that the final realization of the Kingdom of God is very near. Indeed, Jesus fomented a constant excited expectation of its coming: the imminence of the Kingdom was the very heart of his message. All therefore who wanted to enter it must make every possible preparation for its arrival. They must be ready for action, their belts fastened, their lamps lit. ‘What I say to you I say to everyone: keep awake.’37


Sometimes this message was conveyed by means of paradoxes that were drastic and provocative in the highest degree. Many appear in the parables,* which formed one of Jesus’ most characteristic methods of teaching (see Chapter 5). Such, for example, was the Parable of the Dishonest Steward.38 This character, expecting disgrace, had reduced the debts of his master’s creditors so that when he was dismissed they would look after him. That is to say, he had acted deceitfully and dishonestly. How shocking, then, to find Jesus actually praising this shady functionary. He praised him because, when confronted with a crisis, he had acted. You, declared Jesus to his audience, are faced with a far graver crisis, a far more urgent need for decision and action. As this relentless emergency approaches you cannot just sit with your hands folded. Keep your eyes open and be totally alert and prepared to act if you want to be among the Remnant who will endure the terrible time.


It was a vital Jewish belief that, when the end of the world comes and the Kingdom of God is fully established, a faithful Remnant, a purified elect core of the chosen people of Israel, will survive and emerge triumphant.39 It was as that faithful, final Remnant of the ‘Elect of God’ awaiting redemption that the Qumran community saw itself.40 And that, too, was how Jesus hopefully saw his band of disciples – they were the salt of the earth and must preserve this special quality.41


There was nothing particularly original about Jesus’ expectation of an early end of the world. But because this expectation proved to be mistaken his acceptance of such a view raises theological considerations which cannot be altogether ignored by the student of history. How could the Son of God commit such an error? It is little use trying to explain that he did not really mean what he said – that he was using a ‘time-conditioned thought form’ which he did not intend to be taken literally.42 The historian has to assume that he meant what he said, and in consequence, that he turned out to be wrong.43 His wrongness did not deter the Adventists of the early nineteenth century from once again deciding in their turn that the world was about to come to an end. William Miller, who founded their movement, forecast that this would happen in 1843 or 1844. He proved to be wrong. Jesus, too, had been wrong. His ministry was based on an error.


This fact has caused theologians considerable distress. As J. Duncan wrote in 1870, ‘Christ either deceived mankind by conscious fraud; or he was himself deluded; or he was divine. There is no getting out of this trilemma.’44 Perhaps not, but the admission that he was ‘deluded’, that his forecast proved wrong, is merely another way of saying what many others would accept: that in assuming human shape Jesus also took on human limitations. Thus, according to Mark, he himself openly admitted that he was unaware of the exact date when the end of the world would come.45 This is likely to represent his real words rather than an interpolation by the evangelist, with whose picture of the infallible Son of God it fails to harmonize.


Jesus, then, fully and urgently participated in the current Jewish belief that the end of the world as we know it – the coming of the Kingdom of God – was imminent. But what was much more striking, indeed the most striking of all his beliefs, was the combination of this idea with the further conviction that the Kingdom had already begun to arrive: the idea expressed in the Nazareth proclamation quoted at the beginning of this chapter.


It was true that the Jewish doctrine of the imminent Kingdom of God had long alternated with a belief that the Kingdom was in another sense eternal and that all which needed to happen in the future was for it to be realized, brought into practical effectiveness, upon earth. But that is not at all how Jesus put the matter. In striking, disconcerting contradiction (or so it seems at first sight) with his assurances of the imminence of the Kingdom, he also stated quite categorically on other occasions that it was already here. ‘If it is by the Spirit of God that I drive out the devils, then be sure the Kingdom of God has already come upon you’ (ephthasen).46 This is a statement so alien to the thought of his time that once again it must be attributed to Jesus himself rather than to the Gospel writers or their sources.47 And elsewhere too he declares in an equally novel phrase, ‘In fact the Kingdom of God is among you.’48 The Greek phrase entos humon has been interpreted as anticipatory, which it surely could not be (any more than ephthasen could). Alternatively, it has been thought of as meaning ‘within you’ – mystically indwelling in the hearts of men and women in a spiritual, psychological fashion. But this interpretation, favoured by Tolstoy, belongs to a realm of ideas subsequent and alien to Jesus.49 Here he is instead quite simply declaring that the Kingdom has actually begun to arrive: ‘it is given into your hands’, according to another translation. ‘He who trusts me,’ he stated according to John, ‘has already passed from death to life.’50 About the numerous other Gospel texts, perhaps as many as eighteen in number, which may refer to the actual presence of the Kingdom and may go back to Jesus himself, we need not argue. For the passages quoted above have already provided sufficient evidence that that is what he said and meant. Happy are the men and women, declares Jesus – his own contemporaries and audiences – who see the wonders that they are already seeing.51 This is not just the traditional Jewish statement that the Kingdom of God is always present. It is a far more remarkable assertion that salvation is beginning to be present here and now because Jesus himself has brought it.


But how can this be reconciled with his other assertions that the Kingdom is only imminent? The contradiction is merely apparent. True, the Kingdom’s final consummation still lies in the future. Yet it has also already begun to be dynamically at work among men and women. And that is what a much-disputed statement attributed to Jesus by Mark may have signified: ‘to you the secret of the Kingdom of God has been given: but to those outside, everything comes by way of parables.’52 The secret to which he is referring seems to be the recognition that the Kingdom of God is already dawning. Jesus is perhaps observing that this is a difficult concept for the uninitiated to understand if it is presented to them too directly, without explanation and elaboration.


However, it is also possible that he himself never made any such mention of a secret, and that Mark, or his source, only invented the idea that he said so. Certainly, Mark dragged it in on other occasions. And he had an understandable motive for so doing. For the appalling fact was, as the evangelists writing later on knew only too well, that the Jews had rejected Jesus’ proclamation of the dawning Kingdom. Somehow or other this unaccountable failure had to be explained. An indication about how this might be done was provided by the element of ‘secrecy’ in his parables – since their meaning had to be puzzled out. Mark took up this hint and found in it the explanation he needed for the failure of Jesus’ whole mission: for he suggested, with emphasis, that the reason why this had not secured widespread acceptance was because Jesus himself had ordained that it should remain secret. And he goes on to explain the public rejections of the miracles in the same way (see Chapter 2).53


Yet, if this, as seems probable, was the evangelist’s motive, it was not a very good idea. For it makes nonsense of any missionary preaching to declare it to be secret. It is hard to believe that Jesus intended the dawning of the Kingdom of God to remain secret and unknown. On the contrary, he wanted to proclaim it.


The full bloom has not yet appeared, but the bud is already visible and must be shown to all Jews far and wide.54 The tidal wave of divine victory which will soon engulf the whole world has already started on its course – for many to see. The Kingdom will appear in its full splendour at the end of the age, but it has already come into human history in the person of Jesus. In this vast cosmic drama of the Two Ages, there is a continual tension between what is happening now and what will happen before long. The final illumination is still to come, but the present is already glorified by some of its rays here and now.


The parables include many depictions of this Kingdom. It is a small growth at the present time: outward signs of its presence are still few. How, then, people were asking, could it possibly be present in such an insignificant movement as the little group around Jesus? But it will proliferate gigantically, he answered, and many a parable points this contrast.


How shall we picture the Kingdom of God, or by what parable shall we describe it? It is like the mustard-seed, which is smaller than any seed in the ground at its sowing. But once sown, it springs up and grows taller than any other plant, and forms branches so large that the birds can settle in its shade.55


And no one puts new wine into old wine-skins, Jesus declared; if he does, the new wine will burst the skins.56 This is not praise of the old order, as some have suggested. It is praise of the new – of the Kingdom of God which has begun to transform everything.


The sense of crisis is acute and pressing. It is imperative for all men and women to define their position, both because of what is happening now and because of what is going to happen shortly. The teaching of Jesus dwells on both of these aspects at length. First, the present dawning: the strong man is disarmed, the forces of evil are in retreat, the physician comes to the sick, the lepers are cleansed, the great debt is wiped out, the lost sheep is brought home, the door of the father’s house stands open, the poor and the beggars are summoned to the banquet, a master pays full wages to a man who does not deserve it, a great joy fills all hearts. The hour of fulfilment has come.57 It has come, or rather it has begun to come: its full realization still lies in the future, and this, too, is equally stressed in Jesus’ utterances. That is the reason for all this insistence upon alertness: do not be caught asleep; be ready to render your account. The Kingdom is with us, but not all of it is with us yet. Himself on the battlefield, Jesus struck Satan down and ‘watched how he fell like lightning out of the sky’.58 Nevertheless, the final battle still remains to be fought.


According to later Christian doctrine this ultimate consummation would take the form of Jesus’ own Second Coming (Parousia). But there is no reliable evidence that Jesus ever believed that it would be himself who would come again.59 For his apparent references in the Gospels to such an event are posthumous and inauthentic. For example, Mark’s thirteenth chapter, containing an allusion to this theme among other aspects of the end of the world, includes utterances by Jesus that clearly do not go back to his own time.60 Similarly, Matthew’s allusion to the imminent end of the world (see Note 34 above) concludes with a reference to the ‘Coming of the Son of Man’ which bears all the marks of a subsequent interpolation.61


The earliest attestation to an expected Second Coming of Jesus is in a letter of Paul.62 But even thereafter it did not take root everywhere, since the author of John’s Gospel, at a considerably later date, is still able to write as if he who will come at the end of the world will not be Jesus at all but another figure altogether whom he describes as the Counsellor (Paraclete) or the Spirit. And similar indications that the visitant may not be Jesus have survived in the other Gospels as well.63


What, then, did Jesus believe would happen when the time arrived for the Kingdom of God to be finally realized in its entirety? Sometimes he speaks in terms of a transcendental event – since if it only came ‘on earth’ that would limit it to the generation of men and women who were alive at the moment,64 and that was not at all what he had in mind. On the other hand his disciples, like most Jews, seem to have believed that the scene would be terrestrial and worldly since they argued about who was going to sit in state on Jesus’ right and left.65 But at all events there would be a cataclysmic eruption of God into history. And Jesus repeatedly issued warnings of the judgment which would then be inflicted, with a sharp separation of the sheep and the goats amid traditional Jewish whiffs of sulphurous hell-fire, reminiscent of Qumran66 and reproduced with a particular gusto by Matthew.67 But when that happened, who would be the favoured sheep, who were those who would be saved? It is difficult to build up a consistent answer from the Gospels.


But whatever the answer, the proclamation of the Kingdom of God, present and future, was the essential, overriding feature of Jesus’ preaching and instruction. The later Church built up his fame as an ethical teacher, and his teaching was evidently brilliant; but it was not primarily as a purveyor of moral instruction that he saw himself. It was only when the supposed imminent consummation of the Kingdom never materialized that an independently based ethical system came to be regarded by the Church as a necessity. Jesus’ own moral teaching was entirely directed towards preparing people for that Kingdom68 and for its first fruits which he believed himself to be creating.


That is the original feature of his moral instruction, embodied, for instance in the Sermon which Matthew reports him to have delivered on the Mount (or on the hills) and which according to Luke was a Sermon on the Plain – though in reality its contents may represent not one sermon, but a number. In general, this teaching, though abundant, is not systematic. And the same applies to its early and extremely incomplete echoes by Paul. Nor were Jesus’ ethical precepts for the most part original or novel, since ninety per cent of them were based upon injunctions that had already been offered by other Jewish teachers.69


However, Jesus sharpened certain of these themes. For example, it was a Jewish belief that ‘all thy works should be for the sake of God.’70 But Jesus cast this requirement into more vivid focus by relating it exclusively to the endeavour to secure admission to God’s dawning Kingdom. This is clear from the Beatitudes* (‘Blessed …’) which are given a preeminent role in the Sermon on the Mount. For these summonses and promises – assuring the unfortunate, if they have faith, of happiness to come – are entirely directed towards the dawning and consummation of the Kingdom.71 It is the major premise of every one of his moral injunctions. ‘Set your mind upon his Kingdom, and all the rest will come to you as well.’72 That was why Mary of Bethany, who sat listening to Jesus’ words, was preferred by him – so unfairly, it has often seemed – to her sister Martha who got on with the housework.73


That, too, was why the disciples had to be equally single-minded. Not only must food, drink and clothing be totally unimportant in their eyes,74 but they must abandon everything they possess in order to take part in Jesus’ installation of the Kingdom.


Anyone who wishes to be a follower of mine must leave self behind, he must take up his cross, and come with me. Whoever cares for his own safety is lost; but if a man will let himself be lost for my sake and for the Gospel, that man is safe.75


And so Peter declared: ‘We have left everything to become your followers.’76 By so doing they had become ‘pure in heart’, single-minded and free from the tyranny of a divided self. Jesus emphasized the point in terms which, even allowing for middle-eastern hyperbole, displayed formidable starkness.


One of his disciples said to him, ‘Lord, let me go and bury my father first’. Jesus replied, ‘Follow me, and leave the dead to bury their dead.’77


It was alarming indeed for Jews to hear that because of the overriding preeminence of the Kingdom of God and the overriding need to obey Jesus who was bringing it into being, a disciple has to be prepared even to neglect the honourable burial of his father. And it was an equally severe wrench to discover, as a stranger discovered from Jesus, that he ought to sell everything he had and give it to the poor in order to pursue this supreme purpose unimpeded.78


This was an absolute ethic and an ethic which the bulk of the community would never dream of following. How could Jesus ever expect them to? Other Jewish thinkers had always been eager that the law should be practicable, should not be too much for the fallibility of human beings.79 But Jesus’ demand paid no regard to practicability at all and indeed was manifestly unattainable. As the Roman Emperor Julian later observed, if the injunction to sell your possessions secured widespread acceptance, no city, no nation, no house could endure;80 and in George Eliot’s novel Romola one of her characters, Tito, gradually succumbed to ruin because he had found ‘take up your cross’ so hopelessly impossible to obey. True, Martin Luther tried to water down ‘sell all you have’ on the grounds that this request was not only impracticable but inadvisable.81 But in diminishing the sternness of the message he was departing from Jesus’ intention, which admitted no compromise whatever.


It was because of his insistence on this single-mindedness that he took so much notice of children, allowing them to be in his company and praising their simplicity. The romantic picture of Jesus, dear to the nineteenth century, laid great stress on the sentimental kindness he seemed to be lavishing upon little boys and girls. And indeed, affection for these innocent beings may well have been a feature of his character; certainly by the time of the evangelists that already seemed uppermost in his mind and heart.


But such feelings of kindly tenderness were not in fact the reason why he paid them so much attention. What he was really thinking of emerges from certain surviving utterances. ‘I tell you this: unless you turn round and become like children, you will never enter the Kingdom of Heaven. Let a man humble himself till he is like this child, and he will be the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven.’82 ‘Whoever does not accept the Kingdom of God like a child will never enter it.’83 It is the total receptivity of children that he is praising: and for his disciples, too, the implication was that they must be equally receptive in their whole-hearted devotion to the one and only aim that is worth pursuing: admission to the Kingdom.


And because we have to sink our individuality in this community of the Kingdom, our self-love must be replaced by total love for all who are our companions in this all-important struggle. That was why among the host of Commandments Jesus singled out two as supreme, Love of God and of our neighbour.84 This pairing of the two ordinances in absolute priority over all other injunctions occurs elsewhere in Jewish thought after the Old Testament85 and may not, therefore, be Jesus’ original invention. But the stress he laid on it was unprecedentedly vivid. About our love for God Jesus says relatively little since he takes it for granted. But love of other fellow-beings he emphasizes continually. It had been enjoined by Leviticus, and the Jewish Golden Rule was ‘what you hate, do not do to anyone.’ Jesus converted this negative formulation into a positive: ‘always treat others as you would like them to treat you.’86 For after all it was absurd that those who were associated in the great communal quest for the Kingdom should have any barriers whatever between them, any more than they would be divided by barriers once they had entered it. Jesus stressed motive, as other Jewish thinkers did: but with an entirely special purpose in mind, because his motive was the Kingdom.


The unique precedence of this quest, requiring the total immersion of self-regard, is also the explanation for Jesus’ insistence on humility of heart. This is far removed from the epicene meekness and mildness with which stained glass windows depicted him a century ago. Certainly, ‘blessed are the meek [those of a gentle spirit]’: but that is because ‘they shall inherit the earth.’87 Since nothing less than this is at stake, a contentious spirit is wholly out of place, for it will only distract attention and energy from the preeminent task. It is not even worth hating your enemies. The Qumran community was actively insisting that this is precisely what one should do.88 But in the urgent circumstances, Jesus believed, it was sheer waste of time. Love them instead, just as much as you love everyone else; pray for those who persecute you, turn the other cheek.89 For why not avoid hostilities and embroilments which, beside the infinitely larger issue, are ultimately irrelevant and distracting?


As Tolstoy declared, Jesus meant, once again, exactly what he said.90 Certainly, turning the other cheek is no ethical code for the national and social order of today.91 Indeed, it has never even been tried on any substantial scale. And Marxists, among others, have regarded all this Christian meekness as part of a deplorable plot encouraging submission to oppressive social orders. To Jesus, however, this objection would have seemed incomprehensible, or beside the point. To him social ethics, which only emerge somewhat sparsely and equivocally from the Gospels, were only the subordinate offshoot of what individual people had to do for themselves in a far more urgent cause.92 In the words of Abba Hillel Silver,


The world was fast coming to an end and there was no point in resisting evil. It would automatically cease with the Millennium and the imminent establishment of God’s Kingdom. Man’s chief concern should therefore be not to fight evil, but to prepare himself inwardly as rapidly and thoroughly as he can so that he will be spared the inevitable screening and winnowing of all sinners, and thus will be privileged to enter immediately into the Kingdom of God.93


But the turning of the other cheek which Jesus enjoined in the interests of this infinitely superior purpose seemed a preposterous doctrine to orthodox Jews because it was so plainly unrealizable – even more unrealizable, if possible, than the abandonment of all one’s possessions. Certainly the idea of forgiving one’s fellow-men their wrongdoing and not repaying evil with evil had become widespread in Jewish thought during the centuries immediately preceding the Christian era.94 Yet the Jews, with their concern that the law should be practicable, found that the prospect of actually loving one’s enemy and turning the other cheek was out of the question, since such a hypothetical practice was contrary to human nature and could not therefore be fulfilled.95
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