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Author’s Preface and Acknowledgements


This book would probably never have been written without an express invitation for me to do so from publisher Mark Booth. Mark had commissioned one of my earlier books, The After Death Experience, and after he moved to Lennard Books he suggested to me the theme, ‘Are These the Words of Jesus?’, the original concept being a compendium of all the apocryphal and similarly non-canonical sayings attributed to Jesus, for which I would simply write a few thousand words of introduction.


Such material was already broadly familiar to me from a previous project, Jesus: The Evidence, so the assignment was an easy one to accept. However, it was some while before I could take up the project, and although by this time Mark Booth had left Lennard Books, his co-publisher Roderick Brown continued with the same encouragement.


But once into the project it quickly became apparent that the book would be a very dull one indeed if it remained just a collection of apocrypha and other claimed sayings of Jesus. Since the great majority of apocryphal works richly merit the more pejorative sense of the term apocrypha, and are often both long and tedious, to present lengthy portions of such documents only to dismiss them for their spuriousness seemed of no great benefit to any reader.


Accordingly a far better approach appeared to be to concentrate on those comparatively few documents that have some reasonably serious claim to incorporating otherwise unrecorded words once spoken by Jesus, or have some related interest value. And this I have tried to do, with particular attention to some of the more recent manuscript discoveries, such as the Nag Hammadi Gospel of Thomas, and the Mar Saba ‘Secret Gospel’. In accord with the original concept, full texts of many of the more interesting documents are included in the book’s Appendix.


Even so, this is not intended to be an exhaustive approach to the subject, and I have sought in the main to provide an updated and popular synthesis of previous approaches such as M.R. James’s still unsurpassed The Apocryphal New Testament, Roderic Dunkerley’s Beyond the Gospels, R.M. Grant and D.M. Freedman’s The Secret Sayings of Jesus, and Morton Smith’s The Secret Gospel, to all of which I am indebted in a variety of ways. Where a translation has been couched in artificial ‘Authorised Version’ Biblical English, I have usually taken the liberty of updating this into modern English. In addition I am indebted to Thomas O’Lambdin’s translation of the Nag Hammadi Gospel of Thomas, as published in J.M. Robinson’s The Nag Hammadi Library in English; and Morton Smith’s translation of the Mar Saba ‘Secret Gospel’. For quotations from the canonical New Testament I have usually relied on the ever lucid and dignified English of the Jerusalem Bible.


One final thankyou is a posthumous one. Throughout this book there keeps recurring the name of Bishop Eusebius of Caesarea, author of a History of the Church written around 325 AD. In the early part of his life Eusebius became caught up in times that were particularly turbulent for Christians, and showed that he was certainly not made of the stuff of martyrs. As a writer he was not particularly literary, nor can he rank in the topmost flight of the world’s historians. But in the course of his book he quoted from, or summarised, often at considerable length, more than one hundred ancient sources, many of which were already old in his time, and have since become otherwise completely lost to us. Without his patient scholarship all those years ago, both this book and our whole knowledge of Christianity’s formative years would be very much the poorer.


Bristol, England June 1989





Introduction: The Significance of Jesus


Whatever our religious persuasion may be, it is an inescapable fact that in all history no-one has had a greater impact on the western world than Jesus Christ. The towers and spires of churches and cathedrals built in his name still command something of the skylines of our towns and cities, despite the recent fierce competition from high-rise office-blocks. Our major annual festivals, even that most aggressively commercial one called Christmas, denote events from Jesus’s life. The calendrical dates we almost unthinkingly use on every letter and newspaper hark back to some form of approximation of the year of his birth. If we give evidence in a law court we will take an oath of truthfulness by holding in our hands a book enshrining his words. The day of the week on which most of us rest is one designated through sixteen centuries as set aside for his worship. Throughout history millions of lives have been changed, shaped and guided by his teachings. Some of our greatest works of art and literature are those that have derived inspiration from him, or been devoted to his memory. In the words of former Cambridge University ancient history professor T.R. Glover, Jesus’s influence is ‘the most striking and outstanding fact in history.... There is no figure in human history that signifies more’.


Yet the irony is that of himself Jesus left nothing that could be construed as physically permanent. Although he was said to have been a carpenter, he left no known building, or even part of one, to be preserved and admired as the work of his human hands. While innumerable great cathedrals and churches with the costliest of fitments have been erected by those who called themselves his followers, there is not a whit to suggest he ever wanted such permanence or magnificence. Because of the very manner of his apparent leaving of this world, there are not, nor, it seems, ever have been, any physical remains of his one-time human body that can today be venerated at some lofty pyramid or sumptuous tomb.


For in essence, apart from that brief moment when he was flesh and blood on earth, all there ever has been or can be to Jesus is the Word. How easy that is to say, how difficult to understand! Of course we have absolutely no known means of recapturing, even if we could understand them, the exact sounds of the words that fell from his lips onto the air of Galilee and Jerusalem two thousand years ago. And although his followers went to great lengths to preserve on paper something of what they remembered of his sayings in the form of the canonical gospels, what we have from these after all these years can only be an imperfect rendition, limited not least by having had to be translated into modern languages.


Yet even so, for world-wide millions of Jesus’s followers those words have been supremely, life-changingly important. They may have absolutely no substance that can lend itself to any form of chemical analysis. They may have absolutely no power that can ever be understood in terms of the laws of physics. Yet they have been words that men and women in their millions have wanted to live by, and to die by ...


And inevitably all this raises the question: If the words of this one man enshrined in just four slim gospels can mean so much, and have been responsible for so much, do those gospels represent the sum total of all that is known of what he said? It stands to reason that in Jesus’s lifetime he must have uttered publicly a great deal more than the four gospel writers alone can possibly have written down. So, have any of these words been preserved anywhere else, in any surviving form? This is the central question of our book.





Chapter 1


‘But My Words Will Never Pass Away ...’


 





 


 


 


Just a single passage, in a single gospel (John’s), is all that represents Jesus as having ever set anything down in writing. Brought before him had been a woman caught in the unlawful act of sexual intercourse with a man not her husband. As a notable rabbi of the time, Jesus was expected to condemn this woman to what his native religion decreed as her appropriate punishment: death by stoning. Asked if this was indeed his judgement, Jesus’s first response was merely to scrawl with his finger in the dust. Pressed for a reply, he responded: ‘If there is one of you who has never sinned, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.’ (John 8:7), after which he resumed his scrawling in the dust. Although whatever he may have written in that moment has gone unrecorded, inevitably it must very soon have been obliterated by the wind and by the trampling of feet.


Now there is a whole world of meaning even in just this single, ostensibly simple incident recorded of Jesus. More than a thousand years before, in the time of the prophet Moses, the commandments of Jesus’s people’s God were said to have been somehow graven on hard stone tablets: tangible, ostensibly everlasting words, including a specific ruling on adultery, that generations of Jews had carried around with them in their Ark of the Covenant, and had tried to follow in their daily lives. Yet when asked to ratify even a single seemingly straightforward one of these rock-hard commandments Jesus, whom some would call the Son of the Living God, simply scrawled in the dust. Was it that in this action he was pointing to the insubstantiality of any too hard-and-fast rules of life? That all matter is dust, and to dust it shall return? That ultimately all that truly matters, and is truly everlasting, is the perpetually insubstantial spirit of love?


In such a light it is tempting to believe that it was with this very same mentality that Jesus quite deliberately chose, as he certainly did, not to leave behind any of his words written down in any so permanent and committing form as by his own hand. This is one of the many extraordinary ironies of Christianity, that its founder, who was described as reading in the synagogue in the incident described in Luke 4:16–20, and therefore was quite definitely literate, to the best of our knowledge accorded to posterity not a single formal document of his own writing or even of his own dictation. Despite living among a people who set great store by the written word, there has never ever been a hint that Jesus might have left anything set on parchment or paper, and duly notarised ‘This is the authentic teaching of Jesus of Nazareth’, for his followers to mould their lives by.


Now it cannot be that the surprise of Jesus’s arrest and execution prevented his arranging anything of this kind, for the gospels make quite clear that he anticipated these events well before they happened, and virtually orchestrated their timing.


Also it cannot be that he did not intend his utterances to be preserved. According to Matthew’s gospel he quite specifically said ‘Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away,’ (Matthew 24:35). He taught, as if for repeated use, at least one specific prayer, the Lord’s Prayer of Matthew 6:9–13 and Luke 11:2–4. And modern textual studies of the gospels have revealed much to suggest that he formulated his sayings and parables in ways to ensure they would be easily memorised, and suffer as little distortion as possible.


We must therefore face the fact that Jesus quite deliberately intended that his words should be preserved, but that they should be conveyed and reconveyed only indirectly. Effectively it is as if he wanted them to be prey to the human frailties and imperfections of being passed on by others. Yet while this is undeniable, it should not be construed as any form of attempt to diminish or downgrade the value of the books of ‘Evangelia’, or ‘Good News’, that have come down to us as the gospels accredited to Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. These have been accepted by Christians from as early as the second century as the prime source of our knowledge of all that Jesus said and did. As already emphasised, they have been an incalculable source of daily inspiration to literally hundreds of millions of Jesus’s followers up to and including our own time, and there can be no question of their faithfulness to the spirit of what Jesus once taught.


But as has been made clear by numerous scholarly studies during the last century and a half, any idea that all these books derive from totally unimpeachable, first-hand eyewitness reporting simply does not bear serious scrutiny. From the well-established methods of literary criticism it is now recognised and commonly accepted among scriptural scholars that Mark’s gospel, despite being the least valued by the early Church, was the earliest of the three so-called synoptic gospels, and was used as a framework by the author of the Matthew and Luke gospels. Since even the early Church did not seem to recognise Mark as any immediate disciple of Jesus, but instead as some form of secretary or interpreter to the disciple Peter, serious questions have been raised as to whether the author of the Matthew gospel, who was undeniably dependent on the Mark gospel, could possibly have been the Matthew who was the tax-collector disciple of Jesus. After all, any true immediate disciple would hardly have had any wish or need to use the work of one who was not. Similarly the author of the Luke gospel, in his very opening sentence, freely acknowledged the second-hand nature of his creation:




... many others have undertaken to draw up accounts of the events that have taken place among us exactly as these were handed down to us by those who from the outset were eyewitnesses ... I in my turn ... have decided to write an ordered account ... [italics mine]


(Luke 1:1–4)





As for the John gospel, according to the Church’s own early traditions, this was the last gospel to be written, and while its author’s account of the events of Jesus’s Crucifixion has serious claim to eyewitness testimony, there is much less confidence concerning the lengthy discourses he ascribes to Jesus. For well over a century some New Testament scholars have thought these to derive from a markedly later and less first-hand theology.


Now these very imperfections and uncertainties associated with the canonical gospels only serve to highlight a yet more fundamental area of interest. This is evident not least in the very passage just reproduced from Luke, that ‘many others have undertaken to draw up accounts of the events that have taken place among us ...’. While familiarity with the ‘famous four’ gospels has led to widespread supposition that they were the only near contemporary chronicles of Jesus, effectively Luke tells us that even in Luke’s early time there had been at least several previous attempts at the same, suggestive that there may even have been whole gospels that more directly recorded Jesus’s words, yet have not survived the passage of centuries.


As already remarked, it is of course a matter of common sense that Jesus must have both said and done a great deal more than we have recorded in the canonical gospels. The leading New Testament scholar Canon Burnett Streeter once calculated that with the exception of the forty days and forty nights in the wilderness, virtually everything else recorded of Jesus in the gospels could be compressed into three weeks, leaving by far the greater part of his life unchronicled. The author of the John gospel concluded his account with the percipient, albeit rather exaggerated words:




There were many other things Jesus did: if all were written down, the world itself, I suppose, would not hold all the books that would have to be written.


(John 21:25)





But the key question is whether there have been, and/or survive somewhere to this day, records of utterances of Jesus quite independent of the canonical gospels, yet potentially fully authenticable. And there are in fact a variety of pointers to such sayings.


For instance, in Acts Chapter 20, Paul is described as asking an audience of citizens from Ephesus to remember Jesus’s words: ‘There is more happiness in giving than receiving’ (Acts 20:35). The interest here is that although this saying is so readily characteristic of Jesus, it occurs in no known surviving gospel. It is also noteworthy that Paul, who is reliably thought never to have known the human Jesus, most likely delivered his speech to the Ephesians around AD 57 – in all probability, therefore, before a single one of the canonical gospels had come to be written.[1]


The resultant inference is that Paul had access to at least one set of collected sayings of Jesus predating the canonical gospels. Other clues to this come from the way, in chapter 7 of his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul carefully distinguished his own pronouncements from those of Jesus:




For the married I have something to say, and this is not from me but from the Lord: a wife must not leave her husband ... nor must a husband send his wife away.


(1 Corinthians 7:10)





Paul followed this with the statement:




The rest is from me and not from the Lord.


(1 Corinthians 7:12)





when going on to set out certain specific guidelines for Christians who were married to unbelievers. So if Paul could be as definite as this, he had to be already in possession of some formal document of Jesus’s teaching.


Quite independently a preserved extract from the otherwise lost writings of the second-century Church historian Papias remarks that Jesus’s tax-collector disciple Matthew:




compiled the Sayings (Logia) in the Aramaic language, and everyone translated them as well as he could.[2]





The interest value of this statement is that it conveys the quite crucial information that while the original tax-collector Matthew apparently genuinely did assemble a form of gospel, it was written in his native Aramaic, the same language as that spoken by Jesus.


It seems also to have consisted mainly if not entirely of a compilation of sayings. Since what we now have as the canonical gospel of Matthew was composed in Greek, and went some way towards a biography of Jesus instead of just sayings, clearly the canonical Matthew gospel, as we have already suspected, must be by a less immediate hand.


Of course this does not exclude the possibility that the eyewitness Matthew’s collection of sayings was translated into Greek and embodied, possibly in its entirety, into the gospel that has traditionally carried Matthew’s name. But the fascinating feature is that circulating in the first century there must have been at least one document of sayings of Jesus genuinely collected at first hand by an immediate disciple, that has not, at least in its original form, come down to us.


Nor is this likely to have been the only one. The scholars who so painstakingly deduced that the Matthew and Luke authors drew some of their material from Mark also deduced that Matthew and Luke had another common, but non-surviving source, a hypothetical Greek or possibly Aramaic document that has been given the reference name ‘Q’. ‘Q’s existence can be inferred, and something of its original content deduced, from those passages in which the Matthew and Luke gospels show a close similarity to each other, but not to anything in Mark. It seems to have consisted of a number of sayings, plus passages on John the Baptist, and the Temptation in the Wilderness.


The existence of another source, ‘M’, has been inferred from certain passages exclusive to the canonical Matthew gospel. It can even be deduced that this ‘M’ is most likely to have been in Aramaic. And the author of the Luke gospel seems similarly to have had some exclusive Aramaic source - Proto-Luke? - from which he obtained some of his information.[3]


In fact the derivation of at least the three synoptic gospels from such primitive assemblages of sayings, together with perhaps collections of parables, miracle stories, etc., is quite evident even from the most cursory study. Early in Mark’s gospel is introduced an attention-getting collection of miracle-stories, followed in the fourth chapter by a collection of parables, followed by a sprinkling of more miracle stories. The second half of his Chapter 9 consists of a string of sayings, followed in Chapter 13 by a further clutch of sayings, this time relating to the Second Coming. Whoever wrote or edited the Matthew gospel also drew on another set of sayings, possibly the one compiled by the original tax-collector Matthew, for the famous Sermon on the Mount. Whoever composed the Luke gospel seems to have used this same source in quite different settings for his Chapters 6 and 13.


Accordingly, as long recognised by theologians of the ‘Form-Criticism’ school, the synoptic gospels comprise substantial chunks of arguably original material, in the form of sayings and doings, joined up by later biographically-inclined editors with the use of weak and often unconvincing ‘link-passages’ such as ‘He left that place ...’, ‘As he was leaving the Temple ...’, etc.[4]


This hypothesised original form of the gospel material as mere collections of sayings, and similar, is in fact precisely what we would expect of Jewish authorship which, as in the later Talmud, always tended to neglect details of biographical interest. This is in marked contrast to the Gentile world of Jesus’s first century where there flourished such great Roman biographers as Plutarch, Suetonius, and Tacitus. So it is from individuals at least partly rooted in this latter tradition that we can expect at least something of the formulation of the gospels in their canonical form to have sprung.


All this leads us to the conclusion that the surviving canonical gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John do not necessarily represent the sum of all that should have been or would have been recorded of Jesus in or near his time. And quite aside from the source gospels, such as ‘Q’ and Matthew’s ‘Sayings’, the great Church fathers of the centuries immediately following Jesus’s lifetime attest to other early sources that may have included some otherwise unknown sayings authentic to Jesus.


For instance, around the end of the second century the theologian Clement of Alexandria mentions several times in his writings a ‘Gospel of the Egyptians’, quoting from this apparent sayings of Jesus that have no counterparts in the canonical gospels.[5] Although in the third century Clement’s fellow-Alexandrian Origen spoke harshly of the writers of this gospel, as having undertaken their task ‘rashly, without the needful gifts of grace’,[6] even so, is it likely that this gospel’s purpoted sayings of Jesus could all have been total fabrications?


In the fourth century the great St Jerome, responsible for translating our standard Bible into Latin, mentioned ‘the Gospel which the Nazarenes and Ebionites use,’ commenting that this is called by many (or most) people the original of Matthew.[7]


There is very little surviving information on the Nazarenes and Ebionites, but both are known to have been groups of Jewish Christians, living away from the mainstream of the increasingly Gentile form that Christianity took within decades of its inception. According to the second-century Church father Irenaeus, the Ebionites took daily baths for purification, and used unleavened bread and water for their Eucharist. According to Eusebius, while they greatly revered Christ, they regarded him as ‘the child of a normal union between a man and Mary’.[8]


But perhaps the most distinctive feature about the Ebionites as Christians was that they were very Jewish, in this regard quite naturally preferring to have their gospel in the Aramaic language which Jesus and his disciples had spoken, rather than the Greek in which the received canonical gospels came to be written. Although they died out early on, their Aramaic gospel may well therefore have been, as St Jerome suggested it was, our hypothesised collection of ‘Sayings’ gathered by the original tax-collector Matthew. This would therefore be of priceless importance if one day a copy could be found.


Another indication of the one-time existence of this Aramaic version of Matthew comes from the Church History of Bishop Eusebius of Caesarea who mentions of the second-century Christian missionary St Pantaenus:




... he went as far as India, where he appears to have found that Matthew’s gospel had arrived before him and was in the hands of some there who had come to know Christ. Bartholomew, one of the apostles, had preached to them and left behind Matthew’s account in the actual Aramaic characters, and it was preserved till the time of Pantaenus’s mission.[9]





There are also several references, in the writings of Irenaeus, of Eusebius of Caesarea, and of the fourth-century Cypriot Bishop Epiphanius, as well as Clement of Alexandria and Jerome, to an early ‘Gospel of the Hebrews’ that may or may not have been one and the same as the version of Matthew used by the Nazarenes and Ebionites. According to Eusebius, writing of those books (including Revelation), whose canonicity was disputed in his time:




... some have found a place in the list for the ‘Gospel of the Hebrews’, a book which has a special appeal for those Hebrews who have accepted Christ.[10]





Again, some of the above-mentioned Church fathers quoted from this gospel purported sayings of Jesus that are otherwise unknown from the canonical gospels.


Additionally there are known to have been in existence in the early centuries certain ‘gospels’ and other works that may have included sayings of Jesus, authentic or otherwise, but which for the most part have long been lost because they were condemned as apocryphal. At the end of the fifth century a ‘List of Books to be Accepted and Not to be Accepted’ was drawn up that has usually but misleadingly been called by historians the Decretum Gelasianum, even though it owed nothing to Pope Gelasius (AD 492–96). The list, which has survived,[10] included gospels under the names of Matthias, Barnabas, Peter, Thomas, Bartholomew and Andrew, a ‘Book concerning the birth of the Saviour, and Mary’ (also known as the ‘Book of the Midwife’), a ‘Book concerning the Infancy of the Saviour’, together with Acts under the names of the apostles Andrew, Thomas, Peter and Philip.


Such was the thoroughness of early persecutions that many of these, whatever their worth, have failed to survive. But from some, quotations, inclusive of purported sayings of Jesus, have been preserved in the writings of early Church fathers. And of others, again inclusive of purported sayings of Jesus, fragmentary and not so fragmentary portions have come to light among the caches of early manuscripts that continue to be turned up, archaeologically and otherwise, from time to time.


Accordingly, aside from all the sayings and doings of Jesus that must be considered irretrievably lost, there is genuinely quite a substantial body of written material, from a variety of sources, including ones not so far mentioned, that incorporate words at least attributed to Jesus, and that just conceivably might have once been uttered by him.


The key question hangs, inevitably, on just how far any of such words can or should be considered authentic. Given the proliferation of early Christian heresies and apocrypha, we must expect a lot of detritus, with comparatively few gems. But even to be able to add any new sayings to those incorporated in the New Testament has to be a most fascinating and worthwhile exercise in its own right. Accordingly our first step will be to consider something of the criteria we need in order to begin at last to answer the key question: are these really words that can be believed to have come from the lips of Jesus?





Chapter 2


Learning to Recognise Jesus’s Words


 





 


 


 


In order to evaluate properly the authenticity or otherwise of words alleged to have been spoken by Jesus, one first essential is to have some very clear idea of just who the human Jesus was. Whatever our attitude towards the religion that carries his name, we need to build up some form of ‘feel’ for the flesh-and-blood individual who walked the paths of Galilee and the streets of Jerusalem nearly two thousand years ago.


In this regard, perhaps we should not be too surprised that there should be some claims that Jesus never even existed. In the last two decades G.A. Wells, Professor of German at Birkbeck College, London, has written no less than three seemingly erudite books[1] on this theme, essentially arguing that because Paul’s letter can be demonstrated to have been written before the gospels, the gospel writers must simply have invented a human Jesus to fit Paul’s imaginings. Similarly, around the same time that Wells first aired his ideas, Manchester University Oriental Studies specialist John Allegro launched the view that Christianity began as a secret cult of the sacred mushroom, with the name ‘Jesus’ as merely a code-word for this.[2] Yet although they have emanated from such respectable scholars, claims like these really have little more worth than more recent ones of the genre that God was an astronaut, or Jesus was a breastless woman.


For even though we may not know exactly when Jesus was born (the year AD 1 was a miscalculation by the sixth-century monk Dionysius Exiguus), nor the year of his death,[3] he is in fact rather more securely documented than many a Roman emperor. The Annals of Tacitus, which provide much of our available information on the Roman emperors of Jesus’s century, are known only from a single manuscript that dates from as late as the fourteenth century. We have to accept on trust that this was copied from a much earlier original. By contrast there are several hundred full texts of the gospels dating from before AD 1000, eighty fragmentary ones dating from before AD 400 (all showing reassuring consistencies with the ‘received’ versions), and one fragment, from John’s gospel, that according to experts in the history of handwriting can be reliably dated to within a hundred years of Jesus’s death. This is the so-called Rylands papyrus found in Egypt and preserved in Manchester University’s John Rylands Library (Figure 1 overleaf).


Although it is smaller than a playing card, Princeton University manuscript specialist Bruce Metzger has remarked of this:




Although the extent of the verses preserved is so slight, in one respect this tiny scrap of papyrus possesses as much evidential value as would the complete codex. As Robinson Crusoe, seeing but a single footprint in the sand, concluded that another human being, with two feet, was present on the island with him, so [image: Illustration]52 [the Rylands fragment’s international code name] proves the existence and use of the Fourth Gospel in a little provincial town along the Nile far from its traditional place of composition (Ephesus in Asia Minor), during the first half of the second century.[4]





But yet more important than the sheer profusion and antiquity of documentation is the fact that such an individual, consistent, and striking personality emerges from the pages of the four gospels, despite their differing authorship. If there had not been a real-life Jesus of Nazareth that sparked off all this, we should have to look for someone else, equally remarkable.


One man who gave this a great deal of thought was the hard-headed New Testament Theology Professor Paul Wilhelm Schmiedel, who flourished at the University of Zürich in the first quarter of the twentieth century. Schmiedel pointed out that there are nine crucial passages in the gospels, such as Mark 3:21 (in which Jesus’s family think him mad and try to take charge of him), which are simply so impossible to believe as being inventions of the early Church that for him at least there must have been a historical




[image: Illustration]


Figure 1. The earliest-known fragment from a Christian gospel, as preserved in the John Rylands Library, Manchester University. The text on the front side (left) can be identified to John 18:31–34, the back (right) to John 18:37–8. This has enabled scholars to reconstruct that the original document must have comprised a 130-page papyrus book. Stylistic features of the handwriting indicate it was written within a century of Jesus’s death.





Jesus. [5]


And indeed, in this very vein, there is a lot else in the gospels which, while again arguably presenting him as mad in any normal worldly terms, reiterates Jesus’s uniqueness as a historical character. Consider for instance the extremes of the conduct Jesus apparently asked of those who contemplated following him:




Offer the wicked man no resistance ... If anyone hits you on the right cheek, offer him the other as well; if a man takes you to law and would have your tunic, let him have your cloak as well.


(Matthew 5:39–41)


Love your enemies.


(Matthew 5:44)


Leave the dead to bury their dead.


(Luke 9:60)


Sell all you own and distribute your money to the poor.


(Luke 18:22)


Happy are you when people hate you, drive you out, abuse you, denounce your name as criminal ... for then your reward will be great in heaven.


(Luke 6:22–3)


If any man comes to me without hating his father, mother, wife, children, brothers, sisters, yes, and his own life too, he cannot be my disciple.


(Luke 14:25–6)





In Mark 11:14 Jesus is described as cursing a fig tree simply because it did not happen to bear fruit when he wanted it. And in Luke 9:61 he goes to the lengths of rebuking one would-be follower because he wanted to make a kind, caring gesture of going back home to say goodbye to his family. Who else has ever before or since been quite as ruthlessly radical in his promulgation of a religion of love?


And yet, in contrast to his contemporary John the Baptist, Jesus was no extremist-minded, pleasure-shunning ascetic. One of the most common settings for him in the canonical gospels, both before the Crucifixion, and in his Resurrection appearances, is that of a meal, and he appears to have been quite unabashed about enjoyment of this kind. In his own words:
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