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My Inspiration

Special Appreciation

I started this book over 20 years ago. It took that long because I had to grow through life's struggles, fears, failures, and love. It took me that long to fully understand the story. It is a story of attempted murder, but, more importantly, of love, forgiveness, strength, and redemption—the things I had to learn myself over the last 22 years.

I am genuinely grateful for the loving support of those who have encouraged me throughout the writing of this book.

I extend my heartfelt thanks to my children, Jama, Brian, and Jessica, for the countless hours of discussion and their thought-provoking insights.

And to my beloved wife and best friend, Becca, whose patience and love have illuminated my life.

Like Peter, who was the “Rock” appointed by Jesus, Peter’s wife was his “Rock.”

Becca is mine.

Author’s Note

How to Read This Book

This book was born out of three decades of wrestling with Scripture, history, and my own failures, fears, and hard-won glimpses of grace. It asks a provocative question:

Did the Twelve and Pontius Pilate have real, earthly motives to seek King Herod’s death—and did those motives shape the events around Jesus in ways our usual retellings overlook?

To pursue that question with integrity, I need to be clear with you from the start about what this book is—and what it is not.

You’ll find three different kinds of material in these pages:

Historical consensus

Plausible reconstruction and theory

Fictionalized inner narrative

I want you to know which is which, so you can weigh the evidence and the story with a clear mind and a steady heart.

1. What is historical consensus?

Throughout this book, there are elements that rest, as firmly as we can, on:

The biblical text

First-century sources (Jewish, Roman, and early Christian)

Archaeological findings

Widely accepted historical reconstructions

When I speak in this mode, I am standing on ground most mainstream historians and biblical scholars, whether Christian or not, would recognize—facts such as:

The existence and basic roles of Herod Antipas, Pontius Pilate, Tiberius, and the Sanhedrin.

The economic and social world of Galilee and Judea: taxation, Roman military presence, trade routes, family structures, and everyday life.

The reality that men like Peter, Andrew, James, and John operated boats, had partners, and employed hired men.

The existence of a militant Zealot movement, and the general nature of Roman responses to unrest.

The basic sequence of Passion week events: Jesus’ arrest, trials before Jewish and Roman authorities, crucifixion under Pilate, and the explosive emergence of resurrection faith in the early church.

These sections aim to be descriptive, not speculative. Where I summarize common scholarly positions or report archaeological conclusions, I am trying to give you a solid floor to stand on before we step into deeper water.

2. What is plausible reconstruction and theory?

The second layer in this book is reasoned reconstruction—places where Scripture, history, and archaeology open real possibilities, but do not spell everything out.

Here, I ask questions like:

If Peter and his partners owned multiple boats and hired men, what did that mean economically and politically in a Roman client kingdom?

If Matthew was a tax collector on a major trade route, how might his work have intersected with Pilate’s administration and Herod’s interests?

If Simon is called “the Zealot,” what kinds of training and expectations likely shaped him before he ever heard Jesus’ voice?

If Pilate and Herod had a long-running power struggle, how might that tension have colored every decision around Jesus and John the Baptist?

In these sections, I draw on:

Known economic patterns

Known political rivalries

Known geography and trade

Known behaviors of Roman prefects and local elites

Then I ask: If these are the pieces on the table, what kind of picture do they plausibly form?

This is where the core thesis of the book lives:

That the Twelve, taken together, look far more like a network of leaders—businessmen, administrators, and an operative—than like helpless peasants.

That Pilate had intelligible motives to see Herod weakened or removed.

That the disciples had intelligible motives, through family ties to John the Baptist and pressure from Rome, to consider actions we have not usually allowed them in our imagination.

I do not present these reconstructions as dogma. They are forensic proposals—careful “what ifs” built on the available evidence and on human nature as we actually know it. I invite you to test them, disagree with them, and think more deeply because of them.

Where I am offering interpretation or theory, I will usually signal it through language: “it is possible that...,” “one plausible reading is...,” “I propose that...,” or similar phrases. I want you to feel the difference between what the text states directly and what I suggest as a coherent explanation.

3. What is a fictionalized inner narrative?

The third layer is story: scenes told from the inside—through Pilate’s eyes, through Miriam and Ruth, through Simon the Zealot, through the crowded rooms and dark alleys of Jerusalem and Galilee.

In these narrative interludes, I do three things:

I stay tethered to the known world

I respect geography, the timeline, the social structures, the economic realities, and the broad attitudes of the period.

I do not move characters to places they could not have been or make them speak in ways completely alien to their context.

I bridge emotional and relational gaps

Scripture tells us Peter had a wife; it does not tell us what she felt when he walked away from boats and contracts to follow Jesus.

We know Pilate was politically vulnerable and under pressure from both Rome and local leaders; we are not told what kept him awake at night.

We know the early church remembered certain women and families; we do not hear every conversation by the firelight.

I show, rather than merely tell, the pressures and choices

Instead of simply stating that Judea was a political powder keg, I let you overhear whispered plots, feel boots on stone, and watch mothers steady their children while soldiers shout.

Instead of only asserting that Peter was torn between two kingdoms, I invite you into Miriam’s kitchen, where faith and arithmetic wrestle over the same loaf of bread.

These scenes are fictionalized, as I imagine particular conversations and inner monologues that are not given in the biblical text or other sources. They are not meant to override or replace Scripture, but to help you inhabit its world more fully.

Where you encounter this storytelling, I ask you to read it as sanctified imagination:

Built on the real world of the first century.

Honest about human motives and emotions.

Always subordinate to the authority of Christ and the testimony of Scripture.

Why tell the story this way?

I could have written a purely academic argument: footnotes, charts, and nothing else. I could also have written a purely fictional novel loosely “inspired” by the Gospels.

Instead, I chose this hybrid form because:

The facts matter.

The patterns matter.

And the lives and loves of these people matter.

To understand why the cross happened the way it did, we must take seriously both:

the visible structures of empire, economics, and religion, and

the hidden architecture of motive, fear, revenge, hope, and grace.

My aim is not to undermine your faith in Christ, but to deepen your sense of what it meant for Him to walk into such a world—and to refuse the sword when it was within easy reach.

If, when you close this book, you find yourself:

more aware of the real pressures faced by the disciples,

more honest about the ways power and fear shape our own decisions, and

more astonished that Jesus chose the cross rather than the coup, then this mixture of history, reconstruction, and narrative will have served its purpose.

Thank you for trusting me enough to walk through this investigation with me.
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Chapter I
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The Background. The Motive.
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While I do not consider myself a theologian, a seminary professor once said anyone contemplating God is a theologian. Despite holding a Master of Divinity, the ideas for this book arose from a more logical process of reasoning. My wife and I are actively involved in our Meeting (the Quaker term for Church), and we firmly believe that even amidst life's chaos, God can transform our turmoil into something beautiful.

I propose that the Twelve Disciples of Jesus, in collaboration with Pilate, conspired to murder King Herod. While I believe they had significant reasons to kill Herod, I assert that Jesus was not complicit in this plan.

This book invites you on an investigative journey, presenting forensic evidence.

We will examine the "forensics" involving the Twelve Apostles, King Herod, and Pontius Pilate. Even as a teenager in church, I found it perplexing how the Twelve Apostles, also known as the Disciples, could unite, especially given that Matthew was a tax collector for Rome (Pilate). At the same time, Simon the Zealot had been involved in the assassination of Roman citizens. Given human nature, such dynamics seem contradictory.

This book will not challenge the divinity of Christ; rather, it explores the motives of these twelve men, King Herod, and Pontius Pilate. As I contend, they had compelling reasons for murder and revenge.

A friend suggested that these twelve disciples were devoutly religious, which may indeed be the case. However, initially, their motives appeared far from "divine." It is crucial to acknowledge that even when our human motives fall short of heavenly

aspirations, God often redeems our shortcomings and transforms them into something extraordinary.

I will evaluate each participant as if preparing a report for an attorney or district attorney. Over the past two millennia, lore surrounding these figures has evolved, yet some of our traditions may lack a factual basis.

Recent archaeological discoveries have provided valuable insights regarding King Herod, Pilate, and Peter, revealing:

• Pilate held a deep disdain for King Herod.

• King Herod attempted to have Pilate removed from his governorship by writing multiple letters to the Emperor of Rome, Tiberius.

• Pilate was aware of Herod's schemes.

• Contrary to the long-held belief of Peter being merely a humble fisherman, he and his brother Andrew were among the wealthiest individuals of their time, operating a substantial fishing enterprise. In modern financial terms, they would be considered extremely affluent, likely living in opulent homes with luxurious possessions.

• The military legions of Rome were Peter and Andrew's primary clientele, indicating that their cargo was taxed before departure from Judea to Rome, with Pilate's collectors responsible for gathering the tariffs.

• Matthew, identified as a tax collector (Luke 5:27), was employed under Pilate.

• James and John, the sons of Zebedee, were also partners of Peter and Andrew (Luke 5:10).

• Simon the Zealot, recognized by Jesus as a disciple (Luke 6:15), would have held the reputation of a modern-day "Terrorist," marked for killing Roman citizens and having a price on his head from Rome.

• James and John were first cousins of Jesus and John the Baptist.

• The additional disciples included Bartholomew (also known as Nathanael), Phillip, Thomas, Judas (son of James), and Judas Iscariot. I will not delve deeply into these men. Much has been written about Judas Iscariot as Jesus's betrayer, whereas we know little about the remaining disciples.

"What revenge catalyzed the plot of murder? “Every first-semester student in criminal forensics knows the essential formula:

"How and why the crime was committed = The Guilty Party."

Let me clarify. If I have no idea who the perpetrator of a crime (like murder) is, understanding how it was carried out and the motivation behind it will inevitably lead me to the offender. This is always the case! I can also rearrange the formula. If I know or suspect who the suspect is, I must discern their motive (Why) and the means (How) they executed the crime. Every district attorney will assert that securing a conviction before a jury hinges on proving motive and opportunity, encapsulated as the "How and Why" of the offense.

In the spirit of the iconic TV series Columbo, I’m going to reveal the identity of the culprits: The Disciples and Pontius Pilate!!!

Their motive is twofold: Governor Pontius Pilate harbored a deep-seated animosity towards King Herod and wanted him dead to install his puppet King. Someone whom he could manipulate and who would not constantly appeal to the emperor to have him ousted. The second motive connects to some disciples. Why would they also seek King Herod's demise? Some disciples, including Jesus, were related to John the Baptist, whom King Herod famously executed (as noted in Mark 6:14-29). The murder of a cherished family member provides a compelling motive.

The "How" is more complex because neither the Disciples nor Governor Pilate directly killed King Herod. However, I suspect there was a conspiracy to assassinate Herod, which was foiled only because he became aware of the plot, allowing him to counter it and cause significant trouble for Pilate. I also propose that Simon the Zealot, a hired assassin, was intended to carry out the hit. I suspect that Judas Iscariot was the one who tipped off King Herod, and I will later illustrate that our biblical narrative about Judas may not capture the full extent of his betrayal.

Ultimately, Pilate required Herod to be deposed! Family members of John the Baptist sought justice for the unnecessary loss of their beloved.

The scheme: Elevate Jesus's status among the public, encouraging people to refer to him as "King of the Jews," while Pilate assured this messiah would not be arrested. Historical accounts indicate that Pilate dealt with various troublemakers, yet he allowed Jesus to go unhindered for three years until Herod grew suspicious of the plot. Further evidence of this conspiracy is the "price tag" set for Simon the Zealot.

Remember, Simon had spent three years with Jesus, interacting with Centurions and Roman legal authorities. Given his status among the twelve, why was he not apprehended? The only plausible conclusion is that "Pilate instructed his men not to capture Simon the Zealot!" With Jesus' ascendance in popularity, Pilate and the disciples schemed to eliminate Herod by positioning Simon close enough to execute the plan and execute King Herod.

The anticipated result: King Herod would be assassinated. Jesus’ rising popularity would lead the Pharisees and Sadducees to acquiesce to Pilate's desire to proclaim Jesus as 'The King of the Jews.' Pilate mistakenly believed he could control Jesus through the likes of Peter, Matthew, Andrew, James, and John since Peter knew Pilate could easily find other fishing crews to supply dried and salted fish for the Roman legions worldwide.

Expanded Background: The Real Men Behind the Story

The traditional image of the disciples as poor, uneducated laborers is one of the most persistent misconceptions in Christian imagination. But when we step back and look at Scripture, history, economics, and archaeology together, a very different picture emerges.

These men were not random wanderers who stumbled into history.

They were business owners, administrators, and even political operatives —

men with absolute power, real networks, and real influence in their world.

Understanding who they actually were helps us understand:

the reasons for their potential danger,

• why Jesus was seen as a threat,

• Why were Herod and Pilate nervous?

• and how a conspiracy could even be possible in the first place.

• Peter: Not a Poor Fisherman, But a Commercial Fishing Magnate

For generations, Peter has been portrayed as a poor fisherman living hand to mouth. Yet Scripture itself undercuts that picture:

“...they signaled their partners in the other boat to come and help them...”

• Luke 5:7 (NIV)

“...leaving their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men.”

• Mark 1:20 (NIV)

Partners.

More than one boat.

Hired men.

That is the language of a business operation, not a single man scraping by on the edge of subsistence.

Peter, Andrew, James, and John were operating what we would today call a multi-boat commercial fishing company on the Sea of Galilee. Their work supplied:

• local markets,

• trade routes along the Via Maris,

• Herod’s kitchens,

• and Roman military outposts that depended on preserved fish.

In today’s terms, we would not picture Peter in a shack by the shore. We

would picture him more like the owner of a regional seafood company with:

• boats,

• employees,

• partners,

• contracts,

• and substantial income.

• Archaeology Confirms Peter’s Wealth

Archaeological excavations at Capernaum have uncovered a structure widely identified as Peter's home. What they found was not a simple hut, but:

• a large, multi-room house,

• with thick basalt stone walls,

• plastered interior surfaces (an expensive upgrade),

• an open courtyard,

• and evidence of renovations and expansions over time. In later centuries, Christians so revered this house that:

• It appears to have been used as a meeting space – an early “house church.”

• Eventually, a large octagonal Byzantine church was built directly over it.

Poor fishermen did not live in homes that later became shrines. Successful, respected men did.

Archaeology and Scripture together tell us:

Peter was not at the bottom of society. He was near the top of the local economic ladder.

• Matthew: A Government Tax Official Under Pilate’s Authority

Matthew is usually described simply as “a tax collector,” which makes him sound like a man sitting at a small table counting coins. But in first-century Judea, a tax collector like Matthew functioned as a customs and revenue officer for the Roman system.

Capernaum sat on a significant trade route — the Via Maris — connecting Egypt to Syria and beyond. Goods moving along that road had to be taxed and recorded. Matthew worked at that intersection of trade and power.

That means Matthew was:

• literate,

• numerate,

• trained in administration,

• familiar with Roman and Herodian officials,

• and directly connected to the machinery of Pilate’s tax system. He wasn’t just “a guy with a coin box.”

He was a government insider.

When Matthew walked away from his tax booth to follow Jesus, he did not just leave a job. He resigned from:

• a powerful position,

• a profitable career,

• and a system that served Rome and Herod. And he brought into the Jesus movement:

• his political awareness,

• his administrative skill,

• and his capacity to record events with careful structure and detail.

It is no accident that the Gospel bearing his name is orderly, tightly structured, and full of emphasis on fulfillment and authority.

• Simon the Zealot: The Operative in the Group. Simon is explicitly called:

“Simon, who was called the Zealot” (Luke 6:15, NIV)

The Zealots were not a debating society. They were insurgents.

Zealots were known for:

• covert activity,

• carrying hidden daggers (sicae),

• political killings,

• anti-Roman operations,

• and a willingness to die for their cause.

To Rome, they were not “activists.”

They were terrorists.

Yet Simon, known as “the Zealot,” spent three years walking freely with Jesus, even while Roman soldiers and Herodian agents were watching the movement.

That raises serious questions:

• Why wasn’t Simon arrested?

• Why did he survive so long in plain sight?

• Who was protecting him — or using him?

Whatever the answer, Simon was not politically neutral. He was a man with

skills and experience in operation, infiltration, and assassination, now

standing inside Jesus’ inner circle.

• Disciples as a Network of Leaders

When we put the pieces together, the disciples were:

• Peter, Andrew, James, John → commercial fishing partners with

employees and boats.

• Matthew → tax/customs official in Rome’s revenue structure, working under Pilate’s system.

• Simon the Zealot → trained insurgent and potential operative.

• Others → tradesmen, treasurers (Judas), administrators, and capable organizers.

This was not a group of helpless, powerless peasants hoping for a miracle. This was a network of leaders who:

• understood money,

• understood power,

• understood risk,

• and understood that Herod and Pilate were dangerous men.

And yet — Jesus did not harness their potential for a violent revolution. He repeatedly refused to let them turn the kingdom of God into a political coup.

• Why This Matters for the Story You’re About to Read

If Peter was wealthy,

if Matthew was a government insider, if Simon was a trained operative,

and if archaeology confirms their world was complex and dangerous...

...then the events leading up to Jesus’ arrest, trial, and crucifixion take on a

new depth.

It becomes far more plausible that:

• There were discussions and plans that the Gospels do not fully record,

• political motives were intertwined with spiritual hopes,

• There were tensions, fears, and ambitions inside the group itself. This does not diminish the divinity of Christ.

It magnifies the drama of what He chose to do:

• to walk straight into the middle of this volatile environment,

• to refuse violence when it was within reach,

• and to surrender His life when others would have drawn the sword.

The story you’re about to follow is not a fairy tale about harmless men in simple sandals.

It is the story of real people, with real power and real motives, encountering the Son of God — and discovering that His kingdom is far bigger than any plan they might have had.
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Chapter II
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The Life of a Roman
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The ancient Romans were one of history’s most advanced civilizations. At its height, the Roman Empire stretched across Europe, North Africa, and Asia and ruled over more than 45 million people. Rome itself served as the epicenter of this vast empire.

Rome ranked among the largest and most carefully structured cities of the ancient world, featuring sparkling marble temples and majestic palaces. At its heart was the Forum, the central public square where Romans shopped, did business, argued politics, watched games, and met friends.

Wealthy Romans lived in expansive homes centered around courtyards. Yet with a population surpassing one million, the city was also dirty and dangerous, a maze of narrow streets, crowded housing, and poverty. Most Romans lived in cramped

conditions and worked long hours at menial jobs. In stark contrast to the opulent houses on the Palatine Hill, the working class was packed into what we might call ancient apartment blocks—noisy, smoky, and often unsafe.

To keep the poor from revolting, politicians frequently offered free food and public entertainment. Citizens crowded into arenas to watch chariot races and gladiatorial contests, where fighters faced each other and, at times, wild beasts for the amusement of the crowd.

Rome’s strategy toward conquered people played a crucial role in its rise. After annexing new lands, Rome sometimes extended citizenship rights to the defeated. Although the empire was built by military strength, once individuals were granted citizenship, they were considered Roman no matter where they lived. By planting

Roman towns throughout its territories, Rome maintained dominance over newly conquered groups and slowly drew them into a distinctive Roman way of life.

To understand the world Jesus entered, we first need to understand what it meant to be Roman.

Family Life

The Roman family formed the foundation of Roman identity. Family structures were essential to what it meant to be Roman.

The role of Roman magistrates mirrored that of a father, but on a grander scale. Just as a father was responsible for the well-being of his household, the government was charged with creating laws, administering justice, honoring the gods, and shaping the moral character of its citizens. The state, in a sense, was a larger family.

Today, when we think of “family,” we often picture a mother, a father, and their children. But the Roman family was much broader. A familia could include parents, children, the wives of sons, grandchildren, extended relatives, and enslaved people attached to the household. If a man had no sons, he would often adopt an adult male to be his heir. When a daughter married, she joined her husband’s family.

The paterfamilias, or father, held the highest authority within a Roman family. He had near-complete power over its members, much like magistrates over citizens. He arranged marriages for his children and had the legal right to sell even his wife into slavery or initiate a divorce. At the birth of a child, the newborn was placed at the father’s feet so that he could decide whether the child should be raised or abandoned if he deemed it unsuitable.

If a child misbehaved, the father could impose punishments ranging from banishment to slavery or, in extreme cases, execution. However, his power was not completely unchecked. Social expectations limited what was considered acceptable. Selling a married son into slavery or abandoning a firstborn to perish in the hills around Rome was viewed as disgraceful. Before a father could condemn a child to death, the matter usually came before a family council.

What Legal Rights Did Roman Women Have?

Roman mothers, known as materfamilias, often held significant influence alongside their husbands. Their legal rights were limited, but their social power and prestige could be considerable—both within the household and in public life.

Unlike women in places such as Athens, Roman wives were allowed to leave their homes freely. They could visit friends, attend games, theaters, and public events, and appear at legal or social functions with their husbands. Public space was open to them, and insults directed at respectable women could bring serious consequences.
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