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Introduction

A great transformation has been taking place in the understanding of Christian Beginnings. This is of so consequential a nature that it could not be expected to be officially confirmed by any section of the Christian Church, which has to think in terms of the effect on the rank and file of believers. Yet very largely the transformation has been due to the diligence, integrity and objectivity of Christian scholarship, assisted by the discovery of fresh material such as the Dead Sea Scrolls.

The nineteenth century witnessed an enormous advance in archaeology, notably in what were called Bible Lands, and the literary as well as monumental finds in Mesopotamia, Egypt and radically changed thinking about the Scriptures, the manner of their composition and their value as historical records. Independent of their spiritual worth there could now be applied to them the same criteria as with other relics of antiquity. They could no longer be treated as sacrosanct, to be received as factually true in every detail. Resistance to the secular treatment of the Bible was considerable, especially as regards the New Testament, since the truth of the principal dogmas of Christianity was now open to challenge, as it appeared to conservatives, by the arrogance of fallible mortals.

Fortunately, the majority of Christian scholars were not deterred from pursuing their investigations, and a fruitful era opened for the study of the New Testament documents in an endeavour to determine their quality and reliability, to reach back to their sources, and to ascertain what was primary and what was secondary in their texts.

These activities necessarily demanded high qualifications of learning, and therefore denied to the general public an adequate realization of what progress was being made. Consequently, as some of the results were disclosed they hit sharply and created confusion and offence, since the minds of laymen had not been prepared for them. The clergy who might have helped were more reluctant than they should have been to act as a means of communication, and those who did commit themselves to pronouncements often failed to grasp that an insufficient ground work of education had been laid to cushion the shock of what they stated. It is understandable that scholars should be preoccupied with communicating their researches to one another in their own academic fashion; but it is to be deplored that so few of them have been concerned with the need for public enlightenment, particularly when their labours deal with matters which materially affect questions of belief. If humanity is to advance, the means must be found of imparting information to the greatest possible number. The aim must be to enrol the vast majority as students in the university of mankind.

In the domain of research into Christian Origins vast changes have been in progress, both in attitudes and in achievements. Those changes were already remarkable when I entered this field half a century ago. One of my advisers in those days, Professor Burkitt of Cambridge, put it mildly when he wrote: ‘We look at the earliest Christianity, the data given us in the New Testament, as a problem [his italics], in a way that seems to me new. We are able, in fact are compelled, to look at Christian Beginnings objectively, as no previous generation of Christians, sincere or nominal, were ever able to look at them’ (Christian Beginnings, p. 40).

What he was indicating was that the documents, more especially the Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles, could no longer be treated as authentic records which reported what had actually happened, but as expressions of what at a later time, stretching into the second century A.D., it was desired to convey had happened. We had objectively to take account of the motivations of the writers in connection with circumstances which had materially altered, and which affected both the manner of presentation and the content of what was set down. We had to recognize that the past had been shaped to present needs, and patiently endeavour to learn what could be gleaned of earlier elements which in turn might lead us towards conclusions on which we could depend.

Certainly the capacity for objectivity had increased substantially fifty years ago; but it had not by any means been easy to achieve. Many had hoped that their studies would confirm that the Church was fully justified on the evidence in holding that the Jesus of history had answered to the Christian delineation of him, and that his first followers had endorsed such delineation. The evidence, however, would not do what was demanded of it, and for the more theologically- minded this occasioned a grave mistrust of the historical method of approach. After a process of demythologizing there seemed to be very little left, and for some accordingly it was virtually written off that the Jesus of history was discoverable. The Church’s insight had therefore to serve as an inspiration in its own right. This attitude, much too pessimistic as it transpired, gave encouragement to sceptics at the other extreme, who were very willing to vote Jesus out of existence as a creation of Christian legend.

In fact, to a marked extent the quest of the historical Jesus had succeeded. Only what was disclosed about him did not sufficiently conform to the likeness of Christian piety and adoration. And rather than acknowledge him in the dimensions that were appropriate it seemed preferable to affirm that we were confronted with the Great Unknown.

The quest was on the road to success in both negative and positive respects. Negatively, it acknowledged that there was much in the Jesus story that was of later contrivance. There had been imposed upon the presentation of him and his teaching a great deal that was alien and devoid of historicity. There were anachronistic, apologetic and anti-Jewish tendencies. The new approach to the Gospels and Acts disclosed that they reflected many later developments and interpretations. Underlying the documents were certain earlier sources which to an extent could be defined and reconstructed. A freedom had been exercised to bring variously together sayings and actions, so that it was a problem to ascertain what were the original circumstances (sitz im leberi) in which a saying or teaching of Jesus had been delivered. There was uncertainty about dates and sequences. There was an influence of prophetic interpretation on the description of events, so that in some instances details had been invented to comply with supposed prophetic requirements. There were indications that the Evangelists had altered or discarded material in their sources which did not suit them, and therefore there existed the possibility that they had omitted more than could be observed that was contrary to the impression of Jesus they wished to convey. The gain on the negative side was that to a considerable extent there was removed from the portrait of Jesus the extravagances and embellishments of later over-painting.

Turning to the positive aspect, while in point of detail there remained very much less of the Jesus of history this in itself could tell us a great deal more. Many of the contradictions and inconsistencies conveyed by the Gospels had disappeared. Jesus was no longer enveloped in an aura of the unearthly, and emerged as a man of strong personal feelings, convictions and purposefulness. Unmistakably he was a Jew, a religious nationalistic Jew, who believed himself to be the Messiah his people were awaiting. It became possible, therefore, to carry out experimentally with the aid of available resources a fresh assessment of him. One of the pioneers in this field in the present century was Robert Eisler, followed by and Carmichael. My own contribution was made in .


The quest, which for a time had seemed to peter out, was reactivated by the finding of the Dead Sea Scrolls and the excavations at Masada. Suddenly there was a wealth of fresh material dating from before the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 and having an evident relevance to Christian Beginnings. There loomed up in this literature the personality of the mysterious True Teacher, or Teacher of Righteousness. There were expressions and ideas which had parallels in the New Testament. Much more could be learnt of Messianic thinking and activities among the Jews current in the first century of the Christian Era. New light was thrown on the Essenes and Zealots.


The discoveries directed fresh attention to the character and fortunes of the original Jewish followers of Jesus, the so-called Jewish-Christians. One scholar, J. L. Teicher, jumped to the conclusion that the Scrolls were Christian Ebionite documents, and more recently Father Callaghan has believed that minute fragments found in Cave 7 at Qumran were remains of scrolls of New Testament books, Mark, James, and I Timothy, and possibly the Acts, Romans, and II Peter. Neither of these contentions could be established; but the general effect of the impact of the new discoveries has been a notable movement of research workers into the area of the Jewish background of Christianity.


For many centuries the chief concern of Christians with post-biblical Jewish literature had been to seek evidence that Judaism was inferior to Christianity and hostile to it. Subsequent to the Reformation, however, the Rabbinical literature began to be studied as a means of assisting the understanding and interpretation of the Gospels. Yet down to the beginning of the twentieth century there were only a few specialists in this field, both Jews and Christians. On these authorities the majority of scholars had been accustomed to depend for their information and references. The great work of Strack and Billerbeck was particularly important. In the nineteenth century another aspect of Jewish studies had also developed, partly as a result of new manuscript finds. Editions and translations were made of the ancient Jewish Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha as a revelation of the climate of Jewish thought in which Christianity was rooted. The name of R. H. Charles stands out in this connection.

There is no need here to enlarge upon the various directions and contexts in which relations between Christians and Jews have radically improved. But it is pertinent to appreciate that the change has been quite revolutionary. Christian warming towards the understanding of Judaism has been reciprocated by a greater interest in Jesus on the part of Jews. The outcome has been that valuable collaboration in research has become practicable, and this in turn has made clear that the Gospels and Acts had furnished an inaccurate and prejudiced representation of the historical circumstances. The false impression which had endured for centuries and brought untold suffering to the Jewish people could at long last begin to be rectified. But this could not have happened were it not for the modern objective approach to the study of Christian Beginnings.

It took a great deal of courage, first of all to acknowledge that in many matters the chief documents of Christianity were unreliable, and then to face up to the necessity for looking very differently at how Christianity had come into being. It was not only what was told of Jesus that had to be subjected to penetrating investigation, but also what was reported of the foundation of the Church. It had to be set aside that the Christian religion had started with the outpouring of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost following the Resurrection and Ascension of Christ. The old division of early Ecclesiastical History into Apostolic, Sub-Apostolic and Patristic Ages no longer held good. New divisions marking stages of development were called for which were much closer to the reality. As a new religion, partly based on Pauline teaching, Christianity had progressively come into existence between A.D. 75 and 150. How this came about I have described in my book Those Incredible Christians. It was not easily acceptable that Jesus and his first followers had not only been Jews, but had remained Jews. There had been nothing known about Jesus by the original apostles which necessitated the creation of a new religion.

Where the testimony of the Gospels and Acts suggested that two religions were in conflict - Christianity and Judaism - this had to be thrown overboard as prejudiced and untrue as regards the position in before A.D. 70. What the Evangelists had done was to transfer to the past the characteristics of a subsequent period. They wrote up the story of Jesus and his followers in a manner agreeable to the circumstances of their own time, and falsely conveyed that the Faith to which they subscribed had been in evidence from the very beginning, demonstrated by Jesus and endorsed by apostolic teaching. Surviving information which told a different story was largely altered or suppressed.

Increasingly it could be discerned that the shaping of the Christian religion had been a secondary development, which in no small measure had been brought about by the consequences of the Jewish war with the Romans. An earlier phase of Christian expression of quite another order had operated before A.D. 66.

Thus the pursuit of objectivity and realism dictated a movement away from preconceptions based on or influenced by concern with Christianity as a religion and a concentration on its original aspect as a Messianic movement within Judaism. Scholarship, accordingly, has been coming to recognize that a correct approach to Christian Beginnings must be made through Jewish channels, spiritual and historical, not neglecting those Jewish sects of adherents of Jesus in the early Christian centuries which were branded by the Catholic Church as heretical.

The quest of the ‘Early Church’ is by no means a new one, and it had run on somewhat parallel lines to the quest of the historical Jesus. The irreducible minimum of knowledge was that there had sprung up after the death of Jesus a Jewish organization centred on Jerusalem which claimed him as the Messiah and the prophet foretold by Moses. This organization was commonly described as Nazorean. It might fittingly be called an Israel Loyalist Movement, since it emphasized loyalty to God and His Law and devotion to the king of Israel of God’s choice. The king, namely Jesus, after having been raised from the dead was now in heaven, but would soon return to earth in judgment to punish the wicked and deliver the faithful remnant of his people from their enemies and oppressors. Thereafter he would reign over a world converted to knowledge of God and obedient to His commandments.

Moreover it was certified that the leader of the Nazoreans for about a quarter of a century had been a younger brother of Jesus named Jacob, known as the Just. In the English New Testament he is called James, and Paul describes him as ‘the Lord’s brother’. While the Acts and Pauline epistles suggest his importance, the Nazorean and even ecclesiastical literature gives him much greater prominence and authority. It appears that Jacob was an ascetic Jew admired for his devotion to the Jewish Faith and almost venerated by the Jewish populace as their champion. This could not have been the case unless the Party of Jesus had taken a position of involvement, and indeed danger, in relation to the fortunes of their nation, and commended itself as heralding the imminent Messianic redemption of Israel. The longing for that redemption, and the ways in which it expressed itself, was fully portrayed in the pages of the histories of Josephus. What demanded clarification was the relationship between Nazorean affairs and Jewish history of the period.

The difficulty in obtaining a coherent picture was immense. So much had been lost, perverted or suppressed. In one way or another a large slab of history, covering the most exciting and vital features of Christian Beginnings, had sunk beneath the surface of remembrance as though by volcanic action, leaving through legends and traditions only some tantalizing projections still visible.

A certain amount of reconstruction on the available evidences had been practicable before the contribution of the Dead Sea Scrolls and other fresh resources. I had myself published a book on the subject entitled Saints Against Caesar (Macdonald, 1948). But it has been most valuable to have S. G. F. devoting himself more recently to the same theme in Jesus and the Zealots.


The recovery of a whole library of pre-70 Hebrew manuscripts belonging to an Essene type of Jewish sect has been a tremendous gain. In many ways they illustrate the environment of thought in which Nazoreanism had subsisted. Unfortunately, the references and allusions in the Scrolls were often cryptic and ambiguous. What could be agreed by scholars was that the Qumranites had been active at least until the Jewish War with the Romans. The sect had therefore been contemporary with the Zealot Movement initiated by , the Baptist Movement of John the son of Zechariah, and the Movement centred on Jesus the son of Joseph. The connections between them had therefore to be re-explored. Every scrap of information old and new had to be assembled and pieced together. Fresh questions had to be asked and possibilities entertained. What has stood out is that the story of the original Jesus Movement is even more a part of Jewish history than it is of Christian history.

The scope of inquiry has broadened out tremendously. The issues to be covered include those of geography and chronology as well as of religious, social and political history. Much of what has to be considered and discussed will be unfamiliar to the general reader. And therefore in the approach of this book I have aimed at imparting essential information in a manner which could most readily be understood.

What I am now making public are the results of my own endeavour to crash the time-barrier in an attempt to recover as much as possible of the lost record of Christian Beginnings in their native Jewish environment. It has been an adventurous undertaking, because although my explorations have already extended over fifty years, and I had come to a number of tentative conclusions, I could not know in advance whether these would hold good when put to the test of an orderly narrative where every circumstance had to find its natural place and explanation. Neither could I guess what new points might crop up to change or confirm previous findings. In fact I had to discard very little, and was rewarded by many fresh insights and some quite exciting discoveries.

It has been fully borne out that we have entered a new era which is bound to be very disturbing to those who have pinned their faith on the veracity of the New Testament version of the Christian story. Much will have to be reformulated and reappraised, and what the outcome will be cannot be predicted with any assurance. Yet it must be better to adjust, however painfully, than to try to hold on to concepts, however precious, which truth demands should be abandoned. I am confident that a spiritual gain and enlargement awaits those who must undergo this travail. Already there are signs of this in a new apprehension of the Messianic.

But while what I have set down has an obvious bearing on modern belief it has been my primary concern to furnish sensitively and also realistically a portrait of a quite extraordinary Movement in the setting of its own period and location. For the Jewish people the time was perhaps the strangest in the history of any nation, dominated as it was by the obsession that this was the climax of human history, the closing phase of an age-old struggle between the forces of Light and Darkness. Every event was to be observed prophetically and apocalyptically as marking some aspect of the conflict, some pertinent stage in the advance of the Last Days towards the moment when the righteous would be vindicated and the evildoers would be overthrown. The personalities and sects of the period which come into the story were responding to its atmosphere. They were both created by the contemporary situation and making their own impact upon it. It is vital to understanding that we should see them in their context.

One of the aspects I have featured is the reaction of the ordinary people to the state of affairs. We are very conscious today of popular feeling and the way it expresses itself, the hasty and often unreasoning judgment of what presents itself as a wrong, the instinctive drawing together in crowds for comfort and strength, the proneness to resort to violence when faced with obstruction or refusal of redress, the panic effects of fear, the readiness to listen to demagogues, and also the profound courage to challenge arbitrary power, and the simple devotion to principle. The voice of the people is not the voice of God; but sometimes what the people feel is closer to the heart of a matter than the complex reasoning of the more sophisticated.

The ordinary people, artisans and peasants, play a large part in our story. The pages of Josephus the Jewish historian bear continual witness to the effect upon them of the grievous circumstances in in the dark days he had to describe and at the most crucial period he had personally witnessed. The Gospels and the Acts also testify to the involvement of the masses in the situations depicted.

To interpret Christian Beginnings rightly there has to be an empathy with the Jewish people in a great time of trial and of expectation. We have to share their sufferings, their bewilderment, their anger and desperation, and also their hopes for the future. Here neither science nor theology is of sufficient service. The manifestations which made their appeal to the people were mainly inspired by men of the people. The outpouring of the Holy Spirit in all ages has pre-eminently been a working-class phenomenon, and it is the ordinary people who, more psychically, are aware that ‘the times they are a’changin’’.

It was the ‘Wind of God’ which tore into those who first mustered under the banner of the slogan ‘No Ruler but God’. It was the ‘Wind of God’ which shook the soul of John the Baptist and took possession of the Galilean carpenter Jesus. It was the ‘Wind of God’ which turned on the Apostles and compelled them to prophesy. Like strong drink it created a euphoria, put fire in the belly and loosened the tongue. Those who were ‘lit up’ were emboldened to vocal witness beyond normal capacity and released from all abashment in the presence of princes. With more feeble minds it could have side-effects in producing a babel of tongues and incoherent utterances; but chiefly it conferred a sense of exaltation and positivity. There was an apocalyptic realization of the imminent overturning of the existing order and its replacement by the ideal society of the Kingdom of God. It is because of the fervent Messianism which gripped and convulsed the Jewish populace in the period we are to cover, and because the Nazorean Movement was so exuberantly connected with it, that I have entitled this volume The Pentecost Revolution.


It had impressed itself on me that, valuable as it has been for scholars to pursue particular lines of inquiry and research, certain indispensable insights could only be obtained by a dramatic reconstruction of the sequence of events, by telling a whole story which was descriptive of the actual conditions and evocative of the atmosphere of the period. To this end it has to be recognized that what we had to reach into was the reactions of the people in general to developments as they occurred. I had worked on these lines with considerable success for many years, not always to the liking of pundits and the more conservatively orthodox. It was not easy for them to entertain a view of Jesus and his followers that was not wrapped up in a mystique which was held to be indispensable. Nevertheless, my contentions were able to get through to multitudes thanks to the media of press, television and radio, which were not only more news conscious but more in contact with what people wanted to know. The climate of opinion is now, I am sure, much more ready to seize upon the relevance to modern needs and conditions of what these pages will relate.

If the Nazorean initiative in ancient Israel has a hero, that role must be assigned neither to Peter nor to Paul, but to Jacob (James), the brother of Jesus. It is interesting that in the recovered Gospel of Thomas the disciples ask Jesus who will be great over them when he has left them. Jesus replies, ‘In the place to which you will go [i.e, Jerusalem], you will go to Jacob the Just, for whose sake heaven and earth came into being.’ Of him it was said elsewhere that the Scriptures prophetically bore witness to him as they had done to Jesus as Messiah. He was deemed to be the Suffering One spoken of in Isaiah as ‘My servant Jacob’.

Jacob is revealed, not as a Christian bishop, but as vicegerent of the Messiah, head of a government of loyalist Israel in opposition to the ‘apostate’ government largely composed of the Sadducean hierarchy. He is the protector and champion of the Jewish people in face of their enemies and oppressors. Only this saintly but very determined personality could have held together the very mixed and diverse ingredients of the Nazorean Movement, embracing Zealots, Pharisees, Essenes, and others. It is brought out that the original ‘Christians’ with the Apostles and Elders constituted a religio-political ‘People’s Party’ within the Jewish economy, with the seat of its government on Mount Zion in the ancient City of David.

The history of Christian Beginnings comes out very differently to what has commonly been taught. Therefore, in preparation for the narrative entitled ‘Drama in Progress’ which covers the theme of this work and occupies Part Two, I selected a number of consequential subjects for particular exploration. These are distributed between Part One and Part Three. Here we get away from a ‘Christian’ approach, and seek for leads and clues - sometimes in strange places - which will assist us in the task of reconstruction. Certain points I have made are novel and may be found illuminating. Part One, ‘Setting the Stage’, furnishes indispensable background information, while Part Three, ‘Behind the Scenes’, takes up lines of inquiry which are pertinent to aspects of the historical events.

Possibly because I am an enthusiast, and deeply concerned with seeking to learn what was the truth about Jesus and his Jewish followers in Israel before Christianity existed, I have difficulty in imagining a casual approach to the subject. The challenge is so great that it calls for effort to come to grips with the problems and issues which have to be faced. But I have purposefully refrained from being too academic, and at all times I have been mindful of the requirements of the general reader.

In Part One, and at the close of Part Three, I have applied myself to the vital matter of chronology. It has been a serious hindrance to apprehension of the historical circumstances that there has had to be so much dispute about the dating of key events in the Christian story. I have brought forward criteria which enable us to relate Nazorean to Jewish affairs much more confidently. We can now perceive interactions, which previously were obscure or unrecognised, with very great gain to our understanding.

The topography, especially of Jerusalem, is also of consequence. Many of the events with which we have to deal are tied in with the layout of the city. Fortunately we are assisted by the descriptions of

Jerusalem before the Jewish War given by Josephus, and by the results of archaeological excavations. For several years work has been going on to the south-west and south of the Temple plateau. Thanks to the helpfulness of Professor Yigael Yadin, my wife and I have inspected the sites for the purposes of this book, and have also studied the area of the Ophel where the Nazorean headquarters was situated. It is hoped that in the not distant future major excavations will be conducted there as well.

Thus in one way and another I have spared no effort that would be conducive to bringing to life the period with which this volume is concerned, and have striven to throw light in an efficient manner on the fortunes of the first followers of Jesus in their native Jewish environment. My indebtedness to other pioneers in this field is very great, and I believe that together we have redeemed the historical approach from the slurs cast upon it by those who have not wished to allow that it had an important and constructive contribution to make in its own right.

The sources to which I am particularly indebted are given in the text and notes. But I would specially acknowledge my obligations in respect of major translations I have used. For the Old Testament quotations I have largely employed the Revised Standard Version, while for the New Testament I have used my own rendering from The Authentic New Testament (Dennis Dobson). For the writings of Josephus and Philo I thankfully make acknowledgment to the translators of the Loeb Classical Library editions, and to the publishers, Heinemann and Harvard University Press. The reader is thus directed to authorities which can readily be consulted. This applies also to quotations of the Zadokite literature, where I have principally cited the translation by G. Vermes, The Dead Sea Scrolls in English (Penguin Books, 1962).


PART ONE
Setting the Stage


1 The Last Times Begin

To understand the times of which we are writing, their extraordinary personalities and events, we have continually to remind ourselves that for multitudes in the Holy Land these were the Last Times.

We must not approach them with a cold logic or an alien attitude; for if we do our interpretations will bear little resemblance to the reality. Much of what occurred could not have happened except in response to the hopes and fears, the urgencies and pressures, of a period of intense emotional disturbance generated by the conviction that the sands were fast running out in the hourglass of destiny. Ahead lay Judgment Day, and beyond it the bliss of the Kingdom of God on earth. But ‘That World’[1] would be attainable only by the righteous, and to prevent more than a few from getting there the People of God were now being subjected to the fiercest beguilements and bombardments of the forces of Evil.

The reactions varied according to individual character and inclination, and even social status. There were scoffers, particularly among the upper classes, for whom the End-Time imagination had all the marks of mania and ignorant folly; but they could not avoid being involved in its consequences and effects. A whole nation was increasingly in the grip of persuasions which defied reason, and looked to the miraculous to overcome obstacles of a magnitude to deter the sober- minded. By such fanaticism the Jews were prodded and goaded into war with the Romans, assured by the militant that the Kingdom of God could be taken by storm and that the destruction of sinners must now begin.

Also among the believers that the Last Times had come were those who counselled patience and personal preparation for the moment chosen by God for His signal intervention. But their influence could not stem the tide, or cope with the aggravations caused by the malpractices of Roman governors and Jewish aristocrats. The more we study this category of believer, which included Jesus, the more evident it is that their contribution arose from and was shaped and inspired by contemporary convictions and expectations. Part of our approach, therefore, has to be to release ourselves from any supposition that what they represented was something that lay outside and was independent of the peculiarities of the special situation to which they responded in their own fashion.

When we have got over that hurdle - and it is no easy one to negotiate - we shall more readily be able to notice significant indications which distinguish what reflects the time from what was imposed by later teaching.

We begin, then, with the question, how did it come about that the first century A.D. was so strongly held to be the Last Times?

Part of the answer lies far back in the period when was under Persian rule, and came strongly under the influence of Iranian-Babylonian religious thought. The concept of a Cosmic Drama came to the fore, in which through a succession of Ages the Forces of Light and Darkness were contending with each other with varying success, and which looked to a Final Age in which Light would ultimately triumph. While Judaism could not embrace a dualistic concept of Deity, the idea of the Drama fired prophetic imagination, and fitted in well with Jewish hopes of an era in which Israel would be redeemed and the world under God would live in peace and justice.

Thus there developed among the Pious (the Chasidim) a doctrine of the Two Spirits linked to the Two Ways[2] of the Deuteronomic Code which achieved full expression in subsequent apocalyptic literature.

The greater the sufferings of the Jews, and heathen pressure upon them to forsake their ancestral faith, the more evident it became that the Forces of Evil were exerting themselves to gain the victory. This could only mean that the Enemy (Belial and his minions) realized that this might well be their last chance. The Drama must therefore be approaching its climax; and it behoved the faithful to intensify resistance by unswerving loyalty to God and His Law, accepting persecution and isolation as the price to be paid for winning through to a share in the bliss of the Age to Come, which clearly could not be very much longer delayed.[3] Indeed, the Saints could perform an atoning work for the people and the land, acceptable to God, so that He might advance the Day of Deliverance.

But these considerations did not by themselves sufficiently pinpoint the times, and a new industry and technique of interpreting the Scriptures was called for to secure greater clarification and capacity to read the Signs. This development was foreshadowed, among other writings, in the book of Daniel, composed about 166 B. C., in the midst of the terrible experiences of the attempt by Antiochus IV to abolish the practice of the Jewish religion.

The book is set in the period of the Medo-Persian conquest of Babylon, nearly four hundred years earlier, and Daniel’s visions ‘foresee’ the course of events culminating in the present catastrophe. The outcome cannot therefore be precisely revealed to the supposed author. He is told: ‘Go your way, Daniel, for the words are shut up and sealed until the Time of the End. Many shall purify themselves, and make themselves white, and be refined; but the wicked shall do wickedly; and none of the wicked shall understand; but those who are wise shall understand’ (xii. 9-10). It is the task of ‘the wise’, the skilled (maskilim) of the real author’s own time, to comprehend the enigmatic intimations of the visions.

Daniel, like I Enoch, was a product of the Chasidim (the Assideans of the book of Maccabees). This body of pious Jews appears to have arisen towards the close of the third century B. C. in an attempt to counteract the inroads of Hellenism which increasingly had made an impact on Jewish life and thought since the conquests of Alexander the Great. The more the trend developed the more did the Chasidim, who included many of the priests, move towards the organization of a distinct group within the nation to preserve its spiritual and moral values. Later, around the middle of the second century, there came a development which dedicated part of the movement to a near-monastic existence (the Essenes), while another part remained in more immediate contact with public affairs and sought to move the people away from the enticements and turpitudes of Hellenized society (the Pharisees). These are rough approximations, because the process of alignments was more complex.

The visions of Daniel are fairly circumstantial and relatively easy to follow in secular history when they deal with what in fact was the past at the time the author was writing. It is when he looks to the real future that he has to be rather vague and employ numerical riddles. What he seems to anticipate is that the present tribulation would continue, and that it would be the last great struggle before God would inaugurate His Kingdom on earth, when the world would be ruled by the people of the Saints of the Most High. The dominion of the warring ‘Beast’ Powers would be taken away, and replaced by the homo sapiens ‘Son of Man’ Power represented by the Saints.

The great epoch of anti-God imperialism until the manifestation of the Kingdom of God would occupy seventy weeks of years from the date of the decree (i.e, of Cyrus) to restore and build Jerusalem (ix. 24ff). The period is an awesome whole of seventy times seven, not an exact chronology as it was taken to be later. It is like the occasion when Peter asks Jesus whether he is to forgive his brother seven times, and Jesus replies: ‘I do not say to you seven times, but seventy times seven’ (Mt. xviii. 21ff).

The Jews had not devised for themselves a chronological system like the Greek Olympiads and the Founding Date of Rome. It was an act of the heathen, resented by the pious, when they were expected to adopt the Seleucid Era (corresponding to 1 October, 312 B. C.), called by the Jews minyan shetarot, Era of Contracts. It may well have been in token of their opposition that the Chasidim set up their own system of calculation from the Creation by Jubilees (seven times seven years), such having an authority in the Law of Moses. This was based on a lunar calendar, emphasizing Sabbaths and New Moons, and fixing the principal Feasts, and was adhered to by their successors, other than the Pharisees, who opted for a more accurate lunar-solar system. Thus one of the highly prized documents of the Essene-type groups was the book of Jubilees written about a quarter of a century after Daniel.

Perhaps it is with reference to the insistence on use of the Seleucid Era in that Daniel makes Antiochus ‘think to change the Times and the Law’ (vii. 25). However that may be, it is evident that Daniel expected the Kingdom of God to be established at no remote date, but immediately after God’s judgment of the Seleucid monarch, who by converting the Temple at Jerusalem into a shrine of Zeus Olympios had set up the abomination that makes desolate. The term shiqutz shomaim parodies the title baal shamaim, ‘Lord of Heaven’, applied to Zeus.

In Daniel four kingdoms precede the advent of the Kingdom of God, the Babylonian, the Medo-Persian, the Macedonian, and the Seleucid. They appear first in the dream of Nebuchadnezzar (ii. 31ff) of a great image with a head of gold, breast and arms of silver, belly and thighs of iron, and feet part of iron and part of clay. Then a stone is cut from a mountain without human agency and falls on the feet of the image: with this the whole idol disintegrates. The interpretation that follows is quite clear. The stone is the Kingdom of God which destroys the imperialisms of mankind when it strikes at the Seleucids.

‘In the days of those kings the God of heaven will set up a kingdom which shall never be destroyed, nor shall its sovereignty be left to another people. It shall break in pieces all those kingdoms and bring them to an end, and it shall stand for ever’ (ii. 44).

The contribution of Daniel to Jewish eschatology (the lore of the Last Times) was of the highest importance. Its terms furnished the currency for later Messianic study, the Fourth Beast, the Seventy Weeks, the Stone, the Son of Man, and the Abomination of Desolation.[4] When the coming of the Kingdom of God did not materialize as anticipated by Daniel his terminology was not discarded; it became subject to fresh interpretations in the conviction that the application of the dreams and visions was to events still to be fulfilled.

What is so significant is that a Last-Times state of mind had been created which had a powerful effect on subsequent Jewish history for the next quarter of a millennium, and which through evangelical Christianity has remained influential down to the present day.

It particularly concerns us here that from the time the Romans under Pompey intervened in Jewish affairs in 63 B. C., Daniel’s Fourth Kingdom was increasingly identified with Rome. The might of Rome seemed to answer more explicitly to the description that it was ‘different from all the rest, exceedingly terrible, with its teeth of iron and claws of bronze; and which devoured and broke in pieces, and stamped the residue with its feet’ (vii. 19). Surely then, it was argued, the Romans must be the last dread enemy of the Saints, and the Seventy Weeks must be taken literally to mean that the Last Times would begin 490 years after the decree of Cyrus to restore and build Jerusalem.

The date of the decree is known: it was 538 B. C. The terminal year of the Seventy Weeks would thus be 48 B. C. This was in fact the year in which Pompey was killed as he landed on the shores of Egypt. Not long after this the Psalms of Solomon makes reference to the events of 63 and to Pompey’s death, in language that shows that the Roman occupation of Jerusalem and penetration into the Temple was regarded by the Saints as a punishment for Israel’s sins, and that Pompey’s end was a judgment on him for his sinful arrogance.

In the insolence of the sinful man, he cast down with battering rams the strong walls and Thou didst not restrain him. And the Gentile foreigners went up on Thy altar and were trampling on it with their shoes in their insolence. For the children of Jerusalem had polluted the Holy House of the

Lord; and they were profaning the offerings of God with wickedness.... Thou hast made Thy hand heavy, O Lord, upon Israel by the bringing in of the Gentiles; for they have mocked and not pitied, in anger.... But Thou, O Lord, delay not to recompense them upon their own heads: to cast down the pride of the dragon to contempt. And I delayed not until the Lord showed me his insolence smitten on the mountains of Egypt; and despised more than him that is least on land and on sea: and his body coming on the waves in much contempt and none to bury him. Because He had rejected him with scorn, for he did not consider that he is a man. And the end he did not regard; for he said, I will be lord of land and sea: and he knew not that the Lord is God, great and mighty and powerful, and He is King over Heaven and over Earth....(Ps. Sol. ii).


However, we should not make too much of the date 48 B. C. since we do not know what reckoning was followed by the Jewish interpreters in calculating the seventy weeks. What we can discover is that from about this date onwards there was a growing conviction that the Last Times had begun. Thus John the Baptist and Jesus could proclaim, ‘The time has ended, and the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand’ (Mk. i. 15; Mt. iii. 2). For how long the Last Times would continue was unknown; but when by the third quarter of the first century A.D. the Kingdom of God had still not appeared, the Saints — both the Christians and the Zadokites of the Dead Sea Scrolls - found it necessary to explain that in the wisdom and mercy of God the Last Times had been prolonged.

Particular excitement developed in the reign of Herod (37-4 B. C.), made king of the Jews by the Romans. To his subjects he was a foreigner, ‘the Edomite’, a puppet of the Romans, who had started his sanguinary career when in command in Galilee by destroying the Jewish marauding bands led by their chieftain Hezekiah. As king, having superseded the Hasmoneans, he was in constant fear of plots against his life and throne, and things became so bad that he converted the country into a police state with spies and informers planted everywhere, and denied to his subjects the right of free speech and assembly.

Herod had many qualities of greatness, and in other circumstances he might have commanded not only the loyalty but the affection of his people. But in addition to court intrigues he was up against something with which he could not cope, a religious fervour in which nationalism was blended with an emotional response to Last-Times preaching, for which the Pharisees were partly responsible. This expressed itself in detestation of the pomp and pride of heathen culture, resentment of foreign domination, and the nourishment of Messianic hopes. The king might make his country more powerful, create fine cities and edifices, plan a glorified Temple as one of the wonders of the world; but he could do nothing right in the eyes of the sullen populace and their spiritual guides.

The gulf between monarch and the puritanical masses widened, so that he was seen and forced to behave as the bloody tyrant he had no wish to be. Herod, who in his own way was a devout Jew, simply could not understand the animosity of the Pharisees and other sectarians, who encouraged underground movements and prayed continually for the coming of the Son of David, the Messiah.

We are required to look at the situation from the viewpoint of the opposition, of which we have sufficient record.

Writing about a quarter of a century after Herod’s death, the author of the Testament of Moses thus describes his reign:

And an insolent king will succeed them [i. e the Hasmoneans], who will not be of the race of the priests, a man bold and shameless, and he will judge them as they deserve. And he will cut off their chief men with the sword, and will destroy them in secret places, so that no one may know where their bodies are. He will slay the old and the young, and he will not spare. Then the fear of him will be bitter unto them in their land. And he will execute judgments on them as the Egyptians executed upon them, during thirty and four years, and he will punish them (vi. 2-6).

The same writer seems to have regarded the War of Varus against the Jews, who revolted after Herod’s death in 4 B. C., as signalizing the last phase of the Last Times. ‘And when this is done the times will be ended, in a moment the (second) course will follow, the four hours will come’ (vii. 1). After this God will arise and punish the Gentiles, and destroy their idols, and Israel will be exalted (ch. x).

Among others, as late as the latter part of the first century A.D., those who were related to Jesus were putting out stories hostile to Herod. They declared that robbers of Idumea, attacking Ascalon, led Antipater (father of Herod) captive from the temple of Apollo. Antipater’s father had been a minister in the temple, and since the priest would not pay the ransom for his son he was trained up in the ways of the Idumeans. Thus Herod was of alien and idolatrous origin, and no true Jew. They also said that to conceal his ancestry Herod when he became king had burnt the archives which recorded the genealogies of the noble Jewish families.[5] There was no truth in the libel, or in the Rabbinical one that Herod was a slave, and son of a slave.[6]


The vilification of Herod crops up in the Gospel of Matthew in the account of the massacre of the babes of Bethlehem. This was a Messianic version of similar stories told currently about the infancy of Abraham and Moses, also used in a saga of the nativity of John the Baptist. According to this legend there was talk that John the infant son of the priest Zechariah was destined to be the Messiah, and Herod therefore massacred the babes of Bethlehem. But, forewarned, John’s mother Elizabeth had fled with him into the wilderness, and Zechariah was then slain for refusing to disclose his son’s whereabouts.[7]


Another anti-Herodian story appears in the Old Russian version of the Jewish War by . While this cannot be attributed to Josephus himself, as proposed by Eisler, it is worth quoting in part because it conveys something of the atmosphere of the period.[8] A discussion of the priests is reported, dated in 31 b. c. The date is significant because the story immediately precedes what must have been regarded as one of the Signs of the Times, the great earthquake which devastated Judea in which, as Josephus relates, thirty thousand people and multitudes of cattle perished. Among buildings which suffered were those of the Essene settlement at Qumran, which caused the site to be abandoned for a good many years.

At that time the priests mourned and grieved one to another in secret. They durst not do so openly for fear of Herod and his friends. For one Jonathan spake, ‘The law bids us have no foreigner for king. Yet we await the Messiah, the meek one, of David’s line. But of Herod we know that he is an Arabian (sic), uncircumcised. The Messiah will be called meek, but this man has filled our whole land with blood. Under the Messiah it was ordained for the lame to walk, and the blind to see, and the poor to become rich. But under this man the hale have become lame, the seeing are blinded, the rich have become beggars. What is this? or how? Have the prophets lied?... Not as under Nebuchadnezzar and Antiochus is it. For then the prophets were teachers also of the people, and they made promises concerning the captivity and the return. And now - neither is there any of whom one could ask, nor any with whom one could find comfort.’

But Ananus the priest answered and spake to them, ‘I know all books. When Herod fought before the city wall, I had never thought that God would permit him to rule over us. But now I understand that our desolation is nigh. And bethink you of the prophecy of Daniel; for he writes that after the return the city of Jerusalem shall stand for seventy weeks of years, which are 490 years, and after these years shall it be desolate.’ And when they had counted the years, there were thirty and four years [still remaining]. But Jonathan answered and spake, ‘The number of the years is even as we have said. But the Holy of Holies, where is he? For this Herod he [i.e, Daniel] cannot call the Holy One-him the bloodthirsty and impure.’

But one of them, by name Levi... overcome with shame, fled to Herod and informed him of the speeches of the priests which they had spoken against him. But Herod sent by night and slew them all[9], without the knowledge of the people, lest they should be roused; and he appointed others. And when it was morning the whole land quaked.

Earthquake, famine, war and oppression, which marked the reign of Herod, seemed fittingly to signalize that the Last Times, if they had not been reached, were assuredly imminent. The conviction, certified by the searchers of the Scriptures, stimulated sectarian activity. On the one hand it intensified Messianic expectation, while on the other it allied itself with militant anti-Herodian and anti-Roman resistance movements. Loyalty to God and His Law became the order of the day, manifesting itself in intense religious devotion, fasting and prayer, and serving also as a rallying slogan for the downtrodden and disaffected.

Henceforth, and particularly at the popular level, all events, all history would be coloured by Last-Times imaginations and their psychological effects. Life could not be ordinary and humdrum when lived under the shadow of impending Judgment and invested with apocalyptic significance. A terrific strain was imposed on human relationships within the family and the nation, with individuals and groups reacting to the circumstances in ways that would be fantastic in normal conditions, but which in the emotional stress of the times appeared quite natural and appropriate. It is in this light, and not in that of rational sobriety, that we must view all that happened, and the character and behaviour of certain individuals who appeared on the scene.


2 Evidence in Chief

Initially in its native habitat Christianity was identified closely with the struggle of the Jewish people spiritually and pragmatically to achieve fulfilment of its destiny. We have to draw a sharp line of distinction between what Jesus and his Jewish followers represented and the character and content of the Christian religion as it progressively evolved. We have to detach ourselves completely from the view that the latter gives us direct access to the former, and consequently we must revise the judgments and beliefs that have been current for many centuries.

When the authors of the Gospels and the Acts created their narratives they were thinking very much of contemporary Christian needs in the latter part of the first century and the beginning of the second century A.D. By reason of the outcome of the Jewish war with the Romans there had been a considerable separation of the Church at large from its Jewish environment. The old Nazorean-Christian community at Rome had virtually been wiped out by the Neronian persecution after the Great Fire of A.D. 64, and in the West the churches were now predominantly Gentile. Yet they still preserved features of Jewish theology and messianism, and thus occupied a kind of no-man’s-land which made them neither Jews nor Gentiles, regarded with dislike and suspicion by both. A defence-mechanism came into operation which hit out in both directions, over-playing repudiation of the Jews to procure Gentile tolerance, and attacking Gentile idolatry - including the divinity of the emperor - which made it appear that Christians were crypto-Jews.

The Gospels and the Acts appreciably reflect the situation we know from the historians to have existed in the closing years of the reign of Domitian. This emperor had a morbid fear of the Jews and their messianic predictions, and was convinced that the Christians, who not being Jews ought to have stuck to their ancestral Roman or Greek religion, were plotting against him.[10]


We learn from Eusebius, partly reporting Hegesippus, that Domitian gave orders for the seizure of all descendants of King David to avert the possibility of another Jewish revolt. Among those arrested were two grandsons of Judas the brother of Jesus; but they were released as peasant simpletons from whom no danger was to be anticipated.[11] A few years later, in Trajan’s reign, the aged Simeon, a first cousin of Jesus and leader of the Nazoreans, was also apprehended, tortured and executed.[12] It was in this period, between A.D. 90 and 110, that the Gospels of Matthew and Luke and the Acts of the Apostles were written.

Another echo of the situation meets us in the position in which the historian found himself. In spite of attempts by Jewish nationalists to discredit him after the war because he had defected by going over to the Romans, he had stood high in favour with Vespasian and his son Titus. But he was again in danger because of Domitian’s terrors. Josephus had just completed his , in which he had sought to show his pride in the history and contribution of his people, and even treated more fairly than in the Jewish War the causes of the revolt. Suddenly there was published another history of the war by Justus of Tiberias, which accused Josephus of having been responsible for the participation of the city of Tiberias in the revolt. This might convey that Josephus was not sincere in his allegiance to Rome, and he hastened to reply with an autobiography largely rehearsing his activities in Galilee where he had been the Jewish commander at the beginning of the war. Here he stressed that he had fully realized what would be the outcome of the revolt, and therefore had done his best to curb the hotheads at very great personal risk.

At the conclusion of the Life, apparently drafted prior to a second impression of the Antiquities, issued in the thirteenth year of Domitian (A.D. 93-4) but not published until after A.D. 100, the author tells how Domitian had added to his honours. ‘He punished my Jewish accusers, and for a similar offence gave orders for the chastisement of a slave, a eunuch and my son’s tutor. He also exempted my property in Judea from taxation, a mark of the highest honour to the privileged individual. Moreover, Domitia, Caesar’s wife, never ceased conferring favours upon me. Such are the events of my whole life; and from them let others judge as they will of my character.’

Here we should note that in the Jewish War, which in the Greek edition was published between A.D. 74 and 78, written when Josephus had been represented by the Jewish rebels as a fellow-conspirator in order to destroy him, he carefully had made no allusion either to John the Baptist or to Jesus. Even in the Antiquities the account given of John is quite innocuous, and conveys no suggestion of the messianic character of his preaching. Josephus only says that Herod Antipas feared that the crowds which flocked to John might be tempted to engage in some form of sedition.

The passage about Jesus which appears in the Antiquities has long been considered a Christian forgery, as a whole or in part. The passage did not appear in the copy of Josephus known to Origen late in the third century, and is first quoted by Eusebius in the fourth century. An argument against it is that the passage breaks the continuity of the text. We cannot rule out that something was said, because in the Antiquities (XX. 200-203) Josephus speaks of the execution by the Sanhedrin of one named Jacob ‘the brother of Jesus who was called Christ’.[13] But it would be most unlikely to be in terms that suggested a favourable attitude to Jesus as Messiah. Josephus well knew how eager his enemies would be to pounce on anything of the kind.

When the Jewish War was published the Christians in Italy must have been disturbed by the silence of Josephus, and it is possible that one of a number of reasons for the writing of Mark’s Gospel, at about this time, was to make good this omission. When the Antiquities appeared it suggested itself that there was now needed a Christian document on more historical lines than Mark and Matthew, which no less had an apologetic purpose and included an account of Christian beginnings. The need was filled by the production of Luke-Acts.

The author states in the Foreword to the first part of his work: ‘Since it is the case that many have endeavoured to draw up an account of those matters held by us to be fact, exactly as they transmitted them to us who initially were eye-witnesses and bearers of the message, I have thought fit myself, as I have carried out a thorough investigation of all the circumstances from their beginnings, to set them down for you consecutively, most excellent Theophilus, that you may realize how well-founded are the things of which you have been informed.’

There are various evidences which suggest that Luke made use of the works of Josephus, and it may well be that the two-part Luke-Acts was inspired by Josephus’ two-part book Against Apion, published around A.D. 100.

Both sections of this work of Josephus are dedicated to the author’s latest patron Epaphroditus, held to be the distinguished grammarian and book collector of that name. The first part begins, ‘In my history of our Antiquities, most excellent Epaphroditus, I have, I think, made sufficiently clear to any who may peruse that work the extreme antiquity of our Jewish race.’ He goes on to state that the design of the work is ‘to correct the ignorance of others, and instruct all who desire to know the truth concerning the antiquity of our race’. The second part opens with the words, ‘In the previous book, my most esteemed Epaphroditus, I demonstrated,’ etc. When we turn to Luke- Acts we similarly find part one (the Gospel) addressed to the most excellent Theophilus, and part two (the Acts) begins, ‘In my previous treatise, Theophilus, I covered everything that Jesus did and taught down to the time... he was taken on high.’

The Theophilus of Luke may well be fictitious - the name simply means God-lover - since it is difficult to believe that at this time a Christian author would have had a wealthy patron. The presumption is that Luke took his cue from Josephus. There was a Theophilus son of Annas who was the Jewish high priest at the time Josephus was born, which may have suggested the name.

We shall be considering further the question of Luke’s use of Josephus. But before this we must say something about Josephus as a historian. For the period with which this volume is principally concerned, falling between A.D. 36 and 66, our chief witnesses for what was happening in Judea are Josephus and Luke. Consequently we must know how far their testimony is dependable.

Josephus, born of a priestly family in A.D. 37 or 38, was at least a native Jew and had personal knowledge of what was going on for part of the period in which we are interested. The Jewish War was composed originally in Aramaic, and this version has not survived. One of its objects was to deter those in the East, notably Jews of Babylonia, from opposing themselves to Roman might. Some changes were no doubt made in the Greek text, and it evidently had the approval of the author’s imperial patrons who had conducted the war.

Josephus comes down heavily on the Jewish militants and messianists, whom he describes as brigands and impostors. We have therefore to recognize that he was writing with a very strong prejudice. He was not a man of the people: he was an aristocrat. Moreover, he had visited Rome before the war, been received at Nero’s court, and had been greatly impressed by Roman pomp and might.

As a historian Josephus was very much of an amateur when he wrote the Jewish War, with the result that the work is very uneven. When he could he availed himself of written sources to which he had access, such as the history of Herod’s reign by Nicolaus of Damascus, and the Commentarii, the official war despatches of Vespasian and Titus. He supplemented his information by discussion and correspondence with his friend Agrippa II, notes of his interrogations of prisoners taken in the war, and conversations with eminent Jews who had fled to the Romans.

But where Josephus had no detailed sources at command he leaves great gaps, and compensates by devoting far too much space to matters having little bearing on his theme. Of the seven books into which the Jewish War is divided, almost the whole of Book One and the first quarter of Book Two are taken up with the reign of Herod the Great and his successor Archelaus. The record is then extraordinarily thin for the whole period from the deposition of Archelaus in A.D. 6 to the coming of as Procurator in A.D. 48. Josephus jumps from the governorship of Coponius (A.D. 6-9) to that of (A.D. 26-36), completely missing out the intervening governors, the last of whom, Valerius Gratus, was procurator of Judea for eleven years.

In Pilate’s term of office only two incidents are dealt with, the affair of the Roman standards and the affair of the seizure of the Temple treasure to build an aqueduct. For the latter there is no indication of date. The next incident mentioned is the attempt by to have his statue erected in the Temple (A.D. 39-40). Josephus then switches to Rome to describe the part played by Agrippa I in making Claudius emperor when Gaius was assassinated, for which he was rewarded with the kingship of Judea. Nothing is related of Agrippa’s reign (41-4) except his construction of Jerusalem’s third wall. No reference is made to the disturbed conditions in Judea in the governorships of and Tiberius Alexander (44-8), and the story of the circumstances leading up to the war does not really get going until the administration of (48-52), by which time Josephus was about twelve years of age.

As we have observed, Josephus says nothing about John the Baptist and Jesus, yet he was not averse to speaking about Jewish movements, since he speaks of the Pharisees and Sadducees, and at much greater length about the Essenes for whom he had a high regard. Of he has only this to say, ‘The man was a sophist who founded a sect of his own, having nothing in common with the others,’ a statement he had to correct in the Antiquities. The Jewish War is therefore of only minor assistance when we are seeking to learn as much as possible of Jewish affairs in the time of Jesus and the immediate Nazorean movement which sprang up after him.

Before writing his Antiquities many years later Josephus had opportunity to quest for more information, and in this work he did endeavour to rectify some of his omissions and to correct mistakes. But even so for the period which saw the beginnings of Christianity the history is still very weak and patchy. We do, thankfully, obtain some additional knowledge about nationalist and messianic activities, but there is still too little precision about dates and events where we need these most. Either Josephus could not get the information, or he did not care to record it. On the whole, the Antiquities is much more useful to us, and some of its deficiencies can be remedied. At least we have a fairly reliable outline of developments to assist reconstruction.

We return now to Luke. With his work too it is important to know from what sources he obtained his information; and it is also of consequence to discover how he used them. He declares in his Foreword that he had ‘carried out a thorough investigation of all the circumstances from their beginnings’. This is an impressive claim, and he would certainly appear to have made no small effort, involving considerable reading. But he too was an amateur, with rather less qualifications than Josephus. He was not genuinely concerned with reporting what took place, except to the extent that would achieve the effect at which he aimed.

On the Christian side, for the Gospel section, he had Mark before him, possibly Matthew, but in any case a source on the teaching and some of the activities of Jesus also employed by Matthew, the Q document. Perhaps the ‘many’ of his Foreword, who had previously covered the ground, implies certain other written sources. For much of the earlier part of the Acts, relating to the Christian movement in Judea, the style and language suggests a written source, originally in Hebrew or Aramaic. We learn from Epiphanius that the Ebionite-Nazoreans had their own Acts of the Apostles, together with a work called the Ascents of Jacob. The contents of these books infuriated Epiphanius, since they gave a very different picture of early Christian affairs to what was in Luke’s Acts.[14] Epiphanius elsewhere gives us the information that the Jews of Tiberias in the fourth century had in their archives the Hebrew Matthew, the Hebrew Acts, and a Hebrew Book of John, apparently a form of the Revelation in the New Testament.[15] A Jewish tradition suggests that these works were composed by , martyred at the beginning of the second century.[16]


Much of canonical Acts is devoted to the career of the Apostle Paul. Here the author might have had access to some of the Pauline epistles, and chunks of his material come from a Diary document written in the first person plural by someone who had accompanied Paul on some of his travels. This individual may well have been the Doctor Luke mentioned in the later epistles, a circumstance which gave rise to the view that it was this Luke who had written the Gospel and Acts. Yet clearly the actual author was living at a much later date, when Paul’s Luke, if he was still alive, would have been approaching ninety years of age.

So much then, briefly, for Luke’s Christian sources. Most of them are not extant, and we can only judge how he handled them from what has survived, chiefly Mark, and as regards the Q document by comparing Luke’s employment of it with Matthew’s. Without going into details, it is evident that Luke subordinated his sources to his own requirements in the manner in which he wished to tell his story. In the Acts it is observable that Luke’s account of Paul’s post-conversion movements and of the controversy over the condition of admission of Gentile believers does not agree with what is related by Paul in his epistles. Luke does much to soften the harsh edges.

The whole two-part work has an apologetic tone. Luke is at pains to demonstrate that Roman officials had not been opposed to Christians as such, and had been extremely fair to Jesus and his followers, exonerating them from all subversive intentions. Indeed, the principal Christian emissary, Paul, had been very proud of his Roman citizenship. Everywhere, whether in Judea or in other parts of the Empire, it was the Jews who had been hostile to the movement and its founder, stirring up trouble and bringing lying accusations.[17] Far from being enemies of the human race, as was alleged by the ignorant, Christians had laboured for the salvation and good of the Gentiles at great personal risk and sacrifice. In accepting the message of Jesus they had not been required to undergo circumcision or follow the customs of the Jews’ religion.

Highly distasteful as this special pleading is, it can at least be understood in the circumstances in which the Christians were placed at the time Luke-Acts was written. Accordingly, in utilizing the work we must allow for its bias in the same way as we have to do with the writings of Josephus. In both cases we are warned that in certain specific connections of great consequence these witnesses must be treated as hostile and prejudiced. It has to be our obligation, in the interest of truth, to do justice to those who have been traduced, and fully to recognize that what we are being given is an extremely onesided story.

Luke, like Josephus, is most effective where he employs documentary sources, though he too no doubt omits things he does not wish to speak about or which would give a different impression. Similarly, as regards affairs in Judea, Luke’s narrative has a substantial gap. Nothing is said of the native Nazoreans from the death of Agrippa I (A.D. 44) to the last visit of Paul to Jerusalem (A.D. 58), a crucial interval of fourteen years, during which, as we learn from the Antiquities, there was a great deal of messianic and Zealot activity, and ruthless efforts were made by the Romans and pro-Roman authorities to suppress every manifestation of a rebellious spirit. The Nazoreans must have been among the victims of the repressive measures. Luke says nothing about this, and makes no mention of the worsening situation under Cumanus, Felix and Festus. To an extent we can compensate for Luke’s deficiencies; but it is no use pretending that what he offers us is a faithful representation of Christian beginnings.

Because Luke has read some non-Christian authorities, notably Josephus, he makes a display of his historical knowledge. In his Gospel, alone among the Evangelists, he tells of the census carried out by Quirinius, and lists the rulers flourishing at the time when John the Baptist began to preach, dating this event in the fifteenth year of . He introduces Pilate’s slaughter of the Galileans in the Temple, and relates that when Pilate discovered that Jesus was a Galilean he sent him for trial to Herod Antipas, tetrarch of Galilee. In the Acts, to cite only Palestinian matters, he puts into the mouth of Gamaliel reference to and Theudas, the latter anachronistically. He mentions the famine in the reign of Claudius, and the manner of the death of Agrippa I. He has a Roman officer in Jerusalem suppose Paul to be a notorious Egyptian false prophet, leader of terrorist bands of Sicarii. His story includes notables like the governor Felix and his wife Drusilla, Agrippa II and his sister Berenice, and the governor Festus.
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