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The joys of discovery are reserved for those who leave the beaten track and wander in less frequented places. Just beyond the hedge which borders the highway, the lover of Nature finds unsuspected beauties. Beneath the surface of the familiar soil the mineralogist and archaeologist lay bare the hidden treasures. Under his microscope the scientist sees wonders withheld from the common gaze. So it is to-day in the field of Biblical research. There is no need to deplore the lack of material which the student can utilise, or to wait until the spade has unearthed some ancient papyrus, or a monastic library yields up a long-forgotten text. Ready to the hand of every seeker are writings of Christian fathers and Jewish sages dating from the earliest times of the Christian faith, whose names are household words, and of others who lived in more remote centuries. The pages of such writers contain many an unsolved problem, many a curious tradition which might illuminate a dark corner of history if turned to proper account by a watchful investigator. Not only so, but the scholar’s library may contain more books than he himself is aware of. Documents which once played an important part in moulding the fortunes of the Church, but whose very titles in some cases are now lost, may be scattered in fragments up and down his shelves. That this is not an exaggerated statement may be illustrated by Dr. J. Rendel Harris’s discovery of the lost Book of Testimonies, and Dr. Zahn’s reconstruction of part of Tatian’s Diatessaron.

The present volume is the result of an investigation, extending over several years, of the problem of the Gospel Nativity narratives. The incidental recovery of the lost Book of the Nativity of John which I made in the course of this investigation was quite an accident. I had no suspicion of the existence of such a work. That it did exist, I was soon able to gather sufficient evidence to prove, as surely as if an actual manuscript had come to light. Its loss at a very early date is not to be wondered at, as the Church had the best possible reasons for suppressing it, while the religious changes which affected the body of people, whose heritage the book was, made its original implications to be soon forgotten, and even its form altered. The book is a record of the birth of John the Baptist in which he figures as the infant Messiah, and many of the incidents run parallel to the Gospel stories of the birth of Jesus, which in my own opinion they antedate, though this will probably be contested by some scholars. At any rate, we have here a document which at last helps us towards a satisfactory solution of the Gospel Nativity problem, a result which must be of immense benefit to the Church; setting at rest, as it does, the expressed and unexpressed doubts of many earnest Christians, who cannot but feel that the accounts of the birth of Jesus in the First and Third Gospels read more like folklore than history in spite of able defenders of the orthodox view. As the Rev. S. Baring-Gould wrote many years ago, “The new lights that break in on us are not always the lanterns of burglars.”

Perhaps I ought to say a word or two here about the scope of the present essay. The fact that John the Baptist was regarded as the Messiah by a numerous following may be a new one to many people. I have thought it advisable, therefore, to provide an introductory chapter setting forth those features of the Baptist’s mission which made it possible for such a claim to be made on his behalf, and tracing very briefly the fortunes of the sect which accepted him as their leader. In Part I the reader will find the evidence which I have collected in proof of the existence of the Book of the Nativity of John: the order of the sections follows, more or less, the same stages of discovery as those upon which I myself advanced. Part II. is simply a tentative reconstruction of the lost book, and is designed to show the coherence of the traditions when arranged as a continuous narrative. Part III. goes behind the Nativity stories, both of John and Jesus, in an attempt to account for their composition, and to trace their sources. In this Part, among other suggestions, I have given my reasons for believing that the Epistle to the Hebrews is in reality an Epistle to the Samaritans.

It is not possible to acknowledge my indebtedness to all the authors whose works I have used, but the names of most of them will be found in either the text or footnotes.

I cannot pretend to have made an exhaustive survey of the evidence in favour of my novel theory. I have been pioneering in a strange and almost unknown country, and have brought back a goodly sized nugget as token of the riches to be found there.

Hugh J. Schonfield.
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The Baptist Messiah and His Followers
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Hitherto few scholars have treated John the Baptist as an independent personality, apart from the subordinate position accorded him in the Gospels of forerunner to Jesus.​[1] The policy of the Gospel writers, crystallized in the saying put into the mouth of the Baptist in the Fourth Gospel, “He must increase, but I must decrease,” was consistently directed to utilizing this historic figure as the supreme witness to the Messiahship of Jesus, and then, his purpose served, to relegate him to the limbo of forgetfulness. Here and there, however, even in the Gospels, we catch a glimpse of a higher role which many of his generation assigned to the Baptist:” The people were in suspense,” we read, “and all men debated in their hearts of John, whether he were the Messiah, or not.”​[2] The continual recurrence of John’s denial, whether actually made by him or put into his mouth, only shows how prevalent was this opinion. It seems fairly certain, apart from the biased evidence of the Gospels, that John did indeed make no claim to be the Messiah; but this did not prevent his followers from making such a claim on his behalf, his character and acts being sufficiently Messianic to warrant their doing so.

It has been said that John was an ascetic, an Essene, but this requires qualification. He invited the Jews to baptism, but there is no indication that this was a daily rite of purification such as the Essenes practised. It was “not the putting away of the filth of the flesh, but the answer of a good conscience toward God.” Josephus, who says exactly the opposite,​[3] may well have been mistaken, imagining that John’s baptism was of the same order as that of his master, Banus the Essene, who “lived in the desert, and used no other clothing than grew upon trees, and had no other food than what grew of its own accord, and bathed himself in cold water frequently, both night and day, in order to preserve his chastity.”​[4] John’s baptism was a baptism of rebirth, a baptism once for all such as the proselyte to Judaism underwent, admitting him to the fellowship of the children of God, the heirship of the kingdom of God. It was a baptism of repentance for the remission of sins—a baptism not only of water, making the candidate a natural son of Abraham, but of the spirit, making him a spiritual son. For “except a man be born of water and of the spirit, he cannot (be he Jew or Gentile) enter into the kingdom of God.”​[5] It was thus a rite of markedly Messianic significance. “Why baptizest thou then,” he was asked, “if thou be not that Messiah, nor Elijah, neither that Prophet?”​[6]

In the next place “John came neither eating nor drinking”: his disciples fasted oft, and so did the Pharisees.​[7] But this was not the fasting of an ascetic, mortifying the flesh that the soul might soar into the mystic heights. It was rather the fasting of a good man for the sins of the people, that God might look upon them again with favour, reminiscent of the injunction of the prophet Joel: “Sanctify ye a fast,... and cry unto the Lord, Alas for the day! for the day of the Lord is at hand, and as a destruction from the Almighty shall it come.”​[8] In the Talmud we hear of R. Zadok who fasted for forty years before the destruction of the Temple, in order that the threatened calamity might be averted, and of R. Eleazar of Modin who, during the siege of Bethar by the troops of Hadrian, fasted and prayed daily, “O Lord of the Universe! sit not in judgment this day.” The fasting of the Baptist was vicarious rather than ascetic.

Then the raiment of John has to be considered. He wore a garment “of camel’s hair, and a leathern girdle about his loins.” Such raiment as this had the prophet Elijah worn. It was not chosen, therefore, in order to express the wearer’s renunciation of earthly vanities, but for its prophetic implications.​[9] The Essenes dressed in white. John was decidedly not an Essene: his vocation was Messianic, not Monastic. This was quite clearly understood by his contemporaries. There is no reason to suspect the authenticity of the passage referring to John in Josephus’ Antiquities,​[10] wherein the tremendous influence of the Baptist’s personality is so briefly but so definitely described. “Now, when others came to crowd about him,” writes Josephus, “for they were greatly moved by hearing his words, Herod, who feared lest the great influence John had over the people might put it into his power and inclination to raise a rebellion (for they seemed ready to do anything he should advise), thought it best, by putting him to death, to prevent any mischief he might cause, and not bring himself into difficulties by sparing a man who might make him repent of it when it should be too late.” What words were they, we may ask, which so moved the Jewish crowds? The Gospels provide the answer; they were the words which voiced themselves in the clarion call. “The kingdom of God is at hand.” In this slogan we have the key to the Baptist’s mission, and it is essential that its content should be understood.



The kingdom of God, as conceived by the loyal Jew of the first century A.D., finds expression in such a prayer as the following, which, though compiled in the third century A.D., is pre-Christian in substance:

“It is our duty to praise the Lord of all things, to ascribe greatness to Him who formed the world in the beginning, since He hath not made us like the nations of. other lands, and hath not placed us like other families of the earth, since He hath not assigned unto us a portion as unto them, nor a lot as unto all their multitude. For we bend the knee and offer worship and thanks before the supreme King of kings, the Holy One, blessed be He, who stretched forth the heavens and laid the foundations of the earth, the seat of whose glory is in the heavens above, and the abode of whose might is in the loftiest heights. He is our God; there is none else: in truth He is our King; there is none besides Him; as it is written in His Law, And thou shalt know this day, and lay it to thine heart, that the Lord, He is God in heaven above and upon the earth beneath: there is none else.


“We therefore hope in Thee, O Lord our God, that we may speedily behold the glory of Thy might, when Thou wilt remove the abominations from the earth, and the idols will be utterly cut off, when the world will be perfected under the kingdom of the Almighty, and all the children of flesh will call upon Thy Name, when Thou wilt turn unto Thyself all the wicked of the earth. Let all the inhabitants of the world perceive and know that unto Thee every knee must bow, every tongue must swear. Before Thee, O Lord our God, let them bow and fall; and unto Thy glorious Name let them give honour; let them all accept the yoke of Thy kingdom, and do Thou reign over them speedily, and for ever and ever. For the kingdom is Thine, and to all eternity Thou wilt reign in glory; as it is written in Thy Law, The Lord shall reign for ever and ever. And as it is said, And the Lord shall be king over all the earth: in that day shall the Lord be one, and His Name one.”​[11]

The kingdom of God is, therefore, to be defined as the universal recognition of God as supreme Ruler, the sole Recipient of the worship of mankind—in a word, the Theocracy. If the kingdom of God was at hand, as John declared, then the triumph of Israel was at hand, the abolition of idolatry was at hand, the advent of the Messiah was at hand, the doom of the divine Caesar and his Roman legions was at hand. No wonder “the people were in suspense, and all men debated in their hearts of John, whether he were the Messiah, or not.” For it was the work of the Messiah to inaugurate the Theocracy. The same feverish expectation possessed those who believed that Jesus rather than John was the Messiah, for He too, when John was executed, continued to proclaim, “The kingdom of God is at hand.” As Jesus went up to Jerusalem for the last time, the people “thought that the kingdom of God should immediately appear.”​[12]

The recently recovered witness of the Old Russian version of Josephus’ Wars confirms the theocratic objective of the Baptist’s ministry. “He came to the Jews and summoned them to freedom, saying: God hath sent me, that I may show you the way of the Law, wherein ye may free yourselves from many holders of power. And there will be no mortal ruling over you, only the Most High who hath sent me.”​[13]

The disciples of John awaited the kingdom of God, and this expectation linked them to the other Messianic sects, the chief of whom were the Galileans (the disciples of Judas of Galilee); the Nazarenes (the disciples of Jesus of Nazareth); and the Strict-Pharisees, or Zealots. The description given by Josephus of the Galileans applies equally well to all these parties. “These men,” he says, “agree in all other things with the Pharisaic notions; but they have an inviolable attachment to liberty; and they say that God is to be their only Ruler and Lord.”​[14]The prayers of these sects were prayers for the coming of the kingdom of God. The Nazarenes requested their Master to teach them to pray “as John also taught his disciples. And he said unto them, When ye pray, say, Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be Thy Name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done, as in heaven, so on earth.”​[15] The disciples were not asking Jesus for a formula of prayer to take the place of other prayers, but for a prayer characteristic of the outlook of their party which they could recite on all occasions at the close of the public or private prayers, and which would thus serve to distinguish them at every gathering for worship. The Lord’s Prayer was their badge. The Baptists and Strict-Pharisees also had their prayer of identification. The formula of the latter has been preserved to us, and runs as follows: “Magnified and hallowed be His great Name in the world which He hath created according to His will. May He establish His kingdom in (y)our lifetime, and in (y)our days, and in the lifetime of the whole house of Israel, speedily, and at a near time.”​[16]
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