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“If you venture to wonder how Christ would have looked... or whether he laughed over the repartees by which he baffled the priests when they tried to trap him into sedition and blasphemy ... you will have made the picture come out of its frame, the statue descend from its pedestal, the story become real, with all the incalculable consequences that may flow from this terrifying miracle.”

George Bernard Shaw
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This book was first published in 1939 and yet still contains ideas fundamental to an understanding of the person of Jesus in his historical setting. 

In his preface to the second edition published in 1948, Hugh Schonfield wrote:

‘Since this book was first published I have received many letters from unknown friends telling me that I had enabled them for the first time to appreciate that Jesus was a “real person.” I am naturally grateful if to that extent I have succeeded in my task; but it is somewhat surprising and illuminating to discover for how many people the Prophet of Nazareth has been little more than a theological concept with a semblance of humanity.

Owing to the war this Biography could not be reprinted sooner; so that unfortunately numbers had to complain that they could not obtain a copy. I have shared their disappointment, as even advertising failed to produce a single volume secondhand. I am therefore most appreciative that my Publisher has made the book once more available, so that all who wish may become intimately acquainted with the character and the circumstances of the life of this Man of the People, and of the Ages.

I have now been permitted to complete the trilogy I had designed, and in the two volumes The Jew of Tarsus and Saints Against Caesar the reader will find the rest of the story of the beginnings of Christianity as seen from the viewpoint of the independent historian.’

Stephen A. Engelking (Editor of this edition)
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To the Reader
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I have chosen the ambitious description of biography for this life of Jesus, because that is the class of writing to which it is intended to belong. My book is not designed to serve any theological or propagandist purpose whatsoever. I have attempted to take the subject out of the domain of purely religious literature, though I know how difficult it is—and has been for myself—to acquire the unbiased and detached viewpoint which is vital to such an experiment. I cannot pretend that I have always succeeded; but I believe that I have gone further in this direction than any of my predecessors. The name of Jesus is so intimately bound up with an exalted faith, which is daily operative for thousands, that the task of him who would remember only that his function is to relate the story of a Galilean Jew, who lived nearly two millenniums ago and claimed to be his people’s Messiah, is no enviable one.

There are several grounds, however, on which I think my description can be justified. I have utilized all the available sources, and not only those contained in the New Testament. I have sought to understand, and to do full justice to, the position of the opponents of Jesus as well as his own position. I have tried, and how arduously, to introduce myself into the mind of Jesus, so as to comprehend his character, conceptions, feelings, motives, mannerisms, and even disabilities and shortcomings. Can I say, in all sincerity, that I have striven to live the part as if I had to play it? I have made myself intimately acquainted with the circumstances of his life, the country in which he lived, the times in which he lived, the people among whom he lived, and the conditions under which he lived, recreating that bygone age in all its essential aspects.

The practical equipment for a work of this sort is much heavier than a devotional or homiletic life of Jesus would require. I have had to complete and publish over the past twelve years a series of scholarly treatises affecting a variety of problems in Christian origins research. I have had to translate from Hebrew, Greek, Latin and Aramaic, to investigate at first-hand the masses of cognate material from the first seven centuries of our era preserved by Christian, Jew, Mohammedan and Heathen. The writing of other biographies has also formed part of the necessary education. I only hope, profoundly, as my book is intended for the reading of every man and woman, that I have not allowed any of these labours to appear too obviously in the body of the volume. I also hope that no one will think me wise in my own conceits. They must be aware that these qualifications have to be stated, and appreciate that without them I could have had no prospect of succeeding in my undertaking. It has needed at all points the very opposite of conceit to set aside my own preconceptions and to handle difficulty after difficulty which arose, patiently and on its own merits, with the ever present thought that I was running contrary to many cherished convictions. The heart was too deeply engaged for any selfish considerations.

I must convey the warning that there is much that is novel in my presentation—though friends have wondered whether there could be anything new to say. The biographer is quite naturally proud when he can claim that he has employed previously neglected or fresh material. That pride can be mine. But even in the documents which have long been familiar some things emerged, which were novel to me when I first apprehended them. The burden, indeed, has been eased continually by the joys of discovery. I am glad to know that Bible students will find special pleasure and profit in coming across a number of incidental revelations, which others will pass over without recognizing their significance. There is in any case nothing of weight set down which is unsupported by ample testimony. Interpretations may be criticized, conclusions attacked; but the records which gave rise to them cannot be impeached by any impartial authority.

To those who may be offended at my treatment I wish to say that this biography has been compiled, as I imagine will be evident on every page, in no spirit of levity. Let them consider that the name of Jesus is being used to-day as a peg on which to hang all kinds of political and social theories. There seemed to me to be a very real justification for a book which, instead of attempting to work the oracle, provided the proper criteria by which the truth of any of these theories might fairly be tested. The sayings of Jesus have been retained firmly within their historical and contemporary setting. They can only be removed out of them, in my opinion, at the peril of the doctrine which they are advanced to support. I may add, in passing, that I have been deeply impressed by the authenticity of the portrait which the Gospels furnish, and with the general trustworthiness of the accounts transmitted, both canonical and uncanonical.

Wherever the sense is clear I have kept largely to the language of the Authorized Version for Biblical quotations; but I have not hesitated to retranslate from the Greek where an obscurity exists, or where the rendering, in my view, exhibits prejudice. I have, however, frequently used my translation of an ancient Hebrew manuscript of the Gospel of Matthew, because it better reflects the actual diction of Jesus, and restores some of the poetry, word-play, and force of utterance, lost in the Greek version. I have also brought in sayings from the Gospel of the Hebrews and several early Gospel manuscripts. A few appropriate remarks by minor characters are fictitious; but these can readily be distinguished by their modem style.

The popular aim of the book made it undesirable to crowd the pages with footnotes. All the sources employed will be known to specialist scholars; but for the less instructed, and those who might otherwise be tempted to think that some of the propositions have been invented, I have provided the essential minimum of explanatory notes and non-Biblical references as an appendix.

I have not included everything recorded to have been said or done by Jesus. I have reserved the same right as the Evangelists to select my material; but I have consciously excluded nothing which represented a problem which I ought to have faced, and omission does not imply that the saying or incident has been thought un-historical. Manifestly there must have been many things in the life of Jesus of which we have no record.

If I have anything left to say, it is this. Laying aside all matters of creed, the life of Jesus surely teaches that if a man has a great vision, and is faithful to it, though he grow old or die young without seeing it realized—and the world, perhaps even he, thinks that he has failed—yet he has unleashed mighty forces which ultimately will bring it to fruition.

H. J. S.
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Prologue in Galilee
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A tortuous road rising and falling among the verdant foothills brought the traveller of King Herod’s time, coming from the newly-built haven of Caesarea, into a region distinctive both in physical features and in the character of its inhabitants. From the Great Plain of Esdraelon the land rose in successive ridges running east and west in an ascending scale towards the north. It was a populous country, at least in its southern part. In the valleys and the shelter of the hills clustered hundreds of hamlets, and, as if standing guard over them, a strange rounded mountain lifted its tree-clad slopes in majestic isolation. The name of the mountain was labor, but the natives commonly spoke of it as the holy mount, for, as far back as folk-memory would carry, the forces of nature had been worshipped with strange rites on its summit.

As the traveller followed the road in a north-easterly direction, he hardly needed the evidence of its physical aspect to make him aware that he had crossed a boundary into a different country. At the very first village where he stopped for refreshment he would realize unmistakably that he was among people of another race. His requests, made to them in the prevailing Aramaic tongue, would be answered in a barbarous dialect of that language, hard to be understood because of the slurring of the gutturals. If he made a purchase he would find that the weights and measures were not the same as in the south. There was something also a little queer and forbidding about the people themselves. It was not that they were inhospitable or lacking in friendly welcome; but they seemed abrupt, uncommunicative, and rather puritanical. In features, too, they were unlike the Judeans, or even Samaritans, a ruder folk evidently of mixed origin, the surviving synthesis of ancient tribes which had held tenaciously to their highlands while their fellows in less favoured regions had become extinct. Jews they were by religion, but if the traveller had occasion to sojourn for any length of time among them he could not fail to notice that many of their customs and practices were distinctive, and that they were highly superstitious.

The region which the traveller had entered had been called from of old the Girdle of the Nations, Galilee of the Gentiles. Here had lingered on, and mingled their blood, the remnants of once mighty races. These were now forgotten, and the generic name of Syrians covered all the mountain dwellers who were not of the community of Israel. But if time had obliterated the distinctions between the several peoples it had not healed the ancient enmity which had its origin when the intruding tribes of the Hebrews under Joshua mercilessly dispossessed the heathen of their inheritance. The emergence of the Jewish Commonwealth after the Babylonian Exile, and especially the political events of the second century B. C., had only served to fan the still glowing embers of hatred into a fierce flame. There was a feud between the Jewish Galileans and the Syrians, which for bitterness and active hostility made the differences between the Jews and Samaritans pale into insignificance.

The traveller, except in conversation, would nor realize the full strength of this feeling while he continued among the peaceful villages of Lower Galilee. But let him journey on into the highlands of Upper Galilee, and there the tale would be constant of retributive burnings and slayings. Once it had seemed as if Syria would settle all its scores when the megalomaniac Antiochus Epiphanes overran the country with his remorseless soldiery. Then had arisen the Maccabean warrior priests, and had slowly won back the land from its conquerors. In those days of national faiths, God One, or gods many, had been the opposing and challenging creeds. A man might humble his enemy in the dust, but there could be no final victory so long as he clung to his ancestral belief. So the Seleucid Syrians imposed Paganism on the stricken Jews, and the Hasmoneans in their turn forced Judaism on the unwilling Syrians. The horrors of warfare were lent by this policy the false attributes of righteousness and holiness, and on either side religion was debased by concomitant fanaticism. Thus it came about that of all Jews the most uncompromising in their faith were the Galileans, and the neighbouring Gentiles were hardly less rigid in their own belief.

For some decades now the mutual animosity had been restricted in expression to contemptuous talk and incessant petty raiding, for Rome had effectively reduced the land of Syrian and Jew alike to a state of dependency on her sovereign power.

By the favour of Rome, Herod, son of the converted Idumean Antipater, had been made king of a Judea which included the larger part of Galilee, with further extensions granted to him in the course of his reign by Augustus Caesar. There was no love lost between the monarch and his Galilean subjects. They detested him as a foreigner, and utilized to the full the oriental power of invective to asperse his origin. It was a national insult that such a man, professing Jew though he was, should reign over them. The king in turn, ambitious, religiously indifferent, anxious to be esteemed by Pagan and Jew alike throughout the Near East, was impatient of the strict monotheism and national prejudices of his people, which hampered him in his grandiose schemes. In Galilee, he knew from long and bitter experience, dwelt the most pitiless of the elements opposed to him, capable of inflaming the rest of his realm with their bigoted hostility. He could have no certainty of peace at home, nor assure himself of favour abroad, until he had brought Galilee into a state of abject submission.

The enmity between the Galileans and their king was of long standing. It dated back to the time when Herod, then a young man of twenty-five, was created Governor of Galilee by Antipater his father. At that time the future king had attacked the Galilean terrorist bands commanded by their chief Hezekiah, who had been earning what they believed was a commendable livelihood by swooping down from their highlands and plundering the rich Syrian cities of the coastal region. Hezekiah and many of his men had been killed, to the great comfort of the Syrians, who sang songs in Herod’s praise in their towns and villages.

This unauthorized action, involving the slaughter of fellow Jews, was abominated by the Galileans and reprehended even in Jerusalem, where the principal men appeared before the weak King Hyrcanus and insisted that he order Herod to stand his trial before the Sanhedrin. The bereaved mothers also came wailing and clamouring into the Temple demanding vengeance on the murderer. Yielding against his inclination to popular pressure, for he had a great liking for Herod, Hyrcanus summoned him to come up for trial. Herod came; but advised by his father he brought a strong bodyguard. Surrounded by his men-at-arms he presented himself insolently before his judges. In face of this display of force no one dared to accuse him, until Sameas or Shemaiah, an eminent religious legislator, broke the spell of silence in burning words. The Sanhedrin was aroused to do its duty, and was ready to pass a death sentence, when the king, seeing how the verdict would go, adjourned the proceedings, and persuaded Herod to use the interval to make good his escape. Like a certain Saul of Tarsus, nearly a century later, the erstwhile Governor of Galilee, yet breathing out threatenings and slaughter, took the road to Damascus. There he purchased from Sextus Caesar the generalship of the armies of Coelesyria, and was only with difficulty prevented from assaulting Jerusalem.

Baulked of his vengeance at this time, Herod, after he had been made king, did not long delay to rout out the Galilean brigands from their fastnesses. His action then was partly dictated by political necessity; for though the hardy and fanatical Galileans had little sympathy with the effeminate and Hellenized members of the Hasmonean dynasty, they preferred them infinitely as rulers to the Idumean usurper. Antigonus, last of the Maccabean priest-kings, held a number of places in Galilee with his garrisons, and it was essential that these should be subdued.

Herod first seized on the prominent fortified city of Sepphoris, which was abandoned without a struggle by its defenders. He then sent a skirmishing party eastward to Arbel, a village lying in a fertile valley close by the Lake of Chinnereth, the Sea of Galilee, and followed it up with his main army some days later. A pitched battle was fought in the neighbourhood of Arbel in which Herod was ultimately victorious, and the forces of Antigonus were scattered among the mountains and beyond the Jordan. Galilee was quelled, except for the brigand bands in their rocky retreats.

A little to the north of the scene of the battle, and not far from the town of Magdala, noted for its dye-works, is the fearsome gorge of pigeons. The precipitous cliffs which rise on either side are studded with deep caves and fissures. In these almost inaccessible strongholds the Galilean Zealots well-furnished with fuel and provisions had long been able to maintain themselves and their families. But Herod was not to be daunted by physical obstacles. From the top of the cliffs he caused iron-bound chests filled with his men to be let down by chains to the mouths of the caves. The soldiers were equipped with hooks with which to drag out the defenders and tumble them down to their death. And when the wretched troglodytes retired into the inner recesses of their rocky habitations, they were burnt or smoked out by flaming darts shot into the brushwood piled in the caves for fuel. Herod offered a free pardon to all who would give themselves up; but few took advantage of the amnesty, and one proud old man, rather than allow his sons to save themselves by surrender, slew them one by one, and then his wife, casting their bodies down the cliff. Finally, reviling the king for his mean descent, he himself plunged into the gulf below. Thus Herod had his revenge.

But the Galileans, though beaten, were by no means conquered. No sooner had Herod left the country and entrusted his army there to Ptolemy, his general, than the bands mysteriously reformed, attacked the king’s troops, and as mysteriously dispersed among the mountains and waste places with which they were familiar. Herod had to return and conduct another punitive campaign, and levied a fine of a hundred talents upon the disaffected cities.

Even this did not terminate the struggle. The Roman mercenaries commanded by Joseph, Herod’s brother, in the south, and consisting largely of recruited Syrians, were defeated by the soldiers of Antigonus, and Joseph himself was slain. When the news reached Galilee, there was no restraining even those Galileans who had been forced to serve in Herod’s garrisons. They broke out in open mutiny, and proceeded to drown the Herodians in the lake.

So it came about that Herod, by his actions, became identified with the Syrians by the men of Galilee, and the feud was extended to include the person and authority of the king.

With the capture and execution of Antigonus, the last king of the Hasmonean line, there was a temporary lull in the conflict which had destroyed the flower of Galilean manhood. During this lull Herod, instead of trying to placate his subjects and gain their goodwill, went out of his way further to alienate them by paganizing and romanizing Palestine. He built theatres, and staged costly games, while everywhere Caesar was honoured by inscriptions and the exhibition of trophies. New towns adorned with palaces and temples filled with heathen statuary rose at his command, each testifying to his Roman loyalty. Strato’s Tower became the port of Caesarea. Sebaste could barely be recognized as the ancient Samaria. Such a policy might have resulted in a national revolution had it not happened that prolonged droughts just at this time occasioned a terrible famine.

Deprived of sustenance, the boldest of them lost courage, and thousands perished from want and disease. Galilee the fruitful became Galilee the barren, and in their misery and desperation the people turned to the king for relief. Herod could not fail to listen to their pleas for his own sake., He had exhausted his money in his lavish building schemes, and there was no prospect of raising more from an impoverished population whose sun-baked fields could not produce the crops to yield the means of paying taxes. In this emergency there was only one thing to be done; to melt down the gold and the silver in his palaces and to purchase with it com from Egypt. So driven by very necessity the king fed and clothed his people as much as he was able, and bought with his charity a measure of goodwill. He also remitted to them a third of the taxes, which in any case they were in no position to pay.

But Herod knew well enough the transient character of this stomach loyalty, and he was on the alert for signs of recrudescence of the old disaffection. His officers had orders to see that the people were kept constantly at work so that the opportunity for hatching plots was denied to them. He also interdicted public meetings, and instituted an elaborate spy system so that he might have prompt information of any secret gatherings or expressions of antagonism towards his authority. It is said that he even sought first-hand knowledge by mingling with the populace in disguise. There were mysterious disappearances of prominent citizens, who were never heard of again. The fortresses and the galleys preserved their secrets. Galilee endured sullenly. No wonder then that the traveller found the hill folk taciturn and uncommunicative.

The effect of this policy, however, was not to eliminate revolutionary propaganda, but to drive it underground. Resourceful zealots contrived somehow to communicate with one another, and to prepare for the great day of vengeance. Many left all their possessions and joined the outlaws in their caves. Judas, son of the slain chieftain Hezekiah, steadily reorganized the guerrilla bands with tested recruits. A new Herodian edict added greatly to the number of desperate characters on whom he could call. The prevailing want and distress had increased the crime of burglary. The king had therefore decreed, contrary to Jewish usage, that all found guilty of housebreaking should be sold into slavery to foreigners, thus condemning them both to exile and to a life religiously intolerable.

Galilee, however fair and peaceful in outward seeming, was seething with unrest. Beggary had multiplied to an inconceivable extent even in a country where the mendicant was a familiar figure. Robbery with violence was so common that the courts had difficulty in dealing with the cases. Disease was rampant. A physician visiting the cities and villages could not hope to treat the enormous number of nerve-cases, the blind, the deaf, the dumb, lepers, epileptics and paralytics, the majority of them sufferers who owed their miserable state to the political and economic conditions. Women were hysterical, men frightened at shadows. The land was ridden with a great fear of the Evil One and his demons. Superstition and religiosity flourished. Many resorted to magical practices. Many made pilgrimages to the shrines of saints and to holy springs. There were those who gave themselves up to agonized prayer and severe fasting, and poor souls who ran wild and naked in the waste places and sheltered themselves in tombs in the rocks. Surely the Redemption could not long be delayed.

Word went round, and Herod’s informers reported it, that a Deliverer was expected to free the oppressed people from alien tyranny. It was whispered in Nazareth and Cana. The report, inspired by prophecies and the expositions of synagogue preachers amplified by popular desire, ran up hill and down dale. Magdala heard it, and Kefar-Naum, Chorazin, Bethsaida, and scores of other towns and villages. The Messiah is coming, he is coming soon, he is coming in Galilee. In the Vale of Arbel, the scene of the great defeat, he will raise the standard of victory. One cannot lay hands on a rumour: one cannot imprison and torture it: one can only discredit it. The agents of Herod busied themselves to prove that there could be no Messiah except the king. Had he not enlarged the borders of Israel, rebuilt the Temple, dealt bread to the hungry, clothed the naked? The Galileans listened in stony silence; but back in their own homes, with no stranger by, tongues were loosed, imagination took wings, and a great hope was bom.

All these things the traveller would learn, if he succeeded in gaining the confidence of the people in his northward journey.

Passing by Nazareth, set on the slope of a hill, the road ran on to Kefar-Kenna, Cana of Galilee. On the mountain opposite was a famed holy place to which there was a constant stream of pilgrims. It was the tomb of the Prophet Jonah; he who had prophesied the restoration of Israel and brought the Ninevites to repentance. Further on, the road began to dip down and, between the hills, the traveller caught his first glimpse of the Lake of Chinnereth, the Sea of Galilee, hundreds of feet beneath him. There it lay, a sapphire jewel in a setting of old gold, one of the loveliest scenes upon which the eye of man can rest. As the road descended in a succession of bends so the temperature rose steadily to tropical heat; for the lake lay nearly seven hundred feet below sea level. Lush vegetation flourished in profusion. The date palm reared its stately head. On either side of the road were to be seen plantations of olives, fig-trees, and vines, while the increase of traffic and the distant prospect of buildings gave evidence of a populous area.

The road turned north along the lakeside, but a branch to the right led down to the city of Rakkath and the Hot Springs, and on to the Ford of Jordan. Near the site of Rakkath the tetrarch Herod Antipas would afterwards build his city of Tiberias. In summer the region was plagued with insects, which suggested to some Galilean the two-edged witticism, “Baal-Zebub (Lord of Flies) hath his seat at Tiberias.” Chammath, or Emmaus, the place of the hot springs, was also traditionally associated with the demons. It was said that King Solomon had sent them there to heat the water, and had afflicted them with deafness so that they might never learn of his death and cease to perform their appointed function. Bathing in the waters was believed to bring certain relief to sufferers from rheumatism, boils, and even leprosy, and at this sad time there was always a large crowd waiting on the means of health.

The lake itself was dotted with craft, while on the strand were fishermen repairing their boats and mending their nets. Some stood knee-deep in the water, their robes girt about their middle, exposing their brown legs and thighs. Others sat at the opening of their tents on the waterfront while the women scoured their utensils with fine sand and rinsed them in the limpid water. Much of the fish caught was landed higher up the lake at the city called by the Greeks Tarichaea, there to be pickled in brine and sold for distribution in all parts of the country.

The fishermen, like those of the same calling in many other lands, were simple, direct folk, with an assured faith in God and a no less assured belief in demons and malignant spirits, who could raise a sudden storm and keep the fish away from their nets. It was largely they who carried momentous news and gossip to the various cities and villages bordering on the lake, and they were the link between the outlaws and their secret sympathizers. On dark nights dangerous messages and even political refugees were conveyed over the water. From the Galilean fishermen the Messianic hope received its most enthusiastic endorsement.

On the far side of the lake the mountains of Gaulan showed up harshly as a high and arid plateau pouring itself into the water in plum-coloured lumps intersected by clefts and gorges. This too was Herod’s territory, the traveller would be told, but they were mainly foreigners and pig-breeders on that unpromising coast.

The road swung out from the shore and back again to industrious Magdala. The mountains on the left, seeming higher for the deep depression in which the blue lake glistened, were pierced with valleys, notably that of Arbel, dark with foliage. But presently the highlands receded, and the traveller came out on the fruitful Plain of Gennesareth, greatly favoured because of its temperate climate and extreme fertility. Its manifold delights, with the consequent situation here of the estates of the rich and noble, originated a play on its name, so that Gennesareth was interpreted as “The Garden of Princes.” But the great drought had not excepted even Gennesareth, and at this time its returning fruitfulness was heavily fenced and guarded against thieves. Beyond the plain, away to the north-west, could be seen a city set on a hill, the fortified town of Zefat. Nearer at hand were the ravines of the robbers, while to the north-east in the far distance rose up the snow-clad glory of Hermon.

Traversing the edge of the plain, threading its way through groves and orchards, the road turned again to the lake, and reached it at the busy mart and customs-station of Kefar-Naum. There it was joined by another road coming across the mountains from the Syrian sea-board at Acco (Ptolemais). A large foreign element was to be found at lordly Kefar-Naum, and for this reason the Jews there tended to be more lax in their religious observances. The poorer and, by contrast, more devout Jewish folk found a home in the fishing village of Bethsaida, a little to the south and almost a suburb of Kefar-Naum.

Resuming his northward journey the traveller was not long in reaching the head of the lake, and here he could turn and look back on the nearly thirteen miles of its length. At his feet the young Jordan, strengthened by its passage through the Waters of Merom, entered the expanse of waters to emerge again adult and powerful at the distant end, to tumble down, as its name described, on its long course to the grave in the Dead Sea. Crossing the river he came shortly to the other Bethsaida, a frontier city afterwards renamed Julias by the tetrarch Philip, and by easy stages he continued along the road to his ultimate destination at old Damascus.

At this point we may leave our traveller to pursue his way out of the Land of Israel and out of this history. He has served us well in introducing us to Galilee and its inhabitants in the critical days when Herod reigned and a certain Jesus of Nazareth was born.
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CHAPTER I
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The Sure Mercies of David
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The Court of King Herod was filled with plotters. The life of the monarch was made miserable to him by the schemes and machinations of the sons of his several wives and their kindred, and latterly of his favourite son, Antipater. The common fate of tyrants was fast overtaking him. Through blood he had secured himself on the throne,’ and now his declining years were stained with the blood of his offspring whom he was forced to slay lest their real or fancied treason should deprive him untimely of a life which day by day grew more burdensome. Well might Augustus exclaim in punning Greek: “It would be better to be one of Herod’s swine than one of his sons!”

Late in July, the twentieth of the Hebrew month Tammuz, was the date assigned to the descendants of the House of David for bringing to the Temple their gift of fuel for the altar. But none of the heirs of Herod, pitting their wits against one another to obtain the succession, dreamed of any threat from one of the ancient blood royal to his chances of becoming King of the Jews.

There seemed, indeed, no likelihood of a challenge from this quarter. Among the risings which Herod had been compelled to suppress not one had been led by a Davidic claimant to the throne. Those who could trace their ancestry back to the shepherd-king were content with the small traditional privileges which testified to their noble origin. From the worthy Hillel, Doctor of the Law, and by trade a wood-cutter, down to the most obscure representative of the family, there was no sign of any pretensions to sovereignty. Even when Herod had rifled the tomb of David in search of gold not one descendant had lifted his voice in public protest.

But if the Herodians saw no menace in the Davidians, and the Davidians themselves were satisfied with private citizenship, there were devout men among the priests and scribes who began to use the name of David, at first cautiously and in secret, but gradually with less restraint, as a symbol of coming deliverance. The spiritual and political degradation of the nation set them to studying the sacred scrolls for light on what they felt must indeed be the last days of human folly and transgression. And in the writings of the Prophets they found many indications that a scion of the stock of David would be the ultimate saviour of his people. There were others also, believing no less in the final salvation, whose minds were obsessed with the thought of wrath and judgment upon the wicked. On these pietists fell the spirit of prophecy, which had seemed to have departed from Israel, and manifested itself in a literary form characteristic of the period.

And so began the age of apocalypse, or revelation.

An age which believed that upon itself had fallen the ends of all the ages, that it was to witness the consummation, the catastrophic curtain to the drama of humanity, must be something of a phenomenon in history. No other age that we know, unless indeed it be our own, has been so much impressed with its own finality, so greatly preoccupied with its own imminent disintegration. There was nothing of senility in the idea; rather was it the kind of clairvoyance which comes in times of great crisis. One may liken the situation to that of a ship which has struck a submerged rock and is slowly settling down into the waters, with all its passengers conscious that the end is near and reacting in their own way to the threat of impending dissolution; some souls frenzied and driven near to madness, some attempting to banish fear by jests and laughter, some affecting a stoical indifference, others betaking themselves to prayer and self-examination. Prophets before this age had had apocalyptic moments, but never in the known traditions of man had there been such an outburst of religio-political ecstasy, which penetrated the guarded gates of heaven by its own intensity, and saw the fate of humanity mirrored in the crystal sea that surrounded the Throne.

No one who has read the apocalyptic writings can doubt the urge, the compulsion put upon the authors. “What thou seest, write in a book!” is the barest statement of a command that would brook no refusal. They felt themselves pressed into service to convey the final warnings of God. Some of them question the justice of the Divine action, as if to find excuse for requesting a stay of execution of the sentence passed upon the world. Like Abraham

Seeking to save Sodom, they bargain down to the smallest shred of merit. But none of the writers doubts the terrible reality of the Wrath to Come. The emotional stress under which they laboured by the very urgency and desperation of their calling defies calculating analysis. The visions tumble over one another; there are abrupt transitions, for the action is continuous and one scene gives place to another with kinematic rapidity. There was a double strain both on heart and hand. Numerology is only one of the scribe’s devices to record purposefully as well as rapidly: he employed appropriate round figures, meaningful abbreviations, but without occult significance unless so stated. The same principle applies to the theriology, the menagerie of queer beasts presented as typical of the qualities of men and kingdoms. The visions were subjective, the writing in a sense automatic, the phraseology and imagery often borrowed, but it is fitness rather than previous association that usually dictates their use.

The apocalypses were of necessity pseudonymous, put forth in the names of ancient seers and patriarchs of Israel, and on that very account importing a sense of the miraculous and the revealed presence of God into an age of sophistication, worldliness and agnosticism. With a stroke of the pen the past was telescoped into the present, and what was once possible became possible again, because with God all things are possible.

These writings, circulating among the more spiritually minded of the intelligentsia, inspired for the first time a real belief in the advent of a Messiah. Previously the doctrine had been both vague and indecisive. The great secret could not long remain imprisoned in the assemblies of the holy brotherhood of the Essenes, nor confined in the conclaves of the schoolmen: it pressed to come forth. The pious priests and scribes began to impart something of their knowledge to the people. Up and down the land, when the citizens and villagers gathered in the synagogues for worship and to hear the reading of the prescribed portion of the books of Moses, local or visiting teachers added a messianic discourse. In burning words, but careful to make much use of metaphor and hyperbole, they expounded the prophetic writings. There was little that was definite, except the urge to repentance. No Herodian spy could glean when it was expected that the Messiah would come, who he would be, or in what way he would make himself known. But now it was not concealed that the Redeemer would be of the House of David, and the people were exhorted to return to the Lord that the Day of Deliverance might be hastened.

Thus a strange shadow, mysterious and awe-inspiring, spread over the Land of Israel, affecting the populace in varying degrees with exaltation and dread. Its intangible presence was realized in Judea, and Samaria, and Galilee alike. It was the shadow of the Lord Messiah. The peaceful descendants of the House of David, with the rest of the people, could not fail to become conscious of it. Even the old and morbid king was sensible of it before death claimed his disease-ridden body. Who and What was this Son of David who was coming? There was something more than mortal about his approach. One thing was certain, the shadow was there, and the shadow was alive. There was a general preparedness to see it take form and substance at any moment; but the outline was too indistinct for anyone to be able to say with assurance what the reality would be like.

Of all the forms which the messianic expectation assumed in the imaginations of the Palestinians that which prevailed in Galilee was the most human and natural. It was by no means divested of the miraculous and the prodigious: this aspect was even accentuated by the superstitious highlanders; but it was relieved of the otherworldliness of the dwellers in the wilderness, and the theatricality of the southerners. In Galilee the Messiah would be recognized as a man of the people: no one looked to see him drop from the skies. It was this difference in outlook which made it inevitable that the Son of David should manifest himself in Galilee. There he would find friends and willing helpers; elsewhere he must remain a solitary figure wrapped in impenetrable and insupportable glory.

It was expedient, therefore, that the Messiah should be a Galilean, although this might be unacceptable to the wise men of Jerusalem. As a consequence something could be known of his origin and the circumstances of his birth. Had Judea claimed him he would have been like the remote Melchisedec, king of Salem, “without father, without mother, without pedigree, having neither beginning of days, nor end of life.”

It is to the Galileans that we owe our knowledge of the parents of Jesus, his ancestry, and the reminiscences of his infancy and childhood. This information, however, has not come down to us in a cold statement of facts, for that would have been foreign to the Galilean temperament. These highlanders are famed in Jewish literature for their fertility in the creation of pious legends. They delighted in folk tales; and few of the great stories of the Bible, especially those dealing with the old Israelitish heroes, have not been embellished by their fancy. In the story of the messianic advent they had a subject worthy of the best that they could give, and they responded wonderfully to the opportunity.

Substantially, the nativity narratives which have thrilled and gladdened generations of readers are Galilee’s tribute to her King. Loving hearts have adorned the simple truth with a robe of such majesty, dignity, and charm, that the mind accepts with joyful emotion the idealized realities. The native legends of the great departed have been ransacked for jewels to set upon the royal brow; the angelic annunciation comes from the legend of Samson, the heralding star and the astrologers from the legend of Abraham, the light in the cave and the persecution of the child from the legend of Moses. Other precious elements derive from the legends of Isaac and Samuel. Sometimes two or more legends supply precious stones that match one another, though all have been recut by cunning hands for their final exalted purpose. But if the jewels are Hebrew heirlooms, the diadem in which they are so perfectly set is pure gold from the mines of contemporary information, pointed with the pinnacles of prophecy. Every gift has been willingly offered that our eyes “may see the king in his beauty.”​[1]

And who could fail to identify the object of such loyal homage, when the sacred tongue itself proclaims him, Notzer the craftsman, of Natzrath the city of Galilee, Netzer the scion of David, Nazir dedicated to the service of God, and crowned with the royal diadem Nezer? By such indications we are directed to Nazareth, a township of Lower Galilee straggling up the western slopes of a natural amphitheatre of gentle hills, and are sent to seek among its habitations for the home of a craftsman of the lineage of David, whose wife has recently presented him with a firstborn son. Almost anyone will tell us that the man for whom we are looking is Joseph the Carpenter, whose wife Mary has borne a son called Jesus. The gossips will supply us with further information, for they know the family well; and the sum of their knowledge is this:

“Master Joseph bar Jacob! Oh, yes, a very pious and God-fearing man. You will not find a better. No, not a young man, nor yet very old. Both his parents died many years ago. His wife was the only child of old Master Joachim the farmer and Hannah his wife, likewise dead now, peace be upon them! Yes, both families are of the House of David, may Heaven cause his horn to flourish! Mary was hardly more than a child when her father betrothed her to Joseph. But old Joachim knew what he was doing, for he did not long survive. Master Joseph was often at the farmer’s house on business; he makes ploughs and yokes: it was in this way that he came to know him. You may imagine that the wedding was a quiet one, everyone remembers it, so sad, the bride having lost her father, and then her mother soon after, poor girl, may the All Merciful comfort the mourners in Zion! Quite a tragedy, never to have seen their grandchild, a fine boy too. Their circumstances? Many fare worse. But who is rich in these evil times? She brought him some property, not much, you know, the awful drought and the taxes of the Edomite, may his memory be blotted out! Ah! Excuse my cursed tongue, sir, that wags too freely. Perchance you are of the Herodians?”​[2]

After this fashion we may imagine a native of Nazareth replying to our questions. But there are strange and intimate matters connected with the birth of the carpenter’s son, some of which his mother may have related long afterwards, but which at this time would have been known to no one except the master and mistress of the house. Whatever they were, we can only become acquainted with them now through the medium of the later Galilean wonder-tales, where truth is woven into the traditional design with such superlative artifice that it cannot by any means be separated and exhibited as a connected whole.

The tales will stand for all time unique in their simple grandeur, and it does not make our homage less sincere if we discern beneath the robe of glory the plain garment of the countryman. A story is there, a vibrant story, of two very human souls, a man and his wife, natural in their hopes and fears, their tenderness and jealousy, behaving as we should expect real and sentient beings to behave. There is the young woman flushed with youth’s vast dreams and imaginings. There is the man already settled in sober God-fearing ways. They, of the family of David, look for a king of their lineage, for a son of their love. And, behold, her dreams and his desires have coalesced, and their son has. become the king.

The record was never meant to content the historian, but to rejoice the humble. That is why they that dwell like the Galileans among hills and dales, who know “seedtime and harvest, cold and heat,” will always prefer to believe that “the birth of Jesus the Messiah was on this wise.”

Those Galilean country folk have credited themselves with the knowledge of the manner of the birth of the Deliverer before Joseph and Mary plighted their troth. They can tell the story of the advent of Moses with a wealth of detail not found in the book of Exodus and give an account of the coming of Samson with embellishments undiscoverable in the book of Judges. Some of this material may still be read in the legends of the Jews, and its extraordinary likeness to the Gospel records need occasion no surprise. The angelic annunciation to the woman, the man’s suspicion of her unfaithfulness, the dream that sets his mind at rest, they are all there. We may tell a Galilean peasant of King Herod’s time about the quite normal birth of So-and-so the son of So-and-so, and he will be prepared to believe us; but if we suggest that this is how the Messiah will be bom, he will smilingly shake his head. And then we shall find ourselves listening to another tale.

The mother of the Messiah will be a beautiful young woman, whose husband is a very righteous man, and learned in the Law. They will both of them be of the lineage of David.

Now they have no children. But one day the woman goes to the well to draw water; and while she is there alone, suddenly there appears before her a handsome young man; and this is the angel Gabriel. And when she is afraid at his presence, for she is virtuous, the young man bids her not to fear, because he is the angel of the Lord, and he has been sent to tell her that she will bear a son. “He shall be great,” says the angel, “and shall be called the son of the Most High; and the Lord God shall give unto him the throne of his father David: and he shall reign over the house of Jacob for ever, and of his kingdom there shall be no end.”

And when the woman wishes further to inquire how this may be, the angel answers that the power of the Most High will overshadow her. And the woman says, “Behold the handmaiden of the Lord; be it unto me according to thy word.” Then the angel departs from her.

And the woman comes and informs her husband. When he hears of the beauty of the young man, he does not believe that he is an angel, but supposes that his wife has been seduced by an evil man professing to be a messenger of God. Being a just man, he will not make her a public example, but determines to divorce her privately.​[3]

Nevertheless his conscience vexes him, lest, after all, his wife be innocent and he should be found fighting against God. That very night, while he meditates on these things, the angel of the Lord appears to him in a dream, and says to him, “Thou son of David, fear not to take unto thee thy wife, for through the Holy Spirit of God she has conceived, and she shall bear thee a son, who shall save his people from their enemies.” And the man awakes from sleep, and gives thanks to God, and takes unto him his wife. And when her time is fulfilled she brings forth her firstborn son, who is the Lord Messiah.

“That, sir,” our Galilean assures us, “is how our Messiah will come into the world.”

It is a strange tale, we think, but in face of such simple faith we dare not suggest that it puts a great strain on our credulity.

Yet, afterwards we may begin to wonder whether we were justified in our disbelief. Is not this a most apt and charming way of representing so significant an event, hallowed as it is by the folkconsciousness of the Hebrew race? And so, when we read such tales of the origin of Jesus told in almost the selfsame words, we too may find ourselves proclaiming that “the birth of the Messiah was on this wise.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER II
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Unto Us a Son is Given
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There were in Jerusalem two famous Doctors of the Law, Judas the son of Saripha and Matthias the son of Margaloth. These men, encouraged by the reports of Herod’s sickness to believe that his days were numbered, determined to begin the cleansing of Jerusalem from its heathen adornments. And where could such a beginning best be made if not at the House of God? There, over the great gate of the Temple, in blatant violation of the Mosaic prohibition of the making of images, a massive golden eagle was poised with outspread wings. This had been the king’s personal votive gift, erected in defiance of the sentiments of his subjects, a reminder that the dread shadow of Roman sovereignty readied even to the Sanctuary.

When the students assembled in the lecture-hall it was to find their reverend seniors aroused out of their normal placidity. The atmosphere was electric. In place of the anticipated exposition the Doctors Judas and Matthias began to address them in burning words that quickly kindled an answering fire in the young men’s breasts.

“It is not enough to know the Law,” the sages cried: “you must be prepared to observe it, and to maintain its observation, even at the risk of your lives. While you study here the Law of God is being broken every day, and every day His Holy Name is profaned. The Lawless man has filled Jerusalem with his idols, and he has not been afraid to defile the Holy Place. And we have done nothing! But God has not forgotten: His judgments are sure. Even now He has smitten that man so that he is dying the terrible death of the wicked, and worms devour his body. The torments of Gehenna still await him. But what of us? Shall we share in the same condemnation, because we are parties to his sin? Unless we act, we cannot escape the guilt. All of us must die one day. Is it not better to die at once, if need be, for the sake of holiness, and to attain to the World to Come, than to go down to the grave in dishonour?”

Inflamed by the passionate speeches of their tutors a hundred eager voices demanded: “What shall we do?”

The answer came with assurance: “Cut down the eagle from the Temple gateway.”

In the midst of the resultant commotion someone brought the tidings that Herod was dead. “The king is dead!” “Dead and damned!” Excitement rose to fever heat. The voice of the teachers shrilled above the din: “To the Temple! Follow us to the Temple!’’ The throng of students pressed and jostled each other to reach the door in a stampede of maddened zeal. “To the Temple!” “Bring axes!” “Down with the eagle!”

The midday peace of the Sanctuary was shattered as the yelling mob rushed up the steps, and startled worshippers scuttled hastily into the shelter of the colonnades. It was the work of a moment to clamber up the walls. Reaching the top of the gateway eager hands let down improvised cradles of rope, while some sitting in the nooses tore and hacked at the golden image and cast its fragments on to the pavement below.

The destruction was far advanced before the alarm was raised, and the captain of the Temple came running with the guard. The more timid fled at the approach of the officers, but above forty of the students, glorying in what they had done, remained and were captured. With them were the rabbis Judas and Matthias, who calmly stood and awaited arrest.

When news was brought to Herod, who despite the rumour was still in the land of the living, he worked himself up into such a fury as temporarily to overcome the advances of his fatal disease. By his orders the principal men of the city were summoned to the theatre to which he had himself conveyed on a couch, and there he conducted the prosecution in person. In passionate words he inveighed against the rioters as impious wretches, who, under pretence of upholding the Law, were only intent on committing sacrilege. With that impressive piety which he so well knew how to assume when it served him, he denounced the desecration as being an insult not to himself but to Almighty God, and prayed for a verdict of guilty from all right-thinking men.

Seeing the king’s temper, the judges thought it better to let him have his way, lest if he were baulked of his revenge many more might perish than those who had taken part in the disturbance.

It was a craven decision; but the terror inspired by Herod was so deep-seated that none dared to oppose him. The officials declared that the action of the students had neither their sanction nor their approval, and they besought the king’s clemency after he had dealt as he would with the perpetrators, who, they conceded, were deserving of punishment. But they could hardly restrain their horror when the tyrant ordered the two rabbis, and those caught in the act of cutting down the eagle, to be burnt alive, while the remaining prisoners, who had assisted, were to be slain with the sword. Having appeased his wrath by this barbarous sentence, the king consented to be merciful to others whom he suspected of having a hand in the affair, and contented himself with depriving the highpriest, Matthias, of his office and bestowing it on his brother-in- law, Joazar.

“That night,” reports the historian Josephus, to show the Divine cognizance of this cruelty, “there was an eclipse of the moon.”​[4]

It seems probable that about this time Jesus of Nazareth was bom. But where he was born can by no means be stated with certainty. Like travellers mutually agreed on a meeting-place; all the traditions converge on Bethlehem of Judea. There, according to the prophecy, “he should come forth, the ruler in Israel.” Poetically, the fitness of Bethlehem to be the city of the nativity cannot be disputed, for it was the home of the shepherd-king; and it is this consideration, rather than the messianic necessity, that popularized the belief that the Son of David would be bom in the city of David. In face of the evidence, however, which points to Galilee, and particularly to Nazareth, as the birth-place of Jesus, it would be difficult to uphold the claims of Bethlehem on purely historic grounds. On the other hand, it must be conceded that tradition makes the parents of Jesus undertake the long and trying journey to Bethlehem from their own city of Nazareth, not because it was prophetically proper that the child of destiny should be bom there, but because of a decree of Caesar Augustus that the population be registered for the purpose of taxation, each family in its ancestral home. In this statement, however, we may see if we will a device based on a knowledge of the periodic census for purposes of taxation carried out in Judea for the first time some years later when Quirinius was Governor of

Syria. If the record is one of fact, then the shadow of the Roman eagle, hacked in effigy from the Temple portal, fell across the cradle of the Christ.

In an inscription of the period Augustus is addressed as “Caesar, who reigns over the seas and continents, Jupiter, who holds from Jupiter his father the title of liberator, master of Europe and Asia, star of all Greece, who lifts himself up with the glory of great Jupiter, saviour.” To the proud proclamation of the Roman Goliath is returned the piping challenge of another David, whose titles also are saviour and liberator, king of kings, lord of lords, star of Judah, son of the Most High God. From this moment it becomes possible to personify opposing spiritual principles. There are no other alternatives. Mankind must choose its allegiance. It is Christ or Caesar!

The conflict, brilliantly dramatized by the author of the Book of Revelation, is subtly reflected in the details of the nativity stories. The recorders of these traditions show a continual awareness of the larger issues in their descriptions. They know of the war that has been waged since Eden, and it is with obvious deliberation that they borrow the likeness of the legendary past and apply it to the present. What are their tales but the refurbished armour of former battles? One by one the Jewish heroes of old are made to offer for the service of the Lord’s anointed the saga of their own victorious contests. There was no need of acknowledgment, for each source could readily be distinguished by the reader. The intention to reproduce ancient episodes in terms of the life-story of Jesus, which can be discerned in many places in the Gospels, should rightly be attributed to the recognition by the evangelists of the eternal redemptive struggle which had now received its supreme exemplification, and attained its most powerful climax in the crucifixion, when the cry was raised, “We have no king but Caesar!”
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