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Alexamenos cebete theon Graffito from the domus Gelotiania in Rome


Introduction: the Kingdom of Fools

On a wall in a schoolroom in Rome, sometime in the late second century a schoolboy scratched a piece of graffiti. It showed a man on a cross. Below to his left is a boy, apparently raising his hand in worship. The crucifixion victim has the head of a donkey. And underneath the schoolboy artist has scrawled in rather dodgy Greek, Alexamenos cebete theon.  ‘Alexamenos worships god.’

It comes from the domus Gelotiania in Rome, which was part of the imperial palace of the mad god-emperor Caligula. After his assassination it was used as a boarding school for imperial pageboys. And it was there that a fellow pupil of Alexamenos scrawled his insulting joke. To be fair, Alexamenos probably deserved it. He was weird. Strange. He was a Christian.

It’s called onolatry. Donkey worship. Tacitus claimed that the Jews worshipped at a shrine where they had the statue of an ass. This derogatory lie then attached itself to the Christians. ‘I hear that they adore the head of an ass,’ said the pagan Caecilius of Christians in Carthage, ‘that basest of creatures.’1 Tertullian, writing around the end of the second century, certainly blamed Tacitus for starting the rumour and talked about the widespread ‘delusion that our god is an ass’s head’. He talked about a vile man who carried around a caricature labelled Deus Christianorum Onocoetes,‘The God of the Christians, born of an ass’. It showed a man with the ears of an ass, with one foot and one hoof, carrying a book and wearing a toga.2

Those Christians, eh? What are they like?

Good question. This is a book about what the first Christians were like. It’s the story of a marginalised, small, frequently oppressed group of people who were determined to live life in a way which was very different from the world around them.

To outsiders these first Christians were dubious characters. They were definitely antisocial and probably criminal. Not to mention stupid. Fools. That was the main thing. Celsus, the first pagan author we know to have written against Christianity, claimed that Christianity deliberately set out to attract ‘the foolish, dishonourable and stupid, and only slaves, women and little children’. Celsus claimed that the Christians did not welcome anyone who had been educated, ‘or who is wise, or prudent . . . but if there are any ignorant, or unintelligent, or uneducated, or foolish persons, let them come with confidence’.3

Celsus’s criticisms are rooted in his snobbery. He notes how the Christian teachers are wool-workers, leather-workers and fullers (all low-status professions), and illiterate, rustic yokels. These people are quiet before their social superiors, but when they get together with Christians,


they pour forth wonderful statements, to the effect that they ought not to give heed to their father and to their teachers, but should obey them; that the former are foolish and stupid, and neither know nor can perform anything that is really good, being preoccupied with empty trifles; that they alone know how men ought to live, and that, if the children obey them, they will both be happy themselves, and will make their home happy also.4



And the thing is, Celsus was right. Christianity was, from the start, exactly for people like that.

Even Paul, writing to the worldly-wise Corinthian church, doesn’t deny it:


God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing things that are, so that no one might boast in the presence of God. (1 Cor. 1.27–29)



Don’t be duped, he continues. It’s better to be thought a fool than to think yourself wise in this age. ‘For the wisdom of this world is foolishness with God’ (1 Cor. 3.18–19).

And the picture in Paul’s letters is almost exactly like that in the criticism of Celsus. Paul’s letters, and the book of Acts, paint a picture of a movement which grew among leather-workers and tentmakers, fullers and tanners, women, children, slaves.

It didn’t stay there, of course. It spread out, gloriously, wonderfully, messily, into all social classes and across all boundaries of ethnicity and religion.

That’s the thing about foolishness. It’s contagious.

On the margins

This book is all about how this foolish kingdom spread and who spread it. I draw on a wide range of sources, both within the New Testament and from the wider Roman world, to try to understand the world of the early followers of Jesus.

We need to look at it afresh, because the tendency is to project our worldview back into theirs. We imagine the first Christians blithely going to ‘church’ as we do, singing hymns, listening to a sermon, sitting down with their Bibles and doing a Bible study. But while there are similarities (they did sing and study and learn), all this happened in an entirely different manner and an entirely different context from ours. They lived and worshipped in a society with very different views about the relationship of man to the gods, and in an atmosphere, often, of scrutiny, suspicion and persecution. They didn’t have church buildings or national administrative structures. They didn’t have centuries of Christian teaching and Christian art, nor libraries of theology. They didn’t have Bibles: most of them couldn’t read. They didn’t have the New Testament. They were living it.

All of this means we are dealing with a church which is constantly learning, discovering, moving. At the beginning, they knew hardly anything about Christianity. The first converts, on that May day in AD 33, knew little of the fullness of what Jesus had done for them, simply because the apostles hadn’t worked it out yet.

The amazing thing, the truly astonishing thing, is that this movement succeeded.

Scholars are divided on how many Christians there were in the Empire when Constantine legalised Christianity in AD 313, but assuming that around 10 per cent of the population were Christians, that means that during the previous three centuries, the church grew by around 40 per cent per decade.5

That means, if we extrapolate that rate of growth back to the church’s earliest days, that there would have been only around 7,500 Christians in the Empire by the year 100.

Easy maths. Perhaps too easy, because, of course, this growth was not uniform. It was lumpy, uneven. Acts suggests remarkable growth in the days of miracles after Pentecost, but after that it slows down. The stories are sometimes of mass conversion, but mostly of households and individuals. But even so, based on this rate of growth, by the middle of the second century, there were still only around 50,000 Christians in an empire of around 60 million people.

This is why they still met in houses and rented rooms. Even had they been allowed to build proper, grown-up churches, they wouldn’t have been able to fill them. (The first proper church building we know of doesn’t arrive until the middle of the third century, and that was just an extensive remodelling of a house, which mainly involved removing some of the interior walls to create a larger meeting hall.)

The small numbers also explain the relative paucity of archaeological remains relating to Christianity before the late second century. There were only a tiny number of Christians in the Empire, and therefore they only left a tiny amount of archaeology behind.6

Small numbers, then. Yet this small group of people nonetheless managed to change the world. This is their story.

Kata Loukan

This book is based mainly on the book of Acts and the letters of Paul. Both Acts and the Gospel we call ‘Luke’ are anonymous: there is no authorial name attached. The author wasn’t trying to hide – he addresses both books to a high-status Roman called Theophilus, who, as patron and recipient, would surely have known who wrote them. But the author is never named in the text.

We do know some things about him, though. He was not an eyewitness to Jesus, but he had met a lot of those who were. He was with Paul for some of his journeys. His native tongue was Greek, and those who know about such things claim that his is the best Greek style in the New Testament.7 He did not, on the other hand, know much Aramaic or Hebrew. It is possible that he lived in Philippi. He was generally well disposed towards Roman officials, but also had a regard for artisans and workmen. The feel of the documents supports the idea that it was written by a well-travelled retainer, someone who was in contact with the social elite: well educated, but not high status.

Right from the earliest records of Christianity, that person has been identified as Luke. The earliest extant manuscript of Acts, known as p75, has an inscription at the end: Euangellion kata Loukan, ‘the good news according to Luke’. This is a papyrus codex which dates from somewhere between AD 175 and 225.8 The Muratorian Canon – a list of the books of the New Testament which may come from around the same time – lists Luke and Acts as the work of ‘Luke the physician and companion of Paul’. There are other references as well, including references from the church fathers and a second-century prologue to Luke’s Gospel. In fact the early church testimony is unanimous that Luke was the author of this work.

The important factor here is that he is not the obvious choice. He is mentioned just three times by name in the New Testament. He was not an apostle. So if the church was just picking someone to give the work credibility, there are much better candidates: Timothy, for example, or Silas. But the early church believed it to be the work of Luke. And Luke, as I hope to show in this book, fits the bill.

But then there’s the issue of the date.

The dating of Acts has been a matter of significant dispute for many years. It is generally claimed that the work was written in the AD 70s, although some who are most determined to discredit it put it into AD 100 or beyond. But there are some significant problems with either of these options. First there are the ‘we’ passages: the parts of Acts where Luke talks in the first person plural and when the narrator is clearly part of the action. The usual scholarly explanation is that these were part of another source which ‘Luke’ has inserted into his history. But that doesn’t actually make much sense.

Then there is the ending. Acts is a book which ends abruptly. For about half the book it has been building up to a climactic confrontation between Paul and the Roman authorities – and yet it finishes before the climax is reached. There is no trial. The close of the book finds Paul in limbo, under house arrest in Rome. Acts, then, ends not with a bang but a whimper. It’s almost as if the author doesn’t really know how Paul’s story ends.

Finally, there’s the curious incident of the temple. In The Mystery of Silver Blaze, Sherlock Holmes draws the attention of the detective to ‘the curious incident of the dog in the night-time’.

‘The dog did nothing in the night-time,’ replies the detective.

‘That was the curious incident,’ answers Sherlock.

In other words, it was the absence of any noise, any barking, which was the clue to the mystery. And there is one great event, one enormous dog-bark of history, which is entirely missing from the New Testament: the fall of the Jewish temple in AD 70.

The fall of the Jerusalem temple was the most significant, climactic event of the first century for both Jews and Christians alike. Yet it isn’t explicitly mentioned in the New Testament. Not, that is, as a historical fact. It is predicted, of course, by Jesus. But you might have thought that someone would have cleared the matter up – Luke, for example, writing in Rome for a Roman patron. Would he not have dropped in the line ‘and so it came to pass’? But no one mentions it. Not Paul in his letters. Not whoever wrote Acts, with its numerous accounts of persecution by Jewish authorities. Not Mark, who occasionally makes other editorial comments. Not the writer to the Hebrews, whose letter assumes that sacrifice is still going on.

It was this single fact which led one of the most liberal of modern New Testament scholars, John A.T. Robinson, to argue that all the writings of the New Testament pre-dated the fall of the temple.9 Now, I’m not sure I would put all the writings of the New Testament before AD 70. But the absence of any reference – even of the ‘I told you so’ type – in the major historical narratives of the New Testament does seem to indicate that they were composed at a time when the final fate of Jerusalem was not known.10

It’s not just the fall of the temple which is missing from Acts. As already mentioned, we don’t see Paul’s trial, but nor do we see his death, or the death of Peter, or – most significantly – the persecution of the Roman Christians by Nero. These major events are completely missing. They seem rather large omissions.

The reason, I believe, that these elements are missing is the obvious one: because, at the time of writing Acts, they hadn’t happened yet. Acts closes with an expectation of more to come: you might as well add ‘to be continued’ at the end.

All of this means that there are strong reasons for considering Luke the author, and that what we have is an account which was written before the fall of the temple and before Paul’s death in the mid-AD 60s.

I have to admit, also, that another reason I find myself rooting for an early date is the rather patronising tone of a lot of modern scholarship about the work of the Gospel writers. Here is a typical example:


We cannot dispense with Acts entirely if we are to have any success in writing a history of the earliest Christians, nor, in practice, should we, for we will find . . . that in many cases the writer of Acts sometimes, perhaps despite himself, has given us credible or worthwhile information.11



Heads I win, tails you lose. If Luke gets it wrong, it proves that he’s a late and unreliable source. But if he gets it right, it’s just a happy accident. As I. Howard Marshall puts it, ‘Luke cannot win either way: if the narrative is lacking in concrete details, he is said to have no sources at his disposal, and if he paints a detailed picture of an episode, it is dismissed as legendary embellishment.’12

The plain fact is that there are many, many cases where we know Luke does get his facts right and where the picture he paints is entirely consistent with other historical, archaeological and literary sources.

This is not to say that there aren’t variants and gaps and conundrums in the text. One of the issues is that there are many different manuscripts of Acts. Most of these variants are minor, but there is a group of manuscripts, known by the collective term of the Western Text, which contain a number of alternative and expanded readings. (The name comes from the idea that it originated in Alexandria, in Egypt, some way ‘west’ of Palestine.) In this book I use the initials WT to refer to this source.13

A word, too, about other sources. I have drawn information in this book from a range of texts, dating from the first through to the fourth century AD (and occasionally just beyond). There is a list on pages 12-13 of the major sources, their provenance and dating. One has to be careful when extrapolating general conclusions from material which was created at different places and in different times. What was usual for churches in Carthage, North Africa, for example, may not have been customary for churches in Italy or Greece. And a ‘church service’ in the first century was not the same as one a century or several centuries later. Nevertheless, the basic attitudes and situations do show quite a lot of things in common.

And talking about church services . . .

You say ekklesia, I say synagogue

One of the biggest issues one faces in writing a history of first-century Christianity is working out what terms to use.

Even the most fundamental terms we use about the faith – Scriptures, Christianity, church, apostle, disciple – either had a different meaning, or had not even been invented when our story begins. The disciples had no idea that they were ‘Christians’. That nickname was given to them in Antioch, about ten or fifteen years after Jesus’ resurrection. And that was only in Antioch; in Jerusalem they were called something different.

In fact, the word ‘Christian’ only occurs three times in the New Testament (Acts 11.26; 26.28; 1 Pet. 4.16). The word ‘Christianity’ doesn’t appear at all. The earliest instance of that word comes from the Martyrdom of Polycarp, written c. AD 150, in which Polycarp offers to teach his captors about the ‘doctrine of Christianity’.14 Before that, what we call Christianity was known simply as the Way (Acts 9.2; 22.4; 24.14, 22).

The book of Acts talks about the first followers of Jesus in a number of ways. There are apostles (apostolos), brothers, disciples, the saints, ‘those who were being saved’. The commonest term in the early chapters is ‘believers’.15 In Acts 4.23 they are called simply idios, which means friends, ‘one’s own’. The Jews in Judea called them Nazarenes (Acts 24.5), a name which persisted for some time. Tertullian says that the Jews still designated Christians Nazarenes in the early AD 200s. And in the third century, the Babylonian Talmud says that Jews did not fast on the day after the Sabbath ‘because of the Notzrim [i.e. Nazarenes]’.16

Similarly, there was no such thing as ‘the church’ (that word comes from a later Greek word, kyriakos). The New Testament word which is translated as ‘church’ is ekklesia, and it didn’t mean a building – the early church didn’t have any church buildings. It was, in fact, a loan word from the cities of the Græco-Roman world, where the ekklesia was a gathering of citizens, a meeting in which political and judicial decisions were taken. (It also relates to the Jewish term ‘synagogue’, which meant ‘gathering’ and which in the towns of Judea also dealt with local legal and political matters.) The ekklesia, then, wasn’t ‘church’ as we know it: it was an alternative assembly, the local government of the kingdom of God, a gathering of the citizens of heaven.

It’s the same with their job titles. Their terms for leaders, episkopos, diakonos and presbuteros, are normally translated as ‘bishop’, ‘deacon’ and ‘elder’. We have created posts for which those are official titles, but the first followers took these terms from the world around them where they simply meant ‘overseer’, ‘servant’ and ‘elder’ respectively. And the ‘eucharist’ was not the ritual that we know today, but a proper shared meal. The point is that these terms didn’t mean then what they mean now.

Why look at the early church?

If so much is different, then, why should we look at the early church? What can we learn from these early Christians? Despite the differences, there are big similarities between their society and ours. We face many of the same issues. And in one crucial way, I think we are living in times very similar to those of the first Christians. In between us and them, there is a great mountain of ‘official Christianity’. In AD 313 Constantine, Emperor of Rome, issued the Edict of Milan which legalised Christian worship. Constantine was the first Christian emperor. (Although just how Christian he actually was is debatable. He wasn’t baptised until just before his death.) Within a short time, Christianity became the official religion of the Empire. It became respectable and powerful and the social, political and cultural norm.

In Western Europe, at least, that has changed. Writing in 1949, the historian Herbert Butterfield pointed out that, for the first time in 1,500 years, nobody had to go to church any more. Nobody had to be a Christian in order to keep customers or qualify for membership or be socially acceptable:


This fact makes the present day the most important and the most exhilarating period in the history of Christianity for fifteen hundred years . . . We are back for the first time in something like the earliest centuries of Christianity, and those early centuries afford some relevant clues to the kind of attitude to adopt.17



So one reason to study the early church is because it can help us address the very real issues facing Christians today. We and they are not so far apart.

There is one major stumbling block, though, for many modern readers, and that is the widespread acceptance of the supernatural in these accounts. The early church believed implicitly in the resurrection of Jesus Christ and also in his ascension. They performed – or were credited with performing – signs and wonders. They were renowned, in fact, for healing and exorcism. Outpourings of supernatural events fill the pages of Acts, as well as featuring in Paul’s letters and in the writings of the early church.

This was not something limited to Christians, however. They might have been extreme in some of their beliefs by the standards of the time, but they were far from alone in a belief in the supernatural. Almost everyone, from emperors to peasants, Jew, Greek, Samaritan, men, women and children, believed in demons and spirits, in magic and in gods of various sorts. I’m not going to attempt an apologetic for the supernatural in this book. What I want to do is focus on the social and historical world in which those events were claimed to have taken place.

So why try to learn from the early church? Well, perhaps the best reason comes from one of those early Christians themselves. John Chrysostom, writing about the letter to Philemon, addresses the question of what this little book is still doing in the Bible.


I wish that it were possible to meet with one who could deliver to us the history of the Apostles, not only all they wrote and spoke of, but of the rest of their conversation, even what they ate, and when they ate, when they walked, and where they sat, what they did every day, in what parts they were, into what house they entered, and where they lodged – to relate everything with minute exactness, so replete with advantage is all that was done by them . . . For if only seeing those places where they sat or where they were imprisoned, mere lifeless spots, we often transport our minds thither, and imagine their virtue, and are excited by it, and become more zealous, much more would this be the case, if we heard their words and their other actions.18



These are inspirational figures. Their lives, their attitudes, the problems they faced, all have something to say to us today. We can draw inspiration, encouragement and strength from such people.

The world around them considered them idiots. Criminals. Fools.

But looking back, we may just catch a glimpse of some of the wisest people who ever lived.

Major non-biblical sources

Philo of Alexandria (20 BC – AD 50): Jewish Hellenistic philosopher from Alexandria, Egypt. Philo produced a great many works of literature, theology and philosophy, as well as writings that dealt with some of the major historical issues of his day.

Josephus or Flavius Josephus (c. AD 37–100): a Jew who, following the disastrous rebellion by the Jews in AD 67–70, moved to Rome and wrote a history of both the war (77–78) and the Jewish people (93–94).

The Didache, or the ‘Training of the Twelve Apostles’: an early Christian discipleship manual, probably originating from Antioch in the mid-first century. It offers a unique perspective on the ‘rules’ for Gentile Christians.

Clement of Rome (first century): probably a Roman Gentile. Possibly he was with Paul at Philippi, although it’s not an uncommon name. A church leader in Rome, he wrote a letter to the church at Corinth around AD 90.

Papias (c. AD 60–130): leader of the church at Hierapolis. He knew John the Elder and was a companion of Polycarp. He is notable for having made notes from the testimony of those who had known the apostles.

Polycarp of Smyrna (c. AD 70–157): leader of the church at Smyrna. He is an important link between the apostolic age and the first church fathers. Irenaeus says Polycarp knew John the apostle.

Justin Martyr (c. 100–165): early Christian apologist. Born in Samaria, he became a Christian around 130. He taught in Ephesus where he wrote his Dispute with Trypho  (c. 135) and then moved to Rome where he wrote his First and Second Apology  (c. 155). He was beheaded in 165.

Irenaeus (c. 130 – c. 200): overseer of the church in Lyons. His chief work is Against Heresies. As a boy he knew Polycarp.

Tertullian, or Quintus Septimius Florens Tertullianus (c. 160 – c. 220): a Christian from Carthage, North Africa and the first major Christian writer in Latin. Became a Christian around AD 197.

Celsus (second century): Greek philosopher and early opponent of Christianity. His work The True Word  (written around 177) was quoted extensively by Origen and is the earliest known attack on Christianity.

Marcus Minucius Felix (second century): early Christian apologist. Wrote a work called the Octavius sometime between AD 150 and 200.

Origen (c. 184 – c. 254): biblical scholar, originally from Alexandria, but moved to Caesarea. He was a brilliant thinker. Among his achievements is the compilation of the Hexapla, a six-column polyglot Bible. In AD 250 he was tortured in prison and he died a few years later.

Eusebius of Caesarea (c. 260–340): Christian historian. He became Bishop of Caesarea around AD 315. He wrote many works, but is mainly known for his Ecclesiastical History which is our principal source for early church history. It was first published around AD 303, and the final revised edition in AD 323.

 Major non-biblical sources
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1. Jerusalem AD 33

‘Why do you stand looking up toward heaven?’


Then he led them out as far as Bethany, and, lifting up his hands, he blessed them. While he was blessing them, he withdrew from them and was carried up into heaven. And they worshipped him, and returned to Jerusalem with great joy; and they were continually in the temple blessing God. (Luke 24.50–53)



Only on the Mount of Olives did the disciples first grasp just how little they actually understood.

Jesus had been training them, explaining, talking to them about the kingdom of God for around three years. Yet every time they thought they understood what he was saying, every time they thought they had nailed it, this kingdom of God seemed to spin round and change into something different entirely.

According to Luke, in the forty days or so after Jesus’ resurrection he gave them further instructions and that morning, on the Mount of Olives, they must have thought that their moment was at hand. ‘Lord,’ they ask, ‘is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?’ (Acts 1.6)

To be fair, they were in exactly the right place to be thinking such things. They were on the Mount of Olives, in the region of Bethany (Luke 24.50), a Sabbath day’s walk away from Jerusalem – 2,000 cubits, around three quarters of a mile.1 But the Mount of Olives was not just a location, it was a symbol, a sign. It was from the Mount of Olives that the Messiah was supposed to return to Israel, to enter Jerusalem from the east and restore Israel to a position of power. It was all in Scripture, in Zechariah’s description of the Day of the Lord:


On that day his feet shall stand on the Mount of Olives  . . . and the Mount of Olives shall be split in two from east to west by a very wide valley; so that half of the Mount shall withdraw northwards, and the other half southwards  . . . Then the Lord my God will come, and all the holy ones with him. (14.4–5)



They had been here before, of course. From the Mount of Olives, Jesus had marched into Jerusalem some fifty days previously. And on the following Friday morning, they had gathered in the early hours to pray in Gethsemane, on the slopes below them. Both times, they must have thought that Jesus was going to establish the kingdom he kept talking about. The Mount of Olives was a place of unfinished business.

So it’s no wonder that these ‘men of Galilee’ think this is their moment. Independence Day. The Romans booted out, the judgement of God delivered on the unbelievers and the faithful (i.e. themselves) rewarded. This, finally, is the moment of power, when Jesus will descend the Mount, storm into Jerusalem and take over.

But instead he goes in exactly the opposite direction. He ascends. Disappears. He tells them that they have a job to do, to preach the good news ‘in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth’ (Acts 1.8). And then he disappears, in a cloud.

As an event the ascension is absent from the other Gospels, although in any case, taking things in chronological order, it would have occurred after the ending of both John and Matthew, and Mark’s original ending is missing. It’s one of those weird events, an explosion of the uncanny, that tend to beat history senseless. Did it actually happen? Purely rationally, of course, it’s impossible. And yet it forms a core part of the early tradition of the church. John talks about Jesus returning (John 14–17); Paul talks about him descending from heaven (1 Thess. 4.16) and Justin Martyr records it as a tradition which was passed on to him:


And when they had seen Him ascending into heaven, and had believed, and had received power sent thence by Him upon them, and went to every race of men, they taught these things, and were called apostles.2



There are obvious Old Testament parallels, most notably with the departure of Elijah (2 Kgs 2) who promised, we should recall, a double portion of his spirit to his successor Elisha. Any devout Jew would therefore understand this story as more than just a departure: it’s a passing on of power, authority and responsibility.

It has been suggested that Jesus’ instructions act as a kind of table of contents of the book of Acts: the gospel is taken first to Jerusalem, then Judea, Samaria, infinity and beyond.3 But one of the interesting things about Acts is that the book simply isn’t that neat. Luke puts a shape on things – as all historians do – but the real history has a way of seeping out of such containers. The real history of the early church certainly does not fall into neat sections. It’s far more chaotic and exciting than that.

Jesus was gloriously unpredictable, wonderfully messy. He never coloured inside the lines. He never went in the direction that was expected. They expected him to go and take Jerusalem by storm, but to their surprise he left the task to them.

‘Show us which one of these two’

With Jesus gone, the ‘men of Galilee’ rejoin the rest of the followers. Luke describes the group waiting in the Upper Room, the de facto headquarters of the new movement. The traditional site of the Upper Room – the setting for both this event and the last supper – is a place in Jerusalem now known as the Cenacle. The present building was built by craftsmen from Cyprus in the mid-1300s, but the presence of a church on this site is attested centuries before that. In Jesus’ day the Cenacle was in a rich part of the city. Excavations have revealed graffiti which mentions Jesus, while a visitor in AD 394 recorded that there was a ‘little church of God on the spot where the disciples went to the upper room’.4

But the church must have dated from much earlier than that, because in the second century the Roman Tenth Legion made their camp directly to the north of the church, around the old palace of Herod the Great. This effectively cut the church off from the rest of the city. Much of Jerusalem was in ruins at the time, following the second Jewish revolt – the Bar Kochba rebellion. To get to the site in those days, Christians would have had to pass through the camp itself, past Roman sentries and suspicious guards. No Christian in his right mind would have chosen to plant a church there in the second century. It would have been too inconvenient. But if they were preserving a traditional site, an incredibly important traditional site, then they would have persevered, despite all the obstacles.5

It’s very likely, therefore, that the modern building does indeed sit on the site of the little church on Zion, a shrine which itself preserved, despite all the obstacles and difficulties, the place where, in AD 33, everything changed.

It’s a large group – Luke says 120 people (Acts 1.15) and we can imagine who was there. Along with the eleven apostles, there were ‘certain women’, presumably including those mentioned in Luke 8.1–3: Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Susanna. Also the women mentioned in the other Gospels: Mary of Clopas (John 19.25), Jesus’ aunt (John 19.25) and possibly Mary the mother of James (Luke 24.10) – a witness to the resurrection. The family of Jesus had other representatives as well, most notably Jesus’ brothers (Acts 1.13–14). This is a turnaround. We know from John’s Gospel that earlier in his work they did not believe in him. But now they have joined the group. What’s changed? Paul’s ‘official’ account in 1 Corinthians 15 tells us that Jesus appeared to his brother Jacob (aka James). But there is more than one brother here. The most likely candidate is Jude. Although some scholars question whether he really wrote the New Testament letter which bears his name, at the very least it shows that he was known to be a follower. If you were inventing a letter and attributing it to someone, you would obviously choose someone who was known to be an apostle of Jesus.

So a good proportion of the people in that room would have been family of one kind or another. There were wives and, presumably, children. Jesus’ brothers had wives, and Peter did as well (Matt. 8.14; 1 Cor. 9.5); no doubt others had wives and family there too.6 Jesus’ uncle Clopas may have been present, and possibly Simeon, his son, whom we shall meet later.7 Along with the ‘men of Galilee’ there would have been Jerusalem-based disciples as well: the Beloved Disciple, perhaps? Or Joseph of Arimathea? Lazarus of Bethany and his sisters? Joseph Barnabas of Cyprus?
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And centre stage in the room there are the apostles: Peter, John, James, Andrew, Philip, Thomas, Bartholomew, Matthew, James son of Alphaeus, Simon the Zealot and Judas son of James. But there’s a problem. They’re a man down. The ‘twelve’ are only eleven now.

Judas Iscariot was once a member, of course. But he committed suicide when he realised the full import of what he had done. So the decision is taken to replace him. The two candidates are also in the room: Matthias and Joseph called Barsabbas, aka Justus. Their qualifications are that they have been with the others ‘throughout the time that the Lord Jesus went in and out among us’ (Acts 1.21). They have history. A track record.

The choice between them is made in what seems to us a rather un-Christian fashion, by the casting of lots. This actually links into traditional Jewish practice. Proverbs records the use of lots as a method of deciding disputes and links it with the will of God (Prov. 16.33; 18.18). Probably what happened is that their names were written on two stones. A designated person would hold one stone in each hand and then someone else would choose a hand. This method is prescribed in the Mishnah to choose which animal to slay and which to release on the day of atonement.8 (It’s significant that the next time such choices have to be made is after the coming of the Holy Spirit, and then lots are replaced by prayer.)9

The choice falls on Matthias. He becomes one of the twelve. They are the leaders, the decision-makers. It is, no doubt, one of the most important moments of his life. Sadly, it’s also the last we hear of him. This moment of glory is his first and only mention in early church history.

There is a possible later sighting of the runner-up, Joseph Barsabbas. A fragment from the early church writer Papias records that Justus Barsabbas drank a deadly poison and survived. According to Philip of Side, Papias got this story from the daughters of Philip the Evangelist. But nothing more is known of this incident.10 Of more interest (although drinking snake venom is pretty interesting) is the issue of the disappearing apostle. We never hear of Matthias again. And it’s not just the new boy who is anonymous: out of the twelve mentioned in this chapter, a full nine disappear from view. In fact, Peter is the only one we hear a lot of: James is only mentioned once more, and John crops up a couple of times.11

Why, then, did Peter think it necessary to bring the number back up to twelve? He justifies his action on the basis of a text from Psalm 109. Indeed, the whole of that psalm, with its cries for vengeance against a wicked person, was probably read as a prophecy of Judas and his betrayal. But the apostles’ understanding of the kingdom was still rooted in their Jewish understanding of the Messiah. He would restore Israel, and for that you would need twelve men to act as judges. You had to have twelve, because there were twelve tribes of Israel. Later, their understanding clearly changed: when James was beheaded, he was not replaced. But for now, twelve was the magic number.

Luke records this incident faithfully, even though it appears to have had little effect in the wider scheme of things. What it shows is that the apostles were still focusing on Jerusalem, on their own nation. They needed to think bigger. Much bigger.

Tongues of fire

Pentecost was one of the three great pilgrimage festivals of Judaism (the others being Passover and the autumn feast of Tabernacles). It was a harvest festival. Farmers would bring the first sheaf of wheat from their crops as an offering to God. By the first century the festival had grown to be associated with the giving of the law on Mount Sinai, which was assumed to have taken place fifty days after the exodus from Egypt. And there were other traditions and stories as well which attached themselves to the festival. One tells how, originally, God issued the Torah – the law – in all the seventy languages of the world. Philo, writing in the first half of the first century ad, tells how, when the law was given on Sinai, a fire streamed from heaven and, to the utter amazement of the listeners, from the midst came ‘a voice, for the flame became the articulate speech in the language familiar to the audience’.12

These traditions and ideas seem to feed into Luke’s account. The first Christian Pentecost, in Luke’s description of it, centres on the giving of a new message, a new power, as a fiery lava flow of words streaming down from heaven, flowing out in the ordinary language of the people around.

If Passover in AD 33 was on 3 April in our modern reckoning, then Pentecost should have begun at sundown on 22 May AD 33 – fifty days later.13 We can’t be exactly sure, though, because the reference in Leviticus says that Pentecost should be celebrated fifty days ‘from the day after the Sabbath’ (Lev. 23.15–16) and different ‘Judaisms’ took different views on how this should be reckoned. The Essenes calculated it in a different way from the Sadducees, who calculated it differently from the Pharisees.

And, in fact, it may not be this ‘Pentecost’ at all. It’s always assumed that this event equates to the Jewish feast of Weeks, but the Qumran community celebrated several Pentecosts – and one, in particular, might be linked to this story. The Temple Scroll found among the Dead Sea Scrolls, talks about three Pentecost feasts:


	
The feast of New Grain. Held on the fifteenth day of the third month. This is the biblical Pentecost; the Temple Scroll says, ‘It is the feast of Weeks and the feast of Firstfruits.’

	
The feast of New Wine. Held fifty days after the New Grain festival, on the third day of the fifth month.

	
The feast of New Oil. Held fifty days after the New Wine festival, on the twenty-second day of the sixth month.



The second of these festivals is the most interesting, because it may well explain the mocking comments of the onlookers who think that the disciples have been knocking back too much new wine. One of the things which has perplexed scholars for years is why this accusation would surface when the new wine and the new grain were not harvested together. But it makes more sense if they are accusing the disciples of drinking the new wine – wine which they should have been offering as a sacrifice.

So this may not be the main traditional festival of Pentecost, but fifty days later, when the New Wine was celebrated. If that’s the case, then we have been celebrating Pentecost at the wrong time for centuries.14 Perhaps the best we can say is that the event took place sometime between the last week in May and the second week in July, AD 33.

Where were they? Not, apparently, in the Upper Room. The word Luke uses for that in Acts 1.13 is huperōon, meaning ‘upstairs room’. It’s a private place: the same word is used for the room where Dorcas’s body is laid and where the small group of Christians in Troas meet (Acts 9.37, 39; 20.8). But the word used here is oikos, which means ‘house’ or ‘household’. Now it’s conceivable that it’s the same building, but there does seem to be a change of scene here. And it’s a much more public event than the election of Matthias. The word oikon can be used to refer to the temple.15 It seems to me much more likely that they were either in the temple, or in a building near to it.

The thing about this event is that it draws a large crowd. There is a violent, rushing wind and the participants see something like tongues of fire resting on each of them. And then, without any noticeable scene change, the disciples are surrounded by a huge crowd of people. The temple was really the only public space in Jerusalem where ‘thousands’ could gather like this – and Peter’s statement that it was nine o’clock in the morning (Acts 2.15) implies that the disciples and the people may have gone there for morning sacrifice. As the fire of the Spirit descends on them, the apostles find themselves talking in different languages – languages heard with amazement by the international, cosmopolitan crowd:


And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language? Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabs – in our own languages we hear them speaking about God’s deeds of power. (Acts 2.8–11)



The people speaking here are a mix of resident, immigrant Jews and pilgrims.16 By this time Jews could be found throughout the Græco-Roman world. Within the borders of the Roman Empire, there were Jewish colonies in all major cities. Jews were particularly numerous in Alexandria and Rome, but they could be found throughout Greece and Asia Minor and North Africa as well. But they had also settled beyond the Empire, far to the east – in Parthia and Medea, in the cities of Susa and Babylon. It was known as the Jewish diaspora, or dispersion.
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The list which Luke gives us reflects places with significant Jewish diaspora populations. But there are two other categories in the list which we should note. The words are heard both by natural-born Jews and by proselytes. Proselytes were Gentile by birth, but had converted to Judaism. There were also Romaioi – ‘visitors from Rome’. Elsewhere in Acts when Luke uses this word, he means not ‘visitors’, but Roman citizens (Acts 16.21, 37–38; 22.25–26). So these may have been proselyte Jews who were also citizens of the Empire: people with status.

Many diaspora Jews never lost their links to the ‘homeland’. They would send money back in temple tax, to pay for the temple in Jerusalem. They would try to visit for one of the festivals. And a great many would return to Jerusalem, to settle there, to live out their final days and be buried in the holy city.17 These people didn’t speak Aramaic (the local language) or Hebrew (the language of the Scriptures). They spoke the common language of the Empire, Greek; and they brought with them their own local language or dialect.

That is what is so remarkable to those present on that morning in Jerusalem. They hear words not in Aramaic or Hebrew, not even in common Greek, but in their own multitudinous native tongues. And the people speaking are ‘Galileans’ who, to the sophisticated Jerusalemites, are mere uncultured northerners.

Hearing is not the same as understanding, however. Some mock and jeer the apostles and call them drunk; others want to find out more. So Peter attempts to defend and interpret what they have all just experienced. Luke gives us a summary of Peter’s speech: he admits that Peter used ‘many other arguments’ (Acts 2.40). He begins by quoting from the prophet Joel (Joel 2.28–32). It’s a quote which establishes the experience of these Galileans as the fulfilment of Old Testament prophecy. It also identifies this event as a sign of the promised age to come: the outpouring of the Spirit is the sign of the kingdom of heaven on earth. And it universalises the experience. This gift is not just for the select few. It’s not reserved for the pure Jews, the temple elite or the learned rabbis: it’s for young and old, men, women and children.

The rest of the message focuses on one main topic: the resurrection of Jesus. Peter describes him as a wonder-worker, a man of miracles, who was killed by the Romans – ‘by the hands of those outside the law’ as Peter terms them (Acts 2.23). But this was all part of the divine plan and Jesus was ‘freed from death’ (Acts 2.24). It is this resurrection which proves Jesus to be the Messiah (Acts 2.31). The message is summed up in the concluding sentence: ‘Therefore let the entire house of Israel know with certainty that God has made him both Lord and Messiah, this Jesus whom you crucified’ (Acts 2.36).

When people ask how they should respond to this message, Peter tells them to ‘repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you, for your children, and for all who are far away, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to him.’ The other part of his message which Luke records – almost as an afterthought – is the exhortation to ‘save yourselves from this corrupt generation’.

The power of the Spirit is evident in the confidence of the message. Peter talks of Jesus of Nazareth – no attempt to hide the very un-messianic origins of their claimed Messiah. No attempt to deny the manner of his death by crucifixion. And no attempt to placate the authorities. If Peter is, as I have suggested, in the temple courts for this speech, then this message is extremely pointed. Statements about corrupt generations are bad enough, but the ‘you’ in Peter’s speech would have been aimed not at Jews en masse, but at the people who were running the place where they were standing. He is talking about the temple elite who orchestrated the death of Jesus. He clearly states that Jesus was killed by those outside the law: Gentiles. Romans.

So from the start, this message has darker and more political undertones. This is a movement which is not going to kowtow to the establishment. This movement of the Spirit is for everyone, no matter what their class or status: men, women, children, Romaioi, whoever. And the Spirit is going to empower them, fill them, inspire them to lives which run entirely counter to the political, social and economic culture of the day.

No wonder, then, that when the establishment get to hear about it, they are immensely concerned.

‘Brothers, what should we do?’

Luke records that 3,000 people became followers that day. It’s a huge number – although the city was crammed with hundreds of thousands of pilgrims, so it’s not unfeasible. The real question is, what were they signing up for? What was their understanding of this new movement? And what were they being asked to do?

Acts 2.38–39 provides information about what was required of the new converts:


Peter said to them, ‘Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you, for your children, and for all who are far away, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to him.’ (Acts 2.38–39)



That’s it. That’s all they had.

Christian teaching tends to assume that right from the start there was a fully formed theology and understanding of what Christianity was and meant. We assume that the first Christians emerged with all the main credal statements in place, armed with annotated copies of the Old Testament and inhabiting a church structure which was not so different from ours. One frequently hears of the need to ‘get back to the early church’ – the desire for teaching today to be authentic to early church teaching.

But what did this lot – the earliest of early churches – have for teaching? Huge amounts of Christian theology on subjects like salvation, Christ, leadership, grace, for example, come from the letters of Paul – but we’re at least fifteen years away from them. At this point there is no Christian movement. There aren’t even any ‘Christians’; the name won’t be coined for at least another decade. There are no official teachers. There is only Peter, standing up and trying to make sense of it.

This is important because it reflects how the ‘church’ in Acts is an organisation in a continual state of learning in response to events, both good and bad. Here, for example, they receive the Holy Spirit, experience a miracle of communication and then have to deal with an enormous number of new followers – all on the same day! That’s some learning curve.

Not all the people who heard Peter’s message on the day of Pentecost were pilgrims. But some of them were. They went back to their countries after Pentecost was over, back into the synagogues in their towns and cities. They knew very little Christian doctrine as such, but they took with them a message of salvation which had never been heard in the world before. Not in any language.

As for those who were residents of Jerusalem, the information is scanty, but after baptism they joined the existing group of believers and ‘devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers’ (Acts 2.42).

As the days went by, this developed into a community of believers – the first Spirit-filled Christian community. Presumably there was some attrition. There must have been others who dropped out. But significantly there were others added to their number as well. ‘Day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved,’ writes Luke (Acts 2.47).

The other thing that they carried on doing was going to the temple. The new movement didn’t realise that it was a separate movement: it thought it was the next stage in the old movement. The early church was Jewish. The practices, imagery and Scriptures of Judaism were the only language it had in which to express its new ideas. Although it was later to be adopted by people of all cultures and religious backgrounds, Judaism was its birth mother.

We tend to forget all this. For example, Christians are fond of citing Paul’s advice to Timothy that all Scripture is God-breathed. What they forget, though, is that Paul isn’t talking about the ‘Bible’ we know. He cannot be talking about the New Testament, which at that stage hasn’t been compiled. He’s talking about the Jewish Scriptures, which were also the Scriptures of the early church.

The first Christians studied the Hebrew Scriptures; they went to synagogue; and they attended the Jewish temple. In Acts we see Peter and the others going to the temple for morning prayer at nine o’clock and afternoon prayer at three o’clock. These were the two main times of prayer. Sacrifice took place in the temple throughout the day, but the regular daily sacrifices took place at nine and three and at those times crowds flocked to the temple.18

This made them good times to beg for alms. Plenty of footfall. And in Acts 4, Peter and John return to the temple to find a beggar waiting for them. A lame man. He is sitting by the ‘Beautiful Gate’. It’s not known exactly where this is – the name doesn’t appear in contemporary Jewish literature – but it was most probably the Sushan Gate which led into the temple forecourts from the Kidron Valley on the east. The beggar asks Peter and John for money, but instead Peter says, ‘In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, stand up and walk’ (Acts 3.6). And the beggar is healed.

The beggar’s reaction is wonderfully portrayed: he jumps and leaps about. For forty years he has been unable to walk, now he is making up for lost time. But this is more than joy at being able to walk. Now he can do more than walk, he can work. He can earn money. In an age when there was no disability benefit, no welfare state, no real office jobs as such, the capacity of disabled people to earn money was extremely limited. Begging was really the only option. So he is restored at the same time to health and to the workforce.

And for the first time in a life of sitting outside it, he can actually enter the temple. Levitical laws were clear on those who were not to be allowed into the temple to present a sacrifice:


The LORD spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to Aaron and say: No one of your offspring throughout their generations who has a blemish may approach to offer the food of his God. For no one who has a blemish shall draw near, one who is blind or lame, or one who has a mutilated face or a limb too long, or one who has a broken foot or a broken hand, or a hunchback, or a dwarf, or a man with a blemish in his eyes or an itching disease or scabs or crushed testicles. (Lev. 21.16–20)



That’s a pretty comprehensive list (and we’ll be coming back to the crushed testicles later). But it means that the lame man had never been able to participate fully in the worshipping life of the community. His physical restoration is, therefore, a kind of resurrection. It brings him back to fullness of life. It restores his health, his economic ability and his ability to worship. No wonder he leaps. No wonder he is wildly, ecstatically happy. He has been sitting at the gate for forty years: for the first time in his life, he gets to go in.

Peter uses the occasion to make another speech, and this time the authorities arrive in force: ‘the priests, the captain of the temple, and the Sadducees came to them,’ it reads (Acts 4.1). The verb used doesn’t need to mean ‘arrived’, it can have a more violent meaning, in the sense of ‘to set upon’.19 It is confrontational. The authorities are present already; now they wade in.

These are heavy hitters, literally and metaphorically. The captain of the temple was the second-highest-ranking official in the temple. He officiated over the daily whole offering and commanded the temple police. He was, in effect, the chief of internal security for the temple regime. He assisted the high priest in ceremonial duties, standing at his right hand. He was also appointed substitute for the high priest during the ceremonies of the Day of Atonement, just in case the high priest was unable to carry out his duties on that day. Often the captain of the temple would go on to serve as high priest.20 And, crucially, he would have been related to the high priest. He was family.

Luke is absolutely clear. These people arrest Peter for two reasons: he is teaching the people, and he is proclaiming resurrection. And there were two reasons why these activities were such an affront. First, it was the temple aristocracy, more than anyone, who were responsible for the death of Jesus; and second, they were Sadducees.

The Sadducees were theologically conservative and politically powerful. They are entirely absent from the rural Galilean portions of Matthew and Luke. They were an urban elite who seem to have drawn their adherents from among the rich and well connected. Josephus says that the doctrines of the Sadducees were ‘received but by a few, yet by those still of the greatest dignity’.21

Their theology was based solely on the Torah – the ‘Law’, the first five books of the Bible. This meant that they rejected the idea of resurrection: it wasn’t to be found in the Torah. So that is one reason why they don’t like the claims of these followers of Jesus. Another is the whole idea that Jesus was the Messiah, a concept which came from the works of the prophets, not the law of Moses.

In any case, the Sadducees were in power. Why would they welcome the arrival of someone who was going to take over? The Messiah’s arrival meant that the overthrow of the current world order was at hand, and that would mean drastic changes for the temple and those who ran it. This was not something which could be countenanced.

The Sadducees were also linked with the high priesthood. We can’t say for certain that the high priests at the time were Sadducean, but it is highly probable that they were. Acts talks about the apostles being hauled before the high priest ‘and all who were with him (that is, the sect of the Sadducees)’ (Acts 5.17). From Josephus we know that one particular high priest was Sadducean: Ananus ben Ananus, the high priest in AD 62. We shall meet him again. For now it is only necessary to note that the people whom Peter and John are brought before on that next morning include Ananus ben Ananus’s father, his brother-in-law, and at least one brother.

Acts records the names of those who are ranged against the apostles: ‘Annas the high priest, Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family’ (Acts 4.6). Annas, or Ananus as he is called in extrabiblical sources, was the founder of a dynasty of high priests, known as the House of Hanin. He was appointed high priest in AD 6 by Quirinius, the Roman legate of Syria. I say ‘appointed’, but he paid for the privilege. The high priesthood was first bought and sold in the reign of Antiochus Epiphanes IV (175–164 BC), but in the reign of Antiochus Eupator (164–162 BC), Lysias, the king’s guardian and kinsman, advised that the high priesthood should be put up for sale every year (2 Macc. 11.1–5). The Romans saw governing the provinces as a means of making money, and selling positions of power was a valuable income stream. A tradition in the Talmud records that the candidates paid a yearly fee for the position.22 Perhaps this is what lies behind John’s cryptic comment that Caiaphas was high priest ‘that year’ (John 11.49). He had to renew his licence annually.

The high priests more than recouped their costs: they made money from the post. For a start, they had access to the enormous wealth of the temple treasuries. And they could appoint family and friends to highly lucrative posts. They made money from the sale of goods to pilgrims to the temple. It was this practice – and this family – which Jesus condemned in clearing out the temple traders. The family of Hanin and the ‘family’ of Jesus had history.

Five of Ananus’s sons were to be high priests, as well as his son-in-law and possibly a grandson as well. Some of them are in this list. Caiaphas was Ananus’s son-in-law. John is probably Jonathan, a son of Ananus who became high priest in autumn AD 36 until the spring of AD 37. Between AD 6 and the fall of the temple in AD 70, Ananus’s family held the position of high priest for 37 years. And another son, the Sadducean Ananus ben Ananus, was high priest in AD 62.

This was a family business, and it reflects why Ananus Sr is present here. The high priest is not like a democratically elected mayor who, after quitting, sinks gently into retirement. This is a bunch of aristocrats buying their way into power and sharing it among the family. Ananus may not officially have been the high priest that year, but he was head of the family. He was, quite literally, the daddy. 23

The high priests were not appointed because of personal holiness. What did the Romans care about that? They were appointed because they knew how the system worked and because they were ruthlessly efficient at handling power. They backed up this power with violence.24

It was this family – the House of Hanin – which Jesus had publicly attacked in the temple, in both word and deed. That was the main charge against him at his trial. Jesus’ attack on the temple had been a personal attack on them, not just because he was said to have uttered threats against the temple, but because he publicly attacked their profiteering from the sale of goods to pilgrims. When Jesus turned over the tables of the traders he was doing so because their businesses were being run for profit by the temple elite.25

The fascinating thing is that nearly all the attacks against Christians in Jerusalem can be linked to times when a member of the House of Hanin is in charge.
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I don’t know about you, but I’m seeing a pattern here. The House of Hanin had a grudge against the followers of Jesus. He had accused them of being thieves. He had challenged their administration of the temple.

This is why the high priests are so concerned over the fact that the disciples don’t just teach and perform miracles, but do so in the name of Jesus (Acts 4.8). They even try to order Peter and John not to speak in the name of Jesus. This is personal. The House of Hanin versus the followers of Jesus.

Of course, it doesn’t help that the people rocking the boat like this are uneducated, ignorant Galileans (Acts 4.13–17). The term ‘uneducated’ doesn’t mean that they are illiterate, by the way – rather that they have not been trained in the proper religious methods.27 They haven’t got the right theological training.

The temple aristocracy are caught. They can’t deny that the miraculous healing has happened: too many people have seen it. And they can’t kill Peter and John because, under Rome, they don’t have those legal powers. So all they can do is warn them ‘not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus’ (Acts 4.18). Peter and John give an eloquent answer:


Whether it is right in God’s sight to listen to you rather than to God, you must judge; for we cannot keep from speaking about what we have seen and heard. (Acts 4.19–20)



Or, to put it another way, ‘No.’

It’s a shocking moment. These uneducated Galileans are standing in front of the high priest and they show no fear.

The powers that be are scared silly.

Resurrection is a political message. The early church preached resurrection. That is what Peter and John are saying to the temple powers: the man you killed came back from the dead. Resurrection is a potent, destabilising message. Resurrection gives hope. In the Roman Empire, death was the ultimate deterrent. It was the fear of death which kept nations subdued and slaves obedient. But if people are going to start coming back from the dead, what happens, then, to power? What happens when the ultimate deterrent just doesn’t deter people?

This is the moment when the penny drops for the temple aristocracy. These powerful people are suddenly powerless. They can’t do anything, because the people are supporting these peasants. They cannot find a way to punish them (Acts 4.21). All they can do is threaten them and let them go.

‘To each as any had need’

In the early days and weeks, a distinctive way of life quickly began to emerge among the believers in Jerusalem.

They met each day in the temple, we are told, but perhaps not in the numbers they had before. After Acts 4, and in the light of the antagonism of the authorities, a mass meeting may have been difficult. They kept to their obligations as Jews, but what Acts tells us is that they also met in people’s homes (2.46; 5.42). From the start, the Christians began developing a network of house churches. This was something which was going to be crucial to their growth elsewhere in the Empire. They did not need a centralised location. Whereas in Jerusalem Jewish worship was centralised in the massive edifice of the temple, the Christians had to have a network of smaller meeting rooms. From the very start the kingdom grew behind closed doors.

But it did grow. New recruits were added daily. Crucially, this was an inclusive community, a community which looked after one another. We are told that the believers were of one heart and mind, that no one claimed private, individual ownership, but that all things were held in common:


There was not a needy person among them, for as many as owned lands or houses sold them and brought the proceeds of what was sold. They laid it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to each as any had need. (Acts 4.34–35)



Much has been written about this first community, but we should be wary of seeing it as a permanent template. The first followers were just waiting for the imminent return of Jesus which, as far as they knew, could be mere days or weeks away.

The fundamental framework within which the early church operated was eschatologically oriented. The word ‘eschatology’ has to do with the end times, with the idea that there would be a point when God would step in to bring the present age to a close. Many, if not most, Jews of Jesus’ time and afterwards were eschatological in their thinking: expecting the end times. Certainly the early church was. John the Baptist had announced the coming of this new age. The whole idea of the Messiah was linked in with this. Although different Judaisms believed subtly different things about the Messiah, he was generally agreed to be the figure who would usher in this new age (Luke 3.7–17).

But Jesus didn’t usher in a new kingdom – not in any material, political or military sense. After his resurrection and ascension these new believers had the Spirit, they performed miracles and signs and wonders. But they also still had Roman soldiers and violence and oppression and taxes and all the other stuff that belonged to the old age. The age to come was supposed to be a time without sickness, without death, a time of perfect peace, yet still there were executions and illness and frequent turmoil. So the early church was faced with a quandary: how could the new age be said to have begun when so much of the old age was still stubbornly hanging around?

The answer they came up with was that the new age was beginning. The new kingdom had broken through, but much more was still to come. The blessings and the benefits of the future age could be experienced right now, but their full glory would only be felt in the fullness of time. The kingdom of God was both here and still arriving.

Thus the early church lived in a space between the beginning of the end and the consummation of that end. They proclaimed the Lord’s death until he comes (1 Cor. 11.26). They believed that they had been forgiven but not yet fully perfected (Phil. 3.7–14). They had been justified, but there was still to be a future judgement (2 Cor. 5.10). They lived in the kingdom now, but they also prayed with Jesus, ‘your kingdom come’.

Everything the first Christians said and did has to be seen in the light of this tension. They were liminal people, living on the threshold between times. They were people of the eschaton, of the end; but the end had only just begun.

This was certainly one impetus behind the sharing of possessions. They were preparing for a radical new future. But even then they didn’t give up everything. They sold possessions, but kept their homes. But they did share meals together, and meet to learn and pray.

It was not as though they didn’t have models. The Qumran community must have been known to some of them, and that practised a form of communal life in which members had to turn over all their property and possessions.28 The Essenes (who may or may not have been the Qumran community) also shared everything in common and, significantly, passed their wages to a common treasurer.29

But the main model for their behaviour was their founder. He, after all, had told people to sell all they had and give the money to the poor (Luke 18.18–23). And this is what happened. Property was sold as needed and the proceeds given to the community (Acts 2.45; 4.35). And it is in that light that we are, almost in passing, introduced to one of the most significant people in New Testament history:


There was a Levite, a native of Cyprus, Joseph, to whom the apostles gave the name Barnabas (which means ‘son of encouragement’). He sold a field that belonged to him, then brought the money, and laid it at the apostles’ feet. (Acts 4.36–37)



A few facts are recorded about Barnabas at this juncture: he was a Levite, he was a Cypriot – he was a Greek-speaking Jew. And he owned – and sold – a field. Indeed, he was so enthusiastic, so supportive, so keen, that the apostles nicknamed him ‘son of encouragement’.

The Jews first settled in Cyprus sometime after 330 BC.30 Barnabas was either born there, or his family had come from there to Jerusalem. Luke later terms him an apostle (Acts 14.14) which would indicate that he had seen the resurrected Jesus. So he must have been a disciple earlier – one of the seventy-two, perhaps, or at least one of the 500 or so who saw Jesus after his resurrection.

He is introduced here, however, simply as a man of generosity and openness of heart. But while Barnabas is giving money, others are holding it back. Luke contrasts the story of Barnabas with the grisly and difficult story of the death of Ananias and Sapphira. Their ‘crime’ is to sin against the Holy Spirit by keeping back the proceeds of a business transaction. The problem is their evil hearts, dominated by Satan and revealed by Peter’s word of knowledge.

This is a judgement miracle – one of two in Acts, the other being the blinding of the magician Elymas (Acts 13.11). Ananias and Sapphira sell some property, but ‘keep back’ some of the proceeds. When their deception is revealed they are, independently, struck dead.

The verb translated as ‘kept back’ is often associated with financial fraud.31 The message is that the followers of Jesus are accountable to God and to the community. Peter throughout emphasises this. It’s not as if they had to do this. No one held a gun (or a spear) to their head. Unlike Qumran, where selling your property and giving the money to the bursar was a requirement for every incoming member, giving within the Christian community was voluntary.32 But once they had decided to give, they were accountable.

It’s presented throughout as an abnormal, almost inexplicable event, shocking both to the reader and to the community. There is almost an atmosphere of terror permeating through the story. Fear seizes everyone who hears about it (5.5, 11).

The hurriedness with which Ananias is buried reflects this. On the basis of Old Testament texts such as Leviticus 10.1–5 and Joshua 7, it has been suggested that the speed of the burial was to do with the fact that this man had been ‘struck down by heaven’. In first-century Judea all burials were speedy by our standards, but some were especially hurried: the suicides, apostates, rebels and condemned criminals. These people had put themselves outside society and were buried without ritual or mourning.33

This might explain why even his wife is not informed of Ananias’s death. In their culture and understanding, this is not so much a burial; this is quarantine.

Perhaps historically, the most important facet of the story is that it shows that not everything in the garden was rosy. Whatever we think of the event and its outcome, the fact that Luke includes it shows his willingness to record incidents that did not reflect well on the early church: here, the selfishness of some of its members.

Luke gravitates towards big statements, such as the idea that the entire group were of one heart and soul (4.32). But he also shows us the cracks, the fissures, the events which baffle and challenge their emerging theology. This is a learning church. And some of the lessons they have to learn are painful.

‘Many signs and wonders’

Signs and wonders. Miracles. Strange deaths, wonderful healings. Illness and demons. Luke talks about people lying in the street so that Peter’s shadow might fall on them. (In ancient times, someone’s shadow was seen as an extension of their being.) Two groups in particular came from the towns around Jerusalem: the sick and those possessed by unclean spirits.

When it comes to healing, the classic Christian text is the letter of Jacob, or James, the brother of Jesus. In this he writes very simply:


Are any among you sick? They should call for the elders of the church and have them pray over them, anointing them with oil in the name of the Lord. The prayer of faith will save the sick, and the Lord will raise them up; and anyone who has committed sins will be forgiven. Therefore confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, so that you may be healed. The prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective. (Jas 5.14–16)



The clear inference here is that healing is not limited to the apostles. It is the leaders of the church – any church – who can and should do it. There is a wonderful matter-of-factness about healing in the early church, even though to outsiders it caused amazement and wonder.34 Even in later times it was the miraculous which drew people to the faith. Writing some two decades on from this event, Paul points to the presence of the miraculous as proof of apostleship: ‘The signs of a true apostle were performed among you with utmost patience, signs and wonders and mighty works’ (2 Cor. 12.12).

The miraculous tales of the early church – indeed, of any church – make uncomfortable reading for many people today. In the rationalist modern world such things do not fit comfortably. But we won’t understand the spread of the early church until we understand that they lived in a world where the supernatural was taken for granted and where the miraculous clearly happened. At the same time, they were not credulous fools. They understood, more than most of us in the modern Western world, the realities of life: the harshness of poverty, the difference between life and death was very clear to them, you could see it in the streets every day of the week. In any case, we are not dealing here with a handful of tales, but with many accounts of healing, both within the New Testament and from extrabiblical sources.

Further on still, in the fourth century we read of Hilarion, whose healing ministry was so famous that ‘people flocked in to him from Syria and Egypt so that many believed in Christ’.35

Individuals might come to faith through discussion and argument, or by reading the Scriptures – but the mass of people couldn’t read, so those kind of things weren’t going to get you far. Gregory, a pupil of the famous Christian scholar Origen, wrote a learned treatise on God in the style of a Socratic dialogue.36 But what made him famous was the miracles he worked among the populace of north-central Turkey. He was known as Gregory the Wonder-worker, not Gregory the Rather Good Theologian.
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