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Introduction: The Right Messiah


On my desk is a Jesus action figure.


It is five inches tall, made of plastic and possesses ‘poseable arms to reach toward the heavens, and wheels in his base for smooth gliding action’. I keep him there for two reasons: (1) his poseable arms give me a very good place to hold my pencil, and (2) he is a constant reminder of what I’m up against.


For many of us, our mental image of Jesus is a bit strange, a bit artificial. We have grown accustomed to the Sunday School Jesus: ‘gentle Jesus, meek and mild’ who wandered around Galilee wearing a nightie and being nice to people. Many elements of his story – Christmas, the miracles, his death and resurrection – have become part of the iconography of our culture. We wear crosses around our necks. Our children are baptised in an imitation (albeit not a particularly good one) of the activities of Jesus’ mentor, John the Baptist. Words from the story infiltrate our language: football fans scream ‘Judas!’ at a player who has chosen to transfer to an opposing team (usually for a great deal more than thirty pieces of silver); ‘we’re going to be crucified’ say politicians expecting a disaster at the next election; and the name of the founder of Christianity has become a common swearword. Nearly two thousand years after his death, Jesus is everywhere.


And yet so much of what we think we know is wrong. The Jesus who appears in the paintings, the stained-glass windows and even the TV shows is a white, long-haired, pale-skinned individual, not a short, dark-skinned first-century Palestinian. The golden crosses hanging round the necks of rap stars are a bizarre parody of the two chunks of splintered, rough timber on which Jesus was crucified, their timber bloodstained and splintered from frequent re-use. Even the name we use – Jesus – is a name he could never have been called in his lifetime.


The real Jesus was passionate, angry, intense, deliberately provocative. He wasn’t an aristocrat or a warrior; he wasn’t orthodox in the observance of his faith; he wasn’t a priest, he was a builder from ‘up north’. He was a healer, a trouble-maker, a boat-rocker. He told stories so pointed that they moved people to violence. He welcomed the outcast, touched the untouchables, did apparently impossible things and then told everyone to have a go.


‘Who do people say that I am?’ Jesus once asked his disciples (Mark 8:27).


Good question.


‘Let the reader understand’


A few things before we start.


This is a sequel – or perhaps a prequel – to my book The Longest Week, a careful historical survey of the last week of Jesus’ life. So readers who think that chapter 9 is not detailed enough will find that The Longest Week fills the gaps.


In The Longest Week I make a claim for dating the crucifixion to Friday 3 April, AD 33.1 All the Gospels agree that Jesus was killed on a Sabbath, and that it was Passover. Since Passover is timed by the full moon, we can work out the possible candidates. And it comes down to two: AD 30 and AD 33. I have chosen AD 33, since that makes much more sense in the light of Pilate’s situation. Before that date he had no real need to make any concessions to the Jews, but in AD 33, as we shall see, he was politically vulnerable. This date also works well with Luke’s description of John the Baptist’s work starting in the fifteenth year of Tiberius.


In order to explore Jesus’ life, I’ve had to suggest a chronological harmony of the Gospels. This is a notoriously difficult task, since the Gospels are not histories as we would understand them: they are, primarily, expressions of faith, designed to explain and pass on the stories of Jesus and leading to a climax with his resurrection. Which is not to say that they don’t contain historical information, it’s just that it tends to be arranged in different ways. All the Gospels arrange things. Sometimes they put stories and sayings together thematically. At other times, if they don’t know exactly when an event happened, they place it where it fits best.


Matthew, Mark and Luke are known as the Synoptic Gospels, from syn, meaning ‘together’, and optic, meaning ‘seen’. Broadly speaking, they all see things one way. So when I talk of the Synoptics, I’m talking about those three. John, however, is a bit different. John sees Jesus’ work mainly from a Jerusalem perspective.


Combining these four Gospels into one coherent narrative is not easy. There are some clues, some triangulation points, where all four Gospels contain the same event. There is also a mass of historical data: dates, places, people, events. But the task inevitably involves some supposition and compromise. I’m certainly not claiming to have solved all the problems, but I have had a stab, because I don’t believe the Synoptic version and John’s version of Jesus’ life to be inherently contradictory. There are differences in the accounts, but ultimately I believe that the Gospels are historically reliable documents – at least as historically reliable as any of the other documents which are often put up against them. And what I hope to show in this book is that they paint a coherent, believable picture of Jesus of Nazareth.


Reliable is not the same as objective. Objectivity is a very recent idea in historical writing, and an illusory one at that. The Gospels are not unbiased. They were written to show that Jesus was the Messiah. But then again, all books are biased. That’s what makes them interesting. You want an unbiased book? Go and read the telephone directory.


In any case, the Gospels are not our only sources for exploring the life of Jesus. There is archaeology, early Jewish writings such as the Mishnah, and, especially, the works of Josephus, the first-century historian. And, when it comes to the idea of Jesus as the Messiah, Josephus is not a bad place to start.


Jesus-who-is-called-Messiah


Flavius Josephus was a soldier who fought against Rome during the great Jewish revolt of AD 66–70, before changing sides and, eventually, moving to Rome. He was born around AD 37/38 and lived to a ripe old age, dying sometime after AD 100. His Jewish name is Joseph ben Matthias, but he’s known as ‘Flavius’ after the Flavians, the emperors Vespasian and his sons Titus and Domitian, who were Josephus’ patrons and supporters. It’s a bit like calling Samuel Pepys, Carolignian Samuel. Or Jacobean William, for Shakespeare.


His first book was the Jewish War, written c. AD 79, an account of the rebellion from the viewpoint of someone who got out while he could. (Josephus was initially captured, but after prophesying that the general who captured him – Vespasian – would become emperor, he was allowed to live and used as a go-between. When Vespasian did indeed become emperor, Josephus had it made.)


Some twenty years later he wrote Jewish Antiquities, a twenty-volume history of the Jewish people, and in that book we find two significant references to Jesus.


The first comes in Book 18 where Josephus writes:




Now there was about this time Jesus, a wise man, [if it be lawful to call him a man,] for he was a doer of wonderful works, a teacher of such men as receive the truth with pleasure. He drew over to him both many of the Jews, and many of the Gentiles. [He was the Christ;] and when Pilate, at the suggestion of the principal men amongst us, had condemned him to the cross, those that loved him at the first did not forsake him, [for he appeared to them alive again the third day, as the divine prophets had foretold these and ten thousand other wonderful things concerning him;] and the tribe of Christians, so named from him, are not extinct to this day.2





There is a lot of debate about this passage. Clearly a later Christian editor has got at this text and added some bits in – which I have marked with the brackets. But if you take them out, you get a perfectly reasonable account of Jesus from the perspective of someone who was not one of his followers. And it confirms the basic outline of the story as we have it in early Christian creeds and in the Gospels: Jesus was a wise man and miracle worker, he drew both Jews and Gentiles to him, he was executed by Pilate at the suggestion of the Jewish aristocracy. And even though he was crucified, his followers are still around.3


Why were they still around? Well, that is explained by a second reference to Jesus. In Book 20, Josephus describes the death of a minor religious figure in the run-up to the revolt. During a power vacuum in the city, Ananus, the high priest, has a man called James executed:




Being therefore this kind of person [i.e. a Sadducee] Ananus, thinking he had a favourable opportunity because Festus had died and Albinus was still on his way, called a meeting of judges and brought into it the brother of Jesus-who-is-called-Messiah, James by name, and some others. He made the accusation that they had transgressed the law and he handed them over to be stoned.4





James is such an insignificant figure that he has to be identified by his brother. And that’s the point. His brother was not an insignificant figure. By Josephus’ time, many people believed that James’ brother Jesus was the ‘so-called Messiah’. The word ‘messiah’ originates with the Hebrew masiah (2 Sam. 22:51; 23:1), which means one who is ‘anointed’ or ‘smeared’ with oil. The Greek version, Christos, comes from the Greek verb chriein, meaning ‘to anoint’. This is where Christians got their name from.


Josephus himself is not a big fan of the concept of the Messiah. He distances himself from it, calling it, at one point, an ‘ambiguous oracle . . . found in their sacred scriptures to the effect that at that time one from their country would become ruler of the world’.5 Clearly to Josephus, as the Christians continued to spread, that was the significant thing about Jesus: his followers thought he was the Messiah.


Equally clearly, Josephus thought that they were wrong.


‘Look! Here is the Messiah!’


If Jesus was the wrong messiah, the question is, ‘What did the right Messiah look like? What kind of Messiah were they expecting?’ That depends on who ‘they’ were. Because there was no monolithic, orthodox Judaism in the first century. There were, instead, a number of different Judaisms.


Josephus, for example, talks about four types: the Sadducees, Pharisees, Essenes and one he rather vaguely calls the fourth way. But even within those groupings there were different flavours. There were different ‘schools’ of Pharisaical thought, for example. (The New Testament contains both extreme and what you might call moderate Pharisees. Clearly someone like Nicodemus, whom Jesus meets in Jerusalem, is not the same kind of Pharisee as those who wanted to have Jesus stopped or even killed.)


What’s more, Josephus is rather simplifying things for a Roman audience. There were Jews spread throughout the Roman Empire and they had differing ideas and theologies. And there were also all sorts of apocalyptic Jewish sects knocking around. Not to mention the many Jews, who, when faced with the categories mentioned here, would tick the box marked ‘none of the above’.


There was, of course, some common ground. No matter which brand of Judaism you espoused, the Torah (the first five books of the Bible – aka the Law, the books of Moses, the Pentateuch, etc.) was the bedrock, the basis. There were groups which said that Judaism was more than the Torah, but there were no groups which said Judaism was less than the Torah. And they did share common ideas, such as the uniqueness of Israel and the idea of there being one God, even if they differed in their interpretation. They also shared many practices, such as Sabbath observance, dietary laws and following the Jewish festival calendar. And, of course, all male Jews were circumcised, even those who converted to Judaism in later life.


But beyond that, there was a wide variety of views and beliefs. Some Jews believed in life after death, others didn’t; some said that all images of living things were profane, others had pictures of animals and plants on their walls (but no humans). Most believed in ritual immersion, but some argued that it had to be in running water, while others said that standing water was OK. Some believed in mythical demons, in the evil eye, in the zodiac. There were many, many Jews and many different Judaisms. In that sense, Jesus’ disciples, all the people who listened to him and followed him, did not think that they were becoming ‘Christians’ – that term was not to be invented for another twenty years or so. They thought they were encountering a new kind of Judaism.


And one of the things on which these different Judaisms disagreed was the nature of the Messiah. The idea that all Jews were waiting for the Messiah is not true. Some were. Perhaps, in Roman-occupied Palestine, many were. But elsewhere the Messiah didn’t figure so much. Philo, a first-century Jewish writer and philosopher from Egypt, makes no mention of the Messiah.




And even among those who were expecting the Messiah, different groups were all expecting different kinds of Messiah. For example, the Qumran community, from whom we have the Dead Sea Scrolls, apparently believed that the messianic task would be accomplished by two figures: a Davidic kingly Messiah, and a high priest. Other Jewish literature from around the time portrays him as a warrior, or an anointed priest, or a king or even a wise man.6 We can see this in the Gospels. In John chapter 7 the crowd argue over whether Jesus is the Messiah. Some say it’s impossible, because he comes from Galilee and everyone knows that the Messiah must come from Bethlehem. Others disagree, saying that ‘when the Messiah comes, no one will know where he is from’ (John 7:27).


So what were their expectations? What did they think the Messiah would be like? Well, we can say some things.


The Messiah was human. He might be doing God’s work, but he was not God. There are times in the Hebrew scriptures when the boundaries blur slightly (e.g. Psalm 45:7, Ezekiel 34), but he was still expected to be a man. When Peter says to Jesus, ‘you are the Christ,’ he is not saying that he is God. That interpretation came later.


The Messiah was a king. Quite what this meant was a matter of interpretation, but Messiah certainly meant ‘King of the Jews’. The assumption was that the Messiah, the true God-given king, would replace the earthly royal dynasties of the Herods or the Hasmonaeans.


The Messiah would usher in the age to come. The Messiah would be the person through whom God would bring a new age of peace and prosperity. A return from exile, a new Exodus.


The Messiah would renew the temple. The temple was associated with David, the first great king. The book of Zechariah, itself a dense cloud of messianic prophecies, is also intimately concerned with those who rebuilt the temple after the exile.


The Messiah would defeat Israel’s enemies. A messianic psalm, quoted by Jesus, says ‘The Lord says to my lord, “Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies your footstool”’ (Ps. 110:1; Luke 20:43). The Psalms of Solomon, a Jewish text written sometime after 63 BC and before AD 70, says that the Messiah will ‘purge Jerusalem from Gentiles . . . drive out the sinners from the inheritance’, ‘smash the arrogance of sinners like a potter’s jar’, and ‘shatter all their substance with an iron rod’.7 Victory in battle was a non-negotiable for the Messiah.8


The Messiah will be successful. A failed Messiah is an oxy-moron. Any Messiah who got beaten was not the Messiah, but a deceiver. As N.T. Wright puts it, ‘The category of failed but still revered Messiah . . . did not exist.’ 9


And this is where we have to start. Because Jesus barely fits into any of these categories. He died a failed revolutionary leader. He was a peasant, not a king, and when people tried to make him a king, he ran away. Far from smashing Israel’s enemies to pieces, he said we should love them and not even call them rude names. After his death not much changed, except that the fishermen who followed him started a cult. There was no new age. Looked at dispassionately, Jesus was a complete failure by any measure. (Except for being human. And according to the Christians he only scored 50 per cent at that.)


To his opponents, Jesus had none of the qualifications that a Messiah should have. To them, he was a wino who kept bad company, had no respect for tradition and who ended up dying the most shameful death possible. Just how wrong can a Messiah be?


And yet, despite that, those who followed him, those who, some fifteen years after his death got nicknamed Christians, came to see Jesus as the Messiah. They believed that the person who just didn’t fit – the cornerstone which the builders rejected – turned out to be the Christ, the Messiah, the anointed of God. They were convinced that he was right all along.


And this book is an attempt to find out why.











1. Bethlehem, 5–4 BC




The old king was dying.


He had done well: survived to nearly seventy – remarkable for someone of his time. Especially remarkable given all the scheming against him. But he had seen them all off, executed all those who plotted against him, even his own sons. Even his own wife.


Mariamne. That was her name. Yes, he regretted that. Some days he was confused, forgot that he’d had her executed. Some days, they told him, he wandered the palace just calling out her name.


His mind was failing. And his body, this carcass which had created a kingdom from nothing, was falling apart. He was flushed with a fever, his skin itched uncontrollably. There were pains in his bowels, inflammation in his abdomen. His feet were swollen, rotting, like fruit too long on the tree. He had difficulty breathing, had convulsions. Most horrifyingly of all, his groin was putrefying, eaten up by worms.


The people probably thought it a fitting punishment for all his monstrous deeds. The old monster, dying in a suitably monstrous way. The people had always hated him, despite the magnificent buildings and the status he had given to the nation. They had never forgiven him for being half-Jewish, for making friends with Rome. But that was the Jews for you. In thrall to the past; in Jerusalem, especially, obsessed with their temple, their purity. They never understood, in their religious zeal, just what kind of deals you had to make with the Romans in order to survive.


Even now they were causing trouble.


News of his illness spread through the capital as quick as the plague. Two zealous young idiots infected by some ultra-fundamentalist rabbis. Hoisted themselves down from a rooftop using thick ropes and cut down the golden eagle that stood over the western gate. Their mistake was simple: he wasn’t dead yet.


Rage and anger worked where all the oils and balms could not. It energised the king: he had forty of the ringleaders arrested and raised himself from his sickbed to interrogate them. The two men and their rabbis were burned alive, and the forty men who were captured were also executed. He was even able to recover enough to go out and address the people, who were now terrified that his rage would engulf them all.


But now the end was inevitable. The stench of putrefaction and decay was too overwhelming to be ignored. And now, too, there were men here, from the east. Mystics. Stargazers. Men who believed – horror of horrors – that a new prince was about to be born.


Mariamne. That was her name …





‘The birth of Jesus, the Messiah’


Few stories have exercised such a grip on the collective imagination of the Western world as the story of Jesus’ birth. In thousands of churches, schools and playgroups hard-hearted innkeepers turn away cherubic Marys and their usually embarrassed boy-husbands. Surprisingly clean shepherds tend flocks of cotton-wool sheep, angelic choirs sing, and a pink and plastic baby Jesus is carefully laid in the manger of yellow straw. The event has become a foundation myth of the cult of consumerism, legitimising three days of overspending and overindulgence.


But the real story is harsher. More dangerous. It begins with shame and scandal, and ends with a massacre. Not much cause for celebration there, one would think.


The story only features in two out of the four Gospels – Luke and Matthew – and they agree on very few details. Luke begins in Nazareth, Matthew in Bethlehem. Matthew has no angelic visit to Mary, Luke none to Joseph. Matthew sends them off to Egypt, Luke has them simply return to Nazareth. Matthew has his mysterious Magi, Luke his grubby shepherds. After the birth, Luke’s Jesus goes to the temple; Matthew’s goes into exile in Egypt. Luke has faithful Jews singing hymns over the baby; Matthew a maniacal king ordering a massacre. They agree on only a few items: Jesus’ parents were called Mary and Joseph, he was born in Bethlehem during the reign of Herod I (aka Herod the Great), after the birth he ended up in Nazareth. Oh, and his mother was a virgin.


Where are we to start with this? The miraculous stories of Jesus’ birth have been the subject of speculation, argument and even vitriol. Many scholars simply reject the story in toto. It is a piece of early church propaganda, they say: dodgy historical details combined with a desire to emphasise the deity of Jesus and fit in with biblical prophecies. The Scriptures say that the Messiah must be born in Bethlehem, so the early church invents a census to take his parents there for the birth. The Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures says that a virgin will give birth, so Matthew and Luke fly in an angel.


Certainly, the historicity is problematic. There is no way to prove the virgin birth. No medical records exist and no similar event has ever been recorded. But the idea of complete invention has some difficulties as well. It assumes a one-way process: that the early church scoured the Scriptures for prophecies and then invented stories to make the details fit, but they could just as easily have had the stories in front of them, and then found echoes or prophecies in the Scriptures. One of the most important activities of the early church was studying the Hebrew Scriptures to see if they had anything to say about Jesus. This was an activity which they believed had been inaugurated by Christ himself on the road to Emmaus. They worked from Christ backwards, as it were.


Also the idea of stories being inventions to ‘fulfil’ Scripture might work with Matthew, but runs into a buffer with Luke, who mentions Mary’s virgin birth and the visit to Bethlehem, but makes no attempt to link them with ancient prophecies. One would have thought that, if Luke had gone to all the trouble of inventing the journey and the census, he would at least have taken the opportunity to point out that it fulfilled a prophecy, but he doesn’t even mention it.


Another reason to question the ‘invention’ theory is that quite often the invention seems a little strained. Matthew, for example, in his tale of the massacre of the innocents, cites a verse from Jeremiah about Rachel weeping for her children. The problem is that this is based in Ramah, which is eleven miles north of Bethlehem and on the other side of Jerusalem. Rachel was, admittedly, buried in Bethlehem, but even so, it is a bit of a stretch to imply that Matthew invented the entire massacre just so that he could include one tenuous line of prophecy set in the wrong location. It is more likely that he was recording a genuine church tradition, and then found a prophecy which he thought fitted. In fact, the early church tradition about it was strong. As early as the second century there were people in Bethlehem who claimed to know the exact place where Jesus had been born.1


But whether we’re dealing with authorial invention or early church tradition, we are still left staring down the barrel of the miraculous. Virgin births are not biologically possible, unless Mary was an amoeba. Stars do not hover over towns.


It has been popular in certain circles to demythologise Jesus, to remove the miraculous entirely, in the hope that it will reveal the historical Jesus. It does not. What it reveals is the forgettable Jesus. Without the miraculous there is no reason why Jesus should have been remembered by his followers, no reason why they should have braved sickness, hardship, persecution, ostracism and even death to tell their stories.


Jesus – the historical Jesus – performed, or was believed to have performed, miracles. That is why people talked about him, why he was remembered. Whether we’re talking about the beginning of his life, the end of his life, or loads of the bits in between, we cannot ignore the miracles. Tidy them away, and they keep bursting out. Turn your back on them, and they bite your behind.


I am not going to ignore them in this book. But nor am I going to try to prove them or disprove them. What tools would I use? There are no first-century medical reports; no psychiatric tests to show that a demon-possessed boy was really schizophrenic; no DNA tests to show who Jesus’ father really was. There are only the accounts in the Gospels. The testimonies of people who said, ‘This is what I saw.’2


Rather than trying to prove or disprove the events described in the Gospels, what I am going to do is to explore them. Look at their setting, their purpose and intent, the people involved and the messages of the miracles, the message they sent out to the people who encountered them and the audience who first heard the tales. The miracles are messages: so what are they saying?


‘During the time of King Herod’


Although in the West we celebrate his birthday on 25 December, the exact date, even the exact year, is unknown. There are some clues in the Gospels, however. The birth took place during the reign of Augustus (Luke 2:1) and Jesus was ‘about thirty’ when he began his public campaign (Luke 3:23). And it took place while that old monster Herod was still alive.


The date of Herod’s death is generally agreed to be 4 BC. According to Josephus, Herod’s death took place before Passover and after an eclipse of the moon.BC.3 There was certainly a partial lunar eclipse on the night of 13 March 4 BC. Passover in 4 BC was on 11 April. So it is usually concluded that Herod died between these two dates, somewhere around the end of March/beginning of April in 4 BC.


Other dates have been suggested. Clement of Alexandria suggests a date in November 3 BC.4 And some scholars have suggested that Herod died not in 4 BC, but a couple of years later in 2 BC.5 However, the weight of historical opinion is firmly on the side of the spring of 4 BC for the date of Herod’s death.


It is likely that Jesus was born a few months or even weeks before Herod died – not least because the type of paranoid, malevolent behaviour described by Matthew fits perfectly into the fevered atmosphere of the Jewish court in the last, diseased months of the old king’s life. Although Matthew says that Herod ordered all boys under the age of two to be killed, that does not mean, as some have taken it, that Jesus was two years old. Herod was simply taking no chances. If Jesus was born in 7/6 BC it would be impossible for him to be described as ‘around thirty’ in AD 29, when his main work began.


So it makes sense to assume that Jesus was born in late 5/early 4 BC. We can go further. We can make a rough stab at guessing Jesus’ birth by using a detail in the story about his relative. Before Jesus was conceived and born, there was the birth of his relative John.




‘The priestly division of Abijah’


The story of the birth of John the Baptist tells us that his family came not from Galilee, but from the hill country of Judea. His father Zechariah was a rural priest, part of the priestly order of Abijah. In theory a priest was allowed to marry any pure-born Israelite, but many chose only to marry within the tribe, among priestly stock. This is the case with Zechariah, who married Elizabeth, a descendant of Aaron (Luke 1:5).


Rural priests were supposed to assist at the temple twice a year. Priests were divided into twenty-four divisions, each of which went to the temple twice a year for one week, to help out with the services. A tradition recorded in the Mishnah, however, makes it possible to guess the date on which Zechariah was officiating. (The Mishnah was compiled around AD 200. It’s a collection of Jewish rabbinic law, which had previously only existed in oral form.) It states that at the destruction of the temple, the division of Jehoiarab was on duty, the first of the twenty-four priestly orders, or courses. The order of Abijah is the eighth of the courses. Since the temple was destroyed by the Romans on 4/5 August AD 70, some historians have suggested that, in 6 BC, the division of Abijah was on duty twice that year, during February and July.6


Supposition, of course, and based on the assumption that the Mishnah is correct. But it does allow us to reconstruct the events as described in the Gospels. Zechariah is on duty in the temple at the end of July/beginning of August 6 BC, where he has some kind of visionary encounter and is struck dumb. Luke tells us that his wife became pregnant ‘after those days’ (Luke 1:24), say in the next couple of weeks. (This is no virgin birth: Zechariah has to be present – talking or not.) Then Elizabeth goes into seclusion for five months (Luke 1:24) and in February – the sixth month – Mary conceives. Three months later John is born, and six months after that, some time around November, Jesus.7


[image: image]


All of this is pure speculation, but there is some corroboration elsewhere. The date of 25 December for Jesus’ birthday was not agreed until the fourth century AD. Before that, in AD 194, Clement of Alexandria, in a work called Stromateis, plumped for 18 November. It is certainly possible that the time of year of Jesus’ birth was handed down from generation to generation, if not the actual year itself. In the absence of any published records, recording years was trickier than identifying the season in which someone was born.8 So maybe our reconstruction is not so very far out.


Let’s take things forward again. If we go for a date of November/December 5 BC for the birth of Jesus, how well does that tie in with Luke’s statement that Jesus was ‘about thirty’ at the time of his baptism? Well, first we must remember that there is no year 0. In other words, Jesus would have been four years old in November/December 1 BC and five in November/December AD 1. Second, it is likely that Jesus’ baptism took place in the autumn of AD 29. Jesus would have been thirty-two then, turning thirty-three in the November/ December of that year. This fits well with John’s ‘about thirty’ description.


A birth date for Jesus of 2/1 BC would not change things significantly. Under that dating, Jesus would be twenty-eight or twenty-nine when he was baptised – again pretty much ‘about thirty’. With such ancient accounts, all suggested dates come with a health warning, but this is the chronological framework I am going to adopt in this book.9 (See page 16 for a chronological chart.)


‘His name is John’


Six months before Jesus arrived, Mary’s relatives Elizabeth and Zechariah had a baby boy whom they called John. John is a baby in the tradition of the Old Testament miraculous births like Isaac, Samson and Samuel. Like some of those Old Testament mothers, Elizabeth is getting on in years. Like Samson, John must never drink ‘wine or strong drink’ (Luke 1:15). Samson was a Nazirite, a special group of people who abstained from alcohol, cutting his hair and any contact with impurity (Num. 6:1–8). It is not stated anywhere that John is a Nazirite, but the echoes are there.10 His life was to be dedicated to the Lord, and he and his disciples were noted for ‘eating no bread and drinking no wine’ (Luke 7:33).
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Elizabeth, Zechariah and John lived in the hill country of Judea (Luke 1:39). The region covers the high ground, not only of Judea but of Ephraim as well, stretching some forty miles or so from Beersheba in the south to Jerusalem in the north, with its centre at Hebron. Bethlehem would also be in this region.11 The exact location is not known. The traditional ‘tourist’ site is Ain Karim, five miles from Jerusalem, but that identification only dates from the sixth century onwards. Another suggestion has been the town of Juttah, about five miles south of Hebron.


According to Luke, it was into these hills that, in perhaps late February 5 BC, Mary came to visit Elizabeth, who was her relative. In John’s Gospel, John the Baptist claims not to have known Jesus: ‘I myself did not know him, but the one who sent me to baptise with water said to me, “He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain is the one who baptises with the Holy Spirit”’ (John 1:33). So the best we are talking about here is a fairly distant cousin. Whatever the nature of the relationship, her name was Mary and she had news. She was pregnant.


‘The virgin’s name was Mary’


Mary was poor. Although the social status of Jesus’ parents has been a subject of much discussion, the general impression is that both Mary and Joseph came from a simple, peasant background.12 The word ‘peasant’ is not a pejorative term: it simply describes those who lived a simple rural working-class lifestyle.


Certainly Luke believed Mary was poor. He attributes a song to her – known now as the Magnificat – which is a hymn of triumph for the lowly and humble over the wealthy and puffed-up. ‘He [God] has brought down the powerful from their thrones,’ she sings, ‘and lifted up the lowly; he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty’ (Luke 1:52–53). This song makes no sense at all unless Mary – and the man she was to marry – were ‘lowly’, poor and even hungry. She would hardly sing about the rich being sent away empty if she came from a moneyed background. The fact that Mary and Joseph were poor is backed up by the sacrifice they later give at the temple. Luke records that they sacrificed ‘a pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons’ (Luke 2:24), which was the sacrifice you gave if you were too poor to sacrifice a sheep.13




Poor, then, and young as well. Although older marriages did occur, the usual age for a Jewish girl to be married was between thirteen and sixteen. Marriage itself was usually arranged through an intermediary. Although the betrothed couple did not live together or, naturally, consummate the marriage, they were viewed as having already entered a binding relationship. If the would-be husband died before the wedding, his fiancée was technically a widow.14 A betrothal, like a marriage, could only be dissolved through death or divorce. It was a legally binding contract, hence Joseph’s reluctance to do something as drastic as break off the engagement.15


Jewish couples probably married around a year after their betrothal during which time the details of the marriage contract would be hammered out between the two families.16 The bride’s family would provide a dowry, a payment to the groom for marrying the daughter. It might come as cash, or in the form of land, goods, possessions, animals. (It sometimes even came as slaves.) The aim was to give the couple some capital to start their marriage. They could use it to buy furniture, animals, land, a house.


Did Joseph and Mary even make it as far as the wedding feast? The text does not say. Usually the marriage itself was celebrated with a feast at the house of the father of the groom. First the bride would be prepared at her family home, then she would leave her home and be taken in procession through the town or village to the home of the groom’s family. There she would be formally introduced into her husband’s home. After that there would be blessings and festivities and then the marriage would be consummated. Following this the new bride would live with her husband’s family.17 It was less like Western marriage and more like a football transfer.


All this, one imagines, Mary sacrificed. No public procession for her. No seven days of festivities following the wedding day. Jewish weddings usually lasted a week, with a lot of feasting among one’s friends. The well off were known to invite large numbers of guests – sometimes the entire village – to the wedding. Joseph and Mary may have done this. There might have been hurried arrangements, the dowry hastily organised in order to hush up the scandal. But there would have been talk, gossip. In a village as small as Nazareth, people would have known.




‘Joseph her husband was a righteous man’


What of her husband? In the Gospel accounts, Joseph is a rather strange, silent figure. Not a word is spoken by him. He is described as an ‘upright’ or ‘righteous’ man (Matt. 1:19), a devout Jew who in later years made it a habit to travel to Jerusalem each year to observe the Passover (Luke 2:41). Perhaps he was proud of his descent from the royal line of King David. When it came to naming his sons – and, as we shall see, he had several – he called them good Jewish names: two named after Bible heroes (Joshua and Jacob) and two after the heroes of the Maccabean revolt, when Israel gained independence (Judas and Simeon).18 Joseph may well have been a relative. Many cousins married each other: you kept things in the family.


Although he is frequently depicted in art as a decrepit old figure, that idea comes from a later, fictional account of Jesus’ nativity written around AD 200. Known as the Protevangelium of James, the work is an infancy gospel, containing fabricated stories of Jesus’ childhood. It is one of the first works to promote the doctrine of the perpetual virginity of Mary – the idea that not only was Mary a virgin at Jesus’ birth, but she remained so for ever more. In order to do this, the book has to explain away the fact that Jesus had brothers and sisters, so the writer of the Protevangelium came up with a solution: make them Joseph’s children from a previous marriage. Thus it claims that Joseph was an elderly widower when he married Mary.


The Protevangelium is pure fiction. It dresses Joseph up as an old man in order to justify a point of doctrine. As one writer puts it, ‘Nearly everything claimed for Mary over the past two thousand years is simply not to be found in the New Testament.’19 Luke and Matthew say nothing about perpetual virginity, immaculate conception or the assumption of Mary. They don’t say that Joseph was old or that he had previously been married.


And they don’t tell us when he died. He was alive when Jesus was twelve (Luke 2:41–43), but even if he was dead by the time Jesus was baptised, that doesn’t mean he was old. The normal age of marrying for Palestinian Jews in New Testament times would have been about sixteen for a man and about fourteen for a woman. Joseph was a peasant worker in a hard manual profession. He came from a background of poverty, rather than wealth. He lived in what we today would consider unsanitary conditions. Some experts believe that very few people, maybe as low as 3 per cent, survived to the age of sixty and that 90 per cent were dead by their mid-forties.20 If he married Mary at sixteen and lived to a normal life span for that time, he would have been dead around AD 20, ten years before Jesus began appearing in public.


Joseph was young. He was courageous, and generous. Matthew says Joseph ‘planned to dismiss her quietly’ (Matt. 1:19). This might have cost Joseph financially. Legally, Joseph had the right to impound the dowry of a fiancée who was guilty of adultery, but that would have meant hauling her before a public tribunal. It may well be that by keeping the whole thing quiet, Joseph was forfeiting the right to any money.21


So what we have in this story is not an elderly man and a demure young woman. We have two young people – teenagers, in our terms – caught up in a whirlwind of dreams and visions and shocking, scandalous pregnancy. Whispers of illegitimacy and scandal must have hung around Jesus all the time he was in Nazareth. Poor parents from a nowhere town. It is an inauspicious start for a would-be Messiah.


Joseph, of course, did not divorce Mary. When the truth was revealed to him in a dream he married her. And not long after, he took her away. South. To Bethlehem.


‘This was the first census’


The census is also a problem historically, although for different reasons. This time it is not a question of biology, but of history. ‘In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered. This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria’ (Luke 2:1–2).


Luke tells us a number of things about it.


[image: image] It was an imperial decree, and it covered ‘all the world’ (i.e. the Roman Empire).


[image: image] It was the ‘first registration’.


[image: image] It occurred during the governorship of Quirinius.


[image: image] People had to return to their home towns.




There are many difficulties in this. According to Josephus, Quirinius, or P. Sulpicius Quirinius, to give him his full name, came to Syria in AD 6, when Coponius was appointed prefect of Judea. We know that he instituted a policy of taxation which was heavily resisted by the Jews and which even resulted in armed resistance under a local leader called Judas the Gaulonite. What is more, we know that Quirinius had instituted other censuses: an inscription on a gravestone in Venice records that he instituted a census of Apamea in Syria, but gives no date for it.22 But all of that is a decade too late.


It may be that Luke has his governors mixed up: Tertullian, the early church apologist, claimed that the enrolment was taken ‘in Judea by Sentius Saturninus’, which would be earlier. Perhaps Tertullian was issuing a correction, but Luke is generally very accurate with regard to chronology. When he knows a detail, he supplies it. And Luke, in fact, is careful to distinguish this census from that of AD 6/7. He says that this is the ‘first’ census (Luke 2:1). And later on, in Acts, he refers to the uprising of Judas the Galilean in the days of the second census (Acts 5:37). This shows that he did know his recent history. It is inconceivable that he would have got the two censuses mixed up. And it is hardly likely that he would have described Jesus as ‘about thirty’ in AD 29/30 if the census that he actually meant was one which took place in AD 6/7. Jesus would have been closer to twenty.


It is certainly possible that Quirinius was governor twice: once during the reign of Herod and again in AD 6–7. Quirinius was in the east at the time, fighting a tribe in the Taurus Mountains in Asia. This would have meant drawing on the military headquarters at Antioch, described as ‘the Pentagon of the East’.23


Whatever the case, Luke must be overstating the extent of the enrolment – if a census really had covered the whole empire there would surely have been some other record of it. So maybe it wasn’t a census at all. The Romans would not try to assess the citizens of a client-kingdom like Judea: that was Herod’s job. He was their tax-gatherer. In fact the word translated as ‘census’ does not mean quite that. The word itself is apographe, which mean ‘registering’ or ‘enrolling’. Josephus, talking of the census of AD 6–7, uses a different word for the assessment – apotimesin.24 What we are talking about is a written-down list. A census would normally be associated with taxation, a registration with some other legal or imperial matter.


So what was this list? One plausible suggestion is that it was an oath of allegiance. Certainly there was one of those held in Rome in the thirteenth year of the consulship of Augustus – 2 BC. According to Josephus, some years before that, around 7 BC, relations between Herod and Augustus became strained. To prove his loyalty, Herod decided that an oath would be taken by all the people. This was an occasion ‘when all the people of the Jews gave assurance of their good will to Caesar, and to the king’s government’.25 Some machinery for ensuring that it had been done would have had to be used, which may well have required people to return to their home towns.


In the event, there was widespread reluctance to swear any loyalty to Caesar among the Jews and some six thousand Pharisees refused to take the oath. Why they took such exception to it, we do not know. Perhaps the oath was similar to that imposed on the inhabitants of Paphlagonia at Gangra in 3 BC, which included a promise to inform on anyone who was planning action against the Romans.26 So it is possible that this was a registration not for tax purposes, but for the purposes of loyalty. Even so, 7 BC is still too early for our purposes.


At the end of the day we simply do not have enough information to be entirely certain. We do not know enough about Roman government of the provinces at this time. Since the Romans left the day-to-day government in the hands of local leaders and client-kings, it is perfectly possible that a registration in Judea would use as its starting point the strong historical attachment which the Jews felt for their tribal and ancestral relationships.27 Perhaps the situation is best surmised by Sherwin-White, who called the whole debate an ‘agnostic stalemate’.28


What Luke does say is that Joseph and Mary returned to Bethlehem. Joseph might have been required by the terms of the oath-taking to return to his ancestral home. He might, being a ‘righteous’ man, have realised that the Messiah had to be born in Bethlehem. Or he might just have been looking for an excuse to get out of town.




‘There was no place for them in the inn’


For two thousand years, innkeepers have had some of the worst PR imaginable. Every year, in pre-schools and playgroups, schools and churches, Mary and Joseph are turned away by an innkeeper, before finding shelter in a stable. But if we read the story carefully a different picture emerges, one in which there is no inn and no stable.


Here is what Luke says: ‘While they were there [Bethlehem], the time came for her to deliver her child. And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn’ (Luke 2:6–7). The Greek word Luke uses for ‘inn’ is kataluma. This can mean ‘inn’, but more often means ‘guest room’, ‘spare room’, or anywhere you might put visitors. In fact, Luke uses it in this way elsewhere in his Gospel: in the account of the Last Supper, where two disciples are told to go and ask, ‘Where is the guest room [kataluma], where I may eat the Passover with my disciples?’ (Luke 22:11). The Last Supper did not take place in an inn. It took place in an upper room, a space for guests. This argument is further reinforced when we look at the only place in Luke’s Gospel where he does specifically mention an inn: in the story of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:34). In that instance, the word he uses is a different Greek word, pandocheion. So, if he had meant an inn in Bethlehem, why did he not use pandocheion?


Because there was no inn. Mary and Joseph were going to Joseph’s family home. They would not need an inn; they would stay with relatives. But the relatives were poor and their home was crowded, there was no more room in the kataluma. So they laid the baby elsewhere in the house: in a manger, an animal’s feeding trough.


No inn, then, but what about the stable? Surely the presence of a manger indicates that? No, not really. In peasant homes of that time, the manger was not in another building, but inside the house. These homes were simple, two-level structures: there was the lower level where the everyday living took place, and an upper mezzanine level where the family slept. Or, if they were caves (and many people did live in caves at the time), the family slept in the central parts and towards the back, with the animals kept at the entrance. At night their animals would be brought into the lower level of the house, both for security reasons and to keep the house warm – their body heat acted as a kind of primitive central heating. There would have been mangers set into the slope to the upper level, and it was there that Jesus was laid.


So, no inn. And no stable either. In Luke’s version of the tale, Jesus was just put downstairs with the animals, because the rest of the house was full.29


The story of Jesus’ birth, therefore, is not one of exclusion but of inclusion. No one in that peasant community turned Joseph and Mary away. They made room for them. This was, for the Gospel writers and their first audiences, the most important fact: this was a story about the Son of God coming into the world of simple peasants. Joseph’s relatives made a place for Jesus in the heart of their household. They did not shun Mary, even though her status would have been suspect and even shameful: they brought her inside. They made room for Jesus in the heart of a peasant’s house.


[image: image]




‘There were shepherds living in the fields’


‘Do not teach your son to be a shepherd.’ That is what it says in the Mishnah: ‘Abba Gurion of Sidon says in the name of Abba Gurya, “A man should not teach his son to be an ass driver, a camel driver, a barber, a sailor, a herdsman, or a shopkeeper. For their trade is the trade of thieves.”’ 30


Herdsmen did not enjoy good reputations. Another rabbinical list includes them alongside other disreputable low-lifes such as dice-players, usurers and tax-collectors.31 The assumption was that they were cheats. The Mishnah says it was forbidden for orthodox Jews to buy wool, milk or kids directly from the herdsman, who was assumed to have stolen them: ‘It fell off the back of a flock, guv.’ Shepherds, then, were widely suspect and discredited. ‘For herdsmen, tax collectors and publicans, is repentance hard,’ it was said.32


Most trades involving herding or driving animals were seen – by certain sections of the Jewish community at least – as inherently degrading and disreputable. These people were deprived of civil and legal rights; under law they could not be called as witnesses.33 And yet it is these people, according to Luke, whom God calls to witness this birth. The outcast, despised shepherds, without rights, without even a roof over their heads, inadmissible in law: they are the witnesses to the birth.


Throughout his teaching, Jesus used favourable images of shepherds and herdsmen. The use of these metaphors is an anomaly in rabbinic literature, which tends to view them as shifty, unreliable, discreditable.34 But Jesus thought they were good people. Perhaps he was thinking back to the stories of his birth, to the first guests who came through the door of the house where he was born.


The shepherds were told to go into Bethlehem and find a baby: ‘This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger’ (Luke 2:12).


‘A sign for you …’ We often interpret this verse as meaning a sign to help them identify the child. But Bethlehem was a small place: a new birth would not be hard to find and a newborn baby not hard to identify. The sign refers not to who the child is, but to the kind of person he is. The sign is for them, for their benefit. It tells them that he is one of them. This is not about them identifying the baby, it is about the baby identifying with them. This is what the manger signifies to the shepherds: he is one of us.


Thus right at the start of the story we are made aware that, in some senses, everything is wrong. The Messiah, the Son of David, should not be born in a peasant’s household. Those who welcome him into the world should not be the outcasts and the impure. But that is exactly what happened.


Too often, the story of Jesus’ birth is depicted as a story of exclusion and rejection. That is not the case, however. Jesus was welcomed by the people of Bethlehem. They brought him into the heart of their homes. The ordinary Jewish peasants and the oppressed Jewish herdsmen saw that he was one of them.


The people of Bethlehem – innkeepers included – did not reject Jesus. They made room for him. And they were to pay a heavy price for their welcome.


‘He was called Jesus’


After the birth, Mary and Joseph stayed with their family in Bethlehem. And eight days after his birth, Jesus was circumcised. Luke says that it was on the day of his circumcision that he was named: a practice which is attested in other rabbinical literature.35


The name they gave him was Jesus.


Or not. Because Jesus is derived from [image: image] (Iesous) – the Greek version of his name and the language in which the New Testament is written. His actual Hebrew name was Yeshua, which in turn is a short version of Joshua (in Hebrew, Yehoshua), the great hero of the entry into the Promised Land. His parents would have called him Yeshu – the shortened, Galilean version of Yeshua. Certainly that is the name by which he is referred to in the ancient Jewish literature, and it probably reflects the local Galilean pronunciation.36


In Jesus’ day the Jews, out of respect, did not name their children after the most important figures in their history – no Moseses, Solomons, Davids or Aarons. But Joshua, he was division two, as it were. Yeshua was one of the most common names of the day – the sixth most popular name among Palestinian Jews of the time. In Josephus’ works there are twenty or so Jesuses, half of whom belong to the same time as Jesus of Nazareth.37








	Top Ten Boys’ Names among Palestinian Jews, 330 BC – AD 20038







	1

	Simon/Simeon






	2

	Joseph/Joses






	3

	Lazarus/Eleazar






	4

	Judas/Judah






	5

	John/Yohanan






	6

	Jesus/Joshua






	7

	Ananias/Hananiah






	8

	Jonathan






	9

	Matthew/Matthias/ Mattathias






	10

	Manaen/Menahem







According to the British Office of National Statistics, the sixth most common boy’s name in 2008 was Alfie (Joshua was number five).39 In British terms, the Messiah was called Alf.


That Jesus is the Greek version of the Hebrew name Yeshua is a fact which most Christians know, but few really process. The name Jesus is so ingrained into our Western consciousness that it is almost impossible to erase it, to go back to a time when he was not Jesus of Nazareth, but Yeshu, the son of Yehosef and Miriam.


It is salutary that the only physical characteristic we know for sure about Jesus is that he was circumcised. Circumcision on the eighth day was demanded by the Torah, the Law.40 It signified membership of the nation and an obligation to live under the Law. Jesus was Jewish. He was born as a Jew, he lived as a Jew, he died as a Jew. The translation of his name into Greek was necessary for his message to be heard throughout the world, but in a way it started a process which has been going on ever since: the ‘de-Jewification’ of Jesus. In many cases it is not a deliberate process, but when people forget that Jesus was Yeshu, it not only affects their understanding of his actions and message as portrayed in the Gospels, it can also lead to suspicion, fear, hatred and violence.


His Jewishness is certainly apparent in the next little part of the tale. Forty days after the birth, his parents took Jesus to the temple, the most ‘Jewish’ place in the entire world.




When the time came for their purification according to the law of Moses, they brought him up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord (as it is written in the law of the Lord, ‘Every firstborn male shall be designated as holy to the Lord’), and they offered a sacrifice according to what is stated in the law of the Lord, ‘a pair of turtle-doves or two young pigeons’. (Luke 2:22–24)







The main purpose of the visit was to complete the purification of Mary.41 After giving birth a woman was considered unclean for forty days – or eighty if she had given birth to a daughter. During this period she was not allowed to enter the temple or touch any sacred object (Lev. 12:1–8). The sacrifice they make is significant: the use of pigeons as an alternative to lambs or goats was a concession to the poor.42


Along with this event, Luke inserts stories he has received of Simeon and Anna, two prophet-like figures who attest to the uniqueness of Jesus. Simeon is something of a vague figure, but Anna – the name is short for Hannah – is a credibly detailed presentation. A devout worshipper who spent all her days in the temple, she was the daughter of Phanuel, from the tribe of Asher; she was eighty-four, and had been widowed many years earlier, after just seven years of marriage. She is given no direct speech – unlike Simeon and his famous Nunc dimittis – but she speaks to everyone ‘looking for the redemption of Jerusalem’ (Luke 2:38).


The curious feature is her attribution to the tribe of Asher. She is the only Jewish figure in the New Testament who comes from one of the northern tribes – all the others come from Benjamin, Judah or Levi. She is, in fact, an outsider.43


Asher’s territory was in the western hills of Galilee. When the Assyrians conquered the northern kingdom of Israel in 733 BC, most of the inhabitants were taken into slavery and deported. Some remnants presumably remained, but the area was predominantly Gentile until it was conquered by the Hasmoneans. Anna, then, may be a remnant, one of the few who got away, who escaped exile and destruction in Assyria and clung to the land, tenaciously holding on to their tribal ancestry. Or, more likely, she may have been descended from the thousands of Jews who survived beyond the Euphrates, in Jewish communities such as those at Nisibis and Adiabene. Jewish leaders in Jerusalem maintained contact with these eastern Diaspora communities through letters; of especial importance were communications giving the dates of the major Jewish festivals. The rabbis, too, maintained contact. There are letters from Gamaliel to Pharisaic Jews in the Diaspora, and Rabbi Akiba is said to have visited the region on his travels.44 There was a rabbi known as Rabbi Nahum the Mede active in Jerusalem during the last days of the second temple. This implies that either he or his parents moved from Medea to Jerusalem.


Luke’s details about Anna indicate a real historical figure. This is someone who would be well known and well remembered in Jerusalem. Those little details indicate that Anna came from the east, perhaps with her father Phanuel, many years earlier.


She is, of course, not the only traveller from the east who is associated with the birth of Jesus.


‘Wise men from the East’


Let’s kick one thing into touch straight away: there were not three of them, and they were not kings: ‘In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the East came to Jerusalem, asking, “Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage”’ (Matt. 2:1–2).


The word translated ‘wise men’ is magoi, singular magos, from which we get our word ‘magus’. The root of the word is mageia, the Greek word for ‘magic’. By the early Christian era the word had come to be associated with astrologers from Chaldea (the ancient name for the marshy lands in the far south of Mesopotamia), many of whom travelled west to share their expertise. Astrology and astronomy were not really separate arts in ancient times. The Magi believed that earthly events were signified by heavenly signs and that the accurate observation of celestial phenomena would help them predict and interpret real, earthly events. Belief in astrology was common in ancient times. Roman emperors routinely consulted their official astrologers. In Acts, the proconsul of Cyprus, Sergius Paulus, has a Magi called Elymas Bar-Jesus as an advisor (Acts 13:7–12). It was not a profession without risks, especially if the prophecies proved unwelcome. The Magi and Chaldaei were frequently expelled from Rome throughout the first century and Augustus, although a believer in astrology, passed a law which made it a criminal offence to consult an astrologer about the fate of the emperor. Kings and emperors were prone to kill those who brought them bad news – another possible reason why the Magi decided not to return to Herod on their way home.45




The star has been taken as an example of Matthew’s ‘find-a-prophecy-and-make-a-story-to-fit’ technique. In Numbers 24:17 Balaam son of Beor says, ‘I see him, but not now; I behold him, but not near – a star shall come out of Jacob, and a sceptre shall rise out of Israel’ (Num. 24:17).


In Jesus’ day this had become a popular messianic prophecy. Several mentions occur in the Dead Sea Scrolls and it was also applied to Bar Kokhba, who led the revolt against the Romans in AD 135. But the curious thing is that Matthew does not actually quote the verse. Elsewhere you just cannot stop him quoting the Old Testament, so why on earth would he not do that now? Perhaps he did not invent it. Perhaps he was recording a historical event, albeit one with some rather perplexing details.


Another thing: for the early church, magic was a Bad Thing. In Acts we read of a magician from Samaria who ‘amazed them with his magic’ (Acts 8:11). He became known as Simon Magus and was a popular villain in early Christian fiction. In an apocryphal book called The Acts of Peter, he engages the apostle in a series of magical battles, including flying through the air. He is eventually defeated by Peter’s prayer that he fall to the ground. The book is the Harry Potter of its day (or Harry Peter, perhaps). Magic, in the book of Acts, is frowned upon. Elymas Bar-Jesus is defeated by Paul and converts in Ephesus burned all their magic books (Acts 13:9–10; 19:19). Early Christian writers almost always use magos in a pejorative sense. So to invent a story where the Magi are actually the heroes would be a very odd thing for Matthew to do.


Celestial phenomena were commonly accepted as accompanying significant events. We have already seen how the eclipse of the moon portended the demise of Herod (of which more later), so it is hardly surprising that the early church should have remembered a tradition of a star accompanying the birth of Jesus. The big question, and one which has filled many books and far too many web pages, is what kind of celestial phenomenon was it?


Let’s be quite clear: stars do not move in the way described in Matthew 2:9. They do not settle over a place. The most popular and perhaps most credible explanation is that it was not a star at all. Matthew’s account seems to confirm this. The Magi themselves come literally ‘from the rising’, i.e. the direction of the rising stars in the east, but they observed the star ‘at its rising’ (Matt. 2:2), indicating the appearance of the star in the evening.46 Herod asks them ‘the exact time when the star had appeared’ (Matt. 2:7) and the answer gives him what he believed to be the specific birth date of the threat to his throne.


All this rising and falling indicates that it was not a star but a planet. Babylonian astronomers of the time kept careful records of planetary movements, especially Jupiter, which they associated with Marduk, the supreme male Babylonian deity, comparable to the Western god Zeus or Jupiter. These records show us that the planets of Jupiter and Saturn appeared together in the constellation of Pisces settling at their apogee on the Babylonian Arahsamna 20/21 – in our terms 12/13 November, 7 BC.47 This is an extremely rare conjunction, not to be repeated for another 854 years.48 And some scholars believe that to Babylonian astrologers Pisces represented Palestine and the Levant.


This may be another reason why Herod had his soldiers kill all the boys under two. Two years back from November 7 BC brings us to November 5 BC, exactly the time that, in our reconstruction, Jesus was born. 7 BC is too early for Jesus’ birth – too old for Luke’s ‘about thirty’ reference, but it could certainly have taken the astrologers a long time to make the journey. It was a long and arduous trek from Medea to Palestine.


And proper arrangements had to be made. This was both a scientific and a diplomatic expedition. Magi often held prominent political roles in Persia.49 There was to be a new king in Judea and, as to the nature of this king, they would have had a source for information about the Messiah: the huge number of Diaspora Jews in Persia. It is quite possible, therefore, that they filled out the background information to their astrological observations by talking to the same groups of Diaspora Jews from whom Anna came.


The gifts they bring with them certainly fit in with the idea of an embassy from the east. Babylonian priests burned frankincense on altars made of silver. More widely, they are luxurious, expensive gifts associated with royal courts. Frankincense was grown in Syria, but most supplies of this and myrrh came from the area which is now Saudi Arabia and Somaliland.50 So, although they are seen as separate symbols – gold for a king, frankincense for a priest, myrrh for embalming – they are quite probably just the normal, luxury gifts which a diplomatic mission would bring. At its roots, the journey of the Magi may well originate in a real diplomatic mission and a real conjunction of planets.


None of this explains why the star was still there when they arrived, nor the idea of movement and settling over the stable – details which give this part of the story a fairy-tale kind of air.


This fairy-tale quality, however, does not extend to a happy ending. Because the mission of the magi led to a massacre.


‘He sent and killed all the children’


The massacre of the children is the forgotten story of Christmas. It is carefully hidden away, in the dog days after the big celebrations. Yet it is a crucial element of Jesus’ early years. The death of Herod was to play a huge role in defining the atmosphere in which Jesus was to grow up.


There is no record of this event anywhere in contemporary history. But why should there be? This was not some high-class assassination. No aristocratic family, no one who mattered, was involved. The killing of a few peasant babies would hardly make a blip on the seismograph of Herod’s crimes.


Some scholars claim that Matthew has merely invented it to fulfil the prophecy from Jeremiah 21:15. But, as we have seen, signs of invention are a little lacking. Ramah is eleven miles away from Bethlehem, on the opposite side of Jerusalem. Nor is the quotation in any way a messianic prophecy. Certainly Matthew intends us to see an Old Testament parallel – it is the Exodus story starring Jesus as Moses and Herod as Pharaoh, killing the newborns. But again it is hard to see why Matthew, or anyone else in the early church, should invent such a story just to present Jesus as the new Moses.


More likely is that the tradition of the slaughter of the children was already current in the early church. The early church believed that Herod had massacred the children of Bethlehem and that Jesus had only escaped through divine intervention.


In fact, the event fits perfectly with the fevered paranoia of the king’s final days. He was certainly dying at the time, and the manner of his death was driving him insane.




‘Those who were seeking the child’s life are dead’


Josephus describes the death of Herod I in full, gory detail:




After this, the distemper seized upon his whole body, and greatly disordered all its parts with various symptoms; for there was a gentle fever upon him, and an intolerable itching over all the surface of his body, and continual pains in his colon, and dropsical tumours about his feet and an inflammation of the abdomen, – and a putrefaction of his privy member, that produced worms. Besides which he had a difficulty of breathing upon him, and could not breathe but when he sat upright, and had a convulsion of all his members; insomuch that the diviners said those diseases were a punishment upon him for what he had done to the rabbis.51





It’s a gory description: mild fever, intolerable itching, continuous pains in the colon, tumours in the feet like dropsy, inflammation of the abdomen, putrefaction of genitals, shortening of breath and convulsions (but apart from that he was fine). Many suggestions have been made as to the disease, including diabetes, cerebral arteriosclerosis, cardiac failure, hepatic cirrhosis and amoebic dysentery. A doctor I consulted suggested venereal disease or even a sandfly bite. The worms are a particularly gruesome detail, but these were frequently cited in the deaths of notorious people. In Herodotus, after Pheretime of Cyrene takes excessive and brutal vengeance on the Barcaeans for the murder of her son, she falls ill and dies ‘a horrible death, her body seething with worms while she was still alive’. In 2 Maccabees, Antiochus Epiphanes leads an expedition against Jerusalem, during which he is injured, and at the end worms swarm within his body and his entire army is revolted by the stench. In the book of Acts, Herod’s grandson Agrippa is devoured by worms. Later Christian legends of Judas Iscariot describe him wandering the streets, worm-eaten.52


Whatever the modern diagnosis, to the Jew who had suffered under Herod the cause of his death was not diabetes or syphilis, or even the sandfly, but retribution. He was being punished for his sins – and what sins they were.


Herod ruled Jewish Palestine from 37 BC to 4 BC.53 He had been born nearly seventy years earlier into an Idumean family, from the region south of Judea, and his grandfather had converted to Judaism during the reign of John Hyrcanus I (134–104 BC). Herod’s father, Antipater, was advisor to Hyrcanus II and was later made epitropos (overseer) of Judea in 47 BC. At the age of twenty-five Herod was appointed governor of Galilee and made a name for himself by his aggressive campaign against the various brigands and local warlords.


It was the start of a career which was marked by two things: strategic brilliance and brutal aggression. Herod was a monster, but he was a brilliant monster. When Pompey conquered Judea in 63 BC, Herod knew that he would only succeed through unswerving loyalty to Rome.


Even through the dark days, when his father was murdered and he was forced to flee the country, his loyalty to Rome and the value of his own personal abilities were recognised. When the Hasmonean king Mattathias Antigonus allied himself with the Parthians against the Romans, Herod made his way to Rome, where he was crowned king of Judea. He returned to Judea in 39 BC, and in the summer of 37, aided by the Romans, he finally drove Antigonus out of Judea. The kingdom was his.


After a ten-year period of consolidation, he embarked on a massive building and regeneration programme. He rebuilt Samaria and named it Sebaste, in honour of Augustus. He developed a showpiece Greco-Roman city at Caesarea, together with a huge man-made harbour – the largest in the Mediterranean and home to the Judean navy.54 He built a chain of mountain-top palace-fortresses. In Jerusalem he created the biggest temple complex in the ancient world. Indeed, his additions to the temple turned it into a pilgrim city to a degree that it had never been before. It was Herod who introduced innovations such as the Court of Women and the Court of Gentiles.55 Jews throughout the Greco-Roman area of influence supported the temple through their temple tax – itself a recent innovation, arising probably in the reign of Salome Alexander (from 76/5 through to 67 BC), or even later.56 The pilgrims brought with them money to spend on accommodation, food and offerings. More than anyone else, apart from maybe Solomon, Herod was responsible for the establishment of the Jewish temple as the centre of Jewish religious life.


Yet despite this, there were hesitations about his Jewishness. Josephus calls him a half-Jew.57 Why? Probably because he was privately supportive of some very un-Jewish customs. He sponsored temples to pagan gods in other parts of the Roman world. His coins contained images with pagan associations. And while he built the temple in Jerusalem, he also built a theatre, hippodrome and amphitheatre.58 Also, as we shall see, the rise of the temple was not welcomed by all Jews, some of whom felt it was symbolic of the bankrupt faith of their leaders.


Strategically, then, he was successful, but domestically his life was marred by a terrible paranoia and distrust. Despite the passionate love he felt for his wife, Mariamne, in 29 BC he had her executed because he believed her to be plotting against him. He was never the same after that. Josephus records him calling her name, wandering through the palace in search of her, absentmindedly telling the servants to summon her.59 The sons he had by her – Alexander and Aristobulus – never forgave him and the last decade of his life was corrupted by intrigue and lies. Despite the political and economic success of his reign, despite the fact that he was given the title ‘friend of the Romans’ and ‘friend of Caesar’, he was never short of enemies elsewhere. When a plot to assassinate him was revealed by an informer, it was the informer who was torn to pieces by the mob.60 His network of spies and informers were everywhere. He is said to have slipped out of the palace in disguise to listen to the ‘off-the-record’ opinions of his subjects. And according to Josephus, the network of fortresses, starting with the Antonia overlooking Temple Mount in Jerusalem and encompassing Masada, the Herodium and the Machaerus, were designed to protect Herod not against invaders, but against an uprising of his own people.61


His behaviour is even described in a Jewish work called The Testament of Moses, written early in the first century AD: ‘An insolent king will succeed them … He will slay the old and the young and he will not spare. And he will execute judgments on them, just as the Egyptians did.’62


His last years were particularly violent. He killed his three eldest sons – the last of them just five days before his own death. Around 7 BC he killed three hundred of his own officers, whom he accused of plotting with his sons against him: ‘He also brought out three hundred of the officers that were under an accusation, as also Tero and his son, and the barber that accused them, before an assembly, and brought an accusation against them all.’63


Around the same time he killed the leaders of those six thousand Pharisees who had refused to take the oath of allegiance. It was not their refusal that earned his wrath, so much as their prophecy that ‘God had decreed that Herod’s government should cease, and his posterity should be deprived of it; but that the kingdom should come to her and Pheroras, and to their children’.64 He also killed all those within the court who agreed – or were suspected of having agreed – with this prophecy. It was not only Magi who suffered for unpopular prophecies.


On the day of the lunar eclipse he is recorded as having executed Matthias, a former high priest. A little while later he executed the ringleaders of those who had pulled down the golden eagle over the temple and the rabbis whose incendiary teaching had inspired them. They believed that the eagle – a graven image – defiled the temple, even though it was probably on one of the outer gates, the ‘royal entrance’ as it were, over the walkway that led from the upper city. They also believed that Herod was too close to death to care. They were wrong.65


In this context the massacre of the children fits perfectly. We do not have to imagine that many children were involved. If the population of Bethlehem was around a thousand strong, then perhaps twenty boys would have been born in a two-year period. Infant mortality was high, so not all of these would have survived. This is not a large-scale massacre.66 It is a government cull – an intervention to stop the spread of disease.


Even so, for such a cunning political manipulator, his handling of the Magi’s visit and the subsequent events seems rather clumsy. Why let the Magi go and then send someone after them later? Why not send an armed guard to accompany them?


The answer may be in his illness. He was not in any state to make rational decisions. He was suicidal: at one point he had attempted to stab himself with a fruit knife. He issued orders that, even by his standards, were more egomaniacal than ever. Aware that his people would not mourn his loss, he had ‘the eminent men of every village in the whole of Judea’ locked up in the hippodrome at Jericho, with instructions that on his death they should be executed. This, he believed, would ensure that every family in Judea would weep – if not for Herod, then for the men they had lost. (His sister, who was charged with this task, refused to go through with it. After Herod’s death the men were released.) It is like reading about the last days of a dictator, a Kim Jong-il, a Ceau[image: image]escu. Given this background, it is perfectly understandable that what appears just an irrelevance one day would be perceived as a real threat the next. One suspects that, were this story related anywhere other than in the Gospels, it would be accepted without question. It is entirely characteristic of this mad, dangerous, dying king.


The story of Jesus’ birth is the story of a small village society welcoming a newborn into their midst – and paying the price. In some ways, the people of Bethlehem were the very first persecuted church; they were the first people to welcome Jesus, and the first people to be punished for it.


As it happened, that massacre was futile – because Jesus and his family had already gone.


‘Flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you’


According to Matthew, Jesus escaped into Egypt, his father having been warned in a dream. Bethlehem is only some thirty-five or forty miles from the border and the quickest and safest route would have been across to the free city of Ashkelon and then down the coast via Gaza. Maps of the journey often have Jesus and his family travelling deep into Egypt, but there is no reason to assume they ventured that far. Since it was safe for them to visit Jerusalem forty days after the birth, the visit of the Magi and the massacre must have occurred sometime in the first few months of 4 BC. Probably, in fact, after the eclipse of the moon on 11 March 4 BC, which heralded the onset of Herod’s final illness. Since Herod died in early April, the family only needed to be in Egypt for a few weeks. It’s possible they were there longer, of course. But not necessary. (See table on page 38.)


[image: image]


So probably around seven weeks after his birth, Jesus and his family were in Egypt. The Gospel simply states that Jesus went into Egypt and returned when Herod had died. Since Herod died around the beginning of April 4 BC, a matter of weeks would be enough, sheltering just across the border, out of reach. This may be a reason why Luke does not mention it. It was not, in fact, that big a deal. Jesus was not raised in Egypt. He simply went there for a short time.


Eventually, Herod died and was buried, in the Herodium, a palace-fortress about twelve kilometres south of Jerusalem. His tomb was lost for centuries until, in 2007, an archaeological team under Professor Ehud Netzer discovered an ornately decorated sarcophagus, roughly halfway up the hillside and in the precise spot given by Josephus. The body was long gone and of the tomb only fragments remain.


Joseph hears the news in another dream and so they tentatively return across the border. And there they have a surprise: Archelaus has replaced Herod as king of Judea. Up until a few days before Herod’s death, Antipas had been named king. Now the kingdom was to be shared by three of Herod’s remaining sons: Archelaus, Antipas and Philip. (They were all young men: Archelaus was nineteen, Antipas seventeen and Philip only sixteen.)67 This sudden change explains why Joseph appears surprised to find that Archelaus is king – and when we look at Archelaus’s actions following the announcement, we can see why Joseph had no desire to stay in Bethlehem, in Judea.


Archelaus spent the statutory week mourning his father before ascending a golden throne at the temple. Initially he was greeted with acclaim. Aware of his own lack of popularity, he agreed immediately to the demands of the crowd for the lightening of direct taxation, the lowering of customs duties and the release of some prisoners. He agreed, in fact, to whatever they wanted. Soon, however, things began to change. A number of Jews began loudly to mourn the men whom Herod had killed over the affair of the golden eagle. There were demands for the deposition of the high priest. When Archelaus sent officers to talk to the mob, they were pelted with stones. He sent a cohort of soldiers to try to quell the unrest, but the Jews in the temple stoned them and killed most of them. It was Passover time and Josephus gives a vivid picture of the bizarre atmosphere of the feast: after the cohort had been pelted with stones and most of the men killed, the tribune barely escaped with his life. ‘Then,’ writes Josephus, ‘as if nothing strange had happened, they [the mob] turned to sacrifice.’68 Archelaus in the end did what his family did best: he sent in more troops who killed three thousand people and closed down the festivities. Passover was cancelled. It was not a good start to his reign.


Imagine Joseph, then, returning to this kind of news. It is the late spring of 4 BC, perhaps. He crosses the border and returns to Bethlehem, only to hear stories of bloodshed in the temple and arguments over the claimants to the throne. Not the time to keep this mysterious child-king near Jerusalem. Time to make tracks again. Time to head north, to Galilee and the obscurity of Nazareth.


But obscurity is not what they found.


Instead they found a war zone.
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