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What Is Truth?

Then Pilate entered into the judgment hall again, and called Jesus, and said unto him, Art thou the King of the Jews?

Jesus answered him, Sayest thou this thing of thyself, or did others tell it thee of me?

Pilate answered, Am I a Jew? Thine own nation and the chief priests have delivered thee unto me: what hast thou done?

Jesus answered, My kingdom is not of this world: if my kingdom were of this world, then would my servants fight, that I should not be delivered to the Jews: but now is my kingdom not from hence.

Pilate therefore said unto him, Art thou a king then? Jesus answered, thou sayest that I am a king. To this end was I born, and for this cause came I into the world, that I should bear witness unto the truth. Every one that is of the truth heareth my voice.

Pilate saith unto him, What is truth? And when he had said this, he went out again unto the Jews, and saith unto them, I find in him no fault at all.

(John 18:33–38)1
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The location of Mount Sinai
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The Empire of Tuthmosis III (David) between the Nile and the Euphrates during the fifteenth century B.C.
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The land of Canaan at the time of the Israelites’ entry into the Holy Land, c. 1200–1000 B.C.




Introduction

Views about the Bible fall into three basic categories—that, despite its many contradictions, every word it contains is to be taken literally; that it is basically a historical work that became distorted as a result of its initial long oral tradition and also to some extent at the hands of the biblical editors who eventually set it down in writing; and that it is simply a collection of fanciful fairy tales couched in extravagant language.

My own view—that it is fundamentally a historical work—brought me to London from my native Egypt more than a quarter of a century ago. The choice of London was dictated by the superior research facilities to be found there. These would, I hoped, enable me to succeed in a task that had baffled scholars since the eighteenth century—that of identifying a major figure in Egyptian history as a major figure in the Bible.

These efforts, it became clear, had failed for two reasons. In the first place, the main thrust of research had been to try to fit Egyptian history into the Bible rather than, as common sense would suggest, fit the Bible into Egyptian history; second, of the two dates given in the Old Testament for the length of the Israelite Sojourn in Egypt—four generations or four hundred years—acceptance of the incorrect figure of four centuries meant that scholars had been seeking their evidence at the wrong time and in the wrong place.

After twenty-five years of study and research, I cannot claim to have made a great deal of progress myself until what, in retrospect, seems like a moment of inspiration. It came one night when, unable to sleep, I made a pot of tea and sat down to read again in the Book of Genesis the story of Joseph the Patriarch, the favorite son of Jacob, who was sold into slavery in Egypt by his jealous half brothers and was appointed the virtual ruler of the country under the unnamed Pharaoh after, according to the Bible, foretelling the seven lean years that would follow seven good years. I was suddenly struck by a phrase in the account of how Joseph revealed his identity to his half brothers when they made the second of two visits to Egypt from Canaan at a time of famine. He told them that they should not reproach themselves for what they had done for “it was not you that sent me hither, but God: and he hath made me a father to Pharaoh, and lord of all his house, and a ruler throughout all the land of Egypt”—and he obtained Pharaoh’s permission for his father, half brothers, and the tribe of Israel to join him in Egypt.

A father to Pharaoh. I thought at once—and could not fathom why I had not made the connection before—of Yuya, a minister of the Pharaohs Tuthmosis IV (c. 1413–1405 B.C.) and his son Amenhotep III (c. 1405–1367 B.C.). Although he was not apparently of royal blood, the tomb of Yuya was found in the Valley of the Kings in 1905 and, more significantly, he is the only person we know of in Egyptian history to have the title it ntr n nb tawi, holy father of the Lord of the Two Lands (Pharaoh’s formal title). It occurs once on one of his ushabti (royal funeral statuette No. 51028 in the Cairo Museum catalog) and more than twenty times on his funerary papyrus. Could Joseph and Yuya be the same person?

The case for this is argued in my book, The Hebrew Pharaohs of Egypt. This argument received support with the discovery late in 1989 of the tomb, almost intact, of Aper-el, the hitherto unknown vizier of the Pharaoh Akhenaten, the son of Amenhotep III. The name Aper-el provides a semantic link between the Israelites and the Amarna regime, of which Akhenaten was the first of four rulers. Similar names are known to have existed in Egypt at this time, but never in the case of high officials. The name Aper corresponds to the Egyptian word for   “Hebrew,” which meant to ancient Egyptians a nomad, and the final el is the short form of Elohim, one of the words used in the Bible as the name of “the Lord.”

The fact that Akhenaten’s vizier was a Hebrew worshipper of El confirms the link between the king and Israelites living in Egypt at the time. Furthermore, the fact that Queen Tiye, the mother of Akhenaten, was associated with her husband, Amenhotep III, in donating a box to the funerary furniture of Aper-el indicates the possibility that the vizier was a relation of the queen’s, most probably through her Israelite father, Yuya (Joseph).

Once Yuya was identified as Joseph, a number of other aspects of the Israelite story fell into place—that the arrival of the Israelites in Egypt occurred more than two centuries later than had been thought; that their Sojourn lasted for four generations, not four centuries; and that the four Amarna kings—Akhenaten, Semenkhkare, Tutankhamun, and Aye—who ruled during the tumultuous period in Egyptian history when an attempt was made to replace the country’s multitude of ancient gods with a monotheistic God, were all descendants of Joseph the Patriarch.

The prime mover in this religious upheaval was Akhenaten in the years (c. 1367–1361 B.C.) when, following a period as co-regent, he became sole ruler upon the death of his father, Amenhotep III. In a second book, Moses and Akhenaten, I argued that Akhenaten was to be identified as the biblical Moses. The purpose of this present volume is to identify David, from whose House the promised Messiah would come, and to establish the historical figure of Jesus, who lived, suffered, and died many centuries earlier than is conventionally thought.
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Scandal of the Dead Sea Scrolls

Jesus is a mysterious figure in a historical sense. All that we know about him comes mainly from the Gospels and the Koran. Two thousand years ago, at the time he is said to have lived, Palestine was part of the Roman Empire. Yet no Roman record exists that can bear witness, directly or indirectly, to the Gospel story of Jesus. Even more surprising is the absence of any reference to Jesus in the writings of Jewish authors living at that period in Jerusalem or Alexandria, although we know from Talmudic writings that the Jews did know of Jesus, even if they refused to accept that he was either the Messiah (Christ) or descended from the House of David.

As a result, some authors have concluded that Jesus never lived but was an ancient mythological figure, adapted later as a historical figure. On the other hand, thousands of authors have written books about Jesus as a real person. Some claim to be giving an account of the historical Christ. Not one of them, however, has produced a shred of historical evidence in support of this claim. Such works are to be looked upon as pure speculation—editings of the stories and teachings we find in the New Testament with some additional information interpolated about life in Palestine and the Roman Empire at what is accepted as the start of the Christian era.

The earliest Gospel account of the life of Jesus did not appear until the last quarter of the first century A.D., at least fifty years after the supposed date of his death. Great excitement was therefore generated by the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls in a series of caves at Qumran, to the west of the north end of the Dead Sea in what is now the Israeli occupied West Bank, beginning in the summer of 1947. The Scrolls proved to be the remains of the library of the Essenes, a secret Jewish sect that separated itself from the Jewish community at large and from the Jerusalem priesthood, whose beliefs and teachings they regarded as false.

The manuscripts, in Hebrew and Aramaic, were dated between 200

B.C. and A.D. 50 and include biblical and sectarian texts, Jewish literature, and other documents. Scientific verification of the age of the Scrolls was announced as recently as Easter 1991, after they had been subjected to carbon-dating tests. Dr. Magen Broshi, curator of the Rockefeller Museum’s Shrine of the Book in Jerusalem, where some of the Scrolls are displayed, said: “Until now we have been able to establish the age of the Scrolls by paleography (the study of ancient writing). From time to time people have challenged this method as not being sufficiently accurate, but now what we have always believed has been confirmed scientifically.”1

As they came from the Holy Land and covered the period before and after the years when Jesus is generally accepted to have lived, it was widely hoped that the Scrolls would provide firsthand evidence to support the Gospel stories and shed new light on Jewish and Christian history. By the late 1950s, practically all the documents found in Cave One had been published as well as a good deal of the material that had come to light in other caves. Far from confirming accepted ideas about the origins of Christianity, however, these texts contradicted them. On the one hand they provided negative information about Jesus of Nazareth; on the other they provided positive information of a Christ and a Christian Church that predated the supposed start of the Christian era by at least two centuries.

The Essenes believed themselves to be the people of the New Covenant (believe in me and you shall have eternal life), which they regarded as both the renewed Old Covenant (keep my Commandments) that the Lord had made with Moses and the Eternal Covenant to be established, precisely in the New Testament sense, when their Teacher returned at the end of the world. The Messianic leader of the Essenes was named simply as the Teacher of Righteousness, who, like Jesus, had met a violent end at an unspecified time in the past, in his case at the hands of someone referred to as “the Wicked Priest,” but according to the Commentary on Habakkuk, a manuscript found at Qumran: “God made known to him all the Mysteries of the words of his servants the Prophets.”2

As texts of the Scrolls were published, scholars became divided about their significance. One school tried to ignore their effects on the understanding of the Gospels and early Christian history, disclaiming any serious relations between the Essene community and the early Christian Church; the other saw the Essenes as the early Christians. For instance, W. F. Albright, one of the most highly qualified American Orientalists, who had himself carried out a great deal of archaeological work in the Holy Land, has been quoted as saying: “The new evidence . . . bids fair to revolutionize our approach to the beginnings of Christianity.”3

Dr. J. L. Teicher, himself a Jew and a distinguished Cambridge scholar, went as far as arguing that the Dead Sea manuscripts “are quite simply Christian documents.”4 Although the manuscripts come from as early as 200 B.C., he also maintained that the leader of the Essenes, the Teacher of Righteousness, was none other than Jesus Christ himself.

The French scholar André Dupont-Sommer, after reading the Commentary on Habakkuk, came to the conclusion that Jesus now seemed an “astonishing reincarnation of the Teacher of Righteousness.” Like Jesus, he said, the Teacher was believed by his disciples to be God’s Elect, the Messiah, the Redeemer of the world. Both characters were opposed by the priesthood; both were condemned and put to death; both proclaimed judgment on Jerusalem; both established communities whose members expected them to return to judge the world.5

One of the original team of eight who performed editorial work on the Scrolls was the British Semitic scholar John Marco Allegro, a lecturer on the Old Testament at the University of Manchester. He, too, set out initially to identify Jesus as the Teacher of Righteousness. However, in a book published in 19706 he put forward the bizarre-sounding theory that “Jesus” was the name of a sacred drug mushroom that had been transformed into a historical character by the authors of the Gospels.

Edmund Wilson, the distinguished American critic and author who wrote a treatise about the Scrolls, pitched at a popular level, concluded that the cradle of Christianity is not Bethlehem, but the monastic settlement of the men who produced the Scrolls. Wilson also advanced the view that Christian scholars were afraid to work on the Scrolls because “the uniqueness of Christ is at stake” and he had encountered resistance to admitting “that the morality and mysticism of the Gospels may perfectly well be explained as the creation of several generations of Jews working by and for themselves, in their own religious tradition. . . .”7

Although the majority of scholars did not follow such extreme views, preferring to try to defend the orthodox version of the origins of Christianity, the whole question of the true significance of the Scrolls has been clouded by the fact that, despite the passage of the better part of half a century, a large amount of their contents—some scholars put it as high as 80 percent—remains unpublished and there are indications that some of the published material has been subjected to discreet censorship.

Only a handful of new texts have, in fact, been released since the early 1960s. Fresh attention was focused on the mantle of secrecy that has descended on the hidden manuscripts of the Scrolls when the biblical scholar Hershel Shanks published a fragment in his Washington-based magazines Biblical Archaeological Review and Bible Review in 1990. It read: “He shall be great upon the earth . . . he shall be called the Son of God and they shall call him the Son of the Most High.” The intriguing aspect of this fragment is the uncanny resemblance to the account of the Annunciation to the Virgin Mary that we find in the first chapter of St. Luke’s Gospel: “He shall be great and shall be called the Son of the Highest . . . that holy thing which shall be born of thee shall be called the Son of God.”

In an article published shortly afterward by the London newspaper The Mail on Sunday, under the headline “Scandal of the Scrolls,” the writer Angus Macpherson made the point that the fragment was “challenging more than 2,000 years of Christian belief and one of the Bible’s most accepted teachings . . . (The text) was set down long before the earliest copies of the New Testament, probably even before the birth of Christ and his disciples. Alarmingly, it undermines the theory held by many that St. Luke was reporting a miraculous event in his own time, probably as an eye-witness, but at least from first-hand information.”

Macpherson interviewed Shanks at a seminar in Jerusalem—the Scrolls have been under the control of the Israeli Antiquity Department since the fall of East Jerusalem in the Six Day War of 1967—where he complained: “We are talking about one of the great historical treasures of humanity that has been quite unjustifiably withheld from view year after year.” Shanks refused to say how he had managed to obtain the heavily-guarded fragment, but it is thought to have formed part of the Damascus Document, a huge cache of the Scrolls entrusted in the 1950s to Joseph Milik, a Polish Roman Catholic priest. Milik, another of the original eight scholars given the task of publishing the manuscripts, has since left the priesthood and married. The Son of God text, however, had not appeared in the translation of the Damascus Document published by Milik. Milik admitted when interviewed that he himself had not published any of the Essene manuscripts for thirteen years, putting forward the seemingly lame excuse in view of the Scrolls’ historical importance: “I have many other interests.”

Dr. Geza Vermes, reader in Jewish studies at Oxford University, takes the view that the only way to end “the academic scandal of the century” is for photographs of the whole of the Scroll material to be made available for any qualified scholar to study.8 The Israeli government is reported to have set up a committee to examine the matter. What the outcome will be is debatable. Robert Eisenman, a Californian professor of religious studies who says he wasted a whole year in Jerusalem trying to obtain a sight of the remaining Scrolls, believes that the shroud of secrecy surrounding them lies in the fact that the material they contain would give religious offence to Jews as well as Christians.

Work on the Scrolls has been largely dominated by Roman Catholic priests based at the Ecole Biblique et Archéologique in Jerusalem. The Ecole has close links with the Pontifical Biblical Commission, founded by the Vatican at the turn of the century to protect “God’s words” from “every rash opinion” and to endeavor to “safeguard the authority of the scriptures and to promote their right interpretation.” Since 1956, every director of the Ecole has been a member of the Commission. One of them, the late Father Roland de Vaux, told Edmund Wilson: “My faith has nothing to fear from my scholarship.” The statement prompted the authors of a more recent book on the Scrolls to ask: “The real question was whether his scholarship, and its reliability, had anything to fear from his faith.”9

That the secrecy surrounding the unpublished Scrolls lies in the sensitive religious nature of their contents is suggested by the sacking of Professor John Strugnell, a British-born Roman Catholic, as chief editor of the Scrolls, on which he had worked since 1952. Failing health and emotional distress were cited as the reason for his dismissal in December 1990 by his own research team. A few weeks later, Dr. Strugnell, who was also divinity professor at Harvard University, was reported to be incommunicado in a Massachusetts hospital where he was being treated for a leg ailment, alcoholism, and psychological problems. There has been speculation, however, that the real reason for his dismissal was an interview he gave to an Israeli newspaper in which he said that Judaism was a “horrible religion,” “based on folklore,” and was “a Christian heresy” that “has survived when it should have disappeared.” The only solution for Judaism, he added, “is mass conversion.”10

These are intemperate, and to Jews highly offensive, opinions. Yet they come from a man who has spent virtually his entire working life absorbed with the Dead Sea Scrolls. Do his views suggest that these ancient documents, now hidden from the world and so jealously guarded, point to origins of Christianity different from those generally accepted, origins that also make it possible to describe Judaism as a Christian heresy?


2

A False Dawn?

The orthodox Christian view, based on the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, written several decades after the events they describe, is that Jesus was born in Judaea during the time of Herod the Great (37–4 B.C.), that his ministry began when he was thirty years of age, and that his condemnation to death, suffering, and crucifixion took place three years later when Judaea had become a Roman province and Pontius Pilate was its procurator (A.D. 26–36). Subsequently, during the fourth century A.D., when Christianity had become the official religion of the Roman Empire, a date was fixed for his birth, which became accepted as the dawn of the Christian era.

Judaea—in modern Israel—lies between the Mediterranean and the Jordan–Dead Sea–Araba depression. It is the Holy Land for Jews and Christians, a Holy Land for Muslims. The geographical position of Judaea on the main route connecting Egypt with the Euphrates valley and Asia Minor resulted, in the course of the centuries, in its coming under the domination of Egypt, Assyria, Babylonia, Persia, Macedonia, the Ptolemies (a dynasty of Macedonian kings who seized Egypt), the Seleucids (Greek kings controlling Babylon and Syria), and eventually Rome.

Pompey, the Roman general, defeated the Greek rulers of Asia Minor and Syria in 64 B.C. and made them into new Roman provinces. At this time Judaea was allowed to remain as an independent client state under local rulers. However, in 40 B.C., the Roman Senate granted Herod the Great control over Judaea, plus ldumaea to the south, Samaria and Galilee to the north, and Peraea to the east of the Jordan. Herod was the son of Antipater, adviser to the last of the Jewish Hasmonaean princes who ruled Judaea. Mark Antony appointed Herod as governor after Antipater’s death, and three years later he became de facto king. His position was confirmed in 31 B.C. by Octavian after the latter’s defeat of Mark Antony and Cleopatra, the last of the Ptolemies, at the naval battle of Actium. Four years later, the Senate gave the victorious Octavian the title Augustus Caesar. This was the point at which the Roman Republic came to an end and the Roman Empire, encircling the Mediterranean and stretching as far north as Britain and Germany, began.

When Herod the Great died in 4 B.C., his dominions were divided among his three sons. However, Archelaus, the son who ruled over Judaea, was deposed by the Romans in A.D. 6 and the territory came under direct Roman rule. From this time onward, Judaea was ruled by a Roman procurator, who seems to have had his residence at Caesarea on the Mediterranean coast, northwest of Jerusalem. The first of these procurators was appointed in A.D. 6 under the supervision of Quirinius, governor of Syria. Pontius Pilate was the fifth, appointed during the reign of Tiberius Caesar (A.D. 14–37), Augustus’s stepson, who had succeeded him.
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The Gospels themselves suggest in accounts of the birth and death of Jesus that, in the accepted date for the start of the Christian era, we may be dealing with a false dawn. Only two of them refer to the birth of Jesus: yet they differ in their details.

Matthew places his birth firmly in the time of Herod the Great: “Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judaea in the days of Herod the King” (Matthew 2:1). Then we are told that Herod the Great, learning that a King of the Jews had been born, was troubled and “exceeding wroth, and sent forth, and slew all the children that were in Bethlehem, and in all the coasts thereof, from two years old and under” (Matthew 2:16). In the meantime, Joseph, the husband of Mary, had been warned by an angel: “Arise, and take the young child and his mother, and flee into Egypt, and be thou there until I bring thee word” (Matthew 2:13). Joseph did as he had been told and remained in Egypt “until the death of Herod: that it might be fulfilled which was spoken of the Lord by the prophet, saying, ‘Out of Egypt have I called my son’” (Matthew 2:15). After the death of Herod the Great, the angel appeared to Joseph again and said: “Arise, and take the young child and his mother, and go into the land of Israel: for they are dead which sought the young child’s life. And he arose, and took the young child and his mother, and came into the land of Israel” (Matthew 2:20–1). The implication of this account is that we are dealing with quite a short span of time as Jesus, a baby when Joseph and Mary, his mother, fled with him into Egypt, was still a “young child” when they returned to Israel on learning of the death of Herod the Great (4 B.C.).

Luke is the other Gospel author who deals with the birth of Jesus, which he relates to that of John the Baptist, who was also born “in the days of Herod, the king of Judaea” (Luke 1:5) after Zacharias had been informed by an angel: “Fear not, Zacharias . . . thy wife Elisabeth shall bear thee a son, and thou shalt call his name John” (Luke 1:13). The story goes on to relate that in the sixth month of Elisabeth’s pregnancy “the angel Gabriel was sent from God unto a city of Galilee, named Nazareth, To a virgin espoused of a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David; and the virgin’s name was Mary. . . . And the angel said unto her, Fear not, Mary: for thou hast found favour with God. And, behold, thou shalt conceive in thy womb, and bring forth a son, and shalt call his name Jesus. He shall be great, and shall be called the Son of the Highest: and the Lord God shall give unto him the throne of his father David” (Luke 1:26–7, 30–2).

Up to this point, both authors agree in placing the birth of Jesus in the time of Herod the Great. Here, however, Luke introduces a contradiction in recounting the familiar Christian story of the birth of Jesus: “And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus, that all the world should be taxed. (And this taxing was first made when Cyrenius [Quirinius] was governor of Syria.) And all went to be taxed, every one into his own city. And Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into Judaea, unto the city of David, which is called Bethlehem; (because he was of the house and lineage of David)” (Luke 2:1–4).

We know from Roman sources that this event could not have taken place before A.D. 6, the year in which Quirinius was appointed governor of Syria and Judaea became a Roman province. The purpose of the census in A.D. 6, attested from other nonbiblical sources, was to assess the amount of tribute that the new province of Judaea would have to pay.

In the next chapter of Luke’s narrative, however, we are offered yet a third possible date for the birth of Jesus when he describes John’s baptism of Christ, which all four Gospels agree preceded immediately the start of his mission: “In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor of Judaea . . . Annas and Caiaphas being the high priests, the word of God came unto John the son of Zacharias in the wilderness. And he came into all the country about Jordan, preaching the baptism of repentance for the remission of sins” (Luke 3:1–3). “Now when all the people were baptized, it came to pass, that Jesus also being baptized, and praying, the heaven was opened, And the Holy Ghost descended in a bodily shape like a dove upon him, and a voice came from heaven, which said, Thou art my beloved son; in thee I am well pleased” (Luke 3:21–2).

As Tiberius became emperor in A.D. 14, this would place the baptism of Jesus in A.D. 29 Luke then goes on to say: “And Jesus began to be about thirty years of age” (3:23) when he started his ministry. If he was about thirty in A.D. 29, he cannot have been born before the end of Herod the Great’s reign in 4 B.C. or at the time of the census in A.D. 6, but during the last year before the end of the pre-Christian era. No doubt it was this account that persuaded the Roman Catholic Church to fix this year as the turning point in world history.

Similar difficulties arise when it comes to trying to arrive at a precise conclusion about the date of the Crucifixion. All four Gospels agree that it took place when Pontius Pilate was the governor of Judaea (A.D. 26–36) and that the high priest of Jewish Jerusalem at the time was named Caiaphas, known from other sources as Josephus Caiaphas, who held the office from A.D. 18 until A.D. 37. The situation is further complicated by the fact that the Gospels disagree about how long the ministry of Jesus lasted: Matthew, Mark, and Luke favor one year, John indicates two or three years.

The majority of New Testament scholars agree that Jesus met his death around A.D. 30. If this is the case, his age at the time would have been thirty-six or more if he was born toward the end of Herod the Great’s rule and we allow at least two years for Herod to have all children up to the age of two slain; twenty-five if he was born at the time of the A.D. 6 census; or thirty-one if one accepts Luke’s account of his baptism and his age at the start of his ministry.

To summarize the argument so far, on the basis of known historical facts all we can be certain about concerning the figure presented to us in the Gospels as Jesus is that he lived and died between 27 B.C., when the Roman Senate appointed Octavian as the Emperor Augustus, and

A.D. 37, the year of the death of Augustus’s successor, Tiberius.
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Silent Witness

If Jesus lived, suffered, and died in the period of Roman rule over Palestine, it is curious that his name does not appear in the writings of three distinguished contemporary authors—Philo Judaeus, Justus of Tiberias, and Flavius Josephus.

This absence is particularly striking in the case of the thirty-eight works left behind by Philo Judaeus, who was born c. 15 B.C. and died some two decades after the supposed date of the Crucifixion. Philo was a man of eminence and importance. His brother was the head of the Jewish community living in Alexandria, his son was married to a granddaughter of King Herod, and Philo himself was chosen to head a mission to Rome to plead with Caligula, the third Roman emperor (A.D. 37–41), who believed he was divine, to withdraw an edict ordering the Jews to place the imperial image in their Temple at Alexandria and worship it.

Although a Jew, Philo was also a follower of the Greek philosopher Plato and is known as the first of the neo-Platonists who tried to reconcile Greek doctrines with the revelations of the Old Testament. His works were recognized as having a close affinity with Christian ideas and many scholars have seen in him the connecting link between Greek thought and the New Testament. Some have even gone as far as to suggest that Philo’s philosophy influenced the thinking of St. Paul. It has also been asserted by Eusebius (c. A.D. 260–342), one of the early Church Fathers who wrote an ecclesiastical history down to his own time, that Philo formed an acquaintanceship with St. Peter in Rome, but this particular statement lacks confirmation.

Although Philo wrote admiringly about the monastic Essene sect of his time, and despite his close links with Christian thought, we find only one New Testament figure mentioned in his works—Pontius Pilate.

It is a similar story with Justus of Tiberias, a place on the west shore of the Sea of Galilee, which is mentioned frequently in the Gospels. Justus wrote a history of Herod the Great. Nowhere does he refer to Jesus or Herod’s order to slaughter all children under the age of two. Although his work is now lost, it was known to Photius, Bishop of Constantinople in the ninth century A.D., who confirmed the absence in it of any mention of Jesus.1

In the circumstances it was a consolation to Christians to learn, once the work of Flavius Josephus, the first century A.D. Jewish historian, had been translated into Latin, that the text included references not only to Pontius Pilate but to John the Baptist, Jesus, and his brother James.

Josephus, who was a Palestinian Jew of priestly family, was born in A.D. 37, shortly after the Crucifixion is said to have taken place. In the latter years of his life he settled in Rome during the reign of Domitian (A.D. 81–96), the eleventh emperor. There he wrote Antiquities of the Jews, a long historical work of twenty books that, in surviving copies, are in some cases the only source we have for details of events in Syria/Palestine during the first century of the Christian era.

In Book 18 we find an account of a war between Aretas, Arab king of Nabatea, to the south and east of the Dead Sea, and Herod Antipas, the Tetrarch of Galilee and the son of Herod the Great. The cause of the quarrel lay in the fact that Herod Antipas, who had been married to the daughter of Aretas, sent her back to her father and took a new wife—his sister-in-law, Herodias. In the subsequent hostilities, Herod’s army was destroyed. The Jews took the view that this defeat was a punishment from God for what Herod had done “against John, that was called the Baptist; for Herod slew him, who was a good man, and commanded the Jews to exercise virtue, both as to righteousness towards one another, and piety towards God, and so to come to baptism; . . . not . . . for the putting away . . . of some sins . . . but for the purification of the body; supposing still that the soul was thoroughly purified beforehand by righteousness.”

This is not a strictly accurate account of the nature of John’s baptism. The word “baptism” comes from the Greek bapteim, which means to plunge, to immerse, or to wash. It is the symbolic value of baptism and the psychological intent underlying it that provide the true definition of the rite, which is usually associated with a religious initiation. John the Baptist linked immersion in a flowing river to erasing sin. His baptism was a sign of divine pardon and seems to have been a substitute for the practice of offering a sacrifice in atonement for sin. However, it differed fundamentally, as we shall see, from both the Baptism of the Essenes and that of the Christian Church.

Not surprisingly, John’s offer of forgiveness of sin made him extremely popular with the Israelites, and Herod became disturbed by the enthusiastic crowds that gathered to hear him preach: “Herod, who feared lest the great influence John had over the people might put it into his power and inclination to raise a rebellion (for they seemed ready to do anything he should advise), thought it best, by putting him to death, to prevent any mischief he might cause. . . . Accordingly he was sent a prisoner, out of Herod’s suspicious temper, to Macherus, the castle (on Herod’s border with Nabatea to the east of the Dead Sea) . . . and was there put to death.”2

This account by Josephus, while establishing John the Baptist as a historical figure, also differs in some respects from the Gospels. There is, for example, no reference to Jesus, no support for the Gospel statement that John was “preparing the way” for him. Nor, unlike the Gospel, does Josephus suggest that it was his denunciation of Herod’s new marriage that led to John’s execution: “Herod (Antipas) had sent forth and laid hold upon John, and bound him in prison for Herodias’ sake, his brother Philip’s wife: for he had married her” (Mark 6:17). Josephus also describes Herodias not as the wife of Philip, but of another brother called Herod, “who was his brother indeed, but by another mother.”3

In the fourth chapter of Book 18 we also find a mention of Jesus: “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 among 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.”4

This passage was greatly valued during the Middle Ages as the only external testimony from the first century A.D. pointing to Jesus having lived at that time. Unfortunately, it has since become an embarrassment, having been exposed as a forgery, an interpolation placed in the work of Josephus by a Christian copyist or editor frustrated by the historian’s silence over the birth, suffering, and death of Jesus. It first came under suspicion when Antiquities of the Jews was translated into English and French in the sixteenth century and has since occupied the attention of some distinguished critics. The genuineness of the passage was called into question on two grounds—the silence of early authors and the nature of the words used.

Until A.D. 320, two and a quarter centuries after publication of Josephus’s work, no mention was made of this passage. Origen (c. A.D. 185–254), a Father of the early Christian Church, whose writings covered every aspect of Christianity, was familiar with the writings of Josephus. In his own writings, he referred to the account of John the Baptist’s life and death to be found in Book 18 of Antiquities of the Jews but made no reference whatever to Jesus, a curious omission by someone who believed in him. The first person to mention this testimony was, in fact, Eusebius in his Demonstration of the Gospel, written around A.D. 320.

Literary criticism of the passage falls into three categories. In the first place, the clause “if it be lawful to call him a man” looks like an attempt by an orthodox Christian to remind readers that Jesus was also divine; second, the sentence “He was (the) Christ” is a straightforward confession of faith in Jesus as being the Jewish Messiah, but this could not be possible in the case of Josephus as Origen himself in one of his works, Against Celsius, describes the Jewish historian as “not receiving our Jesus as Christ”; and, third, the reference to the resurrection of Jesus would suggest that the author believed in it. For these reasons, scholars have come to the conclusion that the passage must have been interpolated by some Christian copyist or editor between the time of Origen in the third century and the time of Eusebius a century later.

Howell Smith, the British biblical critic, summarized the situation by saying that the passage in question “obviously fits badly the matter preceding and following it, and appears moreover to have had a shifting place in the text . . . its authenticity seems to be rationally indefensible. Only a Christian hand could have penned a panegyric of Jesus as the Christ, who had actually worked miracles in fulfilment of the predictions of the Hebrew Prophets, and had risen from the dead after having been condemned to the cross by Pontius Pilate.”5

There was great excitement in 1906 when a long-forgotten medieval Slavonic (Old Russian) version of The Jewish War, another of Josephus’s works, was found. The Jewish War not only predated Antiquities of the Jews by twenty years but included another reference to Jesus. He was described as the “wonder worker” and portrayed as being pressed by his followers to lead a rebellion against Rome. It was thought at first that this Russian translation must have been made from the now-lost original Aramaic text of Josephus. However, after careful examination it became clear that it derived from the Greek text and had been made around the twelfth century A.D. No traces of Semitic Aramaic idiom have been found in it, and the opening of the section about Jesus is clearly an expanded version of the interpolated testimony quoted earlier in this chapter: “In fact, it is as certain as anything can be in the realm of literary criticism that they were not part of what Josephus wrote at all, but had been interpolated into the Greek manuscripts from which the Old Russian translation was made.”6

Another mention of Jesus occurs in Book 20 of Antiquities of the Jews where Josephus relates how the Roman procurator Festus died suddenly in office around A.D. 62 and an interval of three months elapsed before the arrival in Judaea of his successor, Albinus. Then the high priest, Ananus, “assembled the sanhedrin (highest court of justice) of judges, and brought before them the brother of Jesus, who was called Christ, whose name was James, and some others; and when he had formed an accusation against them as breakers of the law, he delivered them to be stoned.”7

The description of James as the brother of Jesus agrees with the words in St. Paul’s letter to the Galatians: “But other of the apostles saw I none, save James the Lord’s brother” (Galatians 1:19). This reference, too, has been shown by scholars to be an interpolation into the work of Josephus although, as was noted by Origen in the third century, it must have predated the one analyzed earlier.

We therefore have the situation that, while the account of the life and execution of John the Baptist in Josephus is accepted by scholars as a description of actual historical events, there is nothing to link him with “preparing the way” for Jesus in the accepted sense, and once we remove the insertions made to the Jewish historians’ texts, we have no contemporary evidence about his life, suffering, and death.


4

A Mischievous Superstition

No official report by Pontius Pilate about Jesus and his Crucifixion exists, although a few centuries later some forged writings called Acts of Pilate appeared. They included an account of Jesus of Nazareth. However, they were produced either by Christians who wished to confirm the historicity of their Lord, or enemies of Christianity who wished to attack the religion.

The first references to Christianity in Roman writings are found in the works of the historians Suetonius and Tacitus, and Pliny the Younger, who were friends and held posts under Roman emperors.

Suetonius, who was born around A.D. 69, served as a secretary to Hadrian, the fourteenth emperor (A.D. 117–38), and thus had access to the imperial archives. His major historical work, The Lives of the Caesars, published about A.D. 120, gave accounts of the reigns of Julius Caesar and the eleven emperors who followed him. The mention of Christ occurs in the twenty-fifth chapter where the author is discussing events in the reign of Claudius (A.D. 41–54), who had succeeded as the fourth emperor after the assassination of Caligula. Suetonius makes a brief mention of riots that took place in Rome in A.D. 49: “As the Jews, at the instigation of Chrestus, were constantly raising riots, he (Claudius) drove them out of Rome.”1

Chrestus, a common name in Rome, must have been substituted for the Greek Christus because the two names were pronounced alike and Suetonius thought—wrongly—that someone called Christ was in Rome at the time, instigating these riots. These troubles in Rome were not the result of Roman oppression but of internal conflicts within the Jewish community between Jews (Christians) who believed the Messiah (Christ) had already come and Jews who believed that he was still to appear. An echo of these troubles is found in the Acts of the Apostles (18:2–3) where we read of a Jew, Aquila, and his wife, Priscilla, who, having been driven from Rome by an edict of Claudius, went to start a building business in Corinth where they met Paul.

After these events, the attitude of Claudius toward the Jews softened under the persuasive influence of his close friend Agrippa, the grandson of Herod the Great. The emperor issued an edict granting the Jews who lived in Alexandria equal privileges to those of the Greeks of that city and allowing them to follow their own customs. A further edict was sent to Syria granting the same rights and privileges to Jews throughout the Roman Empire.

Although the work of Suetonius is the oldest written testimony about the followers of Christ in Rome, it does not refer to the historical Jesus, only to the fact that his followers thought he had already come and the rest of the Jews rejected this view. We find no date, place, or even name for the Messiah (Christ), which is a title.

After ruling for thirteen years, Claudius met his death at the hands of his wife, Agrippina, who poisoned him to ensure the succession of Nero, her son by a previous marriage.

Nero (A.D. 54–68) was a sadist who, soon after coming to power, rewarded his mother by putting her to death in public. He also killed his wife. In A.D. 64 a disastrous fire swept Rome and it was suspected that Nero had been responsible for starting the fire to give himself the opportunity to rebuild the city. He responded to this charge by blaming the Christians. Suetonius mentions the Christians briefly again in the section of his work dealing with the life of Nero: “Punishment was inflicted on the Christians, a body of people addicted to a novel and mischievous superstition.”

Here again Suetonius does not refer to Jesus of Nazareth, but simply to believers in Christianity who lived in Rome. The same is true of Tacitus, giving an account of these events in his Annals: “Nero suspected certain persons to be the authors of the crime. Them he condemned to the most cruel torture. They were those who, hated for their infamy, were vulgarly called Christians. The originator of the name, the Christ, had been condemned to death in the reign of Tiberius by the procurator, Pontius Pilate.”2

At the time Tacitus wrote his Annals (c. A.D. 115), no historical source existed to justify the view that Pontius Pilate had condemned Jesus to death in the reign of Tiberius. On what evidence, therefore, did Tacitus base his statement? In the second century A.D., many Christians, believers in the fact that the Messiah had already come, had lived in Rome for a considerable time and the traditional Gospel legend was well established. P. L. Couchoud, the French scholar, took the view that Tacitus was simply quoting the existing tradition, still accepted today, that Jesus “suffered under Pontius Pilate”: “it is probable that he (Tacitus) merely echoes the current belief of Christians when he explained their name. . . . It would be rash to quote Tacitus as giving independent evidence as to the existence of Jesus.”3

Pliny the Younger, the third of these Roman authors, also refers to Christ. In A.D. 103, the thirteenth emperor, Trajan (A.D. 97–117), sent him to rule Bithynia and Pontus, a province in northern Asia Minor overlooking the Black Sea. Christians were brought to him for punishment and, unsure how to treat them, he wrote to Rome for advice: “this is the course I have taken with those who were accused before me as Christians. I asked them whether they were Christians . . . with threats of punishment. If they kept to it, I ordered them taken off for execution. . . . As for those who said they neither were nor ever had been Christians, I thought it right to let them go, when they recited a prayer to the gods at my dictation, and made supplication with incense and wine to your statue . . . and, moreover, cursed Christ, things which . . . those who are really Christians cannot be made to do.”4

Pliny the Younger bears witness to the existence of Christian communities in Asia Minor and to the fact that Christ was worshipped as a god, but, as with the other two Roman authors, we find no reference to the historical figure of Jesus in his writings. This, in fact, is all that we can learn from Rome about Christ and Christianity until the later works of the Christian Fathers.

What did the Jews make of Jesus? The Gospel account describes how Caiaphas, the Jewish high priest, and other chief priests and elders of the time were deeply involved in the accusations against Jesus and his subsequent arrest, trial, and condemnation. They are even said to have gone as far as to refuse Pilate’s offer to release him for the occasion of the Passover feast, commemorating the liberation of the Israelites from Egyptian bondage, demanding instead the release of another prisoner, Barabbas. In the circumstances, we should expect to find that Jewish literature has kept some memory of him.

The intricate and incoherent mass of Rabbinical Scriptures, dating from the first five centuries A.D., make it clear that the Jews did know Jesus well but did not wish to reveal all that they knew about him. His name, Yeshu, the Hebrew form of the Greek Jesus, is found at least twenty times in the Talmud, the Jewish commentaries and interpretive writings that were written during this time and are looked upon as only second in authority to the Old Testament, although there is a tendency to refer to him as “a certain person” rather than use his name. In some passages he is also named as Balaam or Ben Pandira, “the son of Pandira.” As the Jews disputed the claim that Jesus was the Son of God, they put forward the view that Pandira was a lover, not the husband, of Mary, but they confirm her name: “Miriam (Hebrew for Mary) . . . the mother of ‘a certain person’ (b. Hag. 4b).

This is only one of many points of agreement between the four Gospels and both the Talmud and the Midrash, the ancient Jewish commentary on part of the Hebrew Scriptures. At the same time, there are important areas of contradiction, particularly those that can help to establish when Jesus actually lived. To deal first with the areas of agreement:








	The Royal Descent of Jesus



	“Jesus Christ, the son of (king) David” (Matthew 1:1).

	Jesus’s mother “was the descendant of princes and rulers” (b. Sanh. 106a).



	His Being in Egypt



	“Out of Egypt have I called my son” (Matthew 2:15).

	The Talmud says that Jesus was in Egypt during his early manhood and also places “Jesus the Nazarene” who “practised magic” in Egypt (b. Sanh. 107b).



	Miracles and Wonders



	“Then was brought to him one possessed with a devil, blind, and dumb: and he healed him . . .” (Matthew 12:22).
“From whence hath this man these things? and what wisdom is this . . . that even such mighty works are wrought by his hands?” (Mark 6:2).

	What the Bible calls signs and wonders, the rabbis called Egyptian magic, not miracles worked by the power of God: “Jesus the Nazarene practised magic and led astray and deceived Israel” (b. Sanh. 107b).



	The Conflict with Scribes and Pharisees


	When they described his miracles as the work of the devil, Jesus mocked the Pharisees: “O generation of vipers, how can ye, being evil, speak good things? . . .” (Matthew 12:34).
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