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What people are saying about...


Jesus: A Life in Class Conflict


Two of our most capable Marxist biblical interpreters offer a historical materialist life of Jesus, grounded in the social and material forces of Jesus’ age rather than on efforts to read Jesus’ mind. Precise, clear, accessible, and important. I can think of no better introduction to the historical Jesus for the general reader, no clearer statement on the legacy of the Jesus movement in the sweep of subsequent history, or a more worthy challenge to contemporary scholarship on Jesus and the rise of Christianity. Neil Elliott, author of Liberating Paul: The Justice of God and the Politics of the Apostle and The Arrogance of Nations: Reading Romans in the Shadow of Empire


A work of exceptional scholarship, the greatest story ever told as told from below is more compelling than ever. I was utterly engrossed. What impresses the most, though, is in how by demystifying an epic class struggle of the past lessons of strategic relevance to struggles for liberation in the present can be drawn. Essential stuff. Ciara Cremin, author of The Future is Feminine: Capitalism and the Masculine Disorder and Totalled: Salvaging the Future from the Wreckage of Capitalism


This account of the life of Jesus is neither a historical novel nor a scholarly monograph. It represents an excellent fusion of these approaches: copious and informed material information by way of well-wrought and well-written biographical narrative. The book conveys a sharp sense of the times and places, the issues and discussions, the difficulties and possibilities. A marvelous idea on the part of Crossley and Myles—altogether well done! Fernando F. Segovia, Oberlin Graduate Professor of New Testament and Early Christianity, Vanderbilt University


This book moves on from the Third Quest for the historical Jesus, so focused on seeing Jesus as a great innovator within a particular cultural, religious and societal context. Seeing such portraits as romanticized and overly idealized, the interest here is on the social and economic forces that produced the Jesus movement, so that Jesus and his associates are seen as responding to the material upheavals of the time. Joan E. Taylor, Professor of Christian Origins and Second Temple Judaism, Kings College London


Crossley and Myles have recaptured the mind-blowing excitement generated by the original quest to distinguish the Jesus of history behind the myth. Although Jesus scholarship has struggled to let go of the fantasy of a man who dropped from the sky, this book places Jesus firmly on his feet, a product of his agrarian class and imperial repression. Crossley and Myles have found Jesus: in the Galilean dirt under his fingernails. Deane Galbraith, Lecturer in Religion, University of Otago
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Preface


“What if the greatest event in human history was erased?” Such a question is posed by the promotional material for Assassin 33 A.D., a 2020 “faith-based” thriller written and directed by Jim Carroll. The scintillating plot hinges on an Islamist terror conspiracy to go back in time to first-century Palestine and assassinate Jesus of Nazareth, and hence change the course of world history. “It’s the ultimate jihad; eliminate Christianity by killing Jesus before the resurrection,” says its title character, the inventor of the time machine, upon discovering the great conspiracy unfolding before his eyes.


Despite its one-dimensional and clichéd “war on terror” slant, not to mention the complicated paradoxes of time travel, and the obvious plot hole that Jesus was already put to death before reports of his resurrection, the film can be critiqued on another level: namely, its unquestioned premise that the course of world history pivots exclusively on the individual exploits of so-called Great Men. In direct opposition to this dominant ideology, we take the view that even if someone was able to successfully travel back in time and assassinate Jesus, they would not necessarily alter the course of human history. While details would obviously change, the same intersecting historical and material forces would still largely exist, and someone else would inevitably rise up to take his place.


The “Quest of the Historical Jesus” has an extensive intellectual history, beginning in the European Enlightenment and continuing into the twenty-first century. As with any number of scholarly enterprises, the Jesus quest overlaps with the rise of capitalism as a global force. The work you hold in your hands is the fruitful collaboration of two scholars of Jesus and early Christianity who have a shared interest in Marxist historiography and the ways in which struggles from the past may give us insight into the struggles we face today. We have written this book with the educated non-specialist in mind. We seek to unpack the life of Jesus and the early Jesus movement within its original historical context of first-century Palestine but in a way relevant for all interested in the history of class conflict, irrespective of individual religious sympathies or proclivities. An orienting assumption is: Jesus was not just a religious leader. And this prompts us to write not another dry biography of a “Great Man” from the past. Rather, there are important lessons about the broader unfolding of history when the study of Jesus is properly contextualized as a life in class conflict. We offer up this historical materialist life of Jesus as part of the “Next Quest” and as a deliberate point of contrast to the perpetual proliferation of the many “neoliberal lives” of Jesus produced, mass-marketed, and consumed over the past several decades.


The ideas presented in this book have benefited from the critical suggestions of several colleagues and friends. We forego the usual practice of naming a long list of specific individuals, but we have, as always, appreciated their help, and anticipate that, come the revolution, they will enjoy glorious reward.


We note here that when quoting the Bible, we follow the English text of the New Revised Standard Version. The various books that make up the New Testament were originally composed in Greek. Greek words have been transliterated into English for the aid of readers, but if readers want to consult the Greek text then we recommend the Nestle-Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece, 28th edition.


James Crossley


Barrow, England


Robert J. Myles


Perth, Western Australia




Select Abbreviations


For biblical books, we follow the John Hunt Publishing House Style (https://www.johnhuntpublishing.com/publishing-guide/appendices/house-style/). Other main abbreviations include:






	1 Macc.


	1 Maccabees







	1QM


	War Scroll (Dead Sea Scrolls)







	1QpHab


	Pesher Habakkuk (Dead Sea Scrolls)







	1QS


	Community Rule (Dead Sea Scrolls)







	Bar.


	Baruch







	2 Macc.


	2 Maccabees







	3 Macc.


	3 Maccabees







	4 Macc.


	4 Maccabees







	4QpNah


	Pesher Nahum (Dead Sea Scrolls)







	11Q19


	Temple Scroll (Dead Sea Scrolls)







	Apion


	Josephus, Against Apion







	Antiquities


	Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews







	b.


	Babylonian Talmud







	CD


	Damascus Document







	OGIS


	Orientis Graeci Inscriptiones Selecta (Greek inscriptions)







	Life


	Josephus, The Life







	m.


	Mishnah







	NRSV


	New Revised Standard Version (Bible)







	Ps. Sol.


	Psalms of Solomon







	Pr. Man.


	Prayer of Manasseh







	Q


	Quelle







	Sir.


	Sirach







	Tob.


	Tobit







	t.


	Tosefta







	Thom.


	Gospel of Thomas







	War


	Josephus, Jewish War







	Wisd.


	Wisdom of Solomon







	y.


	Palestinian (or: Jerusalem) Talmud










Chapter 1


Introduction: A Life in Class Conflict


The Quest of the Historical Materialist Jesus


This is not a religious book, but a historical materialist one. It is the purpose of this book to take up two related questions regarding the life of Jesus of Nazareth: First, what can we know about the historical Jesus and his movement? Second, how can we understand the emergence of the Jesus movement in terms of class conflict as a driver of historical change?


The “historical Jesus” refers to the Jesus modern historians can plausibly reconstruct from the earliest sources we have about him. In this book, we attempt a sober account of Jesus’ life, sifting fact from fiction through the evidence left behind in our ancient sources, drawing on key archaeological findings from the time of Jesus, and highlighting the importance of class and material conditions for understanding why and how the Jesus movement emerged when and where it did.


Class conflict is much misunderstood in scholarly discussions of Christian origins generally and reconstructions of the life of Jesus specifically. Typically, class and class conflict are overlooked or dismissed as anachronistic. In one sense, there is good reason for this because when class and class conflict are acknowledged they are usually associated with, or in the service of, a romanticized reconstruction of Jesus as someone who had “woke” views on gender and even sexuality, was a Gandhi-like pacifist, a Che Guevara-style revolutionary, or established a system of village communes in the countryside. We would also add that the current penchant in scholarship for emphasizing “status” rather than “class,” and the preference for looking at the performance of identities in different social settings, is likewise romanticized and more a reflection of current North American-led interests in individualism and identity politics than a serious account of class as a structural factor that drives historical change.


This is not to say any of these positions are without merit. Clearly people do perform class-related identity differently in different social settings and clearly the early followers of Jesus did dream of a new and better world. However, to challenge the anachronisms of these readings, we employ Marxist notions of class as a way of understanding how people react (consciously or not) to the contradictions inherent within the mode of production of their day. This includes how Jesus and his contemporaries responded to, and emerged from within, the productive forces of the ancient world, as well as their entanglement within various social relations such as those governing property, power, and prosperity, as well as gender and ethnic associations, in the rapidly changing economic landscape of first-century Palestine. Theoretically, one could undertake a Marxist reading of any figure from history irrespective of their politics. Just as a Marxist reading of Hitler does not make Hitler a communist, a Marxist reading of Jesus does not necessarily make Jesus a socialist. Rather, such an approach is focused on understanding the chosen subject as a product of the social and material conditions of their time and place.


Of course, it is still common to read of, or hear about, claims that class and Marxism are a product of the Industrial Revolution, that they concern modern capitalist issues of the proletariat and bourgeoise, and thus have no application to the pre-capitalist world such as that of Jesus’ time. But this is a reductive understanding of class and Marxism, and we stress the importance of historical materialism to counter this misreading. By historical materialism, we stand in the tradition of Marxist historians who explain long-term changes in human society without endless emphasizing of the epoch-changing actions of supposed Great Men. After all, Great Men are but the products of their society, and their individual ideas and genius would be impossible without the social conditions built before and during their lifetimes.


It is for this reason we seek to understand Jesus as part of a broader “Jesus movement.” This refers to the nebulous collectivity gathered around Jesus during his adulthood and in the wake of his death, and through which individual members could share their dissatisfaction with the present state of affairs and their vision of a better order. Although Jesus emerged as a key organizer, and the movement later came to bear his name, Jesus himself did not invent the movement or mastermind its ideas. Rather what came to be known as the Jesus movement was one of many religious and social movements around first-century Palestine doing broadly similar things.


Typically, historical materialist approaches have determined how class antagonisms and technological developments drove the transformation from feudalism to capitalism, but they have also sought to understand the transformation from ancient societies to feudal ones. In other words, to explain the transition from one mode of production, and the distinct ways in which a particular socio-economic formation is structured or configured, to another. Obviously, this scope alone is too broad for understanding the historical figure of Jesus and the Jesus movement but what this approach does mean is we can situate Jesus in relation to the class antagonisms of his time and place and with an eye to social and cultural changes they generated. From this perspective, class antagonisms must be understood as occurring not under capitalism but configured to the social and economic relations in largely agrarian societies.


Accordingly, we use terms such as “peasantry” to denote a broad and internally diverse category of rural workers and non-elite actors closely associated with agricultural production of the land and water. This group made up the overwhelming majority of the total population in antiquity and can be positioned in dialectical opposition to a mostly urban-based minority of the “elite.” The elite sustained their relatively lavish lifestyles in varying ways through the exploitation of the labor-power of the peasant masses and a system which included slave labor, land tenure, and tributary payment.1 While we stress that “peasantry” is a useful category for cross-cultural comparison over time and place, it must be also understood in context-specific ways and related to the dominant mode of production; a medieval “serf” and a first-century field worker, for instance, both have shared things in common and significant differences. Within the first century too, a field worker, a day laborer, and a fisherman could be differentiated, but, as we will see, this did not undermine possibilities for class solidarity.


We will return to issues relating to economic production in Jesus’ context in the following chapters. First, we want to establish ancient manifestations of class antagonism that were available to Jesus and establish how they do not always complement modern Leftist beliefs. Indeed, as will become clear elsewhere in this book, the category of “peasant” further helps us appreciate Jesus as more of a “traditionalist” than anything else. What mattered most was the preservation of traditional patterns of life, with all their accompanying agrarian hierarchies, in the face of a changing Galilee.


Millenarianism and Banditry


Palestine in the first century was under the direct or indirect rule of the Roman Empire, the most expansive and powerful political entity that had existed to date. Coming from an insignificant village in Galilee in northern Palestine on the margins of the Empire, it is perhaps no surprise Jesus was not remembered as having much to say about the high political, social, and economic questions of his day. Jesus did not hold considered opinions on factions seeking influence at royal court, establishing trade networks, levels of military presence needed to keep the populace calm, alliances with neighboring rulers, or more mundane topics of town planning and public building projects. However, he certainly was remembered as having much to say on issues we would recognize today as “political,” such as social and economic inequalities and the promise of a dramatic reversal of the world order with the rich getting their comeuppance.


For a first-century CE non-elite Jew like Jesus, there were two obvious and related options available for framing or interpreting social, economic, and political discontent and antagonism in rural Galilee: Jewish millenarianism and banditry. Here we define “millenarianism” in the general sense of an expectation of impending destruction, radical or even revolutionary transformation of the social, economic, and political order, and the expectation of a Golden Age. This transition to a new age was thought to involve dramatic supernatural intervention and a divinely appointed human agent or agents, with prophetic figures claiming access to the truth of divine revelation.


Academics will always argue over definitions and the definition of millenarianism employed here can be qualified further, as will be done in Chapter 5 where we explain what we mean specifically by Jesus’ curious brand of “revolutionary millennialism.” This embodiment of millenarianism envisaged a radical overthrow of the existing world order but also tended to hit hard at class exploitation in the present. For now, Jewish millenarianism was a phenomenon common in the first century CE, at least as far as we can gather from Josephus, the Jewish historian writing toward the end of the century. Around the time of the initial organizing of the Jesus movement in the late 20s CE, John the Baptist was probably a more famous example of a millenarian figure, and we will discuss John in detail in Chapter 3. Others include the prophetic figure of Theudas who, in the 40s CE, led a popular movement to the River Jordan where he announced he would part the river thereby allowing people to pass over (Josephus, Antiquities 20.97-99). Why this story might be categorized as “millenarian” is because it envisaged radical transformation through a dramatic action by tapping into well-known themes from Jewish ancestral traditions about Moses (the most important and archetypal organizer of the Israelites) and his exodus from Egypt which involved guiding the enslaved Israelites across a divinely parted Red Sea to their freedom. These traditions were reapplied to the future of Jews living now under the shadow of Roman rule. Like John the Baptist, Theudas would eventually lose his head because he was a sufficient threat from the perspective of the elite in power. It is for this reason and others (see below) that we should link millenarianism with the related phenomenon of banditry.


Banditry could take on different forms. The classic definition of “social banditry” to describe those outlawed by the ruling classes, championed by the peasantry, upholders of traditional values and morality, and fighters against injustice reflects a phenomenon certainly attested in first-century Palestine.2 Stories of social bandits, many of whom set themselves up as alternative kingly figures, are recounted by Josephus and may have come down to him (and us) as idealized stories. But whatever the lived realities behind the stories, they were live ideas present in the time of Jesus. Josephus has examples of the common cliché of social bandits as popular figures among the peasantry. Away from urban centers, villages could be a safe place to hide for bandits who robbed the representatives of Rome, with villagers loyal to the cause refusing to give them up (Josephus, War 2.228-231; Antiquities 20.113-117). A bandit called Eleazar ben Dinai was active in the mid-first century and managed to resist capture for 20 years before he, his followers, and numerous peasant supporters were crucified (Antiquities 20.121, 160-161; War 2.253).


Bandits were also arbiters of local justice. They were often tasked with settling localized disputes and vendettas, perhaps at times close to gangsterism (War 2.232-235; Antiquities 20.118-119, 232-235). As this might suggest, Jewish bandits were not always remembered in the romantic sense Robin Hood is thought of today. In plenty of instances they were regarded as self-serving thieves without any indication they were robbing the rich to give to the poor. A famous example is from the Parable of the Good Samaritan (see Chapter 7) where the victim was beaten, stripped and left for dead by bandits or robbers (Luke 10.30 uses the Greek word lēstēs, which is the same word used for “bandits”) which reflects a sensible enough sentiment known from elsewhere: it was best to be armed when traveling (War 2.125).


Nevertheless, rural robbery can also tell us something about the socio-economic options open to the non-elite. We know, for instance, famine, unusually heavy taxation, and bad harvests could generate a rise in banditry (Antiquities 18.269-275; cf. Antiquities 16.271-272). In some cases there was simply no other option for survival. Those involved in banditry could be remembered as (former) slaves, shepherds, soldiers, sailors, as well as people more generally designated destitute and poor (Antiquities 17.270-284; War 2.60-65, 585-558; Life 66, 175, 372). Justice was out of the question for the poor, unless they could obtain the help of a powerful benefactor in exchange for a price, such as their freedom. Indeed, bandits were not always so loyal to their roots or support base, and Roman officials could sometimes recruit them as hired muscle or simply tolerate limited amounts of banditry in exchange for a cut from their spoils (War 2.272-276; Antiquities 20.255-257).


Jewish millenarians and prophets were not necessarily bandits in the sense of planning violence in the here and now; rather, if God was going to intervene then perhaps there was no need for physical violence by humans in the present. But some, such as the popular prophet called “the Egyptian,” could combine the expectation of supernatural intervention with violent subversion such as the overthrowing of Jerusalem (War 2.261-262; cf. Acts 21.38). Josephus gives us further indication such categories could be blurred in his presentation of the mid-first century. In an extended discussion of prophets, bandits, and assassins called the sicarii, he argued those with “divine inspiration” for “revolutionary changes” ushered crowds “out into the desert under the belief God would there give them tokens of deliverance.” Such were their overlapping interests of prophets and bandits that Josephus further explained they made an alliance, incited revolution, promoted political independence, and threatened to murder those who submitted to Roman domination. Josephus adds that related groups looted the houses of the wealthy, killed the owners, and burned villages (War 2.254-265). Whatever the realities behind these recollections, Josephus viewed the categories of “prophet” (or, rather, false prophet, for Josephus) and “bandit” as representing similar and interrelated concerns.


Pre-Political Agitation


Why bring the world of bandits and millenarians to the fore in a book on the historical Jesus and class conflict? For a start, Jesus’ death in the earliest narrative source we have, Mark’s Gospel, is remembered as one reserved for militant bandits or insurrectionists. It is claimed the “whole cohort” (about 500 soldiers) were called in to deal with Jesus (Mark 15.16) and he was crucified between two “bandits” or “insurrectionists” (using the same Greek word in Luke 10.30, lēstēs) (Mark 15.27). Jesus the millenarian could be easily confused (deliberately or not) for a violent bandit or rebellious insurgent from the perspective of Roman power. And this provided the reason for his execution by means of violent crucifixion, a brutal form of capital punishment typically reserved for traitors to the Empire and those foreigners deemed insubordinate to the totalizing rule of Rome.


But we opened with this discussion of bandits and millenarians to make a more general point about social and economic agitation in Jesus’ world because these sorts of tendencies have been described as “pre-political.” We take (and develop) the phrase from the Marxist historian Eric Hobsbawm who, in his early work on southern Europe and Latin America, looked at how forms of social agitation adapted (or not) with the arrival of capitalism. For Hobsbawm, the phenomena of rural banditry (including the more benevolent Robin Hood-type) and peasant millenarianism were prime examples of pre-political resistance in the sense they were pre-capitalist forms of resistance.


This does not mean bandits and peasant millenarians showed no interest in politics. On the contrary, Hobsbawm argued these phenomena were pre-political in the sense they had to come to terms with a new world and be absorbed into more organized and bureaucratized resistance to capitalism, such as socialist or communist parties. Pre-political rebels could once provide defense against a world of unjust princes, tax collectors, and landlords. Similarly, millenarians could promise a dramatic new world free from perceived injustices of the current world order. It was this yearning for radical transformation that would feed into the revolutionary politics of the twentieth century, Hobsbawm argued.


Some of the specifics of Hobsbawm’s argument have been strongly critiqued. For instance, some are not fond of his ideas about historical development and progression, though this criticism owes more to anti-Marxist backlash than understanding of Hobsbawm’s argument. Certainly, his interest did not stretch further back than the influence of medieval forms of resistance on the modern world. We would add the cultural peculiarities of millenarianism from different times and places does not come through strongly in Hobsbawm’s argument. But whatever the merits (or not) of such critiques, the general point about pre-political peasant rebellion in the form of banditry and millenarianism remains useful and relevant for understanding social movements in and around ancient Galilee (where they thrived), not least because it helps us guard against historical anachronism.


Concerns about anachronism should be obvious (and are common in historical Jesus studies) but the genre of the historical Jesus book will often provide, whether intentionally or not, arguments about Jesus’ relevance for today. Readers may or may not find relevance for today from this book but that is not the point we wish to make. As critical historians, we want to retain Hobsbawm’s stress on the material interests of millenarianism at the time of Jesus, but appreciate it manifested in an agrarian way of life and addressed injustices (perceived or otherwise) using expressions and concepts we might today find strange and unusual.


Furthermore, we understand the ongoing relevance of Jesus in a different way. The millenarianism associated with Jesus was connected to significant socio-economic changes in Galilee and Judea, provided a language or framework that functioned as a means of rallying socio-political discontents, and was influential in shaping dominant forms of millenarianism in the centuries that followed, including in the contexts Hobsbawm himself studied. In the shorter term, however, it was the Jewish millenarian themes associated with Jesus, quite alien to most (but not all) social movements today, that would lead to the mobilization of a movement in his name. These millenarian themes permeated the organizational apparatus that kept the movement going and would be eventually absorbed and transformed into the official ruling ideology of the Roman Empire itself.


What is the “Historical Jesus” and How Do We Know?


But we are now getting ahead of ourselves. Before proceeding any further, we need to address what is actually meant by the “historical Jesus.” As noted above, the “historical Jesus” refers to the Jesus who historians reconstruct from the earliest accounts we have about him. The implication is the work we have to do as critical historians is to assess the extent to which our earliest presentations of Jesus tell us something about the individual figure who was alive in Galilee and Judea during the first 3 decades of the first century. To do this, we need to understand the usefulness as well as the limitations of our evidence.


The four canonical Gospels in the Christian New Testament are attributed to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, though it is not entirely clear whether these are later attributions, pseudonymous attributions, or whether there were even any names originally attributed to these texts. The author of Luke also wrote a second volume narrating the expansion of the early church, the Acts of the Apostles, to which the same uncertainties apply. Except for the letters attributed to Paul, which provide fleeting guidance into the life of the historical Jesus, the canonical Gospels are the earliest known sources we have. Most scholars date them to the second half of the first century, though some scholars date Luke and John into the early second. The earliest Gospel, Mark, is usually dated to around the year 70 CE, though a minority position puts it a few decades earlier. What this means is our earliest sources about Jesus’ life were written some decades after his death in approximately 30 CE. As with the growth of any social or religious movement over time, the initial themes associated with the early movement had evolved to address new and distinct situations. But the complications do not stop there: while Matthew and Luke were likely composed in the last decades of the first century, they both copied Mark, often word-for-word. This means the Gospels themselves cannot be treated at face value as independent sources.


Both Matthew and Luke also share similar material that is not found in Mark, and this is usually thought to come from a hypothetical source which goes by the label “Q” from the German word Quelle, which means “source.” An alternative explanation to the Q hypothesis is that material common to Matthew and Luke but not Mark came about because Luke used Matthew as a source. It is also possible to combine these two views in the sense that Luke used Mark and Q and knew of Matthew (cf. Luke 1.1-4). Within the dominant theory, known as the “four-source hypothesis,” Matthew and Luke also drew on independent traditions that are labeled “M” and “L” respectively (see figure 1).
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Figure 1.
The Four-Source Hypothesis is a scholarly construct that attempts to explain the literary relationship between the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke


Are the Gospels factual depictions of events, fanciful fables, or something in-between? The answer to this question is not straightforward. A “Gospel” is not a distinctive genre. It literally means “good news” and while it initially referred to the millenarian proclamation of Jesus and the Jesus movement, it later came to refer to a proclamation about Jesus by the Christian community. Later still, it became affixed to the texts we now call the Gospels as it can be found in the title of our earliest Gospel, Mark, which commences: “The beginning of the good news (i.e., gospel) of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (Mark 1.1). So what kind of literature are the Gospels? Figuring out the answer to this question is crucial if we are to assess their usefulness in reconstructing the life of the historical Jesus.


Recent scholarship has sought to clarify the ways in which the Gospels are comparable to ancient biographies or lives (bioi) of other “great” figures of the Greco-Roman period.3 There are numerous examples of such literature, including works by famous Roman authors like Plutarch, Suetonius, and Tacitus. Such literature was akin to ancient propaganda. At the most basic level, then, this means the Gospels cannot be taken naïvely as a straightforward transcription of historical events, but equally we should avoid the temptation to quickly dismiss them as the purely mythical inventions of their authors. Although the Gospels are concerned with presenting the “truth” of their contents, they do so according to specific and highly stylized literary conventions which tend to accentuate a focus on the individual agency of the protagonist as the main driver of historical events. For example, in ancient biography, protagonists are portrayed according to pre-existing stereotypes: powerful politicians who lived within and often controlled the structures of society; or conversely, philosophers who lived outside those structures and challenged them from without. Moreover, chronology functioned primarily to organize the external facts of a person’s life, not as an explanation of individual behavior.


Accordingly, we need to look elsewhere (such as to the materialist categories discussed above) to best determine the historical explanations for Jesus and the broader movement’s motivations and actions. The intersecting historical and economic forces in Jesus’ day sparked a range of different beliefs and responses and, as we will see in the following chapters, Jesus and the Jesus movement were very much a product of shifting material interests in Galilee. We regard Jesus not as the innovative founder of a new religious or social movement per se, but rather as someone who emerges as a religious organizer from within the amorphous collective of the peasantry responding to these upheavals.


Moreover, by approaching the study of the historical Jesus in this way, we also want to turn a related bourgeois emphasis in the history of modern Jesus research on its head. Ever since its origins during the European Enlightenment, the quest for the historical Jesus has stood firmly in the tradition of Great Men as pivotal figures of historical change. In his book Jesus and the Rise of Nationalism, Halvor Moxnes points out that Jesus books written in the nineteenth century were presented as biographies which appealed to “the emerging culture of a bourgeois elite” in the expression of their ideas.4 In its effort to solidify its “universal” claims to private property, the aspiring bourgeoisie were historically necessitated to invent individual persons with rights and identities, that would legally, and indeed morally, bind them to their private property.5 Jesus was a perfect subject for undertaking this broader discursive project, given the immense influence Christianity exerted over Western culture and, at that time, politics too. And this scholarly and popular tradition of Jesus the Great Man continues today. Indeed, we only need to observe the ways in which books on Jesus sell to scholarly and popular audiences in ways that, say, books on Obadiah do not.


These issues aside, only three of the four Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) are our main written sources for reconstructing the life of the historical Jesus. They are known as the Synoptics, because they can be “seen together” with their many striking similarities. Mark, as the earliest narrative, is to be privileged. The Gospel of John is probably later than the Synoptics and, as with Matthew and Luke, is dependent on earlier sources. Whether John is directly dependent on the other New Testament Gospels or simply aware of their stories and general storyline,6 it is of limited use for reconstructing the life of the historical Jesus (though as we will see, it is possible to reconstruct earlier history in light of changes or differences in John’s Gospel).


Why is John’s Gospel so problematic? Unlike Matthew, Mark or Luke, John presents Jesus as a figure so elevated in the divine hierarchy he is effectively equal to God. John’s exalted view of Jesus as not merely a mortal but a divine man sent down from heaven was controversial and manifests as a conflict in John’s story of Jesus with a generic character/group labeled “the Jews” (or a roughly equivalent translation, “the Judeans,” according to some scholars). According to John 5.18, for instance, “the Jews were seeking all the more to kill him, because he was not only breaking the Sabbath, but was also calling God his own Father, thereby making himself equal to God.” Similarly, according to John 10.33, “the Jews” are said to claim, “It is not for a good work that we are going to stone you, but for blasphemy, because you, though only a human being, are making yourself God.” While many Christians today think of Jesus as equal or equivalent to God, and these ideas are implied through John (e.g., 1.1-18, 20.28), such sentiments are not palpable in Matthew, Mark, or Luke who would not have excluded such controversial material had it been available to them. The obvious conclusion is, on this major theme at least, John reflects a heightened level of theological speculation about Jesus somewhat removed from earlier reflections and is therefore less likely to tell us much about the historical Jesus.


Similar conclusions can be drawn from other differences between John and the Synoptics. For example, the phrase “kingdom of God” is common in the Synoptics (Matthew’s Gospel tends to use the equivalent “kingdom of Heaven”) but appears only twice in John’s Gospel where it is no longer used with reference to end times but to being “born again” as a follower of Jesus (John 3.3, 5). But the contrast does not end there. The Gospels of Matthew and Mark in particular stress the coming of the divine kingdom to earth is imminent whereas the Gospel of John omits all such sayings and replaces them with the idea that Jesus’ “kingdom is not from this world” (John 18.36). Furthermore, the Synoptic Gospels expect the Second Coming of Jesus (a belief that Jesus would return to judge the world after his ascension into heaven) within the lifetime of Jesus’ original audience (see Mark 13; Matt. 24; Luke 21) whereas John 21 explains why this is no longer the case. The obvious explanation is the Gospel of John’s presentation of “eschatology” (that is, the theology of the end-time) reflects a later moment in the development of the tradition where predictions relating to imminent end-time events were not being fulfilled as previously expected and so were being revised accordingly (see also 2 Peter 3).


Key differences in John’s chronology of Jesus’ life also point to its complicated use in historical reconstruction. The earliest known narrative account of the immediate cause of Jesus’ death comes from Mark 11.15-18 (and is followed by Matthew and Luke), namely, the account of Jesus overturning the tables of the moneychangers and the seats of the dove-sellers in Jerusalem during the festival of Passover. The Gospel of John, on the other hand, places the Temple disturbance near the beginning of the narrative (John 2.13-16) and instead has as the immediate cause of Jesus’ arrest and execution his miraculous resurrection of Lazarus (John 11). When any Gospel author has good theological reasons for including certain material, scholars will quickly raise questions about its historicity. Whatever we make of the reliability of the account of the Temple disturbance in Mark 11.15-18, it is not inherently implausible to the critical historian as an event that could have led to Jesus’ arrest and death. A supernatural explanation like that found in John 11, however, appears more likely a fictional creation than the accounts attested in the Synoptics. Much more could be said about John but collectively these are the sorts of arguments that count strongly against relying on it extensively in the reconstruction of a life of Jesus.


It does not automatically follow, however, that we now have something like the words and actions of the historical Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels, even if they form our best collection for such reconstruction. Indeed, in the next chapter, we will see their severe limitations in the reconstruction of Jesus’ birth and upbringing. Until recently, it was common to use a set of “criteria of authenticity” to establish whether words or actions were said or done by the historical Jesus.7 For instance, a common argument was that if a similar theme or saying was found independently in two or more sources (e.g., Mark and Q), and perhaps in two or more different subgenres (e.g., parables, controversy stories) then we are likely in touch with the historical Jesus. As is increasingly recognized, this sort of reasoning only tells us if certain ideas predated the Gospels, not that they necessarily go back to the life of Jesus (though they may). We also know ancient writers could copy material without much elaboration and could also create fictional accounts without too much concern.


We prefer, then, to look at specific themes and issues on a case-by-case basis and work out from there whether a given theme or issue has proximity to the historical Jesus. We should state we are skeptical about what we can know with confidence and so we prefer to think in terms of whether ideas about Jesus were early or late and whether they were particular to his geographical location or beyond. In the absence of more sources from closer to the time of Jesus we have no grounds for certitude in the reconstruction of his life. We stress this because it will become cumbersome to repeat throughout the book and the reader should always remember we are providing what we think are the earliest narratives about Jesus or themes associated with the Jesus movement. Jesus, like certain bandits, soon came to be idealized.


There have been other suggestions of useful sources, such as the second-century collection of Jesus’ sayings called the Gospel of Thomas. Although this text is likely dependent on earlier Gospels, it is also possible the author of Thomas had access to some independent sayings attributed to Jesus, though this does not typically add much to what we already know. Other non-canonical and/or so-called “Gnostic” Gospels are of no real use in reconstructing the life of the historical Jesus because they tell us more about theological concerns and interests from the second century onwards or fill in the narrative gaps in the life of Jesus with creative storytelling. Sources, of course, have other uses than potential mines of older biographical information but given our interests are in the historical Jesus we stress specific references to Jesus in non-Christian sources, such as the asides found in Josephus and Tacitus, are of no serious value for understanding the historical Jesus, not least because they are based on speculations and rumors about what Christians believed.


But, as we have seen already, the Jewish historian Josephus provides plenty of other useful details on the political and social history of the first century, though this too needs to be critically assessed. Josephus’ extensive account of the Jewish War fought with Rome (66-73 CE), based on his own first-hand knowledge of the events, is particularly interesting for its coloring of the context more generally as a hotbed of social and ideological conflict. Such conflict boiled over into full-scale insurrectionary revolt in 66 CE when the Jewish leaders declared independence from Roman rule. A bitter and violent struggle between Jewish radicals and Roman legions was fought for several years and culminated in a Roman siege on Jerusalem in 70 CE, destroying the city and its Holy Temple. These events, as well as many less dramatic clashes between Rome and the Jewish population during the first century, would have been electrifying, and in many cases fueled millenarian hopes and dreams.


Josephus was himself a vivid storyteller with an apologetic agenda (in the sense of providing a formal defense of one’s conduct and views), and his historical work needs to be analyzed alongside archaeological evidence which likewise gives us material insight into the social world of Jesus. But like Josephus and the Gospels, archaeological evidence needs to be understood critically as it typically privileges the durable lives of the elite over the lives of itinerant figures like Jesus and the more precarious members of his movement. We will generally refer to the ancient literary sources we use, as well as archaeological remains coming from the elite such as coins and monumental structures, as forming part of the ideological imperial apparatus, that is, the “soft power” that generated and regulated the ideas and perspectives of the ruling elite. After all, as Marx put it, “the ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, i.e., the class which is the ruling material force of society, is at the same time its ruling intellectual force.”8


Even so, elite sources should not be discarded simply because they typically favor different class interests. Such sources not only provide evidence for reconstructing history from below, but they can also tell us about elite perceptions of popular movements and thus how a figure like Jesus was understood by his class enemies. There are ancient sources which provide us with information about lives from below, though this is usually limited. Papyri, for instance, provide insights into lives spent in agricultural work, laboring, and fishing, though such material typically comes from Roman Egypt and there is disagreement over the extent to which it can be used to make generalizations about Galilee and Judea.


Among the most plentiful sources available to us are Jewish ones which deal with issues we would typically label “religious” or “theological,” and so are directly relevant for contextualizing a Jewish millenarian figure like Jesus. Rabbinic literature was codified from around 200 CE onward but contains huge amounts of information relating to the interpretation of Jewish scriptures, including claims about rabbis and Pharisees from the first century. Because it is of a comparably late date, rabbinic literature needs to be used cautiously when reconstructing ideas from the first century. But it can be done.


Though often reflecting certain sectarian interests, the Dead Sea Scrolls from Qumran are among the best of Jewish sources because they were collected, written, and interpreted before and around the time of Jesus. This means they provide another window into the diverse world of first-century Judaism. They are particularly useful for determining how, for instance, apocalypticism and the interpretation of the Jewish Scriptures were being discussed at the time. No New Testament documents were among the scrolls, and conspiracy theories about them containing coded references to Jesus cannot be taken seriously, but it should be noted some scholars have speculated about possible connections between John the Baptist and Qumran given the mutual interests in water purification rituals and asceticism in the wilderness.


These Jewish texts from antiquity may appear to cover “religious” and “theological” issues but this does not mean they were removed from “class” or “political” concerns, whether or not authors, texts, and interpreters obfuscate such connections. The popular distinction between religion and politics is, of course, a modern one, and in antiquity people freely blended political and class concerns with theological ones. Religion was not a private matter of personal devotion or restricted to “spiritual” matters as opposed to “worldly” ones. Rather it concerned all of life. Accordingly, we will use a range of sources to provide not only the most plausible reconstruction of the historical Jesus and his world but, against the reductive trend in bourgeois scholarship, we will also provide an explanation about why class is central to understanding the life of a first-century millenarian prophet and the movement that was called by his name.


A Précis


It remains to offer a précis for our life of Jesus of Nazareth. Our historical reconstruction begins by looking at Jesus’ upbringing against the backdrop of changing social and economic conditions in first-century Galilee. We introduce antagonistic influences on the ordinary Jewish population (e.g., urbanization projects in Galilee) as well as the influence of other popular movements from the time (e.g., John the Baptist), and we assess how these impacted the direction of Jesus’ adult life.


As noted above, instead of romanticizing the enigmatic person of Jesus as a Great Man of history, we seek to reconstruct his lifework more plausibly as a socially credible religious organizer, emerging from the non-elite Jewish classes, and as a figure who was dependent on and a suitable conduit for the interests of the peasantry in Galilee and Judea. In doing so, we seek to uncover the social and economic origins behind the formation of the collective “Jesus movement” he was a part of and which, in turn, formed him as a leader.


The aims and objectives of the Jesus movement were clear, at least in the initial stages. Caught up in millenarian and messianic beliefs about God imminently and dramatically intervening in human history to transform the world for the better, the Jesus movement would act as a vanguard political party with its own politburo and would be installed through decisive divine judgment as the custodians of a new theocracy, a dictatorship serving the interests of the peasantry. Come the revolution, the fortunes of the agrarian world would be turned upside down: non-elite sectors of Jewish society were guaranteed a life of plenty; the rich, however, would have to relinquish their wealth or suffer ruinous consequences. As part of its work in Galilee, the Jesus movement organized a controversial “mission to the rich” to get some of the wealthy onboard, and it was moderately successful in these attempts.


The Jesus movement’s credibility among the Galilean peasantry was due to its emphasis on traditional peasant values, generous acts of healing, culturally serious interpretations of Jewish scriptures, and strict group discipline, all of which provided a dignified alternative in a changing Galilee. As households were broken up due to elite-sponsored building projects in nearby urban centers, the Jesus movement formed its own alternative household, respectfully mimicking traditional family roles. However, this also provoked reaction and ridicule and the movement was dismissed by outsiders as “effeminate” and “unmanly.” These allegations were ironically embraced by the Jesus movement.


Alongside this, the movement looked for opportunities to self-present as tough, muscular, hard, and manly (mostly through a redefinition of terms) so as not to be out of step with the hegemonic masculinity of their wider world. As the Jesus movement gained renown, Jesus and others drew on Jewish traditions of “righteous martyrs” to develop ideas about dying a glorious death for the sake of God and country. Martyrdom, which involved “taking it like a man,” would feature as a defining public presentation of their masculinity, but it also spurred them into further skirmishes with the elite.


With time being short, and passions high, the Jesus movement converged on Jerusalem, located to the south of Galilee in the Roman province of Judea. Their fateful trip to the holy city, where the Temple was located, took place during the festival of Passover when underlying social and political anxieties would regularly flare up. History from below continues as we contextualize Jesus and the movement’s entanglements at Jerusalem with the volatile and unpredictable Passover crowds. As is well known, Jesus’ participation in incendiary activities was used by the authorities as the reason to arrest and crucify him. His maimed body hung on a cross under a sign displaying his charge, “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews”; he was put to death as a deranged royal pretender.
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