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INTRODUCTION 

Scot McKnight and Joseph B. Modica 

The Son of Man came eating and drinking. and !hey say, 'Look, a glutton 
and a drunkard, a mend of tax collectors and sinners!' .... (ML 11.19ab) 

Stick.< and stones may break my bones, bus names will never burt me 
(Childhood saying). 

Although this well-known apocryphal saying has been used by children 
on playgrounds for decades, it reinforces a misconception that this book 
hopes to challenge. Calling people names does indeed impact how one 
understands and acts towards those persons. 

One of the most memorable sayings of Jesus in the synoptic gospels is 
'Who do people saytbat the Son ofMan is?' (Mt. 16.13 and pars Mk 8.27, 
Luke 9.18, NRSv). Much scholarship has been written about the Cbris­
tological impact of Jesus' self-referential question. Notably, the prompt 
response by Peter is also quite memorable: 'You are the Messiah, the Son 
oftbe living God' (Mt 16.16). Thus, in Petcr'sbricfreply, be attributes a 
name, solo speak, to Jesus ('Messiah'); one that will inevitably cause Him 
anguish and dcatb. Names can indeed hurt people. 

In Ibis book, we attempt to further what Bruce J. Malina and Jerome H. 
Ncyrey deftly did nearly twenty years ago in Calling Jesus Names: The 
Social Value of Labels in Manhew(Sonoma, CA: Polebridge Press, 1988), 
namely, to formulate a 'Christology from the side' -by examining the 
various accusations (vis-a-vis 'names') against Jesus in the gospels. Often 
Christological investigations, as noted by Malina and Neyrey, begin either 
from 'above' (i.e., early church council assessments of Jesus) or from 
'below' (assessments of Jesus with an emphasis on his humanity). There­
fore, Malina's and Neyrey's approach is novel, since to posit a 'Christo l­
ogy from the side,' one must recognize and appreciate the value of social 
labels placed on Jesus because they offer 'the human perspective and socia.l 
arrangement marked by the relation of inside and outside, center and 
periphery' (p. x). Simply put, these social labels demonstrate 'bow Jesus 
was evaluated by his enemies and followers' (p. ~). 



2 Who Do My Opponents Say That/ Am? 

Malina and Neyrey utilize lhe late anthropologist Mill)' Douglas' social­
scientific theory on deviance. Their melhodology is to examine lhe deviant 
'names' ('labels') given to Jesus in lhe Gospel of Matthew using as the 
backdrop the ancient Mediterranean culture. Their premise is that the 
social-scientific model 'anends precisely to the interpretations of Jesus by 
those who assessed him in terms of the socially perceived and appreciated 
lines that produced the culture of Jesus and Matthew' (p. xvi). 

This is not to suggest, of course, an uncritical approach to their metb· 
odology (see J.B. Modica's essay, n. 6), yet we believe Malina's and 
Ncyrey's approach can be broadened to include other 'names' - what we 
will call 'accusations' -beyond Matthew's gospel. 

The impetus and structure for this hook originate in a recent article by 
one of the co-editors and contributors, who unearthed seven accusations 
against the historical Jesus (see S. McKnight, 'Calling Jesus Mamzer', 
JSHJ 1.1 [2003]: 73- 103). Simply stated, they are: (I) Jesus as Law­
breaker, (2) Jesus as Demon-Possessed, (3) Jesus as a Glutton and Drunk­
ard, (4) Jesus as Blasphemer, (5) Jesus as False Prophet, (6)Jesus as King 
of the Jews and (7) Jesus as a Mamzer ('lllegitimate Son'). 

Each contributor was given the task to examine a specific accusation 
and offer bow this accusation might lend itself to a more comprehensive 
Christological understanding of the historical Jesus. 



JESUS AS LAW-BREAKER 

Michael F. Bird 

Introduction 

AJ; one who teaches New Testament studies in a Christian CoUege of the 
Refonned tradition, it bas becomeappareotto me thatPbarisees and Pres· 
byleriaos share at least two things in common. First, both groups regard 
themselves as the true representatives of Israel. Second, the most heinous 
and vitriolic accusation that could be oppugned against either group would 
be to call them antinomian, that is, to insinuate that ooe of their members 
lives without proper respect for and submission to the law of God 

My point is not to equate Presbyterians with Pbarisees (heaven forbid), 
but to suggest that an accusation of being 'lawless' or a 'law-breaker' 
functions in certain sociologi<:al contexts as a form of deviant labelling. ' 
In such a context, one group ostracizes another by asserting that the beliefs 
and practices of a group defy the patterns of behaviour prescribed by a 
oetworl< of shared expectations. Thus to make the charge of being a law­
breaker against a certain individual or group is to signify a challenge to 
the legitimacy of that individual's or that group's claim to participate in a 
shared identity. Furthermore, the gravity and rbetoric that the challenge is 
embellished in is heightened in socio-religious contexts that emphasize 
the importance of orthopraxy over orthodoxy. 

For example, in a Jewish context where the law or Torah functions as the 
constitution for a community (formative h<orizon), where Torah observance 
operates as an prerequisite for membership and as a boundary-marl<er for 
fellowship in the community (sociological horizon), and even comprises 
the basis for the eschatological vindication of the community( eschatologi· 
cal horizon), the significance of the label 'law-breaker' becomes exceed­
ingly acute. Violation ofT orab meant incurring the curses ofDeuterooomy 

I. Bruce M. Malina and Jerome H. Neyrey, CtJ!IIng Jesus Names: The Social 
Value of Ltz~f.y in MaJthew (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge, 1988). 



4 Who Do My Opponents Say That I Am? 

28. In prophetic, wisdom, and apocalyptic traditions, a failure to observe 
the Mosaic statutes resulted in punishment by pagan nations.> It is the 
prevention of such dire consequences that led the author of the Epistler to 
Aristeas to say that the law was given to 'surround us with unbroken 
palisades and iron walls to prevent our mixing with any other peoples in 
any mauer, being thus kept pure in body and soul, preserved from false 
beliefs, and worshipping the only God omnipotent over all creation' (Ep. 
Arist. 139). Likewise, the rabbinic oral law was a further fence around the 
written law to guard against lawlessness (m. 'A bot. 1.1; 3.14). 

There are numerous examples in Second-Temple Jewish literature 
where rival groups raise charges against another group's practices. Accu­
sations are then issued to denounce compromisers as law-bteakers.ln the 
Qumran Scrolls the Pharisees are regarded as 'seekers after smooth things' 
(4Ql69 2.4; 3.3, 6-8).1n the Damascus Documeot one reads: 'they had 
sought tlattery, choosing travesties of true religion; they looked for ways 
to break the law; they favoured the fine neck. They called tbe guilty inno­
cent. and the innocent guilty. They overstepped the covenant, violated the 
law; and they conspired to kill the innocent'' (CD 1.18-20). In the Mac­
cabean writings, the Jewish Hellenizers are described with disdain and 
contempt. Menelaus, the high priest, is called 'a traitor of the taws and the 
fatherland' (2 Mace. 5.15). He is deoouneed as a 'law-breaker' ( rrapa-
110~0>) who appropriately 'died without burial' (2 Mace. 13.7). Another 
high priest, Jason brotberofOnias, is reported to have 'destroyed the law­
ful ways of living and introduced new customs against the law 
(!!OpQVoiJOS)' (2 Mace. 4.11) and 'changed the nation's way oflife and 
altered its form of goven:unent in every law/e.~• way (srr\ rr&oav rrapa­
-lav)' ( 4 Mace. 4.19). Josephus narrates how the High Priest Ananus 
was able to have James the brother of Jesus and his companions sum­
marily executed on a charge of being • breakers of the law ( no:po:v~iw )' 
(Ant. 20.200).ln Justin 'sDJalogues with Trypho 108, he reports a Jewish 
charge that Christianity was a 'godless and lawless heresy' (a'(pEOis TIS 

ii&t<» <ala~) and Jesus was accused of teaching 'godless and law­
less and unholy doctrines' (a6ea Kai avo~a KO:l avOola). In the Gospels 
Jesus provokes opposition over issues pertaining to the Sabbath (e.g., 

2. Cf. Neh. 9.26-29, 34; Pss. 78.10-11; 89.30-32; !sa. 5.24; 42.24; Jer. 6.19; 
9.13; 16.11; 32.23; 44.10-23; Hos. 8.1; Atoos 2.4; Dan. 9. 11· 13; Wisd. 6.4; 4 Erra 
1.8; 4.23; 7.24, 72, 79-81; 8.56; 9.11. 32; 14.30. 

3. TYllllSiation from .Michael Wise, Martin Abegg and Edward Cook. 111e Dead 
Sea Scrolls: A New Translation (London: HarperCoUins, 1996). 
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Mk 2.24; Lie. 13.14; 14.1-6) and food laws (Mk 7.1-23)and his fidelity to 
the Torah was regarded as suspect to the point that Jesus and his disciples 
were regarded as perl'onning unlawful acts (Mk 2.24; 3.4). It appears that 
Jesus also responded in kind (Mt. 24.12; cf. Mt. 5.20; Lk. 11.42-52/Mt. 
23.1-36). But Jesus was not alone as other Jews could also condemn the 
Pharisees for their practices. In the Testament of Levi there is a possible 
anti-Pharisaic remark: 'You shall set aside the Law and nullify the words 
of the prophets by your wicked perversity' (T. Levi 16.2). The Testament 
of Moses contains a similar opprobrium: 'Then will rule destructive and 
godless men, who represent themselves as being righteous, but who will 
(in fact) arouse their inner wrath, they will be deceitful men, pleasing only 
themselves, false in every way imaginable .. . They, with band and miod, 
will touch impure things, yet their mouths will speak enormous things, and 
they will even say, "Do not touch me, lest you pollute me in the position I 
occupy"' (T. Mos. 7.3, 9-10). These vitriolic remarks are part and parcel 
of intra-Jewish polemics about Torah and Jewish identity. 

The same pbeoomenon occurs in the early church with Christians using 
labels oflaw-brcaker and related terms to describe non-believing Jews and 
even competing Christian factions. Stephen's speech in Acts 7 climaxes 
with the accusation against the Jewish leaders that: 'You are the ones that 
received the law as ordained by angels, and yet you have not kept it' (Acts 
7 .53). Paul makes a vehement remark about nomistic Jewish-Christians 
that 'even the circumcised do not themselves obey the law, but they want 
you to be circumcised so that they may boast about your ftesh' (Gal. 6.13). 
The Johannine Jesus accuses his interlocutors of failing to keep the law (Jn 
7.19). One also finds traces in the New Testament of authors responding 
to allegations that Christians are law-breakers, including James (1.25; 2.8-
12; 4.11) and Paul (Rom. 2.13-16; 3.8, 31; 6.14-15; 7.7-25). The distinc­
tive aspect of the Matthean Jesus is that be upholds and fulfills the entire 
law (Mt. 5.17-20; 7.12)' and this portrayal functions as an important 
christological belief for Jewish Christian groups still in some proximity to 
Judaism.' Strewn throughout tbe New Testament are eltbortations and 

4. On this passage Joachim Jeremiu (New Testamem Theology [trans. John 
Bowden; London: SCM, 197 t], p. 207) writes: 'The charJI• ofantinomianism, says 
Jesus in MatL S.l7, is not completely without foundation. but it is a ro.isinlerpre­
tation; Jesus is no< concerned with destroying the law but with fulfilling it to its full 
esohatological measure'. 

5. One extra-canonical tradition that also attempts to absolve Jesus &om being a 
law·brcaker is P. Eger. 2.1 .. 4: 'Then Jesus said to the lawyers, "'Punish everyone 
that beba\•es unjustly and is lawless, but do not punish rne"'. 
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warnings againstixw~la, or lawless actions and persons (Mt. 7.23; 13.41; 
23.28; 24.12; Rom. 6.19; 2 Cor. 6.14; 2 Thess. 2.3, 7; Heb. 1.9; I Jn 3.4). 
The pejorative sense of lawlessness in early Christianity differs markedly 
from later gnostic writings where freedom from the law was a charac-ter­
istic of those enlightened by gnosis and Jews and Christians were derided 
as remaining enslaved to the law (e.g., ApOC. Pet. 82.26; Treat. Seth 
65.14-17; Test. Truth 29.22-25; Gos. Eg. 65.18-19).6 

It is apparent that disputes and divisions about the Torah were central 
in shaping the character of Judaism and early Christianity. It is equally 
true that Jesus' approach to the Torah aroused suspicion, indignation and 
finally accusations as a 'law-breaker' from his Jewish contemporaries. 
Jesus' disputes with the Pharisees recorded in the Gospels represent a form 
of intra-Jewish legal debate that demonstrates Jesus' basic convictions 
about the Torah, the k:ingdom of God, and Jewish identity-convictions 
that proved to be notorious. The umbrage prompted by Jesus' actions and 
teachings in relation to Torah derived from a radical challenge to his 
interlocuton; as to what it mean.! to be faithful to God in light of the dawn­
ing eschatological age. At the same time, the historical Jesus' view of 
Torah is ltigbly disputed, both in terms of the authenticity of traditions 
and the question as to whether Jesus deliberately abrogated the Mosaic 
commandments.' Therefore, it is the aim of this study to investigate bow 

6. Carl B. Smith. No Longer Jews: Tire !kan:hfor Gnostic Origins (Peabody, 
MA: Hendrickson, 2004), pp. 210-13. 

7. J.D.M. Dem:u, Law in the New Testament (London: Danon, Locgman & 
Todd, 1970); Klaus Berger, Die GesetuJau#egvng Je.ru: lhr hiJtorischer Hlnter­
gnmd lm Judentum Wid lm Alten Testament. Teil I (WMANT, 40; Neukircben­
Vluyn: Ncukin:bcn, 1972); Robert Banks, Jesus and the Law in the Synoptic 
Tradition (SNTSMS, 28; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975); Stephen 
Westetbolm,JesusandScrlbal Authority(ConBNT, 10; Ltmd: Glccrup, 1978); D.J. 
Moo, 'Jesu.•aod the Authority of the Mosaic Law' ,JSNT20 (1984), pp. 3-49; Pecer 
Fiedler, 'Die Tora bci Jeus tmd inder ksusOberlieferung', in Das Gesea 1m Neuen 
Teslilment (ed. KArl Kettelge; QD, 1 08; Freiburg: Hcnk:r, 1986), pp. 71-87; Roger 
P. Booth, Jesw and the Laws of Purity: Tradition History and Legal HL.rory In 
Mark 7 (JSNTSup. I J; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1986); James D.G. 
Dunn,Jesw, Paul and the Law: Sludies In Marlt and Golatians (Philadelphia: West­
minster/John Knox, 1990), pp. 10-86; lngo Broer (eel.), Jesus und das Jlldische 
Gesetz(S!Uttgart: W. Kohllwnmer, 1992); William Loader,Jesw' Attitude wward> 
the Law: A Study of the Gospels(WUNT, 2.91; TObingen: Mohr/Siebeck, 1997); 
John P. Meier, 'TbcHi$tOrical Jesus and the Historical Law: Some Problems within 
the Problem', CBQ 65 (2003), pp. 52-79; Dale C. AUison, 'Torah, Uneit, EndzeP, 
in Resurrecting Je$11$: TM &uUest Christian Tradition and Its Interpreters (New 
York: T&T Clarlc!Continuum, 2005), pp. 149-97. 
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the perspective of Jesus' opponent's illuminates Jesus' unden.1anding of 
Torah and also his own mission. 

The Problem a/Torah and Nomos 

The study must be prefaced with several preliminary observations. First, 
the role and function ofTorah in Second-Temple Judaism' and early Chris­
tiani~ are all widely disputed in scholarship. What is clear, however, is 
that there was a multiplicity of views about the law in Judaism and primi­
tive Christianity. Diversity provides a catalyst for dispute and rivalry to 
ensue between religious parties. 

Second, the terms Torah ~;-nn) and nonws ( ~05) require definition." 
Torah could refer to general instruction but most frequently signifies the 

8. E.P. Sanders, The Jewish Law, Five SJudies (London: SCM, 1990); Poter 
Richardson and Stephen Wcstcrbolm eta/. ( eds), Law In Religious Ccmmrmilles in 
the Roman Period: The Debateow:r Torah and Nomos in Post-Biblical Judai;m and 
early Christianity (SCJ, 4; Walerico, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1991); 
t'redrich Avemarie and Henuann Licentenbe!ier (eds), Bund und Tora: Zura­
theaiogischen Begriffigeschichle in alttesrmnenllicher,friilrjlidischer und urchrist­
licher Tradition (WUNT, 13S; Tilbingcn: Mobr/Sicbecl<, 1996); Heinrich Hoflinann. 
Da.s Gemz in tkr friilrjiidischen APQka(yptik (Oottingen: Vandenboeck & Ruproch~ 
1999); Reinhard Weber, Da.s Gesetz · hei Phi/on '"" Alexondrlen und Flaviu.r 
Josephus: Studien zum Yersrandnis und zur Funkrwn der Thoro hei den belden 
Rouptzeugtm des hellenistisc:hen Judcnlums (Frailiurt am Main: Peter Lana. 2001 ). 

9. Heikki Raislnetl, 'Freiheit vom Gesott im UrcluisU:ntum •, Sludia Thealogica 
46 ( 1992), pp. 55-67; Meinrad Limbeck, Da.s Ge.etz 1m Allen und Neuen T e.<tament 
(Durrnsllldt: Bucbgcscllscbaft, 1997); Markus Bockmueb!,Jewish Law in Gentile 
Churches: Halokhah and the Beginnil!g of Christian Public Ethics (Edinburgh; 
T&T Clarlc,2000);Pet<:rStuhlmacber, 'TbeLawasa TopieofBiblical Theology', 
in R«:ondfiation. Law and Righteousness (Pbi.ladelpbia: Fortress Press. 1986), pp. 
110-33; Raymond E. Brown and John P. Meier, Antioch and Rome (New York/ 
Ramsey: Paulis~ 1983), pp. 1-9; Veronica Koperski, What Are They Saying about 
Paul and the Low? (New Yorlc Paulis~ 2001); James G. Crossley, The Date of 
Mark's Gospel: Insights from the Law In Earliest Christianity (JSNTSup, 266: 
London: T&T Clark/O>ntinuum, 2004), pp. 125-58. 

IQ. Cf. Stephen We>~erbolm, 'Torah, nomos, and Law: A Que$1i001 of"Mc.n­
ing'", SR 15 (1986), pp. 327-36; PhilipS. Alexander, 'Jewish Law in the Time of 
Jesus: Towards a Clarification of the Problem·, in Law ond Religion: Essays on the 
Place of the Law in Israel and Early Christianity by Members of the Ehrhardt Semi­
nar of Manchester University ( ed. Barnabas Lindars; Cambridge: Cambridge Uni· 
versity Press, 1988), pp. 44-58. 
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Mosaic legislation or Pentateuch. Although the Greek word nomos bas a 
broader meaning, it is ordinarily used to translate Torah. In the Gospels 
one finds the reference to the 'Law of Moses' (Lk. 2.22; 24.44; Jn 7.23) 
directly associating nomos with the Mosaic precepts. Additional designa­
tions of the Jewish law include 'Scripture', 'commandment', 'dec=', 
'Moses', and 'it is written'." The doctrine of dual Torah, one written and 
one oral, belongs to the rabbinic era. However, the Pharisees possessed a 
body of oral traditions that stood beside the written Torah and in an 
authoritative relation to them. This 'tradition' formed the bedrock of the 
oral Torah oflater rabbinic thought." 

The oral tradition of the Pharisees was authoritative in so far as it was 
bound up with applying Torah. Pharisaic benneneutics seems to have 
anticipated postm<ldern literary theory by pointing out that the lines 
between text, tradition, and interpretation are not so easily removed from 
one another. For some Pharisees the divinely given Torah is accompanied 
by a divinely given Tradition so that the difference between Text and 
Interpretation is blurred Texts have no utility apart from interpretation 
and when it comes to the proper interpretation of Torah the Pharisees 
claim to speak for God in their tradition. By effect, if not by design, the 
Pharisaic ha/akhah was an extension ofTorab itself." 

Jesus' Disputes with the Pharisees (Authenticity) 

The benefit of reconstru<:ting the viewpoint of Jesus' opponents is that it 
enables us to confirm aspects ofbis teaching and behaviour that cannot be 
attributed to the interests of the Evangelists. E.P. Sanders and M. Davies 
write: 'Once we can discern both favourable and unfavourable portraits of 
Jesus, we can ask what is common to both portraits and we may have 
considerable confidence that what is common is historically sound'!' 
There were several areas of disputation that arose between Jesus and his 
contemporaries regarding Torah. 

I 1. Cf. DJ. Moo, 'Law', in DJG (eds Joel Green, et al.; Downers Gro,·o, IL: 
lnlerVanoity Press, 1992), p. 451. 

12. b. Sabb. 31a; m. "Abot. 1.1; cf. 'tradition of the el&rs' in Mk 7.3, 5, 8, 9, 13 
and I""'J>hta, Ant. 13.297-98, 408; 18.1 S; Gal. 1.13-14; Acts 22.3. 

13. Also Marrin Hengel and Rolaod Deine$, 'E.P. Sanders' "Common Judaism", 
Jesus, and the Pbarisees', JTS46 (1995), p. 31. 

14. E.P. Sande" and Margaret Davies, Studying tile Synoptic Gospels (Loodon: 
SCM; Philadelphia: Trinity Press !ntematiooal, 1989), p. 302. 



BIRD Jesus as Law-Breaker 9 

Topic Mark Q 

Sabbath 2.1-12 
2.23-28 
3.1-6 

food laws 2.1 S-17 
(fellowship) 7.1-23 

fasting 2.18-22 

divorce 10.2-12 Q 16.18 
12.18-27 

coxation 12.13-17 
circumcision 
burial of Q 9.59-60 
parcniS 

'M ' 

6.16- 18 

5.31-32 
19.10-12 
17.24-27 

'L. John Other 

13. 10-17 5.1-18 Gos. Thom. 21 
14.1-6 7.10-24 Gt>.Y. Naz. § IO" 

9.1-41 
7.36-50 P.Oxy. 1224 §I 

P.Qxy. 840 § 2 
Gos. Thom. 14 
Gos. Thom. 14 
Gos. Thom. 21 
G()S. Thom. 104 
I Cor. 7.10-11 

Gos. Thom. 100 
7.22 Gos. 11rom. 53 

S<lme scholan; advocate that Jesus did nol really oppose the Pharisees. 
Moreover, there were no Pharisees in Galilee for Jesus lo confront and the 
Gospel authors have projected their own post-70 Cll debates with Phari­
saic Judaism onto Jesus." Sanders complains that the Gospel narratives 
are unrealislic since: 

Pharisees did not organize themselves into groups to spend their Sabboths 
in Galilean cornfields in the bape of catching some tnltlSgrtSSion (Mark 
2.23f.), nor is it credible that scribesand Pharisees made a special crip to 
Galilee from Jerusalem to inspect Jesus' dis<:iples' hands (Mark 7. 1 !:). 
Surely stories such as ~should not be read as describing acrual debates 
between Jesus and othctS-" 

Despire the genuine possibility these pericopae owe their origin to debates 
between Jews and Christians (pro- and post"70 Cll), I remain convinced 
that sucb traditions do go back to a setting in Jesus' lifetime. First, in the 

15. • Jerome, Comm. Matt. 2 (on Mt. 12.13). 
16. RudotrBultmaM,H<storyofthe Synoptic Tradition (trans. John Marsh; New 

York; Harper & Row, 2nd edn. 1963), p. 16; Morton Smith, Jesus the Magician 
(San Ft1111Ci.9oo: Harper & Row, 1978), pp. 153-57; E.P. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism 
(Loodon: SCM, 1985), pp. 264, 270-93; idem, The H<srorical Figure of Jesus 
(Loodon: Penguin, 1993),pp. 205-37;PauJa Fredrikscn,FromJe.w.r tb Chr<st: The 
OrigiM oft he New TesfamJml Images of Je.n.s (London: Yale Univasity Press. 1988), 
pp. 102-10; idem,.!esusofNauveth, KingoftheJews(New York: Vintage,l999), 
pp. 10-1 1. 

17. Sanders, JesusandJudalsm,p. 265; idcm,Hutbrico/Figu,. ojJesus.p. 214. 
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Gospels tbe Pharisees and sen"bcs have an obvious literary function as the 
agents of the Jerusalem authorities and are a foil for controversy in the 
various pronouncement stories. Even so, Richard Horsley notes, 'they 
would have no credibility in either function uoless they did, historically, 
on occasion at least, appear outside of their focus of operations in Jeru­
salem'." The fact that the Jerusalem authorities sent a Pharisaic delega­
tion to take control of the region at the outbreak of hostilities in 66 CE 

renders the portrait of the Pharisees as delegates of the Jerusalem authori­
ties to Galilee entirely plausible (Josephus, Life 191-93, 197). Jobanan 
ben Zakkai relocated the Sanhedrin to Galilee in the aftermath of the 
Jewish revolt We know of at least two other Pharisees who were active 
outside of Jerusalem and enforcing strict observance of Torah in Saul of 
Tarsus (Acts 9.1-3; Gal. 1.13-14; Phil. 3.6; I Cor. 15.9) and Eleazar 
(Josephus, Ant. 20.43-45). Josephus narrates how the Pharisees took 
measures to transmit their traditions to the common people (Josephus, 
Ant. 13.297-98; 18.15), while Philo records that persons (probably Phari· 
sees) took it upon themselves to guard their ancestral traditions and 
reacted against those that might subvert them (Spec. Leg. 2.253) - this is 
far beyond a concern for introspective piety but expresses an agenda to 
disseminate and regulate Torah observance to some degree." Archaeo­
logical discoveries of white stone vessels, bnoe ossuaries, and ritual baths 
throughout Gal.ilee are also telltale signs of the adoption of a distinctly 
Pharisaic ha/aldoah in some quarters of the Galilee."' Pharisaic influence 
on Galilee and an attempt to monitor Torah practice by the inhabitants 
cannot be rejected as implausible." 

Second, Sanders thinks that since it was oot Jesus but his disciples that 
are censured for disobeying tbe law, the stories are in fact allegories of 
Gentile churches that did not keep the law and have retrojected their own 

18. Richard A. Ho,.ley, Galilee: Hi.Slory, Politics. People (Valley Forge, PA: 
Trinity Press lnlemalional, 1995), pp. 70 and IS0-52. 

19. Cf. John P. Meier, A MargiMl Jew: Componions wul Competitors (ABRL; 
New Yorl<: Doubleday, 2001), pp. 315-16. 
20. J.F. Straoge, 'Galilee', inDNrB (eds Craig A. Ev&ll$ and Stanley E. Porter; 

Downers Grove, JL: lnterVarsity Press, 2000), p. 396; Jonath<m L. Reed, 
Archae<>logy and t~ Galilean Jesus (HarrisbUTJ!, PA: Trinity PI"C$8lntemational .• 
2000), pp. 49-SI, 125-31. 

21. For a fictional but reali~tic slOt}' of two Sabbath ' police' in Capemawn see 
Gerd Theissen, The Shadow of the Galilean (trans. John Bowden; Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press,l989), pp. 100-103. 
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debates with Pharisaic Judaism onto Jesus." It is true that the accusation 
about bandwasbing is directed against Jesu.~· disciples in Mark 7.2-4, but 
in Luke 11.38 it is directed against Jesus personally. This view also over­
looks a further problem: Pharisaic opposition to Christianity precedes the 
entrance of Gentiles into the church as indicated by the persecution of 
Christians by Saul ofTarsus. Pharisaic opposition to the Jesus movement 
in the early to mid-30s renders plausible Pharisaic antagonism towards 
Jesus in the late-20s. One cannot take all the radical sayings about the law 
and lay them at the door of the Gentile churches. There is nothing to say 
that the radical directions of Jesus' teachings were consistently followed 
in their radicalism by his followers'' Wbcn it comes to the Temple, the 
early Christian community in Jerusalem exhibits an attitude to it far more 
positive than that of Jesus (Acts 1-5). It is the Hellenistic circle associated 
with Stephen that urged a return to Jesu.•' radical position vis-a-vis the 
Temple (Acts 6.13-14). The Gentile churches affiliated with Paul (esp. 
Antioch, Galatia, and Rome) did not, as far as we know, radicalize Paul's 
teachings no the law as much as they felt constrained to acquiesce to a 
more conservative Jewish position. 

Third, the types of debates about the law in early Christianity are not 
found in the Synopties. The canonical Gospels do not provide any 
dominies! ruling by Jesus on matters that were a cause of division in the 
early church including circumcision (Gal. 2.3-9; 5.1- 12; 6.12-13; Phil. 
3.3; Acts 15.1-5; 21.21) and Jew-Gentile table-fellowship (Gal. 2.11-14; 
Acts I~ II). Also debates about fasting, Sabbath observance, and band 
washing have no immediate application for resolving matters of disagree­
ment in the early years of the Christian movement To be sure, Paul 
rejected the imposition of Sabbath observance upon Gentiles (Gal. 4.10; 
Col. 2.16), but be never claimed that Jesus abrogated the Sabbath or that 
Sabbath keeping was a bad thing. Paul even acknowledged that Sabbath 
observance was all right if undertaken as a voluntary act (Rom. 14.5-6). 
Maurice Casey argues for the authenticity of two Sabbath controversy 
stories in Mark 2.23-3.6 on similar grounds: 

The Silz im Leben of these disputes is i.o the life of Jesus. Jesus tived in 
fir>1-<:enlwy Judaism, wbue !he question ofbow to observe the Law WM a 
j)C!1llll000t focus of Jewisb life ... These disputes have no Sitz im Leben in 
tbe eatly cllurcb, which was concerned about wbetherChristlaos, top«ially 

22. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, pp. 266, 292; idem, Historical Figure of Jesus, 
pp. 217-tS; Buttmarm.HistoryoftheSynoptlc Tradition, p. 16. 

23. Joecbim Onilka, Je:sua ofN=reth: MMsoge and Hl.ttory(rram. S.S. Sobatz­
maon.; Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, t997), p. 216. 
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Gentile Cbristiaos, should observe the Law at all Th...,<ktailcd di•pu1CS 
do oot speak to that major issue." 

Thus, the reasons for rejecting the authenticity of the controversy stories 
between Jesus and the Pharisees are not as convincing as they might 
appear to be." 

Jesus and the Food Laws 

Space does not permit a rigorous study of aU the areas of legal dispute 
between Jesus and his adversaries." Renee I will focus on the food laws 
as an example of Jesus' disputes about Tomb with his opponents. In 
broaching this topic we must approach them on their own terms and 
braclcet out Christian theological concerns about Law and Gospel as well 
as avoid sifting the Jesus tradition for answers to the quandary of Paul 
and the law." 

The purpose of the purity laws in the Levitical code was to maintain 
Israel's chosen status so as to protract her capacity to serve and worship 
God." The laws are linked closely with Israel's election and call to 

24. Maurice C...y, Aramaic Sources of Mort's Gospel (SNTSMS, 102; Cam­
bridge: Cambridge University Pres$. 1998), pp. 192, aod 138-92, 2S7. 

2S. Cf. Edward Schillebeeckx, JtSus: An Experim•nJ ln Chrlstology (tr.lr)<. 
HubcrtHookins; London: Collin$, 1979).pp. 233-34; Arlaodl. Hultgren,Je.vusand 
His Adversaries: 'J1.e Form and Function of the ConjiJct Stories in the Synoplic 
Tradition (Minocapolis: AugJ;butg. t979), pp. 198-99; Onitka, Jesus of Nazareth. 
p. 268; Oerd ·11teisseo aod Annette Merz, The Historical Jesus: A Comprehensive 
Guide(trans. John Bowden; Minocapolis: fonross """•· 1998), p. 22S; Hcogcl and 
Dcine$. 'E.P. Sanders', p. II; Jllrgen Becker,Je.tusofNazareth (New York: Walter 
de Gruyter, 1998), p. 278. 

26. On Jesus aod the Sabbath commandment""' Svoo-Olav Back.Je.vus of Naz­
areth ondtheSobboJ/r Commandment(Abo: Abo Akademi University Press, 199S). 

27. Cf. Meier, •Historical Law•. p. S3. 
28. For recent studies on purity see E.P. Sao<krs, Jewish lAw from Jesus to the 

Mishnah: Five StudU!s (London; SCM, 1990); Hannah I<_ Hnrriqgton. Th•lmpurlt)l 
$)13/ems of Qumran and the /Wbbis (SBLDS, 143; Atlanla: Scholars ""'"-• 1993); 
Walter HoUSlOD, Purity onJ Monotheism: C/oon and U11elean Animo/s (JSOTSup, 
140; Sheffield: Sbeflleld Academic ....... 1993); Hyam Maccoby, Ritual and Moral­
Ity: Tire Ritual Purity S)l.uem and Its Place In Judaism (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999); Eyal Rcgev, 'i'to'c Individualism: The ldeaof'Non-Pricstly 
Purity in Ancieol Judaism', JSJ 31 (2000), pp. 176-202; Jonathan Klawans,lmpurity 
onJ Sin in Ancien/ Judoism (Oxford: Oxford Univ=ity Press, 2000); idem, Purity, 
Sacrif.c•, onJ the Temple: S)lmbolism and Suf"'''$esswnism ln the Stud;! of Ancient 
Judolsm (Oxford: Oxford Univcnity Press, 2005); Jobn C. Poirier, 'Purity beyond 
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national holiness." The fOod laws rigorously detailed which consumables 
were suitable and which were not." The connection of food with election 
is evident in I Maccabees which tells bow 'many in lsrnel stood finn and 
were resolved in their heartS not to eat unclean food. They chose to die 
rather than to be defiled by food or to profane the holy covenant; and they 
did die.'" Philo tells a similar story of a Jewish woman who, during the 
anti-Jewish riots in Alexandria, was tortured because she refused to eat 
pork." Observing kosher food came to express Israel 's separateness from 
other nations in that it distinguished the Jewish diet from others, but was 
also a sign of faithfulness to the Covenant. In practical terms it meant that 
a Jew could not eat with a Gentile without being contaminated since there 
was no guarantee that the food was kosher and had been appropriately pre· 
pared. Hence table fellowship with Gentiles was often (but not always) 
taboo. In Daniel and Tobit the protagonists refuse to defile themselves by 
eating Gentile food." Jubilees urges: 'Separate yourself from the Gentiles, 
and do not eat with them, and do not perform deeds like theirs. And do not 
become associates of theirs.'" Jews in the Diaspora attempted to acquire 
native food." The Jewish refusal to dine with non-Jews was duly noted by 
Greco-Roman authors." There are also indications of post-biblical expan­
sions of food laws. According to Josephus, some priests wbo were impris· 
ooed in Rome ate only figs and nuts." The Qumran scrolls forbid a member 
of the community from accepting food from a Gentile." Josephus records 
bow those who were C)(pelled from the Essenic order starved to death 
because they would not eat impure food." 

the Temple in the Second Temple Era', JBL 122 (2003), pp. 24HS; Thomas Kazen, 
Jesus ami Purity Ha/akhoh: Was Jesus Indifferent to Impurity? (CBNT, 38; Stock­
holm: Almqvi$1 & Wiksen, 2002). 

29. Lev. 11.45; 20.24-26; Deut. 7.6; 14.1-4, 21. 
30. lev. ll.l-47; DeuL 14.3-21; ef. Joscphus,Apion2.!73-74, 282; Philo, Spec. 

Leg. 4.100-20; Agrlc. 131-32; m. Hul/in. 
31. I Mace. 1.62-63; ef. 2 Mace. 11.31; 4 Mace. S.l-38; 6.16-22; 8.2, 12, 29; 13.2. 
32. Philo, Plocc. 95-96. 
33. Dao. l.S-L6; Tob.I.IO-! l. 
34. Jub. 22.16. 
35. Jooepbus, Ant. 14.261. 
36. TacituS, Hist. S.S.2; Oiodorus, Bib. Hist. 34.1.1; Philostratus, Vit. Ap. 33. 
37. Jooephus, Life 13-14. 
38. 4Q394 Crags 3-7. 
39. Josephus, War2.l29, 139, 143-44,!S2;Ant.l8.22;onfoodandpurity JQS 

5.12· 16; 6.16; CD 10. 10-13; 12.8-22; 4Q284. 
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Purity in relation to food was a particular concern of the Pharisees as 
the ' separated ones' (Heb. c•~n,!l; Aram. to'l!l'~; Gk. <llaptocxiot) who 
fonncd a purity-dining fellowship where they could eat with other Jews 
who observed similar scruples ... The rationale for engaging in extra-temple 
purity by the Pharisees is disputed, and a vigorous dehatc has taken place 
between Neusner and Sanders on the topic. According to Ncusner, !he 
Pharisees pursued purity in order to apply !he priestly code to their own 
lives." In contrast, Sanders believes that purity was pursued for its own 
sake as something intrinsically good." Many scholars (with qualification) 
hAve followed Sanders' view." Still, Sanders' concession that the Phari­
sees made a 'minor gesture'"towards priestly purity opens the door for 
Neusner in some way since a gesture, full of symbolism and loaded with 
polemic, can constitutc a point of division. For many Jewish groups the 
practice of purity was the attempt to realize the conditions necessary for 
the restoration oflsrael and the arrival of the esc baton." 

The food laws were an equally contentious topic in the primitive Chris­
tian movement, aroused by table-fellow between Jews and non-Jews. Luke 
depicts Peter as breaking down the traditional barriers berween Jews and 
Gentiles in the episode with Cornelius (Acts 1~11) while latcrin Antioch 
Peter consciously withdrew from contact with Gentile believers at the 
bebestof'ccrtain men from James' (Gal. 2.11-14).In the Pauline churches 
food proved to be a divisive topic." Paul asserts !hat be is 'convinced by 
the Lord that nothing itself is unclean' (Rom. 14.14). The Colossians are 

40. Ct Emil S.hllrer. Tloe HistQry oftheJewislr People in the Age of J"'"" Christ 
(11:v. and eel. 0 . Vermes, F. Millar andM.Biack;J vols; Edinburgh: T&T Clati<, 197}-
87), 11, pp. 396-98; John P. Meier, A Marginol Jew: Rethinking the His/Qrical Jtsus: 
Companiqnsand Competiton (ABRL; New YO<lc Doubleday, 2001). pp. 366-67. 

41. Jacob Neusoer, Tire Ideo ofPIIrity in Ancient .JudaJsm (SJLA, I; Leideot.: Brill 
1973). 
42. Sand<.-r.<, Jewish Law, pp. 29-42, 131-254 (esp. 192, 235); idem, Judaism: 

Proctice and 8elief63 BCE - 66 C£ (Loodoo: SCM, 1992), pp. 214-30. 
43. Hengel and Deines, ' E.P. Sanders', pp. 41 -51; Maccoby,Ritua/ ant/Morality, 

Regev, 'Pul1: Individualism', pp. 176-202; Poirier, 'Purity beyond the Temple in the 
Second Temple Era' , pp. 247-65; but sec Klawaus, Impurity and Sin in Ancient 
Judaitm; James D.G. Dunn, ' Jesus and Purity: An Ongoing Debate', NIS 48 (2002), 
p. 454, • . 23. 

44. Sanders, J•wlsh Law, p. 235. 
45. Steven M. Bryan,Jesu.sand lsrO<!I 's Traditions of Judgment and Resrorarion 

(SNTS, J 17; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p. 153. 
46. Rom. 14.1- 15.6; I Cor. 8.1-13; 10.20-33. 
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urged not to submit to Jewish purity laws arguably stemming from some 
wbo were insistent on their observance of it (Col. 2.20-23). The Apostolic 
council in Acts 15 presents James as offering somewhat of a via media 
through his interpretation of Amos 9.11-12 as be exhorts Gentiles to live 
in accordance with the Noachide commandments with a view to abstain­
ing from pagan religious festivals." There is then a discernible tension 
between Paul, Peter and James on matters of food and purity in early 
Christianity." 

Several studies propose that Jesus was highly critical of the Jewish 
purity statutes. Marcus Borg thinks of purity and compassion as mutually 
exclusive with Jesus urging an abandonment of the former, while John 
Dominic Crossan regards the Jewish purity system as a weapoo of the 
Jewish aristocracy that exploits or discriminates against others and Jesus 
viciously attacked it in want of a more egalitarian ethic."lt is of\en over­
looked that purity regulations were oot confined to Judaism since Greco­
Roman cults possessed their own purity regulations; indeed, Philo attempts 
to argue for the superiority of the Jewish rites over pagan ones." Purity 
and ritual was part and parcel of the religious practice of the ancient world. 

I am persuaded by Harvey's historical 'constraint of the law' whereby 
a Jewish Jesus implies a Torah devout Jesus." Yet we must appreciate a 
tension that is reflected in the Gospels as Jesus is portrayed as both a legal 
radical in some matters (e.g., fasting, Sabbath keeping, and food laws) but 

47. Geo. 9.4; Lev. t7.10; Deut. 12.16, 23-25; cf. h. Sanh. 56a-b; IQapGeo 12.17; 
Philo, Quout. In Gen. 2.59. 

48. Cf. Bruce D. Cbiltoo, 'Purity and Impurity', inDLNTD(cds Ralph P. Manin 
aod Peter H. Davids; DowocrsGrove, IL: !JrterVarsity Press, 1997), pp. 988-96; idem, 
'JeoU$, Levitical Purity, aod tbc Development of Primitive Cluistianity', io 'I'M Doole 
ofLevitl<=: Composition and Ra-<ption (cds RolfRcndtorlfand Robert A. Kugler; 
Leiden: Brill, 2003), pp. 358-82; Scot McKnight,· A Parting witbio tbe Way: Jesus 
and Jamesoo lsnoel aod Purity', in James the Just and Christian Origins (cdsBruce 
Cbiltoo and Craig A. Evans; NovTestSup, XCVIII; Leiden: Brill, 1999), pp. 83-129. 

49. MlllOUS Borg, Conflict, Holiness ond Po/illes I• the Troclrlngs ojJe!lus (Harris­
burg. PA: Trinity Press, 2nd edn, 1998), pp. 112·13, 135-55; Jolin Domloie c..,..., 
The HistorU;a/ Jesus: 'I'M Life of a MedUerraneon Jewish Peasant (San Francisco: 
Harpe.Collins, 1991), p. 323; su tbe critiques by Paula Fredribco, 'Did J.,... 
Oppo.se the Purity Laws?' Bible Review II (1995), pp. 20-25,42-47 and Chilton, 
'Jesus, Levitical Purity', p. 358. 

SO. PbOo, Spec. Leg. 1.263-66. 
51 . A. E.I!Mvey,Je.rus and the Cbnstrainu ojHiStory(J.ondoo; Duckwoob, 1982), 

p. 37 (see esp. pp. 37-51) and also Geza Vennes,Je.l'ld and the World of Judaism 
{London; SCM, 1983), pp. 45-46. 
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also as pious and Torah obedient(esp. toward the Temple)." Coosequently, 
I am inclined to identify Jesus as essentially Torah compliant, but also 
recognize the fact that he challenged and flouted many of the legal inter­
pretations of his contemporaries." One particular area of disagreement 
appears to be in matters relating to purity, witoessed by several episodes 
in the Gospels including: (1) Jesus' table fellowship with 'sinners' and 
tax collectors." By eating with such people Jesus became ritually impure 
since the lim 'hares were presumed to neglect Ieviticai Iaw." (2) Within 
the course of his healing ministry Jesus touched lepers" and dead per­
sons," both of wbich rendered bim impure due to the traosmission of 
impurity." (3) Jesus is reported in Mark 7.15 as saying that only things 
goin.g out ofa mao defile and Mark draws the conclusion in Mark 7 .19c 
that by saying this Jesus 'declared all foods clean'. For the sake ofbrevity 
I shall not attempt a rigorous study of all these incidents but focus on 
Mark 7.15 since it the passage most likely to express Jesus' central con­
victs about Torah in general and purity in particular. 

In Mark 7.1 -23 Jesus is confronted by the Pharisees as to why his 
disciples eat with 'defiled' (<oi..OS) hands. After a sharp rejoinder to their 
question the pericope climaxes in tbe pronouncement of Mark 7.15: 
'There is nothing outside a person that by going into bim eao defile him. 
but the things that come out of a person are what defile him' ." There 

52. Cf. Allison, 'Torah, Urzeit, lindzeit' , pp. 149-97. 
53. Cf. Harvey, OJnytroblts, pp. 37-5 I; Booth, Jesw and the Laws of Purity, 

pp. 109-12; 0= Vermes, The Religion of Jesus th• Jew (Loudoo: SCM, 1993), 
pp. 11-25. 

54. Mk 2.15-17; Lk.7.341Ml 11.19; Lk.l5.1-2; 19.2-7. 
55. BootJ>,JesusandtheLa>.•S<>/Purity,p. 110; Gnilka,Jeswo[Nazareth, p. 216. 
56. Mk 1.41; 14.3; Uc.7.22/Mt.II.5;Uc.l7.11-19;cf.Lcv. l3.1-46. 
57. Mk 5.3543; Lk. 7.22/Mt. 11.5; Lk. 7.11·11; Jn 11.1-45; cf. Num. 19.13, 20; 

Josephus, Ant. 18.36-38; Philo, Spec. Leg. 3.205-207. 
58. One may argue that conlractioo of impurity would not be a big deal since 

impurity was part of every day life and cleansing was availablelllrougb the Mosaic 
regulations (e.g., Sanden, Jesus tznd Judtzi$m, pp. 182-SS). Even so, in an honor­
shame culture ooc's status in the coonmunity was assigned by a variety offacton 
including 'purity'. Thus, in order to maintain one's perceived social starus and to 
protract one's capa.eity for worship 1t was advisable to avoid all fonns of unneces­
sary impurity. In light of this Jesus' Jack of concern about eootre<:ting impurity is 
shocking and anti-social. 

59. In terms of the shift from tbequestiooaboutbJIDd washing toananswcrabout 
food, Blll1ks (Jesut and tlo• lAw In the Synoptic Tradition, p. 140) believes that 
Jesus takes the debate to a higher level. Alternatively, Booth (Jesus and the Laws of 
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seems a reasonable probability that Mark 7.15 is an authentic utterance of 
Jesus ... It terms of its historical plausibility it makes sense amidst a Jew­
ish context with its concern for food laws and debates about purity and 
morality. Chilton suggest• that the logion can be easily retroverted into 
Aramaic, which intimates the possibility of an Aramaic source beneath 
the Marean te>tt." The thought is verbalized elsewhere" and, in Hohnen's 
estimation, 'cross-referenced' by Jesus' conduct of dining with sinners." 

On the Jewish background of the logioo, the band washing specified in 
Mark 7.1-5 looks much like the attempt to make the regulations for 
priests in Leviticus 22.1-6 (cf. Exod. 30.19-20) applicable to others. 
Several factors suggest that some Pharisees adopted this custom and were 
keen for others to do so as well (1) Despite the fact that the Mishnah 
tractates Yadaim and Hullin reftect stipulations penaining to band wash­
ing and food in the post-70 CB era, they may reOect an earlier balakbic 
concern. (2) Sanders admits that the Pharisees washed hands prior to Sab­
bath and festival meals. If so, it is not along step to washing hands before 
communal meals, particularly given traditions about the susceptibility of 
bands to uncleanness." Moreover, Neusner thinks that all Pharisees washed 
hands before eating ordinary food in the first century." (3) Other texts 

Purity, p. 219), I..A>ader (Jesus' Affitude towards the L«W, p. 76) and R.T. France 
(The Gospel of Mork [NJGTC; Carli>le: Patc:m<»ler, 2002), pp. 277-78) think that 
Jesus responds to a narrow point with a wide principle. Roben H. Gundry (Man\: A 
Comt~U:ntary on His Apology for the Cross (Grand Rapids, Ml: Berdmans, 1993), 
p. 354) sees a progression from how to eat to what to eat. 

60. Bultmann, History of the Synoptic Traditlon~ p. lOS; Vmceot Taylor. The 
Gospel According to St. Mark (London: MacMillan & Co, 1952), pp. 342-43; 
Norman Penin, Redist;Ovtring the Teaching of Jesus (London: SCM, 1967), p. 70; 
Ban.b, Jesus and the Law in the Synoptic Tradition, pp. 138-39; Booth, Jesus and 
the Laws of Purity, pp. I 08-12; Sanders,Jewish Law, p. 28; Loader, Jesus' Attitude 
to-.."rds the L«W, p. 75; Borg, Conflict, pp. 11()..1 1; Tbei$$e0 and Merz, 1/istorica/ 
Jesu.<, pp. 365-67; Tom Holm~. Jesus and Jewish Co••enant Thin/ring (SIS, 55; 
Leidcn: Brill200 I), pp. 248-49; Gerd Llldemann, Jesus after 2000 Years (London: 
SCM, 2000). p. 49. 

61. Cbiltoo, 'Jesus, Levitical Purity', p. 359. 
62. Lk. 11.39-40/ML 23.25-26; Gos. 71wm. 89 and MI. 5.8. 
63. HolmCo, Jesus and Jewish D>venant Thinking, pp. 248-49. 
64. m. Btr. 8.2, 4; m. Mik. 1.5-6; James D.O. Dunn, Jesus Re""""bered: Chrisri­

anity In the Making (Grand Rapids, Ml: Eerdmans, 2003), I, p. 572, o. 127; Sanders, 
Jewish Law, p. 31. 

65. Neusner, Purity in Ancient Judaism, p. 3; idem. From Pol/lies to Piety~ 
pp. 83-86; cf. Booth, Jesus and the L«Ws of Purity, pp. 185-86; Gundry, Mark, 
pp. 358-59. 
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point to a concem about washing hands in relation to prayer that is not 
mandated in the Hebrew Scriptures." (4) The presence of stone jar.; used 
for purification (cf. Jn 2.6) may point to a wider adherence to such wash­
ing regulations. (5) The connection between the washing of hands and 
eating of food is that unclean hands could transmit derived impurity to 
food and render it unclean." ( 6) Sanders think that although the haberim 
undertook special purity rules, there is no evidence that they expected 
others to do so." Yet Mark 7.1-5, at face value, should be taken as evi­
dence that some did. The question posed to Jesus may then be a veiled 
exhortation addressed to another religious leader to undertake a more 
strenuous fonn of law observance. In this way, one finds a suitable con­
text for Mark 7.15." 

One imptication of the logion is supplied by Mark's editorial aside in 
7 .19c, ' And be declared all foods clean' (•a8api~c.>v rrcxvTa Tci ~aTa, 
lit 'cleansing all food'). Such a statement is nothing shon of radical and at 
face value implies the entire uodermioing of not only the purity code but 
even the invalidity of many (ifoot most) of the Old Testament regula­
tions.,. Matthew deliberately omits it due to his Jewish sensitivity. On the 

66. Sib. Or. 3.591-92; 4.1 6~6; Ep. Arist. 305-306; Jdt. 12.7-8. 
67. m. Z..b. 5.12; m. Yad. 3.1-2; m. Tohar. 2.2. 
68. Sandero,JesiiS and Judaism, pp. 185-86, 264-66; idem. Jewish L(lW, pp. 39-

40, 261~3; cr. Booth,J""'-' and the ~s of Purity, p. 202. 
69. Booth,JesiiSandtheLowsofl'uriry, p. 202; Crossloy,Dateo[MOJ'k's Gospel, 

p. 184. 
70. Crossloy(TheDoteofMarl:'s Gospel, pp. 191-93,}lhinks cbat Mk 7.19does 

oot imply the abolisbmeot of the food laW> which fOml$ part of hi$ the$ is that Mark 
was compo$00 in ao era when Christians remained law-observant (i.e., early 40s 
CE). He surmises thatMk 7.1S, 19 is a foUow up from 7.1-13 which auacksthe role 
ofbaodwashiog. so the pointoftbccpisodc is tbat food eaten with unwashed bands 
does not render ODC unclean. CroS$ley's attempt to lake Mat!< anything other than 
' literally' on this point is problematic for several reasons: (I) If the statement about 
food in Mk 7.19 only eoocerns tbc consumption of food wllhoulhandwashing, then 
it would hardly offend Jewish SCilJPle$ and Mat1hew's omission of the phrase is 
needless. Crossley acknowledges that Manhew omits Mk 7.19 precisely to avoid 
the conclusion that the purity laws arc rejected. Matthew apparently docs this 
because Christians in his day were not law-observant (p. 201). Perhaps so, and 
maybe oocofth0$C Christians was Mark.lo which ease Ml 15.20 ('but eating with 
uowasbed bands does not make him unclean') is not an elaboration ofMark, but 
more likely an ur&ent qualification tha~ strives to avoid \be implication th•t Jewish 
Chri•tians no longer have to bonour the food laW>. (2) The anempt to demoostrate 
that the 'all' of 'all foods' is merely rbetorieal. fails. True, texts like Ep. AriJt. 234 
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assumption that Mark was writing for Gentile readers (hence his explana­
tion of the custom.• in 7 .3-4), such a statement could arguably be taken to 
mean: 'For you Gentiles, be declares all foods clean so you do not have to 
foUow Jewish customs'." The coherence with Romans 14.14, 20 would 
see Mark adopting a Pauline perspective on Gentiles and the food laws 
and not an abrogation of the law in toto, at least not for Jewish believers.n 

However, some see in Mark 7.15 a deliberate abrogation of the purity 
laws." This is unlikely on both the horizon ofMark's theology andoftbe 
historical Jesus. If annulling the food laws were: the intended purpose of 

and Sir. 36.23 are radical but need 10 be undersiOOd in their brooder context. But 
M1t 7 .191ackslhe compamtive or dialectic $lrllCtUre of these sayings meaning that its 
radicality is""' qualified. (3) II is not certain that the remarks about food in Mk 7.15, 
19 relaie back directly to comments about wasbing in Mk 7.1-13. The l.ink belwco:u 
food and washing can be made in other ways (= esp. Gundry, Mark, p. 354). (4) The 
c:oherencc between M.k 7.19 and Rom. 14.14, 20 is evidence that such statemenlS 
were taken to mean thai the. 'stroog' (i.e., Gentiles or 1cwisb Cbrisrians like Paul) 
did not have to obey the food laws if they did not wanllo. (5)Crossley thinks that if 
Mark wanted to abrogate the food laws he would have chosen a much more direcc 
way of doing it. But for many others and myself, Mk 7.19 is rather dire<:~ indeed. 

71 . Banks, Jesus and tiu< Law in the Synoptic Tradition, p. 145-46; Booth, Jesus 
and the Laws of Purity, pp. 220-21; Gundry, Mark, p. 348; Sande,., Historical 
Figure of Jesus, p. 223; Loader, Jesus-' Aflitude towards the Lav.t, p. 71; Holmen. 
Jesus and Jewish Covenant Thinking, pp. 245-46; Dunn, Jesus Remembered, p. 515. 

72. Taylor, St. Mark, pp. 34647; Booth, JesJLf and the Laws of Purity, p. 221; 
lesperSvartvik, Mllrkand Minion: Mk 7:1-23 In Its NarratiwlNid Historical Con­
I~ (ConBNT, 32; Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 2000), pp. 344-47; Ftan<e, 
Mark, p. 278; David J. Rudolph, • Jesus and the Food Laws: A Reassessment of 
Marlr. 7:19b', EvQ 14 (2002), pp. 304-308; Vermes. Jesus and the World of 
Judaism, p. 46. 

73. 1oscpb Klausner, Jesw of Nazareth: His Life. 17m.s. and Teuchlngs (trans. 
Herbert Danby; London: Allen & Unwin, 1929), p. 291; Ernst Kbemann, 'The 
Problem of the Historical1esus', p. 39; EduardScbweiur,Jesus(tnms. David E. 
Green; London: SCM, 1971), pp. 32-33; Gundry, Mark, p. 356; Loader, Jesus 
Attitude towards the Law, pp. 74-79; John Riches, Jesus and tiu< Transfonnatwn of 
Judaism (Loudon: 011110D, Longman & Todd, 1980), p. 136; 1oel Marcus, Morlr 1-8 
(AB; New York: Doubleday, 2000), pp.453-54; Moo, 'Law', p. 454. Bank's(Jesus 
and the Law in the Synoptic Tradition, p. 14 1) contention is that Jesus neither attacks 
the taw nor affirms it, bul his remark moves in a complete difTeteu.t reality regarding 
what does or does not eon.nirute defilement. However, as Booth (Jesu$ and the~·~· 

of Purity, p. I 04) points ou~ it is difficult to impose a new definition of purity with­
out somehow criticizing a pre-existing one. 



20 Who Do My Opponents Say That I Am? 

the saying then it would be an anomaly in the Jesus tradition." It would 
also seem that Mark bas not failed to notice the incon~ity of having 
Jesus attael< the Pharisees for nullifying the law in favour of their tradi­
tion, only to have Jesus nullify the law in reference to food regulations. 
Mark's concern is probably not a total sweeping away of the law. The 
parenthesis in 7.19c probably indicates the significance of the saying for 
Gentiles and his remark would indicate that his position is a logical step 
from Jesus' utterance. Furthermore, the pervasiveness 1o which the purity 
code was followed by Jews in the Mediterranean and the 'constraint' of 
Jesus' general adherence to the law make such an abrogation by him 
improbable. Additionally, if the historical Jesus bad spoken so clearly on 
the issue of abrogating the food laws then why was food such a disputed 
topic in the early church and why didn't they simply refer back to sayings 
of Jesus to settle the matter'? The most reasonable soh1tion is because 
Jesus never said such a thing." 

A better way to understand Mark 7.15 is in a comparative sense whereby 
the point is 'not only ... but also'." Understood this way, what matters is 
not only cultic purity, but also moral purity. The point is that cultic impu­
rity does not harm someone as much as moral impurity can. A similar 
dia\ec.tic structure is found in Aristeas where it is reported that Jews 
'honour God not only with gifts and sacrifices, but also with a purity of 
heart'." On the one band. the logion maintains a unity between internal 

74. Jeremias, New Tes~nr '111eology, p. 210. 
15. cr. Bos\lt!J,Jesu.•andthtLawln the Synoptic Tradltion,pp. 140-41; Hatvey, 

Constraints, p. 39; Sandllrs, Je.JUS and Judaism, pp. 246, 249-SO, 266; idem, His­
torical Figure of JeirUs, pp. 220-22; Vermes, Religion of Jesus the Jew, pp. 25-26; 
Fredriksen, 'Did Jesus Oppose the Pwity Laws?' p. 25; idem. Jesus of Nazareth, 
p. 1 OS; N. T. Wrigh~ Jes"' aad the Victory of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996), 
pp. 380-82; Holmen, Jesus and Jewish Covenant '111/nJ;;ng, p. 243. 

76. Ben F. Meyer, '111• Aims of JesW' (Loodon: SCM, 1979), p. 149; Booth,Je.rus 
and the Laws ofPwity, pp. 69-71, 84-85, 218; Sanders,Jewish Law, p. 28; idem, 
Jesus and Judaism, p. 260; idem, HLttorical Figure of Jesu.r, 219; Loader, Jesus ' 
Altitude towards the Law, pp. 215-16; McKnigb~ ' A Parting wilhin the Way', p. 93, 
n. IS; Svanvik, Mark and Mission, pp. 203, 406; Holmen,JesW'andJewish Co>•etr<ml 
'!11inking, p. 241; Rudolpb, ' Jesus and the Food Laws', p. 298; BDF § 448, n. l. 
Againsc this perspective is Ben Wilherington, Christo/ogy of JeTUS (Minneapolis: 
Foru-ess Press, 1990), p. 64; Gundry, Mark, p. 365; Theissen, Shot/ow of the Gali­
lean, p. 102; Theissen and Merz. Tht Historica/Jesus, p. 366; and France, Mark, 
p. 289. 

17. Ep. Arist. 234; cf. Pseudo-Pbocyclidcs228; Philo, Spec.Mg. 3.208-209; and 
the tradition attributed to Jobanao ben Zaklo!i in Num. Rab. 19.8. 
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disposition and outward acts." But on the other band, the element desig­
nated by 'but also' (moral purity) is elevated in importance over the first 
element (ritual purity). Purity is not negated by shifting it from cultic 10 
moral realms," but is redefined or prioritized in termS of relations of per· 
sons rather than exclusively by rirual contamination through objects and 
space. Such a redefinition is memorialized powerfully in the parable of 
the Good Samaritan (Lk. 10.30-37).10 

The saying, then, is probably an attempt to articulate the relationship 
between morality and purity. Was impurity sinful?" In one sense impurity 
was simply part of daily life whether it was from menstruation for women 
or burying a deceased relative and for that reason it was not intrinsically 
sinful. Torah allowed for the reintegration of persons who were temporar· 
ily impure for a time. However, it should be borne in mind that ancient 
cultures, Judaism in particular, did not always know of a rigid distinction 
between ethics and purity or belief and riruaL" Moral and ceremonial 
impurity were not always distinguished. Ritual language for cleansing is 
frequently used of sin'' On the Day of Atonement the high priest made 
amends for the impurity and transgressions of the people (Lev. 16.16, 
30). Furthermore, rirual impurity could beseenassinfuliOthatextent that 
rirual expressed one's piety and adherence 10 purity laws was com· 
manded." Religious observance while in a state of impurity was sinful." 
The equation of rirual with moral impurity was heightened in some 
contexts such as Qumrao." Philo saw a philosophical connection between 

78. ~ot McK.n.ight,A New Vision for /smf!-1: Th~ Teachings of Jesus In National 
Context (GI'IUld Rapids, Ml: Ecrdmans, t999), p. 214. 

79. Chiltoo, 'Jesus, Levitical Purity', p. 363. 
80. McKnigh~ 'A Parting within the Way', p. 94. 
81. ContraSl Hotmtn, JeJJLv and Jewish Co-=r Thinking, pp. 224, 230.31 with 

Sauders.JesusandJudaism, pp. 182-83; Fredriksen, 'Did Jesu.• Oppose !he Purity 
Laws?' pp. 22-24; Svartvik, Mark and Mission, pp. 3S4-7S. Kazen (Jesus and 
Ptl.riry Holokhoh, 219) argues that there was 'some son ofiotetOC!ion or liDit between 
sin aod bodily impwity'. John Dominic Crossan and Jooathan L. Reed (E:ruvating 
Jesus: Beneath the Stones. Behind the Tens [San francisco: H"'J''O', 2001), pp. 166~8) 
argue lhat one cannot equatt pure and impure with virtue and vice, but purity and 
justice do go band in band. 

82. Neusner, Purity In Ancient Judaism, p. 2; Holmtn,Jesus and Jewish Covenant 
Thinking,p. 230, n. 213. 

83. L!v. 16.30; Num. 8.7; Zeeb. 13.1: Prov. 20.9; Pss. Sol. 8.12; I QS 3. 7-8. 
84. Lev. 19.8; 22.9; Num. Rab. 19.8; Jooepbus, Ant. 3.262; Philo, Spec. Leg. 3.209. 
85. !sa. 6.7; I En. 5.4; Pss. Sol. 8.12-13. 
86. Klawans, lmpuriryandSin inAncientJudoiS'm,pp. 108-1 09; for an example: 
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moralandrirual purity." Early Christianity retained the similar ideas per­
taining to purification and the removal of sitL" The use of the language of 
impurity to describe immorality is more than metaphorical because trans­
gression of the law produces a genuine defilement with consequences of 
the culrus, people, priesthood, land and the perpetrator." It is arguably 
this nexus between morality and purity that Jesus addresses. 

It is misleading and inaccurate to suppose that Jews divided the law 
into civil, ceremonial, and moral components and to think that Jesus abro­
gated the ceremonial aspects in favour of the moral code." for the Jews, 
law was law, an indissoluble unity. The Torah was divinely given and bad 
to be obeyed in its entirety. Even so, there was in existence a tradition of 
criticizing merely outward fonns of religious display, in both the Hebrew 
sacred scriptures and in intcrtestameotal litcrarure." The interiorizing of 
the commandments was nothing new to Judaism (e.g., 'circumcise your 
hearts')." Thus, a purely outward or ceremonial expression of Jewish 
religion performed in isolation from morality is censured in prophetic, 
rabbinic, sapiential and apocalyptic writings. The Tannaim arguably 'com­
partmentalized' ritual and moral purity to some extent." That means 
(contra Sanders) that it is possible to make a distinction within the law 
even if such a distinction cannot be expressod in anachronistic tenns like 
civil, ceremonial and moral." As such, Mark 7.15 (and the citation of 

'He said IQ rno, Carefully avoid all ritual impurity and every kind of sin' (IQI21 
8 .8-9). 

87. Philo, Mlgr. 89; Spec. Leg. 3.208-209; cf. Booth, Jesus and the Laws of Purity, 
pp. 84-85; Klawans, Impurity and Sin in Anci«nl Judaism, pp. 6<H;S. 

88. Acts 15.9; 2 Cor. 7.1; Heb. 10.1-4; Jas. 4.8; I Jo 1.9 
89. Bryan, Jesus ond Israel's Tradilicns, p. 144. 
90. Cf. Moo, ' Law', p. 454; and KiJ:z.en, Jesus and Purity Halalchah, pp. 218-19 

against Neusner's difference between litenl and molapborical impurity and Klawaos' 
difference between ritual and rnonll pmity. 

91. Hos. 6.6; Ier. 7.22-24; Zeoh. 7.4-14; Num. Rab. 19.8; Prov. 21.3; Sir. 34.25-
26; IQS 3.2· 12; Joaepbus,Apion 2.113;Jub. 23.21; T.Mc$. 7.7-9; Phi1o,Sper. LAg. 
3.208·209; ML 9.13; 12.7; Reb. 10.8. Cf. Holm6n. Je$U:S and J.,.•ish Cowman/ 
11rinhng, pp. 230-31, o. 213. 

92. Vermes (Jtsus and the World of Judat.m, p. 47) contends thai while ioteriority 
was not unique to Jesus, it did play a greater role in his minisay due to bLs stress oo 
'eschatological finality'. 
93. Klawao•, Impurity and Sin, pp. 93-94. 
94. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism. p. 247. We could add that the Nazoreaos or 

Nazarenes kept the law but noted valid and invalid parts of it (Epiphanius, Adv. 
Haer. 39.5.4). If we knew which parts they thought w.,.. iovalid and wby, it would 
potentially illuminate our understanding of law in early Cbristianity. But this 
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lsa. 29.13 in Mk 7.6-8) fits neatly into Second-Temple Judaism and can 
be understood as warning against elevating purity over morality. Such a 
statement corresponds with other complexes in the Jesus tradition such as 
the beatitudes, 'Blessed are the pure in heart'., and the woe against the 
Pharisees who 'clean the outside of the cup and plate, but inside they are 
full of greed and selfindulgence'."ln such statements Jesus is no more 
llying to abrogate the law than Hosea or Sirach."' 

There is a measure of ambiguity, perhaps deliberately, in this Jesuanic 
mashal. Thus Mark interprets this saying in light of his Gentile audience 
with a view to their &eooom from Jewish food laws, while Matthew per­
ceives in the logion an affirmation of the superior morality of the Jewish 
law and a powerful critique of the Pharisct:s." Holmm points out that 
Jesus' actions do not stem from a desire to abolish the distinction between 
clean and unclean, but they do reveal a marginalization of them in view of 
moral commands."lt is noteworthy that relativization can still yield the 
same practical outcome as abolishment: non-{)bservance. Dunn goes so 
far as to state that the distinctive features of the Marean version ooo~v ... 
i~c.l&v .. . OOV<XTCII makes abandonment of the food laws inevitable.""Thal 
was a corollary not followed by all Jewish Christians, but the Pauline 
rnissiological principle of non-law adherence for Gentiles stands to some 
degree in continuity with the implications of Mark 7.15.101 

dcmoostn&IC. ooocretely 1hat while Jews could talk about weightier molten oflbe law, 
some Christians (Geotiles and Jews) werediscll$$ing the validity of certain aspe<:IS of 
i1 in the post. Easter era. 

95. Mt. 5.8; cf. 2 En. 45.3. 
96. Llt. I 1.3940/Mt. 23.25-26; Go.r. '!hom. 89. 
97. Cf. llockm~~<:bl, Jewish Law. p. 10; Klawans, impW'ity and Sin, p. 147. 
98. Banks,Jesu.t and /he Law in the Synoptic Tradilion, pp. 14546; Booth, Jesus 

and the Laws of Purity, pp. 220..23; DWlll, Jesus Remtmbued, p. 575. 
99. l{olmb\,Jesvs and Jewish Covenant 'Thinking, pp. 236-37; and see Klausoer, 

Jesus of Nazareth, pp. 255, 367; Theissen and Merz, The Historical Je$11$, pp. 230, 
361; Kazm, JenJ.S and Purity Halakllah, pp. 256-60; Klawans,lmpurlty and Sin, 
pp. 146-50. The viewofOnillta(JesusofNawreth, p. 21S)IbatJesus sawlbe laws 
of cultic purity 'irrelevant' aod Westerbolm (Je:sus and Scribal Authority, pp. 90-
91) &bat Jesus was 'religiously indifferent' to lbero go 100 far. 

IOO.Jamcs D. G. Dunn, Jesus, Paul and the Law(l..ond<>n: SPCK. 1990), p.41. 
101. Sandcr11 (Jesus and Judaism, pp. 247-50) tbinks lbatlesus would not have 

said such a thing because be would have been aware lbat lllllking a distinction 
within lbe law and elevating ooe part over another would lead to non-observance of 
tbe law in the furure. Eveo if Jesus did foresee lbe implication that Marl< d.nlws (aod 
lei it be said that anything lbe historical Jesus believed let alone what be could have 
envisaged is shifting into the realm of sp..-culation) there is nothing to say that be 
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The question remains as to what drove this radical new redefinition of 
purity. A portrait of the future Israel that emerges in Zechariah is that of an 
Israel purified by the eschatological outpouring of God's holiness on his 
people, and Jesus may have drawn upon r:bis view. The eschatological hope 
of Zechariah is for a fountain that gushes forth water from Jerusalem in 
order to offer forgiveness and cleansing (Zech. 13.1; 14.8). The conclud­
ing scene in Zechariah is one where everything, even the most mundane 
of objects, becomes. pure (Zech. 14.20-21).'" This Zecharian vision of 
holiness bas arguably become a contrOlling principle for Jesus' ministty 
where it drives the redefinition of purity within Judaism as it is holiness 
rather than impurity that acts as a contagion. Much like the gushing out of 
water from Jerusalem in Z~hariab, 'Jesus, by touching people, turns them 
from impure Israelites into pure Israelites'.'"' 

In sum, Jesus' critique of the Pharisees or hoberim is twofold. First, he 
rejects their expansive interpretation of the purity laws, that is, eating 
food as priestly food and expecting others to do the same.'" Secood, Jesus 
refuses to make adherence to a distinctive application of food laws a test 
ease for covenant loyalty."" The food laws functioned in many ways as a 
badge of Jewish identity, for the Pharisees and Qumranites their distinctive 
food practices operated to demarcate them from other Jews and perhaps 
were used to define themselves as the true keepers of the covenant These 
criticisms arc anchored in Jesus' understanding of morality and purity, his 
view of holiness rather than impurity acting as a contagion, and arguahly 
influenced by ideas of eschatological holiness in prophetic literature. 

would have opposed the idea of non-Jews joining bis movement without submitting 
to the entire Mosaic code. In line with biblical litmture, Jesus might have 
anticipated the eschatological pilgrimage of the Gentiles (e.g, lsa. 2.2-4; Mic. 4.1· 
4; Jer. 3.17·18; Zecb. 8.21-23) wbo join the returning Jewish exiles in worshipping 
God but without first becoming proselytes to Judaism (cf. Mt 8.5·13; Mk4.32; Lk. 
4.25-21). See Hengel and Deines, 'E.P. Sanders', p. 15. 

102. Bruce D. Clulton, The TempleofJuu.s: His Socrifici41 Program within a Cu/. 
twa/ HlsUJry of Sacrifice. University Patlc, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 
1992), p. 136; McKnigb~ 'A Parting within the Way' , pp. 87-88. 

!03. McKnigbt 'A Parting within the Way', p. 95. 
104. Bot& C<Jnflict, p. 112; Svattvik, Mark and M"u.sion, p. 406; Theissen and 

Merz, The Historical Jesus, p. 229. 
105. Hobnen, Jesus and JewLth O>venant ThinAing, pp. 236-37. 25 1; Dunn. Jesus 

Remembered, pp. 576-n. 
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Conclusion 

Several pertinent observations can be drawn from this study about Jesus 
and Torah. 

(I) Jesus and his followers were regarded as law-breakers by their 
Jewish contemporaries. The taunt ofbeing a law-breaker continued to be 
used against Christians in the post-Easter period culminating in the manyr­
oom ofJames the Just. 

(2) In the Gospels Jesus is depicted as both radical in setting aside ele­
ments ofTorah but also conservative in intensifying some coounands fur­
ther. The more radical sayings about the Sabbath and disregarding the duty 
to bury of one's parents were not an anempt to abrogate Torah. Instead, 
they were issued out of Jesus' conviction tbat where the mission of the 
kingdom aod Torah conflicted the Torah bad to give way. The intensifica­
tions of certain coounands (e.g., prohibition on divorce and antitheses) 
were anchored in the view that the kingdom would transform human exis­
tence to an edenic state that would render many of the Mosaic regulations 
redundant. What is more, Jesus ordered his followers to stan living as if 
the edenic conditions were already a reality. Importantly, relaxation and 
intensification of the law is a standard feature of Jewish renewal movc­
ments.106 

(3) Tbedebateabout purity in Mark 7.1-23 represents an interiorizing 
of purity by Jesus so that external purity is not abrogated but relativized 
What Jesus opposed was the halakhah of the Pharisees and not Torah 
itself. Jesus' pronouncements about purity were nota pretext for condemn­
ing legalism aod externalism.'" Jesus would bave censured self-righteous­
ness if be encountered it (Mt. 23.1-39/Lk. 11.37-54; Lk. 18.9-14), but so 
would have other Jews (IQS 11.11-15; 15.18-20; Philo, Suer. 54-57}. 
Accordingly, Jesus refuses to make distinctive approaches to food aod 
purity the markers of covenant identity and a criterion for participation in 
the eschatological kingdom. 

(4) It is difficult to determine to wbat extent Jesus' reputation as a law­
breaker contributed to his arrest, trial and death."" It was Jesus' Temple 
action that finally drove the authorities to seek his execution. Nevertheless, 

106. Gerd Theissen, The Sociology of Palestinian Chrlstiani~(Pbi1adolphia; for­
lreSS Press, 1978), pp. 75-79; Bockmuehl, JewL<h Law, p. 10. 

107. The view that Jesus' dispulcs weno mainly over legalism persists still (Gnilka, 
JeSUJ of Nazareth, pp. 216, 219-20). 

I 08. Cf. Jeremias, New Testament Theology. p. 211. 
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Jesus' view ofT orah and the Temple, two of the pillars of Judaism, were 
probably used against him at his trial in order to subslalltiate the charge 
that be was leading Israel astray .10' 

(5) Finally, the invective remark of Jesus being a law-breaker ulti­
mately derives from a negative evaluation ofJesu.~' own eschatology and 
Cbristology. Jesus can set the kingdom against Torah or halakhah on 
certain occasions, but be does so only because be underslallds himself to 
be invested with unmediated divine authority and because be alone is the 
broker of the coming kingdom. Conflicts about Torah ensue. out of Jesus' 
contention that the kingdom is in some sense present and is also ready to 
burst upon the world and transform the structures of human existence. It is 
Jesus' unique role in relation to the kingdom that propels him into intra­
Jewish debates about what constitutes covenant fidelity in light of the 
current eschatological climate. What is more, Jesus' attitude towards the 
law reveals somelbing ofbis sense of special autbority.ln Jewish thought, 
Torah embodies and reveals the will and wisdom ofGod (e.g., Sir. 24.1-23; 
Bar. 3.29-4.1; 4 Mace. 1.16-17). Yet in the antitheses, 'You bave beard it 
said ... but I say to you' (Mt. S.21-48),Jesus speaks not merely as onewbo 
fulfils Torah or who can provide the proper inte!pretation ofTorah, but as 
one wbo is uniquely ranked and can mandate what God truly requires of 
his people. Similarly, in John S.J-47, the charge of breaking the Sabbath 
shifts from an accusation of lawlessness to one. of bla.~bemy. In other 
words, Jesus speaks about the law and acts towards the law as if be is, in 
some sense, to be identified with the God who legislated it. Debates about 
Jesus and the law (both during and after his lifetime) were indebted to the 
claim tbatJesuswasthe eschatological fulfiller of the law, beprovided its 
proper interpretation, and he spoke about it with a divine authority. This 
is paralleled by Paul, who announced that Christ was the 'end of the law' 
(Rom. I 0.4); Jesus' teachings on discipleship are described as the 'law of 
Christ' (I Cor. 9.21; Gal. 6.2), and Jesus himself embodies the heavenly 
Wisdom normally associated with the law (I Cor. 1.30). 

l09.b. Sunh. 43a; Mk 14.58 (and par.); Lk. 23.2; Jn 11.47-48. 



JESUS AS DEMON-POSSESSED 

Dwight D. Sheets 

Introduction 

Then they brought to him a dc:moniac who was blind and mute; and be 
eured him, "' that the one wbo had been mute could speak and see. All 
the crowds were amazed and said, 'Can this be the Son of David?' But 
when the Pharisees beard it, they said, 'It is only by Beelz.ebul, the ruler 
of the demons, that this fellow casL< out the dc:mons.' (Mt. 12.22-24) 

According to Morton Smith the accusation that Jesus cast out demons by 
Bee/zebu/ was the most important of all for understanding the complaints 
against him. 'Take it away, and all that remains is a collection of unre­
lated complaints, most of them not very serious; introduce it, and the com­
plaints can be seen a.< component elements of a comprehensive structure.'' 
Indeed, in the sening offirst-<:entury Palestinian Judaism the accusation 
would have been quite damning; the rumor alone would bave been damag­
ing to one's reputation. In the attempt to do Cbristology ' from the side' this 
study will probe the question as to why Jesus' opponents made this parti­
cular accusation. The answer seems obvious; it was a malicious charge 
intended to ruin him. To the believing reader, Jesus' accusers look far 
worse than the one they accuse, for mistakenly or not they have attributed 
his works to a wholly evil source. To this accusation Jesus responds that 
they are in danger of blaspheming the Holy Spirit, something he deemed 
unforgivable. 

It is not the purpose of this study to understand Jesus • response to the 
allegation made by his opponents. What Jesus may have meant by a sin 
that 'will not be forgiven', is the subject of another study. The purpose is 
to consider the underlying reasons that motivated Jesus' opponents to 
make the accusation that be worked in league with demons. Why did the 
scribes deem Jesus' exorcisms as participation with evil and yet consider 

I. Morton Smith, Jesus the Magician (loll<loo: Gollancz, I 978), p. 31. 
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the work of oth.er Jewish exorcists to be admirable Jewish therapy?• The 
question is important because it cuts to the bean of our subject how did 
Jesus' opponents perceive him? Our goal is to understand the thought 
process that led Jesus, the messianic deliverer to his foUowers, to be seen 
as a minion of Satan by h.is opponents. 

The accusation that Jesus worked in league with demons occurs in Q, 
Mark and John.' For reason of space the discussion will be limited to four 
Synoptic accounts, Manhew9.32; 12.22, Mark 3.22, and Luke 11.14,sec­
tions commonly referred to as the Bee/zebu/ controversy. The study will 
begin with analysis of the texts in question to ask the critical questions 
regarding their sources, context, and authenticity. The second section coo­
sists of a review and critique of Malina and Neyrey's very popular socio­
anthropological interpretation or demon-possession accusations. The final 
section of the study explores a further idea, one that probes the develop­
ment of Jewish eschatological themes and considers the possibility that the 
accusation may have its source in antecedent eschatological antagonist 
traditions. In this section the idea is put forward that Jesus' opponents had 
theological reasons for the accusation; their confrontation with Jesus' min­
istry advanced the conclusion that be, in league with Satan, was acting in 
ways similar to an eschatological antagonist 

Review of the Texts 

Mortltew !J.J2-H Maltltew 12.22-U Mark 3.20 Luke 11.14-15 

'After lhcy bad 'Then lhey brougbt came together 'Now he was 
gooe away. a to biro a demoniac again, so that they casting out a demon 
demoniac wbo was wbo was blind and could not even eaL that was mute; 
mute was brought mute; and he cwed When his family wheo lhe demon 
to him. And when him, so lhat lhe heard i~ lhcy went bad gone out, lhe 
lhe demon bad been one wbo bad been out to restrain him, one wbo had been 
east out, lhe one mute cuuld speak for people were mute spoke, and lhe 
wbo bad been mute and see. Alllhe saying. "He bas crowds were 
spoke; and tbe crowds were gone out of his amazed. 
owwds were ...,...,. and said, mind". And lhe 
80lll2ed and said, "Can this be lhe scribes who came 
"Never haa Son of David?" down from 
aoythiog like this But wben lhe Jerusalem said, 

Pharisees beard it, 'and lhe crowd 

But some of tbem 
said, "He ca.~ts otJl 

demons by 

2. The question aoked by Smitb, Je3US the Mogici<m, p. 143. 
3. Mt. 9.32: 10.25; 12.24; Mk 3.22; Lk. 11.14; Jn 7.20; 8.48, 52; 10.20. 
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Marthew 9.32-3( Motrhew 12.22·24 Mark 3.20 Luke 11.14-/J 

been seen in !hey said, "It is "He bas Beel2ebul, BeelubuJ. !he ruler 
Israel". But che only by Bcelzebul, and by !he ruler of of !he demoos".' 
Pharisees said, "By !he ruler of !he che demons be 
che ruler of che demons, chat this casts out 
demons be casts out fellow casts out tbe demons~'. ' 
the demons ... • demons .. .' 

The authenticity of the Bee/zebu/ accusation is not often disputed.' 
Although redactional elements are present. it is generally agreed that the 
story retlects the Sitz im Leben Jesu. The name Bee/zebu/, although not 
foW!d in the literature prior to the gospels, rctlects the language of a Pales­
tinian environment. The use of the name was not common 10 Judaism or 
the earliest Christian circles. The content of the accusation argues for its 
authenticity since the preservation of a traditioo tbat accused Jesus of 
being demon-possessed would have been an embarrassment.' The fact 
that the Bee/zebu/ accusation bas multiple attestations in both its sources 
and litenuy fonns (note Mt. !0.25) argues for its authenticity and for its 
frequency as an accusation made against Jesus.6 The questions asked of 
these texts bave not so much to do with their authenticity as they do with 
the explanation for accusation. 

Th• relationship of the Synoptic accounts of the Bee/zebu/ controversy 
is complex. Common to all is the rcmarlc • By the ruler of the demons he 
casts out the demons' (Mt. 9.34, £v Tc\> &pxovn Tc;)v ocu~oviwv i>:!!<XM•• 
Ta l>at~bvta). To this phrase Matthew 12.24 and Luke 11.14 insert the 
name Bee/zebu/, identifying him as the ruler of demons.' There are also 

4. The Jesus Seminar lists thcBeelzebul controversy as oneoflhe teo authentic 
IICtsofJcsus. R. f unk, TheActsofJes"" TheSean;hfortheAuthenticO.edsofJesu.< 
(San Franci!ICO: H&rper San Fnmcisco, 19'.19), p. 566. Luke'• account rc<eivcs a rod 
!11ting, Matthew and Mark a pink. 

5. A point well argued by G. Stanton, The Gospel and Jesus (Oxfond: Oxfond 
University Press, 1989), pp. 174-77. R. Gundry, Marie: A Commentary/or His Apol· 
ogy of the Cnm (Grand Rapids, Eendmaru, 1993), p. 180, SUiteS: ' it seems likely 
chat Christian piety would have kept Mark or au earlier lnlditioll from fabricating such 
achatgc'; sectooJ. Meier, A Morglno/Jew. D. Mentor, Message, and Mlrocii!.S(New 
Yorlc Doubleday, 1994), p. 625. 

6. Ml I 0.25 is a d;dactic peri cope outside !he eontrovmy accounts which seems 
10 rclkct an independent ll'adJtion. W.O. Davies, D.A. Allisoo, Tire Gospel According 
to ,\{gJthew (ICC, 2; eds J.A. Emerton, c.B.E- Cranfield, and O.N. Stantoo; Edinblltllh: 
T&T Clatk, 1991), p. 193, consider Ml. 10.25 to be dominical. 

7. Matchew e • • T~ a..~.ll<>U~ apxovn ... and Luke - iv e .. ~.ll<>U~ T~ 
Gpxovn .. . 
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distinct differences. Mark's account diff= dramatically from me ochers 
in its context and wording. Although an exorcism occurs in Mark 3.11, 
unlike me ochers the exorcism of a mute in me imm.ediate context is not 
mat which elicits me charge oflhe scribes. Rather, in Mark me charge is 
elicited by the concern of Jesus' family that be was 'out of his mind' 
(£~eOT1J). • The scribes from Jerusalem agreed; their diagnosis was that 'he 
has Beelzebul' (Bu~•l\oUA o)(lit ).'The reason for the visit of scribes from 
Jerusalem is debated. Lane seems correct that it 'suggests that the Gali­
lean mission of Jesus had attracted the critical attention of the San­
hedrin' ." Their inclusion in the narrative implies chat Jesus' ministry had 
become a crisis for both his family and also the religious authorities.' ' 

Matthew has two independent exorcism accounts." Matthew 9.32-34 
appears to be from Q, and except for a few dc:Wis, bas much in common 
with Luke I 1.14-I 5." Luke lacks a comment oflhe amazed crowd ('Never 
bas anylhing like this been seen in Israel') and identiJles some of them as 
Jesus' accusers. Conversely, Matthew 9.32-24 lacks the name Bee/zebu/ 
and identiJles me Pharisees as Jesus' accusers. Matthew 12.22-24 differs 
in chat his demoniac is both mute am/blind and not exorcized but 'cured'. 
Like Matthew 9.32, the demoniac is brought to Jesus, but his cure brings 
a more focused response from the amazed crowd ('Can this be the Son of 

8. Oundry, Mark, p. 171. Polybius, Histories, 26.1a, DOleS a similar a<eusatioo 
apinst Antiochus IV who was called • epiiMnes' by his enemies rather than his title 
'epiphanies'. 

9. R. Ouelich, Mk.I-8.26 (WBC, 34a; ed. B.M. Metzger; Dallas: Word Books, 
1989), pp. 171, 173, 'the presence of the charge makc:llhe most sense when taken 
as Mark's ~ional bridge from hi$ in.terted material regarding lesus' ministry of 
exorcism (3:22o-29) to the previous context of3:20-21 by linking "his people's" 
charge in 3:21 b with that of the "scribes".' 

10. W. Lane, 'Tire Gospel According to Mark (NJCNT; ed. F.F. Btue<:; Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), p. 141. Noee too O~mdry, Mark, pp. 171-12, who odd< 
tha1 the scn'bes eame from Jerusalem in response 'to the great multitude that tlocked 
to Jesus "from Jerusalem" • (p. 172). 

11. G~mdry, Mwk, p. 172, suggests that the mention of scribes 'perhaps looks 
forward to the .cribes in Jerusalem who will help engineer his crucifixion (8.31: 
10.33; 11.18, 27-28; 14.1, 43, 53; 15. 1, 31 cf. also 7 .I)'. 

12. DA Hagner, Mall hew 1 • 13 (WBC; ed. R.P Martin.; Dallas, TX: Word Books. 
1993). p. 256, 'Probably we have here two originally independent stories of demon 
exorcism that have taken lbc same form'. 

13. J. Fitzmyor, The Gospel According to Luke (Anchor Bible 28-28A; 2 vol.; 
Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 198 H !5), pp. 917-18, beliovcs that Luke has 'by and 
large preserved the worcfutg of"Q" '. 
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David?')." The Pharisees in both Matthean accounts are Jesus' accusm, 
but in 12.24 the Pharisees respond 'after hearing' (c'ncooaaVTEs) the dis­
turbing question of the crowd. 

It is significant that in Matthew and Luke the accusation against Jesus 
foUows the response ofthc crowd. The charge does not appear 'out of thin 
air'; it was made because his opponents were distressed by the crowd's 
response to his miraculous works. Not unlike Mark, the response was to a 
crisis. Jesus' opponents perceived that the people were being led astray 
and were forced to render a verdict on the legitimacy of his works. They 
cannot deny the miracle; indeed, they never try, but are forced to give an 
explanation. It is necessary, then. to eonsider the origin and nature of their 
explanation. 

Sociological Explanation: Demon-Possession A<X:Usatwns as a 
Means of Controlling Social Deviants 

An inftuential soeio-antbropologieal study of the purpose and function of 
name-calling in Matthew was undertaken by Bruce Malina and Jerome 
Neyrey in their book Calling Je.>'US Names: The Social Value of Labels in 
Matthew." Via the usc of Mary Douglas'" social-scientific deviance 
model, the authors view the accusations of demon possession from the 
background of ancient Mediterranean 'witchcraft societies'. In these 
societies labeling someone a deviant (i.e., a 'witch') served as a medium 
of control. By attributing such evil to one's opponents, the hope was to 
lessen their inftuencc and hopefully gain their expulsion from the group." 

The authors propose that the early Matthean community" rdlected 
Douglas' sociological variables of a 'strong group' with a 'low grid'. 

14. Note. however, tbe same theme in the blind men's cry in the pteeediog context 
ofMt 9.32·34; 'Have mercy on U$, Soo of David!' (Mt. 9.27). 

IS. BrucoJ. MalinaandJeromeNeyrey, ColllngJI!$U.I Names: Tlu!SQcial Value of 
I.abel.s in Matthew (Foundations and Social Facets; Sonoma, CA: Polebridge Press, 
1988). 

16. A list of Douglas' works can be seen at httpJ/www.unine.ch/ethnolbib1iol 
2000douew.btmJ. 

17. Malina and Neyrey, Calling JQUS Names, p. 4, In the gospels these accusa• 
tions arc made not only again.rt Jesus, but aho by Jesus and his foUowrn against 
their oppooents (Mt. 10.28; 12.43-46; 13.34; 23.1 5). 

18. Malina and Noyrey, Calling Jesus Names, pp. ~. believe the witchcraft aocu­
satioos against Jesus are • found primarily in a stage of Matthew's hi$101'y considerably 
earlier than its final foiDl'. By this they refer 10 Q as being the most •fAction. focused' 
layer of tradition in Matthew. 
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'Group' refers to the pr:cs.•ure individuals within the community feel to 
conform to societal norms. A 'stroog' group is a controUed system that 
values order and discipline, where an individual's primary identity is 
derived from the group. 'Grid' refers to 'the degree of ascent given to 
group norms, definitions and classifications of a cultural system'." A 
'low' grid indicates 'a poor degree of fit and match between individual 
experiences and stated societal patterns and experience'. The world 'is 
incomprehensible and fraugbt with contradictions'." Strong group/low 
grid societies provide a cultural system fertile for witchcraft accusations. 

Matthew's strong group/low grid society was defined according to the 
general social scientific categories of purity, ritual, personal identity, body, 
deviance, cosmology, and suffering and misfonune. 1be authors conclude 
that the community was a small tiglltly-controlled reform movement that 
considered purity and perfection its hallmark. Social stereotyping labeled 
individuals according to their group identity; boundaries were clear and 
strictly maintained. Its cosmology was 'profoundly dualistic'; the individ­
ual body and world at large were the arena of warring factions. Much 
energy was spent guarding against inner-group polluting elements. Devi­
ants were exposed througll discernment; their hypocrisy and evil made 
necessary their expulsion from the group." 

Further specific characteristics of witchcraft societies are also consid­
ered. 22 Within witchcraft societies competing groups lived in continuous 
close proximity to other rival groups. No one group possessed the power 
to silence or expel the other. Authority between groups and among group 
members was iU-defioed, eliciting cooflicting claims to power. Because of 
this intense disorderly confrontations were common, and yet no tech­
niques had been established for regulating disputes and settling claims. 
Discernment was used to expose the presence of deviants who poUuted 
tbe community.'' 

19. Malina and Neyrey, Calling Jesus Names, p. 8. 
20. Malina and Neyrey, Calling Jesw Names, p. 8. 
21. Malina and Ncyrey, Calling Jesus N"'""", pp. 11 -23. These social chatocter· 

istics were thooe shared by Jesus' opponents; as such the social characteristics of 
Jesus' follower.~ were !hose ofbis oppooenlll. 

22. Malina and Neyrey, Calling Jt.SUS Namn, p. 25. Douglas lists thcoe cau:­
gorics as 'clearly dawn external boundaries, oonfuoed inl<:mAI relations, close and 
cootinual intelliCtioo, poorly developed tC03ioo relieviog tecbniques, weak authority 
and disorderly bUl intense conftict'. 

23. Malina and Neyrey, Calling Jen;s Names, p. 27, nou: that Jesus himself exer­
cised tbc same type of discernment when be 'saw faith' and 'knew the thoughts • of 
his oppooenlll. 
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Jesus was labeled a deviant because he acted outside of his social role 
by being physically mobile. Indeed, the Jesus-movement all wimessed to 
the fact that its central characteiS were deviants because of their physical 
mobility. Because stereotyping was inherent among strong groupllow grid 
societies, a deviant status was applied to his eotire group." Jesus' devi­
ance called for a social verdiCI. Some judged his mobility to mean that be 
was a wandering 'prophet' or 'teacher', while others (even his own family) 
as imbalanced or demon-possessed (in service of Bee/zebu/). Jesus was a 
de-viant; therefore his words and actions were deviant. His exorcisms were 
not benevolent aCIS oflcindness, but via 'discernment' deemed proof that he 
was a witch. Once the discernment was revealed, all ofhis activity - eating 
with sinners, exorcizing of demons, violating of Sabbath and washing 
rules- validated the charge. The function of the accusation was to bring 
about the eradication of Jesus. This was not possible in the highly con­
teutious rivalry oftbe gospel setting since neither Jesus' followers nor his 
opponeots possessed such authority. Nevertheless, name-calling was a 
means to control Jesus, call his authority into question, and hopefully have 
him expelled. 

The social-anthropological model bas become standard methodology 
for explaining demon-possession accusations in the gospels. Douglas' 
grid and group model provides a way to describe the character of social 
strucrures and explain the typical behavior of people within a particular 
sertiog. It helps us explain the social dynamic of demon-possession accu­
sations. For this it is beneficial. It is also worthy of critique. Garrett is 
rightly critical of the common asswnption that a sociological model is 
'untainted by the etbnoceotrism that it aims to circwnvent'. 'The problem 
with the supposition is that the model is inevitably biased in favor of 
educated western categories and question about other cultures.'" In the 
quest to avoid imposing a modern social system on the text, it may be sub· 
jected to another just as foreign. 

One must also question the amount to which social structures determine 
reality; do they describe what is or what is possible?,. The advantage of a 

24. Malina and Neyrey, Calling Jesus Names, p. 21. 'Evety pel'$0!1 is judged 
acconling 10 ihe features typical of the group to which be/she belongs'. 

25. Susan Garrett, review ofB.J. Malina, Christian OrlginsONICuhural Anthro­
pology: Proctical Motkufor Biblical Interpretation (Atlanta: John Knox, 1986), in 
JBL 101 (1988), pp. 532-34. 

26. Bnu:e J. Malina, 'TheSooial Sciences and BibUcallntctpre1lllioo', lnterp. 36 
(3.82), p. 238, suggests ihat 'from a social science point of view, human beings are 
socially determined'. Christopher Tuckett, IIIUJding the New Testameru: Methods of 
Interpretation (Philadelphia: Fortreos Pres•. 1987), p. 147, consider.; sociological 
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sociological model becomes its greatest detriment when a rext is inter­
preted through the lens of its underlying social suuctures only." Socio­
logical models are ooe of a number of interpretative aids. Surface level 
issues in the text must be allowed to speak with an equal voice. To sug­
gest, for instance, that Jesus' mobility was that which caused him to be 
labeled a deviant seems stnmge considering that it is never ao explicit 
issue to his opponents. A case might also be made that Jesus' journeys 
were non~eviant since be regularly retwned home from his journeys, 
much like others who traveled for business and pilgrimage." The text 
provides little link between Jesus' travels and deviance. 

Most importantly, it must be asked of what Jesus was actually being 
accused. Jesus is accused of working in league with or having a demon, 
but be is never accused of being a witch, sorcerer, or magician." This con­
clusion is contrary to that ofMorton Smith," who although using a differ­
ent methodology than Malina and Neyrey concludes that if one takes into 
consideration Jesus' early life, his miraculous works and actions as com­
pared to other magician figures, and the beliefs about him outside of the 
gospels, one must conclude that by fust..:entury standards Jesus was a 
magician. He argues that the gospels are essentially a series of cover-ups 
to the real uuth. 

models as '"ideal types • not necessarily •prec::ise descriptions of empirical historical 
realities'. 

27. Meier, A MorgiMIJew, p. 551,directlyrefcrringtoMalinaandNeyn:y,no«cs 
that 'Historians and social scieoliSI$ may equateelef1Ain liC<:usations (e.g., being in 
leaguewilh lhe devil or being a deceiver who led lhe Jewish people astray) wilh being 
a magician (or, alternatively, a witch); bu1 \bat is a move made. by modem schOiolll'$ 
engaging in model building at a hi&h level ofabsuactioo'. 

28. Ml4.13; 8.5; 13.54; l7 .24-S; Mit L2l; 2.1 ; 3.19; 6.lf; 9.33; Lk. 4.23, 31; 7,1; 
10.15; Jn 2.12; 4.46; 6.17, 24, 59. Eveoifreda<tional, lhescpassages wort. against !he 
premise tba1 early believers coosidened all oftbcir fO<JDdcn as ~outs because of 
their mobility. 

29. Terms tbat were readily available< magiclan-~&yos ory61]s; sorcerer. ~~o.· 
<Eia. Graham Twelftroc,Jesus the Ewreut: A COtltrlbwJbn totloeSrudyofthe Histori· 
cal Jesus (Peabody, MA: Heoclrickson, l993),pp. 190-207, argues lhat Jesus was 
never accused ofbeiog a magician in his lifetime and that his miracles are clc:arly 
distinguisbed from magic; so too Meier,A MarginDJJew, p. SSI, who furtbernoltS 
that lhe major flaw is that the a<:<:usatioo 'docs reflect the precise vocabulaty and 
immediate rear.:tioo of JC$U.S" feUow Jews i.n his own day or in the decades imine· 
diately following his death'. 

30. M. Smilh,Jeswthe Magician, ODd more roccody J.D. CT0$51!1, The IILttorlcal 
Jesw (San francisco: HIIIJ'Cf & Row, 1991). 
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A number of scholar.; have been critical of this conclusion." John 
Meier notes that in the gospels only certain types of miracles receive 
fierce opposition, those that are done on the Sabbath and some (not all) 
exorcisms (those thought to be done via the aid of demonic powers). The 
cborus of praise that Jesus received for most of his miracles argues against 
the idea that people saw him as a magician or witch. Meier finds no ' inex­
tricable' link between magic and being in league with Satan. The latter, 
he says, was 'a much more serious issue'." Indeed, something 'much more 
serious • underlies the accusation. What that might be is hinted at in Mat­
thew 24.63 (cf. Jn 7.12, 47) where Jesus was charged with being o 
rr1la1105 (a deceiver). Some have argued that n1o.avos sbould also be trans­
lated 'magician', but within the New Testament this is problematic." 
More significant is the fact that the n11<l1105, n11clll!l, n11avciw word group 
is linked to the work of false prophets throughout Jewish and Christian 
apocalyptic literature." This concept appears in the antecedent traditions 
that would be used by the early church in the development of the Anti­
christ" figure but may be the traditions known and used by Jesus' oppo­
nentS. If this is true, it may explain Jesus' appeal to the kingdom of God 
in his rebuttal, something not necessary if the only charge was that be was 
a witch or magician. This suggests that Jesus' words and deeds were of 
such an eschatological nature that to his opponents they could mean only 
one of two things; be was either an eschatological savior or an eschatolo­
gical antagonist. Tbe intense opposition to Jesus and the serious charge of 
demon possession are io part evidence that his opponents believed the 
latter of lhe two pos.~ibilities. 

31. Note especially the rebuttal to Smith in Twelfttee, Jesus lh~ Exordtt, 
pp. 190-207. 

32. Meicr,A Marginal Jew, pp. 574-75, n. 74, refers to J. Ligh~'IIOne, The Com­
merce of the Sacred. Meditolion of the Divine among Jews in the Gr<Ct>-Roman 
Dlmpora(BrownJudaic Studies, 59; Chico, CA: Scholar$, 1984), p. S6, wboDO(CS 
that Jewisb magicians set upsbop within the-synagogue itself, something thai would 
not have been allowed sllovld magic and demon possession have been equated. 

33. Twelllree,Jesus the Exorcist, pp. 201-202, refers toJ. Samain. 'L'accoosatioo 
de magie contre le Christ dan<les Evangik:s' ,El'L IS (1938), pp. 449·90. Twelftree 
persuasively argues that in the New Testament nlci:vos n:fcrs to deceptive words 
not magic. 

34. The view of H. Bruun, nAtrvac.>, TDNT, pp. 233-SJ. 
3S. By the word' Antichrist' we referto a distinctly Christian development of an 

eschatolosical c>ppcoent of God and his people who in cburcb lnldition would 
appear bringing great trouble to believers just prior to the second coming of Christ. 
While it is anachronistic to spcakof•TheAnHchrist' witb rcfcrcocetopre-Christian 
Jewish literature. we may speak of an Antichrist idea lying within those traditions. 
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Eschatological Explanation: Demon-Possession Accusations and 
Antecedents of Eschatological Antagonist Tradition 

A connection between the Bee/zebu/ accusation and Jewish anleCOOents of 
eschatological antagonist traditions has not received much attention. In 
recent decades views have changed regarding tbe developrocnt of the 
theme. Following the conclusions ofBousset," Charles,' ' and others, for 
some time scholars assumed that the concept of Antichrist had an histori­
cal development reaching far back into biblical history. It was coromonly 
held that the idea was already highly developed for the writers of the 
apocalyptic books. " The origins were seen as early as ancient creation 
chaos mythology, which developed through the long history of Hebrew 
thought. Although early texts did oot use the title 'Antichrist', scholars 
found the figure in them by first noting his characteristics in later Christian 
writings and then assuming his presence in figures appearing in earlier 
documents.,. According to Bousset this methodology was valid because 
(I) escbatologicallr.lditions regarding the Antichrist remained relatively 
stable over the centuries, and (2) the Antichrist tradition circulated for 
some time in a secret and oral manner before it carne into written expres­
sion by Christian writers." 

Recent studies have shown that a developed Antichrist lr.ldition was 

36. W. Boussct, Der Anlichrist in du Uberlieferrmg des Judentums, des Ntllen 
Tm.,...t unJ dtr altf!11 Kirch•. Eln Beitrag zur Awelgung der Apoklllypse (Gllt­
tengen: Vandeoboeck & Ruprecbt, 1895), in &glisb.The Ann christ Legend: A Chap­
ter in Christian and JewiSh Fo/kJort (London: Hutcbinsoo, 1896). 

37. R.H. Charles, RevelO/ion I · 14: A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the 
8()()1: o/Rf!>•e/Oiion (ICC, 2; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1920), pp. 76-87. G.C. Jenks, 
Origins, speaks of a Bousset-Cbarles 'consensus' that was n:ftoctcd in the study of 
Antichrist by many commentators. Note the list oo p. 5 I . 

38. D.S. Russel~ The MeJhod and Mes.oge ofJI!>4~.th Apocalyptic: ZOO BC- AD 
100 (Pbilildclpbia: Wcstmin>1cr, 1964). Russell traces the Antichrist theme well 
ba<k into Israel's history on pp. 191ff. 

39. Russell, Method, p. 2n, states the Antichrist is 'identified with Antiocbus 
Epipbanes'. S<:e 100, Charles, Revelation, 0.2, p. 77. 

40. Boussct. AntlchrLtt, pp. 4, S. Critical n:vicws of the earlier Bousse!ICharles 
consensus are made· by Jenks, Antichrist, pp. 5-13; L.J. Lietacrt Pccrboltc, The 
Alllecedents of Antichrist: A Tradi~HiskH'ica/ Study of the Earliest Christian Views 
on Eschatological Opponml$ (J'ew Y ode Brill, 1996), pp. 6-12; A. Y arlxo Collin>, 
The Combat Myth In tM Boot ofRevelarion (Harvard Dissertation; Missoula, MT: 
Scholars Press, 1976), pp. 166fT. 
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most probably a distinctly Christian phenomenon." In his study of the 
Hellenistic Jewish literature from 200 BCE to 50 CE, Jenks concludes, 
'numerous aspects of the later Antichrist myth .. . bad parallels in the Hel­
lenistic Jewish literature ... [but] there is no evidence for an Antichrist 
myth tradition in these documents'.'' Rather, the evidence indicates that 
Christian writers picked up antecedent themes from diverse and inde­
pendent stmnds of Jewish tradition. One strand of tradition may have a 
figure who is a religious deceiver and in another a godless tyrant; in one 
be is a Gentile, and in another a Jew. The Christian coneeptofthe Anti­
christ developed from a 'creative blending of [these] much older tradi­
tions of quite diverse origins'." 

Using different methodologies, dissertations by Jenks and Peerbolte 
come to somewhat similar conclusions regarding how the Antichrist figure 
developed in earliest Christianity. Although neither found a Jewish Anti­
christ figure in Hellenistic Jewish literature," both acknowledge the pre­
sence of antecedent Antichrist themes that had not yet been combined into 
one idea or figure." After the lifetime of Jesus, the earliest church devel­
oped the Antichrist figure from a 'christocentricadaptation ofandbleoding 
of Jewish religious tradition'." This happened as crisis events in the early 
church gave new meaning to earlier texts and allowed fot the fusion of 
various independent traditions into a single figore." Thus, during his life­
time Jesus' opponents bad at their disposal antecedent Antichrist traditions. 

41. l. Emsl, Die eschatologisclum Gegenspieler in den Schriften de11 Nevm Test<>­
menJS(BU, 3; Regensburg: Friedrich Pus!CI, 1967); Jenk.!, Origin; and also Pccrboll<l, 
Antecedents. 

42. Jenks, Origin, p. 193. 
43. Jenks, Origin, p. 121. 
44. Jenks, Origin, pp. 117-98. This study included the wodts Daniel,/ Enoch, Jub~ 

lees, Martyrdom ofl!aioh, Sibylline Oracles, Testament of Mose.t, I and 2 Macca­
bees, Psol= ofSolomon,and the Qurnnm lel<ts. Peerboltc, Antecedents, pp. 225-39, 
adds the later texts of 4 E.7a and 2 Baruch. 

45. Jenks, Origin, p. 193. 
46. Jenks, Origin, pp. 35&-{)3. 'The extent to which one or tbe other of these 

suands within the develOping Anticbrisl trndition was empbasi:<ed seems to have 
depended on the immediate sil\lation of the writer. In some circumstances the End­
tyrant elements were of more relevance, IIIJd the develOpment of !bose aspeers was 
noted in some of the literature. In othen,lhe need 10 oombot false teaobing led to tbe 
False Propb<t traditions being drawn into play'. Similarly in Peetboll<l,AntecedeniS, 
pp. 340-41. 

47. Jerucs, Origins, pp. 364-65, suggests events h'lceCaljgula's lhrealto the Jeru­
salem l ·emple in 40 CE:,lhe fall of JCt"Usalcm. the dcatb ofNero, and other intemal 
cburcb crises, would have provided impetu$ for $UC:b development. 
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Something further is possible; the minisuy of Jesus may itself have 
constiMed a crisis event for Jewish leaders, not unlike the dynamic that led 
to the development of the Antichrist figure in the earliest cbw-ch. The coo­
temporary consensus regarding the Christian development of the Antichrist 
tradition makes this possible. Should the tradition have been as developed 
in the early firstcentwy as Boussetand Charles contend, linking the accu­
sations made by Jesus' opponents to that tradition would be very difficult. 
Jesus' actions in the gospels cannot be paralleled to a fully developed Anti­
christ tradition. If, oo the other hand, the antecedent strands of pre­
Antichrist traditions were part of Jewish theological thinking in the early 
firstcentwy, these could easily be drawn upon as tbe basis of their accu­
sations. 

Jenks and Peerbolte also come to very similar conclusions regarding the 
content of the major antecedent strands of tradition from which the earliest 
church drew in the development of tbe figure. Although using slightly 
different terminology, the table below outlines the main streams of those 
traditions." 

JenJ:s 

False prophets The False P!ophet tradition 
Eschatological tyrant The Eodtyrant traditioos 
BeliaVBeliar The Satan myth 
Cbaoo Monster> Chao$kampf traditions 
FinalassauJt of the Gentile nations 
Nero redivlvus 
The climax of evil 

Of these traditioos the two that were most important in the Christian 
development of the Antichrist were those of the Endtyraot and the False 
Prophet." For reason of space, the remainder of our study will explore 
these two themes in relation to the Beelubul controversy passages. 

The Bcelzebul Controversy and Jewish Endtyrant Tradition 
Eschatological antagonist tradition may he seen in the name to which 
Jesus' accusers appeal as the source of his power. lo the gospels the name 

48. Pc:erboltc, Antecedents, p. 342; Jenks, Origins, p. 194, charts are given listing 
both the theme and the Jewish sources where the theme• <>ceur<. 

49. Jcnb, Origins, p. 363; Peerbolte, Amec•deniS, pp. 340-41; so too D. Auoe. 
Reve/arion6-16(WBC,S2b;ed. B.M. Metzger; Nashville: Thomas Nelsen, 1998), 
p. 753. My use of the term 'Endlyrant' is from Jenks. 
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Bee/zebu/ seems to have an established meaning as a synonym for Salall. 
How this occurred is unclear since the name does not occur in any 
literature prior to the gospels, a point that leads some to believe the name 
was coined on the spot ... The word Bt•A- is equivalent to the Hebrew?~. 
'lord', 'owner', or 'master', and the name of the ancient god Baal." The 
second half of the compound name, ~·floUA, Zebuiil (':>l:ll), has puzzled 
scholars, yet may be a key as to why the title was used in the accusation. 

Lloyd Gaston proposes tbatBeehebul means ' lord of heaven' or 'lord 
of the temple' ." He suggests that Jesus may have indicated this in Mat­
thew I 0.25: ,; Tov oiKo&OrrOTI'JU BE<A~<floUA !rrt•aA<oav, nooc,> ~a».ov 
TOUs OtKI<IKoU~ aVToV ('Ifthey have called the head of the house Beelze­
bul, bow much more the members of his household!'). Jesus parallels 
oi•e>O•orr~ (head of the house) with Bt•~•lloUA (Beelzebuf), giving 
assent to a derogatory taunt by indicating that be was truly the 'lord of the 
temple'." If true, this may not only tell us something about Jesus' under­
Siallding of himself, it also suggests the meaning of the name Beehebul 
and why Jesus' opponents chose to use it in their accusation. 

The meaning of Zeburt/ as 'heaven' or 'temple' can be inferred from 
occurrences of the word in the Hebrew text." The noun ~l in the Old 
Testament means 'elevation', 'height', or ' lofty abode'." In its various 
contexts it refers to 'a lofty dwelling' such as heaven or the temple as 
God's dwelling place. This is seen in I Kings 8.13 (1'? ':>~! n·~ 'l)'l:;!<ll~ 
ETO'(iP ;r;ql:i'?J'cQ, 'I have built you an exalted bouse, a place for you to 
dwell in forever'), where~~ is parallel with no;; (bouse). The same is true 

oflsaiah 63.15 (11;1~1 'f~ ?~10 ~~~ c~~ ~1) 'Look down from 

50. Lloyd Gaston, ' Beelzebul', 1Z 18 (1962), p. 253, ' It is not a oame otherwise 
known, bccau.41e it Wd.S coined specifically for this situation'. 

5 l . F. Browo, S.R. Driver, C.A. Briggs, The New Brown-Drlver-Briggs-GesmU.S 
H~brew and English Lexicon with an Appendix Containing the Biblical Aramaic 
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1979), p. 127. 

52. tloyd Oastoo. ' Bcolzcbul'. pp. 247·55. See also E.C.B. MaClaurin, 'Beelze· 
bout•, NT20 (1978), pp. I~ (158). 

53. MaClaurin, 'Beel:reboul', p. 157. argues thatoi•o6to.0TQS' is the Greek tenn 
representing BeU.~f!o<,~. He further atgut$ from Ugaritic parallels that the pluue 
apXOVTI T.0V 6ai~OVtWv, 'ruler of the demons' (9.34; 12.24ff.; MJ< 3.22; Lk. 11.15; 
I SIT.) also sunds in parallel with tbe meaning of oi<o&orrimt~ and &o~of!o<,.k. 
MaClaurin equates tbe tenns accordingly: Gp)(OVTI = Bu~~ 6oonbnt~ whereas,.,;;. 
6a•~cwic.>v = o1«>s= ~of!o<,A (that is, ol<os and ~·flo<,~ referto a 'bouse' or ' temple' 
of demons). 

54. Gaston, 'Beelzebul', p. 247, SUites that the etymology of the word comes from 
the Aramaic· Hebrew combination "':1r-m . . . . 

55. BDB, p. 259. 
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heaven and see, from your holy and glorious habitation') where ~Q is a 
syoonym foro;~ (heaven). The four OCC\UTCI!ces of ~I in the Dead Sea 
Scrolls all refer to God's heavenly dwelling." In Rabbinic Hebrew ~~ is 
not common but has the same meaning as the Old Testament and Dead 
Sea Scrolls. An example of this is Haglgah I2b, where~~ is the name of 
the fourth heaven where the heavenly Jerusalem is found. 

Gaston suggests the title Bee/zebu/ reflects the situation of Antiochus 
IV Epipbaoes and the Jewish struggle with his enforced worship of Baal. 
In the Hellenistic Age the chief rival of the Yahweh faith was 'the cult of 
the heavenly Baa/,called in GreekZe\.s-'O).Ilprr•os (ZeusOlympios)and in 
Anuniac ]'C!Zi?.P:;, 'lord of the heavens'." Among Gentiles the name .,.D~ 
D'OO, Baal Shamayim ('lord of the heavens') was an acceptable ascription 
for Baal, but among the Jews sucb a phrase could descn"be only Y ahweb. 
This may explain why in the later writings of the Old Testament other 
phrases were substituted for Baal, reserving names meaning ' lord of the 
heavens' for Yah web alone (forcxample i'!OI!''-:Q in Dan. 5.23). '* It may 
also explain the Latin variant>+ Beelzebub,"' or 'lord of the flies', as 'an 
attempt to replace some honorific title by some disgraceful one' .•• Deroga­
tory terms were created via wordplay in order to cast aspersions toward 

56. Gaston, ' Beelzebtll', p. 249, notes that in IQM 12.1, 1D,IITT1p 7.~~~ ' in thy 
holy dwelling', sWlds parallel wilb D'C\lb 'in heaven'; in tQM 12.2 ~::>'T1:>:> ?l~r~ 
'inlhy holy dwelling', is parallel withli~IZt'np p.t:e~ 'inlhyholy habitation'; in tQS 
10.3 (cf. Hab. 3.11) the SUD and moon shine Imp mrc 'from lhe holy dwelling' 
and in IQH 3.34 God 'thunders' 11i"np .,,~r ('from his holy dwelling'). 

57. Gaston, ' Beclzebul', p. 252. 
58. E:ual.2, 5.1 I; 12; 6.9, 10; 7.12, 21, 23; Neb. 1.4, 5; 2.4, 20; Ps. 136.26; Dan. 

2.18, 19, 37, 44; 4.34; 5.23, Tob. 13.11; 2 Mace. 15.23. 
59. c (ff1

) vg sy'"". 
60. Kaufmann Kobler, 'Beelzebub', 1cwisbencyelopediA.com, holds lhatBeelu­

bul is a variantspellingofBee/zebubor 'lord oflbefties', the god ofEJaon whcm 
lbe ailing King Ahazisb consulted in 2 Kgs 1.2-6. This view i< rejectod by Gnston, 
'Beelzebul', p. 25 I; Twelftrec.Jesus tire Exorcist, p. I 05. Brsdley 1..-. S1ein, 'Wbc lbe 
Devil Is Bcelzcbul?', BR 13 (1997). pp. 42-48, believes that Beelztbul is a debased 
form of the Phoenician I)JUltC Boolazbul. From this be concludes 'We should recog­
nize Bee/zebu/ as lhe Canaanite god Baal, reduced from deilic grandeur to a 
malevolent spirit' (p. 45). Note too tho various view in Fitzmyer, Luki!, p. 920. 

61. MaClaurin, 'Beelzeboul',p.IS6. Seealsothenwneroosexamplesoflbcebaoge 
from Boo/to boshe1h or 'shame' inBDB. p. 127. Gaston, 'Beelzebul', p. 252, ooces 
turlhC< attempts to avoid altributing lbe title to Satan. He rejects lbe translation 'lord 
of dung' which can be made only by emet1ding the text tolln~•Jlllou~. D. Wenham 
lists the various views in 'Abomination of Desolation', ABD, I, p. 639. 
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Antiocbus' god. Many bave noted that in Daniel 12.11 CQ\!1 n;>~ (y1pl!ij 
~~in Dan 11.31) the 'abomination of desolation' is probably a distor· 
lion of the namec•O'D?P:l (Baal Shamayim) aod an example of the Jewish 
practice of 'substituting a eaeophemistic name for that of a heathen 
god'." It is now commonly held that '"abomination of desolation'' is .. . a 
derogatory reference to the deity to whom Antiocbus rededicated the 
Jerusalem temple'." Ford bas shown tbat in every instance TO ~Auy~a 
TiJs &pnpc.lo•ws (abomination of desolation, Dan. 9.27; I 1.31 ; 12. I I, [ cf. 
8.13], Mk 13.14 par Mt 24.15) is 'ever linked with the temple'." 

Considering the above, a few conclusions are in order. First, although 
such an honorific title was a problematic attribution for Satan, Bee/zebu/ 
could be identified as Satan because Jews and early Christians considered 
pagan deities to be demons." Zeus, the chief ofthe Greek gods," was the 
perfect fit as the Jewish 'chief of the demons'. In a first-century Jewish 
context the names Bee/zebu/, Baal Shamayim, and Satan could easily be 
considered synonyms. Second, although the word ~•llouA, Zebuf(l could 
mean either 'temple' or 'heaven' depending on the context," Bee/zebu/ 
was cbosen because ofits link to the temple. lbc name bad historical sig­
nificanoo specifically with regard to Antiochus IV's defiling of the Jerusa­
lem Temple; it also had present significance for just as Anriochus IV acted 
against the Temple as the representative of BeelzebuUBaal Shamayim. 

62. Gastoo, 'Beelzebul'. p. 252, notc:o that Ibis was finlt r=gnized by E-. Nestle. 
'DerGreuel der Verwilstung, Dan. 9.27, I 1.31, 12.11': ZAW, 4 (1884), p. 246. See 
too G.R. Beasley-Murray, Jesus and the Ltut Day$: An lmerpretation of the Olivet 
Dlscoune(Peabody: Hendrick.'IOCI, 1993), pp. 408-12; D. Ford, The Abomination of 
Desolation in Biblical &chotology (Washington: University Press of America, 
J979),pp. 50f. 

63. D. Wenham, 'Abomination of Desolation', p. 29. Note 2 Mace. 6.1-2. 
64. ford, Abominolion of Desolation, p. 2. 
6S. Fitzmyer, Luu, p. 920. E.C.B. MaClaurin, 'Beelzeboul', p. ISS. W.E.M. 

Aitken, 'Beelzcbui' ,JBL 31 (1912), pp. 34-53. Note bow the LXX ofPs. 95.5 (96.5) 
substitutes 'idols' for 'demons' (D''r'li!D'OlJ;i >;j71!·~ ':l COmpateOtl WQVtt~ o18to( 
Tt:iv ;e..;;. 6a·~O.,a; Note also I Cor. 10.20; cf. LXX Deut32.17; Ps. 105.37; Bar. 
4.7; Rev. 9.20. 

66. Note the ascription in Aeschylus, Fragment 70 (Heliades (Daugbtas onleliooD 
'Zeus is the fiery upper air, Zeus is the CIU1h, Zeus is tbe heaven; Zeus is all things, 
and wbatever transcends them'. 

67. Aitken, 'Beelzobul', p. SO, lists a oumber of possible Hebrew tctms with similar 
meanings to '>m that might have been chosen p'JI, D'p"1, trpnll, pllO, p::>e, /1\J "1ll, 

concluding 'ooe, zebu/, W8.5 cboseo; why this particular one we do not lcnow'. 
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so too Jesus' threats against the Temple made him suspeet oftbe same 
actions." By using tlris title, Jesus' opponents were drawing on Jewish 
Endtyrant tradition. 

Gaston notes that Zebu if/ may bave been chosen because of its link to 
the Tosephta Sanhedrin I3.S, which speaks of certain Minim who will 
remain in Sheol forever because they acted against the Temple. To those 
who 'stretched out their bands against the Temple' it is said 

Sileo/ wastes away, but they do not waste away, for it is written: 'and 
!heir form shall cauusht<JI to pass away'. What brought !his upoo them? 
Because lhey stretched out !heir baods against the Tomple, as it is 
wriueo: 'because of his temple'; and 'zebur moans nothing else than 
'Temple', for it is wriuen: 'I have surely buill thee a beth zebu/, a place 
for thee to dwell in forevCT' ." 

Jesus' opponents may bave viewed him as a Minim, who like Antiocbus 
N was a threat to tbe Temple. Jesus spoke against the Temple and even 
predicted its destruction. "'It is very possible that Jesus' opponents thought 
of his statements regarding tbe temple as an indication that be fit the pat­
tern of Antiochus Epiphanies whose allegiance to Zcus-Beelzebu/, the 
'lord of the temple' threatened the very existence of the nation. 

Jesus' pred.ictions of the Temple's destructioo are numerous: 'See, 
your bouse is left to you' (Lk. 13.34-3Sa); 'Indeed, tbc days will come 
upon you, when your enemies will set up ramparts around you and 
surround you, and hem you in on every side. They will crush you to the 
ground, you and your children within you, and they will not leave within 
you one stone upon soother' (Lk. 19.41-44); 'Not ooc stone will be left 

68. The Eodtyrant !heme is in OM. 7-12; 4QTest22-30; IQH 6.29-35; Q246; 
T.MOJ. 8. See Jenks, Origins, pp. 175-85 for a discussion of the themes involved 
and texts.. 

69. Gaston, 'Bcelzcbul',p. 254. This ~tanding orPs. 49.15b is rellected in 
the Iller Targum: 'Their bodies will be destroyed in Ge~innom because they stretched 
out their bands and deslroyed the house of dwelling ('l\,~ n'~) of His Sbekioah' 
(Roslr Hashanah 17a; Seder '0/am Rabbah 3). 

70. Craig Ev-. 'Predictioos of the Destruction of the Herocfum Temple in tho 
Pscudcpigrapba, Qunuan Scrolls, and Related Tex.ts',JSP 10 (1992), pp. 89-147. 
Although admiUiug 10 redactional editin& Evans argues for the authenticity of the 
de$tn>etion predictions. He concludes that Jesus not only predieted the Temple's 
deJtrw:tion, he also (I) used the language of the prophets (esp. lCTemiah and Ezddel) 
UliDSferring their conoem fO< the Babylooian destruction of Solomon's Temple 10 
lhe destruction of the Herodian Temple; (2) considered the Herodian temple estab­
lishment corrup1; and (3) may bave held that lhe Temple's construction by Herod 
made its destruction i.nevitable. 
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here upon another; all will be thrown down' (Mk 13.1-2 and pars); 'When 
you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then know that its desolation 
has come near' (Lk. 21.2Q-24). Jesus' 'cleansing' of the Temple appears to 
have been a symbolic demonstration of its impending destruction. Rather 
than a call for ' pure' temple worship, his 'overturning' of the tables sym­
bolized its complete destruction and evenrual rebuilding. Sanders asserts 
that Jesus' statement, 'Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it 
up •, probably implied his own involvement in its destruction." Jesus was 
known to have placed himself above the Temple, and some believed be 
hinted to his own involvement in its destruction. 'I tell you. something 
greater than the temple is here' (Mt. 12.6). At his trial wimesses stated 
'We beard him say, "I will destroy this 1ernple that is- made with hands, 
and in three days I wiU build another, not made with hands"' (Mk 14.58 
par Mt. 26.61)." While on the cross Jesus is mocked by his own words, 
'Aha! You who would destroy the temple and build it in three days' (Mk 
15.29 par. Mt. 27.40). 

An objection could be raised that Je.•us' threat to the Temple, though 
serious, does not constitute the monstrous figure seen in the Endtyrant 
tradition. According to the tradition from Daniel as well as other Jewish 
Hellenistic sources," this figure was an bistoricized human manifestation of 
the ancient chaos monster of combat myths. He was a lawless blasphemer, 
whose pride and divine claims brought great evils upon Is-rael. How can 
Jesus be said to have fulfilled these traditions? It is not beyond reason to 
posit that Jesus' preaching of the kingdom of God, combined with any 
threat to the Temple, could easily be adapted to Endtyrant tradition. 
Contnuy to earlier beliefs, these traditions proved to be bigbly malleable 
to the situation in which the author or community saw itself.'' Moreover, 

71. E.P. Sanders, 'Jesus and the Temple', in The HiJtorical Jesus in Recent 
Reseorch (eels J. Dunn endS. McKnight) from the series Sources for Biblical and 
Tlleo/oglctalS...dy(ed. D.W. Balcer; Winona Lake, IN: Eiscnbn~uns, 2005), p. 374; 
Similarly in E\18.05, 'Predictions', pp. 11~17. 

n . E.P. Sanders, 'Jesus and the Temple',p.374. Theoxistcnoeofthethr<at fonn 
'I will destroy' (Mlc 1458) 'makes it virtually incredible that the mtirc saying coold 
be WJticinhml ex eventu .. . [for) the remple was in fact destroyed by the Romans in 
the year 70'. 

73. A. Moses 8.1·2; 4 Ezra 5.6; 11.29-35; 12.23-31; 2 Apoc. Bor. 36.7-11; 40.1-3; 
Sib. Or. 3.75-92.611-15; 1 Enoch 85-90; Jwb. 23.16-32; I M...,, I; 2 Mace. 4-9. 

74. A point often seen with regard to the earli.,.t church's development of the 
tradition, but also true within Judaism. P. Veilbauer aod 0 . Strecker, 'Apocalypses 
and Related Subjects', in New Testam'-111 Apocrypha. 0. Writin&r Relating to the 
Apostle1: Apocalypses and Related Subjects(ed. W. Schneemetcher; tnlns. R. MeL. 
Wilson; Looisville: John Knox: Westminster, l992), p. 579. Peerbolte, Antedecents, 
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some ofJesus' acts and words, though not of the gravity seen in Endtyrant 
IIadltion, could easily be used to cast him in that light." Jesus, therefore, 
l.ilre Antiochus IV may bave been seen as an Endtyrant figure who with 
Bee/zebu/ wished to be 'lord of the temple'. 

The Beelzebul Controversy ond the False Prophet Tradition 
A secood IIadltion drawn upon in the development of the Antichrist figure 
was the concept of the false prophet. h seems likely that Jesus wa.~ coo· 
sidercd a prophet during his lifetime." Morna Hooker notes, 'tbe fact that 
Matthew and Luke use prophet-typOlogy of Jesus ... even though belief in 
him as a prophet was in their view inadequate, shows how firmly rooted 
in the tradition this belief was'.'' A number of scholars have explored the 
question regarding Jesus' statUS as a prophet. Scot McKnight proposes 
that the eschatological nature ofJesus' ministry and actions had numerous 
parallels to the first-<:entury Jewish sign prophets, particularly in those 
elements thai align with the actions of Moses and Joshua." He suggests 

p. 343, notes the bow different antecedent traditions wer<: emphasized between 
Jewisb and early Christian communities based upcn their cxpc<:tations and experi· 
cnccs. Jc:nb, Origins, p. 159, nolcs that nol every aspcctofEndtynmt tradition was 
'susceptible of transfer for a later tirne'. This is clear in his study of the differing 
pictur<:s of the EndtyJant in Jewish lioernture befor<: and after Daniel (pp. 161· 70). 
Even the more fully developed ideas of earliest c:hurch do not present a uniform 
Antichrist ttadilion. Various themes were emphasized depending upon community 
and situation: committing blaspbcmy lllld/or dcc.laringb.imsclfto be divine (Dan. 1.25; 
8.1 l-12, 25; 11.36-37; 2 The$$. 2.4; Asc. lsa.4.6; Mk 13.6, 22; U . 21.8; Did. 16.4); 
deceiving and leading people astray (Mt. 24.10, 24; Mk 13.22; Asc. Jsa. 2.7; 2 Thess. 
2.10.12); performing miranulous signs (Mt. 24.24; Mk 13.22; Asc. /sa. 4.4-5, 10; 
2 Tbes•. 2.9; Did. 16.4; Sib. Or. 2. 161·68;Apoc.Pel. 2.13; Apoc. El. 3.7); setting up 
ao image to himse1fandlorbeingworshippcd(Asc. /sa. 4.11 ; 2 Thoss. 2.4;cf. Dan. 
3.4). 

75. Blaspbemy(Mt. 9.3 psrMk 2.7, U. 5.21; Mt. 26.65 porMk 14.64; Jo 10.33, 
36}, setting aside the law or setting himself above it (Sabbath [harvesting] Mt. 12.8 
par Mk 2.28, U . 6.5; [beating] Mt. 12.9· 13 par Mk 3.1·5, food laws, Mt. I 5.11 por 
Mk 7.20;parenta1laws, Mt. I0.34·26; 12.46-50; Lk. 14.26); defying authority (ML 
23.13·39, Jn 8.44-45). 

76.Jesus indicates this of himself (Mt. 10.41; 12.39 (as Jonah?]; Lk. 4.24ff.; 
13.33), as well as others (Mt. 21.11, 46; Mk 6.15; Lk. 7.16 (39?]; 24.19; Jn. 4.19; 
6.14; 7.40; 9.17). 

77. Morna Hooker, 11re Signs of a Prvpiu,f: 11re Prophetic Act/om of JeSl<f(Locdoo; 
SCM Press, 1997}, p. 77. 

78. Scot McKnight, 'Jesus and Prophetic Actions', BBR 10.2 (2000), pp. 197· 
232. Sec too Dale Allison,Jr, The New Moses: A Ma1the<m l)f><>/"'l)'(Minneapolis: 
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the evidence points to the possibility that early Jewish Cbristologics 
included the belief in a coming Eschatological prophet like Moses based 
on Deuteronomy 18.15-18 and Malachi 4.5. These prophets were apoca­
lyptic in nature promising minsculous acts of redemption." Josephus 
refers to one 'Egyptian' as a 'false prophet' (War. 2.261) but thinks no 
higher of those who do not receive the title.ln his discussion of the Pas­
sion Narrative, Raymond Brown notes, 'that Jesus acted like a prophet, 
and thus caused some to think he was one could also have caused others to 
think that be was a false prophet'." Whether or not Jesus was put on trial 
as a false prophet is cenainly debalable. It is interesting that the charges­
blasphemy, threats to the Temple, and possible kingly and divine claims­
all have pansllcls in antecedent Antichrist traditions. 

Although an eschatological false prophet is not widely attested in Jewish 
sources before the time of Jesus," W. Meeks asserts that then: is ample 

Fortress Press, 1993); J.l. Collins, The Scep~r and the Star: The Me$Siuh.r oftM 
Dead Sea Scrolls and Other Ancient Literature (New York: Doubleday, 1995), 
pp. 112-22, sua&ests the presen<:e of a messianic escbatological prophet in 4Q521 
wbo fits the Elijah redMvw motif: 

79. B. Ehnnan, Jesus: Apocalyptic Prophet of the New Millennium (New York: 
Oxford, 1999), coocludes something similar of Jesus. A discussion offirst-cenrury 
propbets is in R. Gray, PropMtic Figures in LoteSecond Temple Jewish Palestine: 
The Evidena from Josephus (New York: Oxford, 1993); sec too the diS<ussion of 
tbe prophetic types in R. Horsley and J. Ha.osoo. Bandils, Prophets, and Messiahs: 
Popular Movemen1s in the Time of Je.fw (Hanisbwg, PA: Trinity International 
Press, 1985), pp. 161-89. 

80. Raymond Brown, The DeaJhofthe Musiah,.from Ge1hsemane to the Grave: 
A Commentary on the Passion NaJ'TatJves In the Four Gospels (New York:: 
Doubleday, 1994),1, p. 543. 

81. Although E. Lohmcyc:r ('Aoticbri$1", RAC l. p. 453) believes this 10 be 
possible; 'Zu solcheo Vomellungoo hat vielleicht die Erwammg beigetragen, daB 
der e!ICbatologiS<bc VoUcnder als 'der Prophet' kommcn wcrde ... vicllcicbt ist aucb 
cin Hauptthema dcr ati. Religioosgeschichte, del' Kampf z:wi$Cben wahrcm u. 
falscbem Prophctismus, cochatologisien worden ... oder cs spiegeln sicb darin innere 
lebrslxeitigkeiten •. It is also suggcst<d by G. Strecker, 'Der Anricbrist: Zum religions· 
gescbicbtlicben Hintergrund von I Job 2,18.22; 4,3 und 2 Job 7', in Text and Testi· 
marry: Essays on the New Testament and Apocryphal Lheraturein Honour of A. F. 
J. Klijn (K;unpen: UitgeversmaatS<happij J.H. Kok, 1988), p. 249. 'MOglicberwei"" 
licgt dicscr Vontellung eioe jlkliscbe Tradition iibcr dcn cndz.eitlicben falscben 
Propbctcn als Gcgcnspiclcr des wabren Propheten Z~~grunde; jcdoch ist fllr dicse 
Vcrmutung ein eindeuriger Beleg bisher nicbt vorbanden.lnunctbin ist dcnkbar, daB 
Dtn 13,2-6scboo im Judcotum eschatologisienwurde und- wie es die Erwmtuog des 
enduitlicheo Prop belen oacb Dtn 18,15.18 gab - sicb aucb eine Vorstelluog vom 
apokalyptiscben LQgenpropbcten gcbildet battc.' 
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evidence that 'a fairly finn tradition existed in first ceotwy Ju<laism about 
"false prophets" who would arise to "lead people astray" by peTfonning 
"signs and wonders"'." The foundation for this theme is seen in Deuter· 
onomy 13.1-6 and 18.18-22. He notes especially Deuteronomy 13.1 -3a, 
'If prophets or those who divine by dreams appear among you and 
promise you omens or portents, and the omens or the portents declared by 
them take place, and they say, "Let us follow other gods" (wbom you 
have not known) "and let us serve them,,. you must not heed the words of 
those prophets or those who divine by dreams'. Meeks believes that the 
plot to kill Jesus is linked to the false prophet theme in these pas.~ges. 
Meeks goes even further, however, by positing that the Deuteronomy pas­
sages provide the basis for Jewish traditions of the false prophet in the 
Jewish Antichrist legend. 'The New Testament provides several clues to 
ttaditions about the false prophet ttadition which evidently had developed 
in apoealyPtic circles of Judaism.'" In Matthew 24.11 and Mark 13.22, 
the woes of the last days will include the appearance of'falsc prophets' 
( ljl£u6orr~qTol) who will 'lead as !lay' ( rrl-avac.> or Cx lfOlfAoVac.> )."The 
false prophet will do 'signs and wonders' (O!J~iia •al npcna). Both of 
these themes are applied to the Antichrist in later New Testament texts 
(Rev. 13.11-18; 16.12-16, 19·20; 2 Tbess. 2.8·12). In these texts the false 
prophets i~ an enemy of God and works under the power of Satan leading 
people asttay and performing miraculous acts. Meeks proposes that this 
motif comes directly from the Hebrew text'' and points to similar earlier 
traditions from Qumran texts that speak of the '"man of lies" (:l1:Jn IZ7'1~ , 

lQpHab 2.2; S.ll; CD 20.15) or ''preacher of lies" (::11:.1 'l'ltC, 1QpHab 
10.9; CD 8.13; 19.26) or (Pll"" v~. CD 1.14) "man of scoffing".'" 

Meek's argument can be augmented by noting the false prophet themes 
in CD 9.2-3 ('everyman overwbom thespiritofBeliardominates,and he 
preaches apostasy, will be judged according to the regulation of the necro­
mancer or diviner'), and the similar and strikingly developed language 
in Sib. Or 2.165-69 ('the gathering together is ncar when some of the. 

82. W. Meet.., The Prop~t·King: Moses TraJiticns and the Johannlne Christo/ogy 
(Leiden: Brill, 1967), p. 55. 

83. Meeks, Prophet-King, p. 48. 
84. Meeks. Prophet-King, p. 48, believes that Mark goes ba<:k to a Jewish Vorlage. 
8S. Meet.., Prophet-King, p. 50, rejects Bousset's supp<>sition that the works of 

the false prophet may be explained solely in term.• of cbaos--dtllgon mythology (Der 
Antichrist, p. 307). 

86. Meeks. Prophet-King, p. Sl. 
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deceivers in place of the prophets ( chrrl ~~~~Twv] approach, speaking 
on the earth. Beliar also will come and will do many signs (ari~aTa) for 
men. Tbeo indeed there will be confusion of the holy chosen and faithful 
men'). 

G. Stanton further shows that tbe false prophet accusation is commonly 
linked to 'some form of demon possession'." By wor!cing backwards 
from later texts be suggests that during his lifetime Jesus was accused of 
beillg a false prophet and proposes a connection between this and the 
Bee/zebu/ accusation. By way of argument Stanton notes that in several 
second-century writings Jesus is said to have 'practiced sorcery and enticed 
and led Israel astray'." The same charges are found in other false prophet 
accusations in both the New Testament and other first-century texts." 
Moreover, accusations of this sort outside oftbe gospels also include the 
belief that the success of the false prophet's 'signs and wonders' is due to 
his 'close relationship to the devil or to demons' .90 The evangelists include 
redactional accounts of tbc accusation that Jesus led people astray and 
was possessed," but it can also be argued that at least some of the accu­
sations go back to Jesus' lifetime. Stanton argues this primarily of the 

87. G. Stantoo,JestU andGospei{Cambridge: Cambridge Univmily Press, 2004), 
p. 129; see also the c:orlicr 'Early Cbristian-Jewi.sb Polemic and Apologetic', NTS31 
(1985), pp. 377-92. 

88. Note b. Sonh. 43a; b. Sanh. IO?b; Stanton, Jtsus and G~J, pp. 129-32, 
suggcsu tbat these nobbinie occusatioos are-early, independent, and were probsbly 
prevalent He believes that it is to sucb an accusation that Justin (Diulugue 69. 7) is 
responding. Stan too posits tbatJustin believed the ICCliS&tion to bave been prevalent at 
the time or Jesus (Twelfttec [Exorcist, pp. 190-2071 vigorously rejects lbe idea that 
ksus was a=>scd of bring a magiciantsoo:erer durin.g bis lifetime). Sbonton also 
point$ out that a further w:usstion may bo found in JosepbusAnt.quities 18.63, which 
he believes even with Christian interpolations: retains clements of Josephus' hostile 
aa:ount of Jesus. He bolds tbat Joocpbus' slatAOmcntlbat Jesus, Kai no>J.oU< ~·· lou­
&lous noU.oUs 8l ~eal-roU.E:UT\vtmV imryQyno. 'drew over to him both many of 
the Jews, and many of !he Gentiles,' to be better worded 'led astray (bnl)'oyrro) bolb 
many of the Jews, and many of the Gentiles' (pp. 133-34). 

89. Stanton, Jeiius andGospd, pp. 135-37, notes Acts 13.6-12; Philo, Spec. Leg. 
1.315; Josepbus Ant. 20.169-72; 20.97; Bell. 2.261-63; Pbilostratus, Life 5.12. 

90. Stanton, Jesus and Gospel, pp. 137-39, notes Justin, DJo/ugue 69, Origeo, 
Contra Celrum, Epipll8nius,Panarion, 48.1-13,and New Testament examples in Mt. 
11.7-19 par Lk. 7.24-35; Acts 13.6-12; I Jn 4.1 ; Rev. 2.20-25; 13. II ; 16.13; 19.20; 
20.10. 

91. Stanton, Jesus and Gospel, pp. 139-44, noll:<Jo 7.12, 25-27, 40; 8.48; 10.19-21; 
Q 23.1-5; Ml. 9.34; 10.25; 27.63-64, and redactional elements ofMk 3.19b-35. 
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Bee/zebu/ accounts. The fact that each of the synoptic accusations comes 
from three different groups points to the probability that this was a well­
known taunt 'thrown at Jesus by more than one group of oppoocots' ."' 
The false prophet theme appears in each account; Jesus' miraculous 
works are attributed to a demonic source because be is perceived 10 be 
leading the people astray." 

In sum, the belief in a demon-possessed false prophet who would lead 
Is mel astray is an independent strand of tradition that would be used by 
the earliest church in the development of Antichrist tradition. Our srudy 
suggests that Jesus' opponents also used the tradition during his lifetime 
because in their own crisis they saw him as an opponent of God and his 
people in a way possibly similar 10 the way Jesus' followers would see 
the Antichrist only a few decades into the futw'e. 

Conclusion 

(I) It has been proposed that a purely sociological explanation does not 
fully answer the question as 10 why Jesus was accused of casting out 
demons by B~lzebul. That Jesus appeared and ministered among a 'witch· 
crnft society' tells us only in what settings these typeS of accusations occur. 
It does not answer the question of why this particular accusation was made. 
The developing traditions within Judaism of the eschatological adVCfS&fY 
have been suggested as a more unifying factor for explaining the demon­
possession accusations. 

(2) Although recent studies have shown that a fully developed Anti­
christ tradition did not exist in the time of Jesus- that 'The Antichrist' is 
a Christian construction - the antecedents of that tradition did exist and 
were developing within Second-Temple Judaism. The similarity of the 
content of the accusations against Jesus with the antagonist traditions may 
imply that Jesus • opponents appealed 10 them in the crisis of dealing with 
Jesus the miracle worker in much the same way as the earliest church did 
in confronting its adversaries decades later. 

(3) Following Gaston it was proposed that the usc of the name Beel­
zebul was intentional by Jesus' opponents. This name linked Jesus to Satan 
and at the same time to Antiochus IV Epiphanes who dedica!ed the temple 

92. Stanton,J<'SusandGospel, p. 144. The accusation comes &om the Pharisees 
(Mt. 12.24). the scribco {Mk 3.22). and the crowd (Lie. 11.15). 

93. Mt. 9.33, 'Never bas anything like this been seen in Israel'; Mt. 12.23, 'Can 
this be the Son of David?'; Mk 3.20, 'and the crowd came rogether ~so that 
they could not even eat .. .'; Lk. 11.14, 'and the crowds were amazed'. 
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to Zeus, served as his representative, and brought great harm to the people. 
Like Antiocbus, Jesu.~ made threats against the Temple, and at the very 
least, some believed that be would be involved in its destruction. Thus. 
Jesus' threats fit what is known about an End tyrant tradition that existed at 
that time. 

(4) It was posited that the charge of demon possession against Jesus 
suggests the belief that he was a false prophet. The tradition of the miracle­
working false prophet is found as early as Deuteronomy and developed in 
Jewish tradition, especially in the Qumran literature. Beliar possesses the 
false prophets, and his deceptive signs operate through them. Jesus' oppo­
nents interpreted his exorcisms as standing within this tradition. Jesus' 
rebuttal to his opponents is not to the charge that be was a magician or 
witch, but to the charge that he was an eschatological antagonist figure 
like that in the false prophet tradition. His appeal to the kingdom of God 
makes this clear. 

(5) This study does not set aside the work of Malina and Neyrey but 
ro1tber moves beyond it by positing the actual reasoning behind the accu­
sations. The goal bas been to look through the theological eyes of Jesus' 
opponents and thus truly give a Cbristology 'from the side'. 



JESUS AS GLUTrON AND DRUNKARD: THE 'EXCESSES' OF JESUS' 

Joseph B. Modica 

Introduction' 

This essay will explore tbe accusation against JcslL~ as 'a gluttoo and a 
drunkard' found in Mallhew 11.16-19, Luke 7.31-35 and Q7.31-35. The 
guiding question will be: What can we further undemand about tbe histori­
cal Jesus by understanding this accusation? A$ Malina and Neyrey have 
aptly observed, tbe social labels ('names') affixed to Jesus in tbe gospels 
ean offer what they cite as a Christo logy 'from tbe side'.' This approach 
to Christo logy differs from tbe traditional ones: namely, one 'from above' 
(early church council debates) and one 'from below' (i.e., descriptions of 
Jesus focused on his humanity) in tbat it involves more of tbe 'human 
perspective and social arrangement marked by the relation of inside and 
outside, center and periphery' .• This Christo logy 'from the side' is crea· 
lively crafted, according to Malina and Ncyrcy, by a reframing of the fol­
lowing questions: (1) How does reading occur in firsH:entury Palestine?' 
(2) What is tbe nature and function oflanguage? Furtb~'T1Jlore, bow docs 
one derive meaning from a text? and (3) How docs one recover the social 

• I borrow this title from l . KO<Dig, New Te.Tument Hospualily (repr. Wipf & 
Stock, 2001; origiual Augsbutg Fonress, 198S), p. 20fT. This essay is dedicaled to 
Professor William V. Croekeu, Prof0$&0r ofNewTO$tarnenl at AllillllCe Theological 
Seminacy (Nyack, NY) on the celebration of his 28th y..r of teaching. Ad muJros 
ODIIQS/ 

1. I would like tQ thanJc the aenerosity of my colleague at Eastern Uoiversity, 
Profe$501' Carl Mosser for offering his insights to my paper. Any deficiencies of 
COW'SC belong exclusively to the author. 

2. B.l. Malina and l .H. Neyrey, Calling Jesus Names: The Social Value ofl.abe/s 
in Matt!Mw (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge Press, 1988), p. i!<. 

3. Malina and Neyrey. Calling Je.n<S Names, p. x. 
4. Malina and Neyrey adopt what they call tbc 'scenario model'- that is, each 

reader has a firm gi&SP of bow tbc wodd functions., vi<., an awaroness of the world. 



MODICA Jesus as Glutton and Drunkard 51 

systems of the original audience of, say, Matthew's gospel (namely. the 
S<>Cial-scicntific method)?' 

The Use of 'Labels ' in Pint-Century Palestine 

Wbat are roles of' oame-calling' or 'labels' in first<eotury Palesti.oe? Wbat 
does 'name-calling' or 'labels' tell us about the alleged accuse!$? first, 
according to Malina and Neyrey, 'labeling people and things is an essen­
tial feature presumably of every culture' .• Labels function as boundary 
marken, as 'a system of lines to tell where things are in place, where !hey 
are clean' .1 

Second, Malina and Neyrey situate the specific name-calling or labeling 
perti.oent to our study as 'deviance', which 'refers to behavior or conditions 
that result in a pe!$0o's being out of normal place. Behavior is deviant 
when it violates lines .. . (my emphasis).'• This is key to understanding 
labels in general and 'a glutton and a drunkard' in particular - a behavior 
is labeled deviant when it challenges established boundaries, that is 10 say 
'lines'. Furthermore, a 'deviant', according to Malina and Neyrey, 'is a 
person perceived to be out of place to such an extent or in such a way as to 
be redefined in a new, negative place- the redefinition, of course, deriving 
from tbe labelers . .. 'Deviant' is thus a status assumed by pe!$005 identified 
as rule·breake!$, that is, those who negatively step or stand out of place in 
some irrevocable way.'• 

Moreover, Jerome Neyrey's insightful essay 'The Symbolic Universe 
ofLuke-Acts' develops our undel$tanding of the clash that Jesus bad with 
his aCCUSCI$: it was a clash of'worldvicws' or 'a symbolic view of the way 
the univme sbould be structured and ordered'." He observes that people 
typically 'draw lines which define and give meaning to their world in 

5. Malina's and Neyrey's contribution 10 Chri$tology is that they address gOOpel 
iotetpretatii.Hl from a $0Cial·scir:otific pe~vc. Certainly any perspective, including 
the ltOciaJ-scientific one. is not without its critics (see F. W. Burnett's review in CBQ 
52 [Jan. 19901 pp. 165·66, which, although generally laudatory, ci<Jcs question the use 
of a n>OOem 'labeling theory' on a pre· modem culture (vis-a· vis first-<=tury Pales­
tine). Also, seeR. Hodgson's review io BTB 20 (Winter 1990), pp. 171· n , which also 
raises SQ-mt methodological cooc;.ems. 

6. Malina and Neyrey, Co/ling Jesw Na11Ws, p. 36. 
1. Malina and Neyrey. Calling Jesus Names, p. 36. 
8. Malina and Neyrey, Calling Je.<u.< Names, p. 36. 
9. Malina and Ncyrey. Carting JeJus Names, p. 40. 
10. Ncyrey, 'The Symbolic Universe', in The Social World of Lulw-Acrs (ed.J.H. 

Neyrey; Peabody,MA: Hcodrickson, l991)p. 273,followingP. BergerandT. Luck· 
mann. The Social Constn.lctlon of RM!ity (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1966). 
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tenns of six basic areas: self, others, nature, time, space and God' ,11 Hence, 
Jesus challenged (and was inevitably 'labeled' himself) because be cbal· 
lenged the lines drawn by bis accusers. 'Nor did Jesus observe the cxpcc· 
tatioos encoded in the map of the body to defend its holiness.'" It appears 
then that Jesus did not just challenge the lines drawn by bis accusers; he 
expanded their group boundaries. u 

Neyrey also observes that Jesus' meal patterns literally turned the soci· 
eta! system upside down. He places the accusation 'a glutton and a drunk· 
ard' under the social category of the 'New Maps of Persons' since Jesus 
strategically eats 'across the board' with those who are marginalized, out· 
side of specific group members." Neyrey observes that 'Jesus could claim 
to be a following the pattern of a saintly prophet wbo shared the table of a 
foreign woman in a foreign land (Luke 4.25-26). But be gives mixed sig· 
nals in regards to the map of persons; be is upsetting the accepted norms.'" 

Third, labels are social constructions formulated by a dominant group. 
Labels are intrinsically social tools. Labels determine 'insiders' versus 
'outsiders'. So to label someone is not an arbitrary individual act, but a 
'social act of retaliation for some alleged deviance'." Also, since labeling 
is essentially a social construct, it results in serious negative social coo­
sequences for the one(s) wbo are labeled. Some of those negative social 
consequences include, but are not limited to: social distancing, the decan­
onization process (a person becomes a non-saint)" and finally the force 

II. Neyrey. 'The Symbolic Universe', p. 273. 
12. Neyrey, 'The Symbolic Universe', p. 288. 
13. J. Breech refers to this as the p$ycbology of a woup. 'Neither Je<uS oor John 

rebels agalmt Judaism. Each oftbemactsacconling to his own siJmdards; neither of 
them pays any attentioo to tbe group. But tbeir contemponri"" ~rceive tbenl a. 
defecwrs from tbe group, since they categorize everyone as either a "member" oftbe 
group or as a "noo-membet" .. .' (The Silence of Jesus: The Authentic Voice of the 
/1utoricol Man [Philadelphia.: Fortress Press, 1983), p. 28). 

14. Neyrey, 'Tbe Symbolic Universe', p. 378. 
15. Neyrey, 'Ccmnooics in Luk¢-Aets', in 'I'M Social World of Luke-Acts (ed. J.H. 

Neyrey; Peabody, MA: Hmdrickson, 1991}, p. 378. M. Dooglas uses tbetenn ' grid' 
rather than 'map'. See Natural Symbols: Exploraiions In C()smology (New York: 
Pantbeon Books, 1982), especially eb. 7 'Sin and Society'. 'The relation of self to 
society varies with tbc coosllaints of grid and group: tbe saronger tbese are, tbe more 
developed tbe idea offonnal lranSgt<SSion and its daogeroos eonscqueoc:cs, and tbe 
less regard is feh for the rigbt of tbe inner self to be fu:ely expressed' (p. I 02). 

16. Malina and Neyrey, Calling Jesus Naww, p. 37. 
11. An obvious example would be Judas lscariot, wbo is oftco labeled by tbe 

evengelists (po.u-betrayal) as Judas, 'tbe one wbo betrayed Him [Jesus]' (soe Me 
26.25; 27.3; Ml: 3.19; Lk. 6.16; Jn 12.4; 18.2). Yet tbere ate· ihose who overcome 
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of stigma." 
Bruce J. Malina also suggests that the label 'a glutton and a drunkatd' 

was a dishonoring one. In his essay, 'Honor and Shame: Pivotal Values of 
the First-Century Mediterranean World', Malina elucidates that honor 

is lhe value of a persoo in his or her own eyes plus the value of that persoo 
in the eyes of his or bet social group. Honor is a claim 10 worth along with 
the social actnowledgcment of worth. The purposeofhooor is to serve as a 
sort of social rating whicb entitles a person lo interact in specific ways with 
his or b..- equals, superioo and subordinates, according to the prescribed 
culnual cues of society .•t 

Malina then unpacks the societal values of honor and shame in the 6rst· 
century Mediterranean context"' U!belsloorroslvalues inevitably have posi­
tive and negative connotations. Honor then is not simply the attribution of 
a title; rather it also involves a group's evaluation (i.e., social rating) of a 
particular action or attitude. 

The following 'Challenge and Response' model proposed by Malina is 
valuable when investigating and evaluating these 'accusatory labels' found 
in the gospels." It involves three separate but interrelated sequences: 

(I) Challenge. A claim to enter the social space of another, whether 
positive or negative. 

(2) Perception. This is the necessary bridge, so to speak, between the 
challenge and response (se.~ below). It involves individual awareness about 
the challenge and what available responses there are. 

(3) Respome. There are three available responses for the individual 
being challenged: (a) Positive Rejection - scorn, disdain, contempt ­
whicb requires vengeance on the part of the original challenger; (b) 
Acceptance-a response which entails a counter-challenge, which allows 
for the exchange to continue and (c) Negative Refusal-which involves no 
response, simply interpreted as a dishonor. Malina summarizes the chal­
lc:nge-respoose model: 

such labels, llliiJle!y, Rabab ' the prostitute' (Heh. 11.31; Jas 2.25). My thanks to Pro­
fessor Mosser for Ibis lancr observarion. 

18. Malina lllld Ncyrey, Colling Jesus Names, p. 38. 
19. B.J. Malina, TN! New Tesramen/ World: lmightsfrom Culturul Antluvpology 

(Louisville: Jobn Knox P>ess. 1981), p. 47. 
20. Malina aclcDowledges that Ibis is ooly a hypothetical model. It is oooetheless 

helpful in examining these 'accusarioos'. 
21. See Malina, New Testamt!ltl World, p. 31. Tbc seven accusations arc listed in 

S. McKnight's 'Calling Jesus Mamrer',JSHJ 1.1 (2003), 73-103, CSP. 73-76. 
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'Now in tbc fi.rst-<:enrury Medirenanean wort~ every soc-ial interaction 
that takes. place outside oo.e~s family or outside one's circle of friends is 
perceived as a challenge to honor, a mutualauempt to acquire booor from 
one's social equal. Thus gift-giving, invitations to dinner, debates over 
issues of law, buying and selling, arranging marriages, amnging what we 
might call cooperative vcnlUres for farmine, business, fishing, mutual 
help, and tbe like- all these sorts of interaction take place aceording 10 the 
patterns of honor called challenge-response'' ' 

By examining the pericopes in both Matthew and Luke, is the above 
model valuable in beginning to understand the alleged accusation against 
Jesus? Let us briefly examine the model in light ofMattbew's and Luke's 
contexts: 

(I) Challenge. Both Job.n and Jesus are challenged by the implied 
audience initially due to their external behaviors. (a) John 'came neither 
eating (no bread) and drinking (no wine)' - the challenge of asceticism. 
John is also accused of having a 'demon'. (b) Jesus, on the other band, 
came 'eating and drinking' - the challenge of excessiveness - being 'a 
glutton and drunkanl' . Jesus is also accused ofbeing 'a friend of tax col­
lectors and sinners'. Both divine messengers are ultimately rejected by 
their constituencies. 

'John and Jesus, central figures in the salvation being effected by God. 
arc nevertheless rejected by the populace. The mystery becomes even 
greater when, as the Gospel proceeds, each is killed. Those who oppose 
God will always seem to have reasons to resist'." 

(2) Perception. This of course rests on the roiodset and motivation of 
each evangelist (i.e., Matthew and Lulce). Why do they include their pas­
sages where they do? How did they perceive the actions of Jesus? How 
did they understand their audiences? These questions will be addressed 
when investigating the actual accusation. Especially pertinent are the evan­
gelists' emphases on the identity of Jesus: Matthew notes in 11.3b 'Are you 
he who is to come, or shall we look for another?'; Lulce follows almost 
identically (Luke uses ci)J.ov; whereas Matthew uses htpov) in 7 .19b and 
20." The importance here is that each evangelist is concerned about Jesus' 
identity and what impact that identity will have oo the readers. 

22. Malina, New Testament WOI'Id, p. 32. 
23. D.A. Hagoc:r, Matthew 1-13 (33A; Dallas: Word Books, 1993). p. 311. 
24. The preferred reading is a>J.<w because of manu:<aipt evidence; bowever, BDF 

ooaes that tbese two words wc:te used indiscriminately during this period (See J.A. 
Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Lu~ I-IX [AB, 28; New York: Doubleday], 
p. 667; BDF §306). 
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(3) Response. Initially, there is oo specific response by Jesus to the 
challenge, since ao independent wisdom aphorism concludes both the 
Matthean and Lukan passages." However, in Matthew's next section, 
Jesus immediately begins to chastise the unrepentant cities ofCborazin 
and Bethsaida {Ml I 1.20.24) in what amounts to an eschatological day of 
judgment(si~iPQ KpiO'Ec.lS', see v. 22). Matthew's transitional verse (v. 20), 
not found in Luke's rendition, certainly supports that time has elapsed, 
especially with the adverb Ton. 

Luke's account also confinns no specific response to the accusation; 
however, Luke follows it with his own special story ofJesus' pardon of a 
sinful woman during a dinner in the house of Simon the Pharisee (7.36-
50). Luke positions a meal to immediately reinforce the accusation of 
Jesus as the consllllUll8te party animal (to borrow Blomberg's catchy 
title)"- namely, a 'glutton and a drunlcard' . Furthermore, what is more 
preposterous is that during this meal - as it will be shown- ' this stubborn 
and rebellious' son (Jesus) forgives a woman ('a sinner') her sins. 

So one can conclude that Malina's challenge-response model offers a 
beginning analysis to the purpose and function of the accusation 'a glut­
ton and a drunkard'. 

The Accusation: An Examination of 'A Glutton and a Drunkard' 
(Matthew 11.19; Lulu! 7.34; Q 7.31-35) 

To my knowledge, the authenticity of this pericope appears to be the 
majority opinion in New Testament scholarship." Breech, commenting 

25. One coold argue that this is tho evangelists' response. 
26. See C.L. Blomberg, Contagi<>w Holine:ts: JeSW~ 'Meals with Sinners (NSBT; 

ed. D.A. ear-; Downen Grove, IL; lnterVarsity Press, 2005), ch. 4. 
27. SeeN. Perrin, Rediscovering the Teoclring of Jesus, 'Tbe arguments for the 

authenticity of both this simile and its application arc very slroog indeed' (p. 120). 
AlsoJ. Breech, 11reSileJOCeof Jesus, wbo lisu the parable as one oftheeigbtauthcutic 
cor< sayings of the historical Jesus. On the othet' band, The Jesus Seminar finally 
rejects its autbeoticity, offering a 'gray' ("WeD, maybe') evaluation. deCennined moslly 
because the gospel write,. undenlnod the pbno.se 'Son ofMan' in the messianic sense. 
The Jesus Seminar cooelude$ that this pbrasc then cannot be altributed to Jesus. But 
this is tenuous at best. since those who voted oo this passage detecl that 'The differ· 
enoe between a pink (''Sure sounds like Jesus") and a gray desisnation bangs oo tbe 
thread of this single ""'"""Sion' (see 77re Five Gospels: 11reSearcltfor theAuthentU: 
Wortb ofJesus [ttaos. and commentary by R.W. Funic, R.W. Hoover ond 1bc Josus 
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specifically on the accusation of 'a gluuon and drunkard', notes: 'It is 
virtually impossible to imagine anyone in the Christian tradition fabricat­
ing a saying lbat pictures Jesus in this way; hence, with the highest degree 
of probability, we can accept the saying as authentic'·" John Meier con­
curs: 'It strains credulity to think that the early church would create such a 
pungent, hostile saying [i.e., 'a gluuou and a drunkard') about Jesus when 
none existed' .29 

The genre in wbicb the accusation is embedded appears to be a parable 
in three organized pans with a wisdom saying (aphorism) attached to the 
end."' 

We will now examine the slight differences in each account." 

Matthew 11 

" JJMa yl>p ·1.,.;1Ml5 
vr}n iatl(c.:~v ll~'l'l ttlw.w, 
kal Mxouout· 6at1J0vtov i)(u. 

lt JlMu 0 uiOs TOU ci..epc.lnou &oeiwv 
• ' • A' •r-.':. • • .A... .:ext rnV(o)v, kO't tXOOQIY' tUVII o: .. ..,...c.>tTOS" 

tel~ ~eal oiYOtr0TllS, 
nM.wWy t!lm Kal Gpap~v . 

.:crl E6ur:a1W9rl ~ ~ia (urO ~v Wwl 
o.U'f%-. 

Luke 7 

" ''"' e · '' • [' EQfWUy yap CoXlWTJ) 0 

jla1mo'rli$) 1111 io8lwv [apTov} • tin 
WtVc.JV (oli'OV), 
Kat Ainu· 6atiJ0vtov CxEt. 

There are at least four slight emendations between Matthew's and Luke's 
account (see above synoptic diagram). Both accounts are nearly identical 

Seminar; New Yorlc Macmillan, 1993], p. 303). Contrary, Sanders atgueS that the 
pericope 'bas lhe ring of authenticity' (Jesvs and Judui$m (Pbiladelpbia: fortress 
Press, 1985], p. 179). AJ. Hultgren also affirms lhe historicity of the particular accu­
satioo (seoJ"'"' ond His Advenaries: The Form ond Functi<fn of the Conflict SuJries 
in the Synoptic Tradition [Minneapolis, MN: Aug;sbutg, 1979], pp. II 0-11. 

28. J. Brooch, Siltrlct of Jesvs, p. 23. 
29. J.P. Meier, A MDrginol Jew: Mentor, Message. ond Miracles (New Yoti<: 

Doubleday, 1994), IT, p. ISO. 
30. Sec C.L. Blomberg, Interpreting the Parables (Downers Grove: lnterVarsity 

Pn:os, 1990), pp. 208·10. 
31. My investigation assumes the Two Source Hypothesis popului.zed by B.H. 

Stlteta (The Four Gospels, 1924) at the beginning of the twentieth centuty. There 
bas been a recent wave in NT scbolanbip questioning the veracity of the Que lie ('Q') 
soun:e dooument (see footnote 32 below). 
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with Q. The first involves verb tenses: Matthew uses the aorist tense; 
whereas Luke uses the perfect The second involves minor Lukan additions 
for clarification and emphasis (the additions are [bracketed) above): Luke 
adds 'tbe Baptist' (o ~a1TTI<r11]s) to signify John's role; 'bread' (apTov), 
'wine' (o1110v) and finally 'all' (lfavTwv) to emphasize the inclusivity of 
the wisdom saying. Third, there is a reverse word order involving the 
phrase 'afriendoftax/tollcollcctors';Matthew 11. 19 bas nJ.w.WvcpiJ.os; 
Luke 7.31 cpiJ.os nJ.wvwv. Last, and most significant is the texrual variant 
in the concluding wisdom saying: Matthew's rendition reads 'her deeds' 
{Toov lpywv atfriis); whereas Luke reads 'her children' (Tc:;v TEKvwv 
minis). 

Scholars have debated the Sayings Source(= Q) ad infinitum." This 
essay will concur with the scholarly consensus that Q did exist in some 
form and was used by both Matthew and Luke. We will briefly make a 
few observations ofMatthcw's and Luke's use ofQ and how theiremen· 
dations assist us in understanding the accusation. 

First, the composition ofQ 7.31 -35 is simple to outline in two (2) parts: 
(I) Q 7.31-34, which elucidates the traditions of John the Baptist and 
Jesusand(2)Q 7.35, wbi.cb includes a wisdom saying, one that was inde­
pendently appended at the end." 'Q 7.31-35 look in retrospect at the 
careers of John and Jesus and at their lack of success with "this genera­
tion" .... John represents the old aeon and Jesus the new'." 

Second, it appears that logion Q 7.34 is identically used by both 
Matthew and Luke, except for slight verll changes by Luke. Luke uses the 
perfectiJ.!]Auetv('be bas come') in 7.34; whereas Matthew ll.l9uses the 
aorist i\A6tv ('be carne'). Both employ the present tense J.iyw ('saying'): 
Luke uses the second person plural Aiyno ('you'); whereas Matthew uses 
the third person plural Aoyouaw ('they said'). To account for these slight 
changes, Bock noteS that eacb evangelist keeps the parallelism with John 
the Baptist {see Luke's use of £MJ.u6tv in 7.33 and Matthew's Tiiletv in 

32. One need only to digest !he IIII$5ivetomc by J.S. Kloppenborg Vcrbin, ~ 
Wiling Q: Tile History and Setting <iftheSayi~~g> G<>rpel (Pbillldelpbia: Fot1r<ss Press, 
2000)..0 !he opposing view by M. Goodaaeand N. Perrin, Que.Jtioning Q: A Mulfi. 
dimensioMI Critiq~~e (Downers Grove, IL: IDierVatllity Pross, 2004). Abo seeM. 
Goodacre. Tile Case <1goin.rt Q: Stud~ in Morl:tm Prlorlty and the Synoptic Problem 
(Hanisburg, PA: Trinity Presslntemati01181, 2002). 

33. Comments drawn bore are fromJ.S. Kloppenbotg, The PonrraticnofQ(Phila· 
delphia: fottress PYess, 1987), pp. IICJ-12. 

34. Kloppenbotg, Pormt~tlon, p. I 12. 
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I 1.18)." Other than the position of t l>.os ('friend') before (Luke) or after 
(Matthew) nAw.Wv; these passages are identical. · 

Third, and perhaps most importanl, the accusatory label tc'tyos •al 
oiwnoTI]s ('a glutton and a drunkard') is identical in each gospel and in 
Q 7 .34. This perhaps suggests a fixed label, which may have been 
preserved in the early recession of Q (Q') and was, interestingly, not 
!Ampered with by each evangelist." Why is this? Why tinker with, say, 
verb tenses and the independent wisdom aphorism, but not the trenchant 
accusation hailed against the Son of Man? Perhaps, and this is a 
hypothesis, the expression t(<yos •ai o\vonoTI]S functions for each 
evangelist similarly like the title/label designations 'Son of Man' or 'a 
friend of tax collectors and sinners'. In other words, structurally and 
literarily 'Son of Man', 'a glutton and a drunkard' and 'friend of !aX/toll 

35. D.L. Bock, Luu Vt>lum• 1: l.l-9.5Q(BECNT; Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 
1994), p. 683. 

36. This is the duust of my argument assuming we can rely on Kloppenborg 
Vcrl>in'• recoo!llnJction ofQ and the Q hypothesis in geoentl. Klopponborg Vcrl>io 
offers the followil!g explanation about the diffe=t stratum of Q. Essentially, lbcJ< 
arc. three: 'Q' provides a good example of instructionallilenture, offering topically 
ocpniz<d instnJctions on scvonllbemes' (p.I97). The main redaction ofQoceurs in 
Q2

, wbicb 'bas lo do with the incn:ascd deruiily of cbriac- that is, sayings lilmillbed 
with a brief setting' (p. 201). Kloppenbocg Verbin places Q 7.34, and the lllbel 'a 
gluUon and a dnmbrd', in fi. 'Cbrioe""' in fact ideally suited to the display of ethos 
for !hey place the speaker in sirualioos requiring decisive pronowiCe!llelll and clevcr 
repartee' (p. 202). The tinalslnlllm (Q') is, wbat Kloppenbocg Vcrl>in calls !he final 
form ofQ, wbich dcmonsl101cS a positive po!turc towards !he Torah and Tcmple(acc 
&cavatU!gQ, pp. 212-13}. See also B.L Mack's informalivediscussionon !he focma· 
tion of the Q community in The Lost Gospel: The/Jt>ok of Q and ChriJtian Origins 
(NY: HuperSanFranciso, 1993). pp. 44-49. V . .K. Robbins 'The Clnia', in G~ 
Roman Lirerature and the New T•.rtomenJ (ed. D.E. Aune; Adonia: Scbolllrs Press. 
1988) is very belpful in defining and describing chreia. Robbins argues that cbreia, 
lhese maxims or sayings, have a speci1icaimorlargCI, even if the aim or largo! migbl 
be elusive a1 rimes. 'It would be bard to ovcrcrnphasizelhe auribution of the <breia to a 
particular pcrson. because this is thea.peet which distinguisbes il from otber forms ... 
But !he attribution of a saying or aot to a particular person displays aspects of life, 
lhougb~ action in a mode which inwgratcs alliludes. values, and ooneepiS with per­
sooal, social, and cultural realities. The peoplefcalllres in chreiai become aulhorirative 
media of positive and oegative truths about life. Tbcsc •authorities' transmit social, 
cultural, religious, and pbilosopbical heritage into later bistorical epochs' (p. 4). Also 
see D.E. Smith, From Symposium to EuchariJt: Th• Banquet in th• Early ChriJtian 
World (Minneapolis: For11CS$ Press, 2003), wbo notes !hal 'achr•lawasnormally uti!· 
izcd to characterize a famoos person or bero' (p. 228). 
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collecto~· all function as 'tides' - albeit the last two disparagingly- as 
each offm Cbristologically and theologically insights that would epitomize 
Jesus' ministry. 

As noted above, there appear to exist literary parallelisms with these 
' titles' (viz., 'labels'). In aU renditions of the passage, the following three 
titles ('Son of Man', 'a glutton and a drunkard' and 'a friend of taX col­
lect<lrs and sinners') all share a common grammatical linkage: the nomi· 
native of appellation." 'A title appears in the nominative and functions as 
though it were a proper name. Another case would nonnally be more 
appropriate, buttbe nominative is used because of the special character of 
the individual described'." Simply, each 'title' (label) is grammatically 
positioned to be read as such by the reader. This offers credence to the fact 
that all three, but especially for our eJ<amination 'a glutton and a dnm· 
kard', functioned as a specific delimiting label. 

Finally, the wisdom saying in Q 7.35 is used by both evangelists for 
their theological agendas. 

Excursus: Textual Variant in Matthew I 1.19 and Lulce 7.11 
There is striking difference between the versions of the wisdom saying 
that concludes the passage (i.e., Mt. 11.19; Lk. 7.31). Does this difference 
assist to explain the meaning of the label 'a glutton and a drunkard'? Why 
then does Matthew employ 'deeds' (ipyc.>o)?" 

It is often noted that Matthew identifies Jesus with wisdom."' Scholars 

37. SceH.E. Daoaandl.R. Mantey, A Manua/Grammmaf theGreekNew Testa­
...,,.(TorotliO, OoWio: Macmillan, 1955) §83.3. 

38. 0 . Wallace, Greek Grammar beyond the Bosie> (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
1996), p. 61. 
39. Mettger ootes: 'The Collllllitteeregarded the reading n.,.,. (widely suppot10d 

by B' CD K LX A e nand most minuscules} as having originated in scn'bal bar· 
monization with the Luk4n patallel (Luke 7.35}. The reading,swith noivn.>v represent 
1\uther assimilation 10 the passage in Luke' (A Textual Ccmmentary on Tire Greek 
New Teslllme1rt [Oeutsebe BibelgeKIJscllaft!German Bible Society, Stuttgan, 2nd 
edn, 1994], p. 24). 

40. According 10 Sebweiur eta/., Matthew is the ooly g06pel writer among the 
synoptics to identifY Jesus with Wisdom. Also see C.S. Keener. A Commentary on 
the Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids: Wm. B . .Ee«lmans, 1999}, p. 343. Also see 
F.T. Oencb, Wisdom intloe C/rristologyof Mollhtw(Lanbarn, MD: University Press 
of America, 1997}; M. Jaclr. Sugg., Wisdom. Clrristology, and Law in Matthew's Gos­
pel (Cambridge: Harvard Univ.,.ity Press, 1970); J.D.G. Dunn, Christology in the 
Making (Gr.md Rapids: Ww. B. Eerdmans, 2nd edn, 2005), pp. 197-206. Also B. 
Witherington 10, Jesus the Sage; The Pilgrimage of WL<dom (Minneapolis. MN: 
Fortress Press, 1994), esp. ch. 4. 
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have acknowledged that wisdom is a central feature of Cbristology in 
both Q and Matthew." 

Thus Matthew 11.19 appealS 10 be a wisdom saying with its own inde­
pendent meaning, since the aorist verb tense is gnomic or timeless." As 
noted above, this wisdom saying seems 10 have been adhered independ­
ently to lbe end of the peri cope. Hagner seems to summarize this saying 
correctly: 'In the present context, applied to Jegus the saying means that 
the deeds of Jesus - including the very ones criticized by the opponents ­
will ultimately vindicate him'."' 

Matthew interprets this verse in light of 11.2 with the catchword 'deeds': 
'When John beard in prison what the Messiah was doing (Ta ipya), he 
sent word by his disciples'." Schweizer notes: 'He [i.e., Matthew] thus 
equates the works of God's Wisdom with the works of Jesus'." Fitzmyer 
fwtbennore observes '"Deeds" is almost certainly a Matthean modifica­
tion, since it picks up the "deeds of the Messiah" in 11.2'." 

Here the personification of Wisdom, which bas its foundation in the 
OT (cf. Prov. 8.22ff; 9.lff; 9.3)," seems 10 connect the title 'Sophia' with 
the 'Son of Man' (thus Jesus himself). 

On the other band 'children' ('ri•vc.>v) in Luke 7.35 appears to have the 
original saying, except for the addition of'all' , which seems to be a Lukan 
characteristic." Here 'children' bas been added perl)aps for the mention of 
'children' in verse 32 (the Greek words however are different). There is 
also precedence about Wisdom's children in the OT." 

41. E. Scbweiur, 11.- Good News According to Alortlo!w (tnms. O.E·. Green; 
Atlanta: John Knox Press, 197S), pp. 446-47: J.M. Robinson, 'LOGO! SOPHON: On 
thcGattung ofQ' in Trojecwries 11rrough Early Clrrlstianil)' (Philadelphia: Fonress 
~'Jess, 1971), pp. 71-113; esp. 112-13; E. Scbtlssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: .l 
Feminist 11reologico/ R«onsiMJCtion of Christian OrigillS (New Yod<: Crossroad, 
1989)pp. 13().40. 

42. Walloco describes the gnomieaornt as ' .. .it does not refer lOa patticuiMevent 
that did happen. butiO a geocrie event that does happen· ( Gruk Grammar, p. 562). 

43. Hagner, Matthew, p. 311. 
44. OtbetSIOO have made Ibis oonncction: soc R.H. GUDdry, Matthew: A C<Jmmen-

tary on hi.J Uterory and 11reo/ogico/ Art (Graod Rapid.!: Eerdman$, 1982), p. 213. 
45. Schwei=, Matthew, p. 26S. 
46. Fitzmyer, LuU, p. 681. 
47. Cf. Siracl124.4-17, when: Wisdomspcab intheassemblyofthc MostHigb 10 

tell of her glories. Also DOle lhe personilicatioo of Wisdom in Siracb Sl. 
48. SeeFit>myer, Ltk, p. 681. He also notes that Luke bas a 'genericpredilcetioa 

ror the adjective "all'" (na~, ana~). See Fitzmycr, Luke. p. 524. 
49. Fitzmyer refcrcoccs Sir. 4.11 'Wisdom teacbO$ bet children and gives help 10 
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Thus 'children' appears to have been the original rendition. Matthew 
redacts the aphorism to enhance a personal wisdom Christology in the 
passage; one that specifically identifies Jesus with wisdom and that his 
deeds will vindicate him." 

Schweizer insigbtfully compates and contrasts the pwposes of John the 
Baptist and Jesus, with wisdom personified as 'deeds' (Jesus) or as 'cbil· 
dren' (John the Baptist): 

In retrospect what stands our is the cryptic saying about tbe presence of 
God's Kingdom as an object of violence, hatred and attack.. . Anyone 
looking for a tn.'Ddie or weather ''&ne to guide him. in order to be left in 
peace with all wishes gratified. bas certainly found the wrong man in the 
Baptist. But anyone who alloWJtbc call of Jesus to take hold of him will 
discover that John is indocd greater than all the prophets, because in him 
lbe new world of God commences, and that the least in the Kingdom ­
attacked. resisted. and suppressed by men - will be even greater than 
John.$' 

The Contexts of tire Accusations: Matthew 11.19 and Luke 7.34 

Matthew 11.16-/9 
This parable (Mt. 11.16-19) fits nicely into Matthew's overall theological 
plan: John is presented as the Elijah redivivus contrasted to the 'Son of 
Man' (o vias -roU ixvepQrrov) - a designation that refers to both Jesus 
himself ( = 'I') and perhaps to an apocalyptic messianic allusion in Daniel 
7, especially in verse 13." FiiZlllyer observes that the NT usage of ovias 

those who ""'k her', aod Prov, 8.32 • And now, my children, listen to me: happy are 
those who keep my ways' (see Luke, p. 68 1). 

SO. Lcivcstad begs to differ and argues that ""''" in Manbew's text is used 
ironically, not a.-\ a ctvistological theme. This is difficult of course to argue since, 
Ldvcstad bimsclf notes, •we have no other example in the gospels where is oo4ua 
used ironically .. .' ('An Interpr-etation of Matt 11.19' JBL 71.3 [1952), pp. 179-81, 
181). 
S I. Schweizer, Marthew, p. 265. 
52, Secl.A. Fitzmyer,A WanderingArame<>n in Tlle~mltlcBockgroundofrhe 

New Te.srwruw: OJmbined Edition of Essays on the &mille Background of the New 
Te:~tament and A Wandering Aranu?on: OJIItcted Aramaic Essays (Ibe Biblical 
RCSOUf(e Series; Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1997}, who recognizes lbc 
complicated origin of the pbrase (pp. 143-55; esp. 155). He notes lbat 'lbc Son of 
Matt' in Daniel 7.13 is not used in the titular sense. Also ""' D.M. Sweetland. Our 
Journey with Jesu.t: Di.tciple.ship Accol'ding ro Luke·ACIS (Collegeville, MN: 
UtUQJical Press, 1990), who argues more decisively for a dual meaning of this title in 
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ToV C...epc.>rrou is unique because it is found in the arthrous (with the 
definite article) form." The parallelism with John is also striking: 'For 
John came neither eating nor drinking, and they said: "He has a demon"' 
(v. 18)." Matthew is detennined 10 reveal the different identities of each 
main character in the narrative: John is an obedient son of Elizabeth and 
Zechariah - at least by Jewish standards; whereas Jesus is, because ofhis 
actions, a disobedient son ofMary and Joseph. The paradox for Matthew 
here is that both John and Jesus are ultimately rejected by the audience 
(vis-a-vis 'Ibis generation'), since John, although not 'eating and drink­
ing' is said 10 be demon-possessed (v. 18) and Jesus, because be came 
'eating and drinking', is 'a glutton and a drunkard' (v. 19). 

Luke 7.31-35 
Luke's rendition of this parable(as noted above) shares many of the same 
characteristics as Matthew's. The key comparison is of John the Baptist 
and Jesus: both are rejected though both behave differently. Luke'spar­
entbetical verses in 7.29-30, as noled by Blomberg, imply that Luke's 

Luke's sospel: both 10 ksus' eanbly ministry and 10 his lillun: coming in ~ory/ 
iud8"""'l (p. 98). R.L. Brawley also ogrees with the cOOIICICiioo oflhe 'Son ofMJm' 
with the referent 'I' (see 'TIIble Fellowship: Bane and BIOS$ings for lhe Hi010ric&l 
Jesus', PRSt 22 (1995). pp. 13-31. 

53. • ... the artbrous fonn must be undmlood as a Iitle for Jesus' (Fitzmycr, 
Wondering AI'OIU<IIl, p. IS4; my emphasiJ). There is coosidonble and oogoing debale 
on wheth.,. 'Son ofMJm' is a tille, wbtLt ilS origins are, and its subsequcot implica­
tions for lll!dentandingthe historical Jesus. See the recent major article by P. Oweo 
aod D. Sbc:pbcrd, wbicb affirms the specialn.,.. of Ibis expression, 'Speaking Up for 
Qumnu, Dalmao and the Son of Man: Was &zr E..W.O a Commoo Term fO< "Man" 
in the Time of Jesus?' .JSNT81 (2001 ), pp. 81-122; the rebuttal by M. Casey(' Ara­
maic Idiom and the Son ofMan Problem: A Respc>1>0e 10 Owm and Shepherd', JSNT 
25.1 (2002], pp. 3-32) and futther reflections by L. W. Hwlldo (who affirms Owen 
and Sbeph..-d's thesis) in Lord Jesus Christ: Devotion to Jesw; in Earliest Chris­
tianlty(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2003). esp.pp. 301-306. Hwlldo's view, 
wbicb is also maintained in thi• essay, is ooted as 'Tbe functioo of the expression is 
fllllber indicated in the fact thai Jesus is DOl only the sole mm:ol of il& eighty-one 
uses in the Gcspels, bo is also the only one who useo it "The son of mat~" is Jesus' 
own special way of roferril1g 10 himself' (p. 304). 

S4. There is also coesid..-able debal<: on wbetber the phrase • Son of Man' is actu­
ally an aDusionto Dani.e17. See D. Joe~ ~ssial!ic Eugesis: CltrUtologic4/lnterpre­
totion of the Old T estomem in ~ Chrisrlmlity (Pbiladelpbia: Fortress Press, 1988), 
especially ch. 7 (pp. 151 -70) for the nuances of the debolc. 
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audience for the parable was more inclusive; rather than Matthew's Pbari· 
sees and scribes." 

The Content of the Accusaticns: Matthew J/.1 9 and Luke 7. 34 

We will now examine the three basic couplets found both in Matthew and 
Luke followed by an independent wisdom aphorism. We identify each 
couplet by use of the conjunction KCXI ('and'). We will also examine any 
similarities/differences between the Matthean and Lukan accounts. 

There are three couplets that both passages share in common. Here I 
am defining a 'couplet' as two nounsorvetbs connected bytheuseofKal. 
Eacb couplet assists the struerure for each passage found in Matthew and 
Luke. I will briefly examine each ooe, noting similarities and differences. 

( I) 'Eating and drinking ' (&otllc.>v KCXt1TtVc.>V). This exact couplet is 
found both in Matthew 11.19 and Luke 7 .34. It bas its origins in Q 7.34. 
Simply, this caricature bodes well with the following accusation of Jesus 
as •a glutton and a drunkard'. Hagner observes 'This caricature was per· 
haps caused by Jesus' frequent attendance at banquets' ... lt isalsoan anti­
thesis, according to NoUand, to John the Baptist's behavior: • Jesus seemed 
to behave as though there was continually something to celebrate (cf. 
5.33·34), and drew into this celebration tax collectors and sinners -
people known to be unsavory fYpe5 who lived beyond the edge of respec­
table society (cf. 5.30)." As both Matthew 11.18aod Luke 7.33 note, John 
the Baptist came neither eating nor drinking. Jesus showed no restraint 'as 
a token of the freedom of the kingdom that he was proclaiming'." 

(2) 'A glutton andadrunkard'(~ayos <ai oivorroTTJS) . This is the maio 
couplet/label under investigation. This phrase is found Matthew 11.19, 
Luke 7.34 and Q7.34. It is nowhere else found in the NT. This phrase has 
allusions to the Jewish Scriptures, particularly to Deuteronomy 21.20: 
'They shall say to the elders of his town, "This son of ours is srubbom and 
rebellious. He will not obey us. He is a glutton and a drunkard." • 

Robert J. Karris observes that Deuteronomy 21.20, along with Provetbs 
23.20·21 , sheds some light on the origin and purpose of the label" 

55. Sec Blomberg, Contagwus Hoii,.SJ, p. 117. 
56. Hagner, Matthew, p. 310. 
57. Nolland, Lut;,, pp. 345-46. 
58. Fit7myer, Lui:;,, p. 681. 
59. See Robert J. Kmis, Eutilog your Way through Lui:;,'> Go>pel (Collcgevillc, 

MN: Liturgical Press, 2006), pp. 26-27. 
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Proverbs 23.20-21 reads 'Do not be among winebibbers, or among glut­
tonous eaters of meat; 11 for the drunkard and the glutton will come to 
poverty, and drowsiness will clothe them with rags'."' The LXX rendition 
of the phrase 'a glutton and a drunkard' in Deuteronomy is 0\Jil~A""o­
rrwu oi1104>J..uyil, which is not identical to Matthew's or Luke's rendition 
(.p.Xy~ •ai oiuorroT~t>). This is also true for Provcrbs(oiuorroTI!> ='wine­
bibbers'; 0\Jil~Aals ='gluttonous eaters'). Thus, some have suggested 
!hen thatlhe gospel writers are not associating the label 'a glutton and a 
drunkard' with 'a stubborn and rebellious' son. One example is U. Luz 
who contends that Deuteronomy 21.20 do<.-s not play a role, since Mat­
thew 11.19 and the LXX rendering is too different." 

Perhaps the best approach to understanding Deuteronomy 21.20 and to 
appraise whether or not there is a valid connection between 'a glutton and 
drunkard' and 'a stubborn and rebellious' son, is to grapple with the origi­
nal context. Deuteronomy 21.18-21 is situated within a larger context 
concerning things that defile the covenant relationship with Y abweb, what 
Cairns suitably describes as 'threats to lhe covenant'." The topics 
addressed in this chapter stem from bow to handle unsolved murders 
(21.1-9), to women prisoners ofwar(21.10-14), to the inheritance of the 
firstborn (21.15-17) and finally to how to bury persons after their exe­
cution (21.22-24). Thus the description of'astubbomand rebellious son' 
is viewed as a threat to the covenantal relationship with Y abweh. Why? 
Because this description and the subsequent indicbnent of stoning, 
although extremely harsh, is a direct affront to the fifth commandment: 
'Honor your mother and father' (Deut. 5.16; cf. Exod. 20.12)." Wright 

60. The phrase 'hmi.-ov w~is l(pt@,ll byopaOSoJOis • rcodercd as "gluttonous 
....,.. of meat' (NRSV) is a difficult one to translate. Kanis suggests the parallel ·a 
glutiOO and a drunkArd' between Prov. 23, Mt. 11.19 and Ll<. 7.34, might be more 
ambiguO<IS, sineelhe following verse (Prov. 23.21) should be more ac<:W111tly tnu:ts· 
tauxl •a dNnkatd and fomica1or' (rr<>P"'"6TTOS),althougb many English transla1ioos 
continue the parallel from v. 20 and n:oder it 'for the drunkard and the glunon will 
come to poverty ... •. So lhc parallel between verses 20 and 21 may inevilably break 
down (see Kanis, Eati•g your Way tlrrcugh Lulr.e 's Gospel, p. 27). 

6 t. U. Luz. Matthew 8--20 (Henneneia; trans. J.E. Crouch; Minneapolis: Aujpburg 
Fortress, 2001), p. 149 n. 37. 

62. I. Cairns, DeuterQflomy: Word and Pte.sence (lTC; Grand Rapido; Wm B. 
Eerdman, 1992), p. 187. 

63. Interestingly, scholars are in agreement !hat !here is DO specific evidence that 
this law was ever invoked in Isntel (see commentaries by Wrighl, p. 236; Cairns, 
p. 192; Miller, p. 166). Callaway also nota lltal Prov. 23.21-anotherrext whicb high­
lights the ooosequences of gluttony and dtunb.rdness -lrnows DO death penalty. 
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concurs: 'The young man is oot be to executed for gluttony and drunken· 
ness in themselves, but for incorrigible flouting of the fifth commandment 
in ways that were squandering and endangering the family's substance' .64 

Why then the seriousoess of such an accusation? Why is the accusation 
so damaging? 

The seriousness rests on a twofold indictment. 'A stubborn and rebel· 
lious son' is firstly disobedient to h.is parent~, who are in essence represen· 
tatives of God. Thus to disobey one's parents is to disobey God. Second, 
and perhaps not immediately evident, 'a stubborn and rebellious son' is 
disobedient (i.e., disruptive) to tbe Israelite community. This son causes 
dishannony, discord and distraction within the community - an impedi· 
ment to discerning the Lord's way. Miller observes tbat 

... rebellion is clearly regarded as resistance to divine direction as medi· 
atcd througb parental ••tbority wd teacbing. That bcbavior is not simply 
a bad thing b•t is representation of a festering sore in the midst of the 
people, a corruption that can undo the ~om.munity~s devotion to its Lord 
and its continued attention to the Lord's way.'S 

Bellefontaine makes a compelling case that Deuteronomy 21.18-21 
does indeed embody not one condemnation (which is typically argued), 
but actually two." She unpacks the legal implications depicted in Deuter· 
onomy 21.18-21a which entails (I) the procedure ofhow family members 
rid themselves of a obstinate child with (2) bow a clan or tribe would rid 
itself of an 'irreformable' (Bcllafootaine's word) deviant. Hence, a 'legal' 
shift from the indictment of the individual within the family, to the com· 
munity-at-large. Bellafontaioe argues that the accusation 'He is a glutton 
and a drunkard' is perhaps an added and independent tradition- based on 
Proverbs 23.21." This addition strengthens the legal case. Callaway also 
observes the inherent connection between Deuteronomy 21.20 and Prov· 
erbs 23.2la. - a seamless combination oflaw and wisdom." 

Proverbs 23 then seems to tackle the moral implications of such actions 
- one should avoid being a 'winebibber' and 'gluttonous eaters of meat'; 

64. C.J.H. Wrigh~ Deuteronomy (NIBC; Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1996), 
p. 238. 

6S. Miller, Deuteronomy, pp. 167~. 
66. See E. Bellafontaine, 'Deuteronomy 21.18·21: Reviewing the Case of the 

Rebcllio.s Son', JSOT 13 (July t979), pp. 13-31. 
67. Also see P.R. Callaway, 'Deut. 2U8-21 : Proverbial Wisdom and Law' ,JBL 

103.3 (1984), pp. 341·52. esp. p. 343. 
68. See CaUaway, 'De.t. 21:18·21', p. 346. 
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whereas Deuterooomy 21 addresses the specific accusation (i.e., 'label') 
with its unambiguous legal consequences ... Bellafontaine observes that 
although Proverbs offers wisdom on how to handle these situations; Deu­
teronomy 21 is the legal authority for such an indictment, not the other 
way around. 'The wisdom admonitions in Israel never attained the level 
oflaw. They remain no more than words of advice and caution even when 
spoken by father or teacher.'"' 

Be !Iafontaine maintains that the indictment may be broader than what 
is often argued as 8 direct violation of Exodus 20.12. She notes the dual 
accusation brought forth by the parents: the son is both (I) stubborn (sOrer) 
and rebellious (JliOreb) and (2) a glunoo (role!) and drunkard (~be·). 
C. Wright agrees that this is not a case of a 'difficult' child. 

The law is not talking about naughty young childron but about acriously 
delinquent young adults. If the law inlentiOWilly butane .. tbe precodiDg 
ooe. then it may envisage a firstborn son wbo is proving totally unworcby 
of bis inheritance ... If this is how the son behaves while still a minor, 
then what will he do with the family's substance when be inherits it?11 

Bel Iafontaine observes that outs.ide this narrative there is no specific bib­
tical law demanding the death of a 'stubborn and rebellious son'." Never­
theless, it is 8 serious accusation, since the focus 'is not 8 particular action 
or omission of the son but his direct relationship to his parents ... Whatever 
the specific issues involved in the family contr:oversy, it is evident that the 
authority of the parents has been rejected by the son'." 

Secondly, after examining ANE parallels, particul.arly the Code of 
Haromurabi, Bell8fontaine remarks that the penalty for disobeying parents 
is not death, but the cutting out of the boy's tongue." Thus, the serious­
ness of the Deuteronomy passage is inexorably heightened; the indictment 
of a 'stubborn and rebellious' son is more devastating and ultimately is 
rooted in the covenant relationship between Yahweh and his people. After 
surveying other variations of the phrase 'stubborn and rebellious' in the 
Hebrew Bible," Bellafontaine concludes: 

69. Prov. 28.7 wams 'Those who keep the law are wise children, bul companions 
of glu!IOOS shame their parents". 

70. Bellafonllline, 'Deuteronomy 21:18-21 ', p. 22. 
71. Wrighl, Deuteronomy, p. 235. 
n . See pp. 16ft 'Accordi.og 10 b. $anh 11, the "rebellious son" was never swoed 

10 dealb. The goal of such laws was to reward tbose [i.e., rol>bis] who studied them' 
(Callaway, 'Deut 21.18-"21', p. 348 n. 30). 

73. Bellafontaine, 'Deuu:ronomy21:18-21',p.l7. 
74. Bellafonlaine, 'Deuteronomy21:18·21',p.l7. 
15. SeePs. 78.8; lsa. 65.2; Neh. 9.29: Jer. 5.23 among olhers. 
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The thrust of these judgments upon lsnlel is her persistent infidelity. 
Israel has I';OJlSistcndy failed lO eoodott itself in accordance with lhc 
covenant relationship which binds it to Yahweh. It is not by ooeactor on 
one occasion that she has displayed ber defiance-. Her whole cba:racter is 
portrayed as rebellious and disobedient" 

67 

Hence, 'the stubborn and rebellious son' refiects a larger reality, since 
parents are often viewed as Yahweh's representatives to their children;" it 
reftects the totality of the relationship between Yahweh and his people. 
'Thus, "stubbornness" and "rebelliousness" bear meaning of persistent 
disobedience to one who, by reason of a binding relationship. has the 
tight to demand olx.'dieoce. Rebelliousness denies that authority and 
rejects the relationship.'"' 

So what specifically then can be said of this 'stubborn and rebellious 
son'? This behavior had both communal and familial implications: 'Thus, 
the son's deviant behaviour not only corrupted himself but may have 
meant serious negative consequences for this neighbours'.,. Bellafootaine 
continues 'The son's persistent excesses [i.e., gluttony and drunkenness) 
despite his parents' efforts marked him as "stubborn and rebellious" as 
well' ." 

Finally, as Karris notes, although the LXX version of Deuteronomy 
.21.20 does not have the exact couplet (¥xY~ Kai o\vorr6T!)~) found in 
Matthew 11.19 and Luke 7.34,81 the indication appears unambiguous: 
there arc social (vis-a-vis fam.ilial) and religious implications for those 
who are perceived as 'gluttons'" and 'drunkards'. 

76. llelblfontainc, 'Dcutcronomy21:18·21',p. l8. 
77. 'The patents are lhe fU'$t rank of por.oons whose authority must be. 

acknowledged in order for human commwtity to work in behalf of goodness and 
peaoe' (Miller, O.Uteronomy, p. 167). 

78. 'llellafontaine, 'Deuteronomy 21: I 8-21', p. 19. 
79. llellafontaine, 'Deuteronomy 21:18·2t', p. 21. Miller also notes thecombina­

tioo of individual-communal consequenoes: 'While lhe sin or c:rimo takes plaa: in the 
context oflhe family and the parents are given the reSJlOIISibility for initiating actiOil$ 
as lhe 000$ who know of and an: the recipients of the child's rebellion, the conunu· 
nity is clearly the conte>t and vehicle for all the judiciol aotion tltat takes p1aa: ... 
Punishment is not determined by how much C"J)Iicit bann has been dane to individu­
als but by the depth of the wound to the body politic and religious when the funda. 
mcnllll directions of the Lord's way are violated' (D<mzeronomy, p. 168). 

80. llellafontaine, 'Deuteronomy 21: 18-21', p. 23. 
81. The order is reversed in the initial couplet: The LXX bas l'i6uoos Kal ttopY<> 

«>t!OS ('the dnmkard and glutton') in Prov. 23.21; wben:as v. 20 uses oi110nOTilS for 
'drunkard' aodav~ais for 1glunon'. 

82. • ... a figurative extension of mcanlDg of yaO'Il)p "belly", #;yos (derivativ.: of 



68 Who Do My Opponents Say That I Am? 

The inference is compelling and word-to-word correlation is not needed 
to suggest a parallel or intertcxtua\ echo." 

There is also a revealing extra-canonical source for equating the desig­
nation of 'the stubborn and rebellious son' with • a glutton and a drunkard •. 
In an Clltcndcd passage from Tractate Sanhedrin 8.1 ff. , which also cites 
Proverbs 23.20, one sees the logic of the argument: 

'A srul>bom and rebellious son' - wben can be be condemned as a 
stubborn and rebellious son? From the time that be can produce two bait$ 
until be grows a beard ... for it is written, 'If a man have a son- a son and 
not a daughter. a son and not a mao •; a minor is exempt &ince be bas not 
yet come within the scope of the com.maodmeot.s. 

When is he culpable? After he has eaten a tritlmor [50 zuz =if\ lb.] 
of ftesb and drunk a half· log[- I liter) of Italian wine. R. Jose says: A 
mina ofl!esb and a log of wine. If be consumed it at a gathering that was 
a religious duty, oral the intercalation oflhe moolh, or ifbe consumed it 
as Seeood Title in Jerusalem, or if be atecanioo or6esb that wasterejah 
[• tom, especially by wild beasts] or forl>idden beasts or creeping thin&>. 
if by coosuming it be had fulfilled a commaod or bad commined a mms· 
gressioo, if be ate aoy foedst\IJTbut did not eat ftesb and drinks wine, fOr it 
is wriuen, A glu11on ami a drunkard. And tbQU8h there. is oo proof for thi>. 
there is an indication. for it ts written. Be !WI among wineblbber.s; among 
glullonou.r eaJers of flesh (insenioos of weights and"""""""' by author)." 

the Slem +or "to eat", the aorist of i<Jelc.>): a person wbo habitually eau 
e~eessively ... A glunoo is often spolteo ofidioma~lly, fore'"""Pie, "a qe belly" 
or "a person who is only a swmacb" or "a professional cater'" (<l=k·Englisb 
Lexicon ofthc New Testamcot BasedooSemaotieDomains. Volumes 1·2; NY.UBS, 
1988, 1989, §23.19 UDder lhe rubric 'Pbysiological Prooesses and Stales'). 

83. See R.B. Hays• groundbreaking Tile Echoes ofScripture in the Letters of Paul 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998) which lists seven tests, albeit for Paul's 
letters, 10 determine intertexual ecboes from tbe OT(see pp. 29-32). Tbe tests that 'a 
glutton and a drunltard'...,. to pass are (!)Availability - tbe source of the echo 
was a v lilable 10 tbe evangelists through tbe imporUtnce of the Deuterooomic tradition 
(2) Them411c Coltermce - tbe source of the eebo fits the theme or line of argument of 
tbe passage (3) Historical Plausibility -die historical veracity of the passage and 
specifically the credibility of tbe accusMion is deemed unwavering by the academy 
and finally (4) Sati.ifacrion- the reading of 'a glutton and a drunkard' as a caricatun:, 
a slur, a derogatory label against the hislorical Jesus does 'satisfy' this proposed 
reading of the accounL 

84. Troctat~ Sanhedrin 8.1·2 from H. Denby, The Ml.thnab (Oxford, UK: Oxford 
UDiversity Pn:ss, 1933). It is quite obvious from the g<lOpels that Jesus p3ssed the 
litmus test to be 'a stubborn and robcllious sao'. 
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A couple of observations are in order. First, as noted here and also in 
m. Nid 6.11-12, tbe implications of this law are speei1ic to a time period 
between when 'be [that is, the 'stubborn and rebellious son 'I can produce 
two hairs until he grows a beard ... ' Those who are younger are not liable. 
This depiction strongly suggests that the historical Jesus, although not yet 
forty years old, indeed had more than two hairs and probably a beard. He 
would indeed qualify under this stipulation. Second, Sanders notes the 
oddity of first-century Palestinian Jews eating large quantities of meat, 
except during the festivals, or if they were wealthy." Hence the accusa­
tion of 'glutton' may also carry a socic:>-economic slander: Jesus congre­
gated often with the wealthy. 

(3) 'A friend of tax collectors and sinners' (<j>IJ..os nAwvo;v •al 
ix~apTwA&v). This phrase is fouodin bothManhew ll.l9and Luke7.34. 
However, the words <j>IA05 t>Aw.C,v are reversed in Manhew's version. 
Kloppenborg observes that the original arrangement (Q 7.34) was prob­
ably Matthew's tt11wv&v <j>IAos, due to the awkward construction of 
TEAc.>.C,v q,IJ..os ." It may also result because of a Manhean emphasis, 
since Manhew • s gospel has an expressed interest in tax collectors, so that 
'ttAw.C,v advances to the first position .. . '" Even so, it appears that this 
phrase also functions as a 'label' for Jesus' accusers -one that expounds 
the prior one of 'a glutton and a drunkard'. 'The accusation points up to 
the impression left by Jesus in his dealings with social groups of his day, 
especially the impression made on the "establishmenr• of his generation'·" 

We will now briefly examine certain details of this ' label': 
(A) 'Friend' (<j>IJ..os)." Karri.s notes that the concept of <j>IAos bas at least 

two appropriate parallels for this passage: OT Wisdom literature and 
the Grcco-Roman world. Then: are numerous passages in the Wisdom 

85. 'Moot people ate rod meat only a few times a year ... and fowl or fish only oo 
holy days ... ' (E.P. Sanders, Judaism: Proctice and Belief: 63 BCE-66 CE [l'lliladel­
pbia: Trinity Press InternationaL 1992], p. 129). 

86. It appeanlDOfC syntactically logical to connect two plural genitives together. 
usiog tbe conjuoc:tivc ¥-Oi However, grammacicallogic is not always how languages 
function. 

87. ' Because ofMIIltbew's intcn:st in publicans ... nN.:.W:,v advances to the lit>~ 
pusitioo (contrast Luke)' (Gundry, Matthew, p. 213). 

88. Fitzmyer, Luke, p. 681. 
89. An exhaustive discussion of'fricod' and 'tax oollectors and sinners' is beyond 

theS<opc of the present study. The point bere is to simply demoostrate that both tenns 
are used by the ace= as further 'labels' 10 OOinpletnent and reinforce the accusation 
' a glutton and a drunkard'. 
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literature; Karris cites Sirach 13.13-18 as cogent advice about choosing 
one's frieods: 

Be oo your guard aod very careful, for you are walking about with your 
owo downfall. Every creature loves its like, aod every person the oeisJ>­
bo<." All living beings assoeiate with their own kind, aod people stick 
close to those Like themselves. What does a wolf have in commoo with a 
lamb? No more bas a sinner with the devout. What peace is there between a 
hyena and a dog? And wh•t peace betweeo the rich aod the poor? 

Second, l<anis observes that Luke's concept of friendship embodies 
the Greco-Roman notion of sharing one's life and possessions commu­
nally. Hence, the oft quoted passage in Acts 2.44: 'All who believed were 
together and bad all things in common'. Here Jesus is critiqued not just 
because be is a 'friend' of'tax collectors and sinners' and subsequently 
eats with them; the catch here is reciprocity- Jesus is also befriended by 
these outcasts. Doubly scandalous. 

Interestingly, Koenig notes that ' friend' nowhere else appear.; in the 
NT as a self-designation on the lips of Jesus or as a charge leveled against 
him.'" This suggests that it is very early material and was used differently 
than the other labels/titles usually ascribed to Jesus." 

Renee, Jesus is labeled a 'friend' clearly here for derogatory reasons. 
(B) 'Tax colleclors and sinners' (T£~w.Wv K<Xi a~apTc.>Awv). We will 

examine this phrase collectively because of the use of the couplet with 
<ai, which intentionally parallels, as we have noted: 'eating and drinking', 
and 'a glutton and a drunkard'. The useof<ai here, not to overstretch the 
point. stylistically connects these three couplets together. There are many 
other instances where Jesus befrieods tax collectors and sinners (sec M t 
9.10-13; Mk 2. 14-17; Lk. 15.2; 19.7). Corley rightly notes tbat this prac­
tice by Jesus advocates, what sbe calls, an 'Open Table Practice'. Addi­
tionally, Cotley skillfully expands the label'tax collector' to include those 
who associated with promiscuous women; likewise with the label 'sinner'. 
It is also argued by Corley and others that the designation ' tax collectors 
and sinners' is best understood as a boundary-marker, namely, a slander­
ous label to denounce Israelite • outsiders' from those who are seen as 
'insiders'." Hence a division along sectarian lines. Dunn ootcs 'that 

90. See Koenig, New Testamem Ho.spltallty, p. 24. 
91. Not surprisingly, theoth<r titles m<rltioned by Koenig (i.e., sbcpberd, physician, 

masw, ~cber).,., gcnerolly used positively in the gospels (New T esrarruw Hospi­
tality, p. 24). 

92. See Kathleen Corley, 'Jesus' Table Pnctioo: Dining with TAll Colleelon and 



MODICA Jesus as Glutton ond Drunkard 71 

boundaries could also be drawn within the people oflsrael, wilb "sinners" 
used to describe those of whom a particular faction disapproved'." He 
continues to argue that the Gospel usage of"sinner'' is a 'factional term, 
describing those whose conduct was regarded as unacceptable to a sec­
tarian mentality- that is, not just the blatantly wicked but those who did 
not accept the sect's interpretation of the law or love in sufficient accord 
with that interpretation' ... Hence, a cogent argument to view this phrase 
as a label, a boundary-marker, one that offers insight into a 'Christology 
from the side' . Corley aptly recaps: 'Thus, the entire phrase, "taJt collcc­
tnrs and sinners" should be categorized as a topos in the Greco-Roman 
Jewish polemic' ." 

Conclusion 

We have arrived at the conclusion of our examination. We now refer back 
to our initial question: What can we further understand about the histori­
cal Jesus by understanding this accusation? There are several points that 
we can derive from our study: 

( 1) The accusation 'a glutton and a drunkard' serves an ecdesiological 
and a theological (i.e., Christological) purpose for the evangelists. These 
different purposes cannot easily be separated, since they are inevitably 
ernbedded in the evangelists' interpretative framework Daniel Harringtnn 
notes weU the interconnectedness of these purposes for Matthew's gospel: 

While Matt 11 .1 -19 served sociological and ccclesiological functions in 
helping lbe Ma.ttbean cqmmunity to locate itself vis-1-vis lbc Pharisees 
and the Baptist movement, it also fulfilled a CbriS1olcgical function. It 
tells us that Jesus did ~the deed., of the Christ' and therefore be is the 

Sinners, tocluding Women' (SBL 1993 Seminar Papet>; cd. Eugene H. Lovering; 
Atlanta, GA: ScbolmP100s, 1993), pp. 444-59(447). Also see D.E. Smilh, 'The His­
torical Jesus at Table', SBLSeminar Papet> 28 (Atlanta, GA: Scbolm Press, 1989): 
pp. 466-86, esp. p. 482, where Smith observes that 'the category "tax collectors and 
•innm" bas to be taken as symbolic from the ootset, as ~Wive of a type, for 
tbe motif that Jesus associms/dinc:s with them is taken to rqxesent a ptJitern for him, 
not a one-time indivldual activity". 
93. Sec J.D.G. Dunn. 'Pharisees, Sinnen,and !.,...',in The Social Wor/dofPonnG­

tN< Christianity and Judaism: Es!iOys ln Tribute tq flq.,.wdC/ark Kre(cds J. Neusner, 
P. Borgen, B.S. Frerichs, and R. Horsley; Philadelphia; Fortress Press, 1988), p. 277. 
Contra Pcnin who suggests that ' tax oollectors and $inncrs' arc those Jews wbo bad 
made themselves as Gentile'S (Redi!!rovering, p. 120). 

94. Dunn, ' Pharisees, Sinner.!, and Jesus'. p. 279. 
95. Corley, 'Jesus' Table Practice', p. 447. 
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Christ ... The ecclesiological function ... can also help Christian commu~ 
nity today deal with the phenomenon of rejection." 

(2) The accusation 'a glutton and a drunkard' is best understood as one 
couplet (i.e., 'label') sandwiched between the one that precedes it: ' the 
Son ofMan came eating and drinking' and the one thatfolluws it: 'a friend 
of tax collectors and sinners'. The couplets were intentionaUy designed 
(borrowed) by the evangelists to offer a perspective to the identity of the 
historical Jesus. One who inevitably would follow and be compared with, 
but not be confused with John the Baptist. 'The figure of Jesus - accused 
of enjoying bimselftoo much with the wrong kinds of people- balances 
off the picture of John'." 

(3) The accusation 'a glutton and a drunkard' is best understood as 
steeped in the Deuteronomic tradition of legal codes and familial rela­
tions.'' What does Ibis then say about the function of Deuteronomy for 
the gospel writers in the formulation of these accusations? 

First, E. Achtemcier has observed 'that there is no book more basic for 
understanding the New Testament than Deuteronomy'.'' The book of Deu­
teronomy cast a long shadow upon the evangelists as they interpret the 
historical Jesus. 

Additionally, C. Wright notes the utmost importance of Deuteronomy 
for the NT writers. '[l]fwe add the influence of the book [Deuteronomy] 
on Jesus, Paul, and the early NT church, it is a profoundly significant book 
in the whole Christian canon of scripture.''" Much more can be said about 
the importance ofDeuteronomy; nevertheless, it appears that Deuteronomy 
is a significant backdrop for understanding these accusations. Carmichael 

96. Harrington, Matlhew, p. 162. Similar purposes can also beo!Te<ed for the Lukan 
community. Sec L. T. Jobosoo, The Gospel o/Luke(Sacra PagiJ!a, 3; Collegeville, MN: 
The Liturgical Pm>s, 1991), pp. 124-25. 

97. Harringtoll. Matthew, p. 162. 
98. Are thete Oeuterooomic textual echoes with each alleged I<>Cusarion? Are the 

gospel writers cognizant of the CQDDCcboos? Possibly. We have already DOted that 
S. McKnight has observed seven aocusatioos egainst Jesus in 'Calling Jesus Mamzer'. 
McKnight =nsnizcs that the allegation of Jesus as an illegitimate son bas ils under­
pintlings in Deut. 22.13-21, 23-27,28-29 (seep. 79 n. 22). 

One can begin to see the parallel of the gospel accusations with an indictment 
in Deuteronomy. A further study would be needod ro confirm or deny these parallels. 
Sec Appendix at the end of this chapter. 

99. 1!. Achtemeier, Deuruono"'JJ. Jeremiah (l'Yoclamation Commenuries; Phila­
delphia: Fortress Pm>s, 1978), p. 9. 

100. See Wrigh~ DeuteronO"'JJ, p. 1. 
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argues that a major source of Mosaic Law is embedded in Deuteronomy 
21.15- 22.5 and that there is a special link between the laws and the narra­
tive traditions, so much so that Cannicbael posrulates that perhaps the 
Deuterooomist views Esau as exempli tying some of the traits of the 'stub­
born and rebellious' son.'" Although Esau is not specifically represented 
in Deuteronomy 21.20, 'it is a hypothetical Esau that is depicted in the 
law' .'02 

So as the evangelists preserved the accusations against Jesus, they 
appeared to intentionally connect these at.'<-'llsations with the legal stipula­
tions of Deuteronomy. 

(4) The accusation 'a gluuon and a drunkard' personifies Jesus as ' the 
stubborn and rebellious son' of Deuteronomy 21. This indictment is two­
fold: familial (inside) and societal (outside). Interestingly, 'Ciuistology 
from the side' ougbtto encapsulate both dimensions, since it appraises, 
according to Malina and Neyrey, both Jesus' followers ('insiders') and 
enemies ('outsiders').'" 

Although there is no specific evidence that the 'stubborn and rebellious 
son' indictment was ever implemented in Judaism, Kanis' insight is telling: 
' Jffi!S shows a faithful God's universal love and mercy. To the religious 
leaders Jesus' promiscuous table fellowship is apostasy and an act of per­
verting the people ... Jesus, a glutton and a drunkard, will die for the way 
be eats.''" 

tOJ.SeeC.M. Carmicbac~ 'Uncovering a Major Source of Mosaic Law: The Evi-
dence of Oeut 2l.l5-22.S'.JBL 101.4 (1982), pp. 505-20, esp. 508-11. 

102. Carmiclw!l, 'Uncovering', p. 511. 
103.See Malina and Neyrey,p. x. 
104. Robert I. Karris,Luke: Arti8tand1'he<>/ogim(New Yott; Pauli$! Pn:ss.1985). 

p. 60. 
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APPENDIX 

The Gospel Accusations poralleled with the Indictment in 

Deuteronomy 

Accusation 

'Lawbreaker' (e.g, Sabbath; Mk 2.24; 
Lk. 13.14: 14.1~; food customs: Mk 
7.1-4;<ta/.) 
'Ailegill!Ce wilh Satan' (Mt. 9.34; 
10.25; Mk 3.22) 

Deuteronomic •Echo ' 

Deut. 27.12-26 (twelve CWlleS as a resuh 
for breaking lhc Law) 

Dcut. 18.9·14; esp. vv. I 0.11 'No ooc 
shall bt found among you who makes a 
son or daughter poss through fire, or who 
practices divination, or is a soothsayer, 
or an augur, or a sorcerer, 11 or ooe wbo 
casts spells, or wbo CClt!$uliS ghosts or 
spirit&, or who seeks oracles from the 
dead.' 

• A Gl11110n and a Drunkard' (ML 11.19; Deut. 21.20 'They shall say to the elders 
Lk. 7.34) of his town, 'This son of ours is stubborn 

and rebellious. He will not obty us. He is 
a glutton and a druokanl." ' 

' Blasphemous' (Mk 2.7; 11.11· 18; 14.6; Deut. 8.14-17 'lheo do ootcxalt yoonelf. 
Lk. 19.39 forgetting lhc LORD your God. who 

brooght you out of the land of Egypt. out 
of the bouse ofslavcry. " wbo led you 
through the great and terrible wilderness, 
an arid wasteland with poisonous ..,akes 
and scorpions. He made water flow for 
you from flint rook, " and fed you in the 
wilderness with nlaMa that your 
a11cest0rs did not know, to bumble you 
and to test you, and in the end to do you 
good. 17 Do not say to yoW'Self, "My 
pow<r and the might of my own band 
bave gouen me this wealth.'" 

' False Ptopbet' (Mt.27.62·64; Mk 8.11· Deut. 1820 'But any propbtt wbo 
13; 14.65; Lk. 7.39; 23.2, 5, 14) speaks in the name of other gods, or who 

JRSU!IlOS io speak in my name a word 
that! have not commanded the propbet 
to speak- that prophet shall die. • 

' King of the Jews' (Mk 152, 9, 12, 16- Dcut. 17.14-20 'When you have come 
20. 26. 32) into the land that the LORD your God is 

giving you, and have taken posseosion of 
it and settled in it, and you say, "I will 
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Accusation 

' lllegitimale Sou' (see Mt. 1.18-25; Lk. 
1.20-38- J>05SI&CS tbat depict Jesus' 
miraculous binh) 

Deuteronomic 'Echo • 

set a Iring over me, like all the nations 
that are around me~, ,, you may indeed 
s.cl over you a king whom tbe LORD 
your God "111 cboose. Doe of your own 
community you may set as king over 
you; you are not permitted to put a 
foreigner over you, wbo is not of your 
own commW'Iiry. 16 Even so, he must oot 
acquire many boo;es for himself, or 
return the people 10 Egypt in order 10 
acquire more horses, since the LORD 
bas: said to you. ••y ou mu.st never return 
that way again ... 11 And be must not 
acquire many wives fO< himself, or else 
hls bean will tum away; also silver and 
gold he must not acquire in great 
quantity for himself. " When he bas 
taken the tbrooe ofbi• kingdom, he shall 
h11.ve a eopy of this law wriu.en for him io 
the presence of the Ievitical priests. " It 
shall remain with him and he shall read 
in it all the days of his life, so that be 
may learn 10 fear the LORD his God, 
diligently cbsetving all the words of this 
law and these statutes, lCI neither exalting 
himself above othC1' m<:mhcn of the 
community nor nun.ing aside from the 
con:u:naodment, either to the right or to 
the left, so that he and his desc'<ldants 
may reign long over bis kingdom in 
tst11cl: 
Deut. 23.2 'Those born of an illicit union 
shall not be admitted to the assembly of 
the LORD. Even to the tenth generation, 
none of their descendants shall be 
admitted 10 the assembly of the LORD.' 



JESUS AS BLASPHEMER 

Darrell L. Bock 

The charge of Jesus as 'blasphemer' is certainly one of the more serious 
charges raised against Jesus. It appears at his trial and in a couple of scenes 
where Jesus forgives sins in a very direct manner. The charge requires 
a look at four questions: (I) What constitutes blasphemy in Judaism? 
(2) Does the claim to forgive sins relate to this theme? (3) How do claims 
associated with being able to sit with God relate to this theme? and 
(4) Which New Testament passages raise this theme? We shall take each 
idea in tum. 

Blasphemy in Judaism 

This idea I have covered thoroughly in a monograph on the topic, the key 
elements of which I swnmarize here.• There are two kinds ofblasphcmy, 
veroal and blasphemy of action. Verbal blasphemy was legally limited to 
a proounciation of the divine Name in an inappropriate way as m. Sanh. 
7.5 taught. However, this was not all there was to the charge culturally. 

There is little discussion of formal judicial examples of blasphemy in 
the Jewish literature. Trials for blasphemy are oot present in these texts, 
though m. San h. 7.5 does define a procedure for examining a charge and 
limits the offence to speaking the very Name of God. Leviticus 24.10-16 
is the one passage that many of the texts discuss where blasphemy is pre­
sented (note Josephus, Ant. 4.202). It possessed ambiguities that made 
defining blasphemy, especially where euphemisms were used, a subject of 
some rabbinic debate. NIIIDheis 15.30-31 is often cited as a similar situ­
ation to blasphemy with its Sabbath violalioo followed by a death penalty. 
To use the divine Name in an inappropriate way is certainly blasphemy 
and is punishable by death (Lev. 24.10-16;m. Sanh. 6.4.and 7.5; Philo, On 
the Life of Moses 2.203-206). At the base of these ideas about blasphemy 

I . Dam: II L. Bock, 8/aspltemy and Exalt/Jiion in Judaism and the FWII ExamJno.. 
ti"" of Jesus (WUNT lUI 06; TObingen: Mobr/Siebeck, 1998). 
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lies the command of Ex.odus 22.27 not to revile God nor the leaders be 
appointed for the nati.on. 

Debate eltists whether use of an alternative name for such an utterance 
is blasphemy, though some sentiment eltists for including these eumples 
(m. Sch'b. 4.13; b. Sch'b. 35a; b. Sanh. 55b-57a, 60a). Warnings were 
certainly issued in such cases where a range of euphemisms was used for 
utterances, but it does not appear, at least in the rabbinic period, to bave 
carried an automatic death sentence. 

What happened if a warning was ignored seems easy to determine, 
given tbe parallel with another warning involving the incorrigible son in 
m. Sanh. 8.4. An unheeded warning would lead to potential liability on the 
second offence. The official rabbinic position is that the use of the divine 
Name constitutes the only clear case of capital blasphemy (m. Sarah. 7.5). 
One is even to avoid blaspheming foreign deities as a sign of respect for 
the Name of God, texts that certainly reflect an apologetic stance taken 
with outsiders (Josephus, Ant. 4.207; Philo, On the Life of Moses 2.205; 
Special Laws 1.53). 

Yet beyond utterances of blasphemy involving the Name, there is also 
a whole category of acts of blasphemy. These examples move beyond 
mere utterance of the Name, though often including it Here one can start 
with of the use of a range of substitute titles. But beyond these offensive 
utterances one can see discussed a whole range of actions offensive to 
God Almost any religiously sensitive Jew would have seen such actions 
as blasphemous, even if they were not specifically addressed by any for· 
rna~ ideal legal statute. Their eltistence suggests a category of cultural 
blasphemy that all would recognize as representing an offence against 
God 

Acts of blasphemy seem to concentrate on idolatry (as a violation of 
the first commandment), a show of arrogant disrespect toward God, or the 
insulting of his chosen leaders. Often those who blasphemed verbally went 
further and acted on their feelings as well. God manages to judge such 
offences one way or another. Examples in Jewish exposition are Sisera 
(Judg. 4.3 and NumR 10.2; disrespect toward God's people), Goliath 
(I Sam. 17 and Josephus, Ant. 6.183; disrespecttowardsOod'speople and 
worship of Dagon), Sennacherib (2 Kgs 18-19 • !sa. 37.6, 23; disrespect 
for God's power), Belshazzar (Dan. 3.29 Q (%1 and Josephus, Ani. 10.233, 
242; disrespect for God's presence in theuseoftemplc utc'IJ.Sils at a parry), 
Manassch (acting against the Torah; Sifre § 112) and Titus (b. Gill. 56 and 
ARN B 1; entering, defaming the Temple, slicing open the curtain and 
taking the utensils away). Acting against the Temple is also blasphemous 
(I Mace. 2.6; Josephus, Ant. 12.406). Significantly, comparing oneself to 



78 Who Do 1\(y Opponents Say That/ Am? 

God is also blasphemous according to Philo and reflects an arrogance like 
lhatseen in olher acts of blasphemy just noted above(OnDreams2.130-
31;.Decalogue 13-14, 61-64). At Qumran, unfaithfulness in moral action 
by those who pretend to lead lhe people (CD 5.12) orlhe act of speaking 
against God's people (IQpHab 10.13) are blasphemous. In lhe Mishnah 
and Talmud, idolatry and blasphemy are seen as very similar, while in a 
few texts they are said to be virtually the same (y. Sanh. 7.25a). Still other 
examples treated more briefly i.n this rabbinic material are: Adam, the 
generation of the flood, Sodomites, Pharaoh, Naboth, Korab, Amalek, 
Nebuchadnezzar, and Rome, as well as Tabor and Carmel as false locales 
of worship. Wilhin Israel, the outstandiog example is the golden calf inci­
dent, where idolatry is offensive to the holiness oflsrael 's God (Philo, On 
the Life of Moses 2.159-66). 

Blasphemy represents an offence against God and a violation of a fun. 
damental principle of the faith. Sometimes God alone punishes the blas­
phemer (e.g., Pharaoh, Korah, Titus), while at other times judgment is to 
be carried out by the community (the Israelite woman's son). But a second 
important level ofblasphemy is attacking God's people verbally, as Seo­
naeherib or Goliath did. Here Exodus 22.27 bas a special role to play. 
Those who challenge the leadership God bas put in place for his people 
are also seen as attacking Ood himself. So blasphemy operates in a rather 
wide rnnge of insulting speech or activity. 

How this view of blasphemy in Judaism relates to the leadership's 
examination of Jesus requires careful consideration of one other important 
topic, namely, the highest Jewish forms of exaltation. By 'high' exaltation 
.is meant a very specific kind of activity, going directly into God's pre­
sence in heaven. The question does not involve merely lhe ability to go into 
heaven as a righteous one. The possibility of a heavenly abode offended 
no Jew who believed in an afterlife for the righteous. Rather the crucial 
question concerns the possibility of going directly into God's presence to 
be or serve at his side. Did Jews consider God's holiness to be so unique 
that such a place would be inappropriate for anyone, human or angelic? 
Thus, the next section considers the issue of who gets to go into the pre­
sence of Ood and labours at his side. It is only when the themes of blas­
phemy and exaltation within Judaism are carefully understood that one 
can then ask about the basis for the charge that Jesus was a 'blasphemer' . 
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Exaltation in Judaism 

Early Jewish views of heavenly access to God show just bow respected 
and unique the deity was. His presence radiates with a bn1liant glory and 
his honour is pro tee ted by an elabomte sttucrure of restricted access, which 
only his sovereign direction breaks.' Though heaven is full of inhabitants 
who serve and praise him, only a few even get an intimate glimpse of his 
preseoce. Those wbo get to sit in his presence are directed to do so. 

The list of those who sit in heaven is a select one, consisting either of 
!.he great luminaries oflbe past or of anticipated eschatological luminaries 
of the future who sometimes represent a mixing of transcendent-human 
qualities. When it comes to the angels, only Gabriel is said to sit next to 
<'..od's presence, and that is merely as Enoch's escort (2 En. 24.1-3). But 
cveo Ibis text is not entirely free of suspicion as a Christian interpolation.' 
Those angels who share in the heavenly council appear to function as a 
'first among equals' and are sent to carry out a judgement that God bas 
aulhorized ( IIQMelcb 2.9-11, 13-14). When it comes to angels, getting 
into God's presence relates to service and worship, not sitting. 

But what can be said ofbuman figures? Adam, Abel, Enoch, Abraham, 
Moses, David, Job, !.he Messiah, Enoch-Son ofMan, Enocb-Metatron are 
said to sit. Enoch sits to receive revelation about the end (Jub. 4.20; T. Abr 
11.3-8[B]; 2 En. 24.1-3). Adam and Abraham serve as witnesses to the 
judgrnent(T Abr 10-12). Adam is reinstated totheauthoritybebadbefore 
the Fall (Life of Adam and Eve41 .3;Apoc. Mos. 39.2-3). Job, whose seat­
ing is disputed, argues be gets a seat as one of the righteous (T. Job 34-38). 
Ln another text, Abraham also accompanies Messiah for his seating, with 
Abraham on the left and Messiah on the right (Midrash Ps. 18.29). It is a 
seating representing honour and reward. Messianic seating is also probably 

2. Access 10 God was also rostticted by various barriers put in the way of getting 
10 heaven. Not only is there lite, but some lexts discuss a variety ofobslaclos, in<:Jud­
ing a curtain, a host of avenging angels, as well as inlen.se cold and beal. A famous 
oalmudic leXt on how difficult it isiO get acceu toGodoppeilr5 in b. Hag. 14b, 15b, 
where four rabbis ottclllJl( to see God and only ooe ~ly SlltVivC510 tell tbc story. ll 
discus""' the obstacles to getting close to God. The account has several parallels (1. 
Hag. 2.3;y. flag. 77b). These traditions bavc not been treated because they appear in 
later marerials. They serve to underscore bow rare such access is aod tbat the ascents 
associated witb such visits were ooly temporary. 

3. Bock, Blasphemy, pp. 164-65, nn. 14~7.1n fact,Jewisb tradition is divided on 
the question of whether angel$ can sit in heavc:o and the idea that they can;.,, at best, a 
minority positjon., if this text is Jewish and not ChriStian. 
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noted at Qumran, as the Messiah is given honour worthy of the deliverer 
who is seated as the first of kings among the righteous in heaven (4Q491 
1.13-17). Another Qumranian text has David seated before God on Israel's 
throne, as an expression of honour to the bead of the dynasty and as leader 
of the righteous (4Q504 frag. 2.4.6). Here is great honor, but it seems to 
fall short of a vice regency, looking more like a reward for faithfulness. 
Still another Davidic text comes from a suggestion by Akiba that David 
sits by God in heaven. This is strongly rejected by another rabbi as a 
major offence against God (b. Hag. 14a; b. Sanh. 38b). Abel exercises a 
temporary role as a judge in the end (T. Abr. 13.2). 

The most significant exaltation scenes involve Moses and the tranS­

formed Enoch figures (Son of Man and Metatron). Moses is enthroned 
with great authority, but his exalted role is merely a metaphorical picture 
ofhis authority in establishing the nation (Ezek. Trag. 68-89). The refer­
ences to his 'deification' appear to be explained by his function as God's 
powerful agent, so he is 'like a god before Pharoah' (Exod. 7.1; Philo, 
Life of Moses 1.15 5-62; The Worse Aftacks the Better 160-62; Sacrifices 
of Abel and Cain 9-10). Thus, the Moses imagery turns out on closer 
examination to be less exceptional than it first appears. 

Enoch-Metatron is given great authority over heavenly affairs, but he 
also is disciplined when that authority is misused in a way that might con­
fuse him with God (3 En. ~ 16). This late text tells us bow comprehen­
sive the high exaltation texts could be, especially in some of the later 
texl•. It also indicates the intense fear and reaction such exaltation texts 
produced when they were seen as giving too exalted a position to some­
one other than God 

Only Enoch-Son of Man is portrayed as the great eschatological judge 
of the end, seated ncx.t to God(/ En. 453; 513; 61.8; 62.2-6; 70.27, espe­
cially 46.1-3 and 71.1-17). It is a remarkably unique picture. 

As noted, these final two portraits of Enoch-Metatron and Enoch-Son 
ofMan produced controversy. These figures appear in other passages in 
ways that show great nervousness about the extent of exaltation attributed 
to them (T. Abr. 11.3-8 [B)- for Enoch; 3 En. 16; b. Hag. l5a; b. Sanh. 
38b; and b. AZ 3b- for Metatron). God's honour is unique and is not to be 
confused with anyone else's status. To equate anyone else with God is to 
risk thinking blasphemously. 

In sum, it is clear that for some within Judaism, being seated by God 
was possible, but it was limited to very few and usually involved very 
limited circumstances. With the one exception of Gabriel, all those wbo 
sit are bwnan luminaries or humans transfonncd into a new, glorious 
heavenly fonn and role. The highest forms of exaltation apparently also 
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met with some strong opposition or clear qualification of such claims by 
other Jews, showing it was not a universal opinion that such a thing was to 
be tolerated. When one places these few examples of seating around the 
numerous references to a wide array of other types of heavenly activity 
and the few texts disputing such claims, it is evident just bow rare and 
privileged the honour is. It takes God's direct intervention and invitation 
to pennit it, and all such authority is still derived authority. Some get 
close to God at his direction and as an expression of their significance in 
some key phase in God's plan. But candidates do not apply for the role 
nor do they claim it for themselves. Only God can direct such a seating. 

TbJs Jewish backdrop on blasphemy and exaltation sets tbe context and 
provides the cultural script to understand the reaction to Jesus and his 
claims. Now a set of questions remains. How do the background study of 
blasphemy and the views surrounding access to God impact the under­
standing oftbe Jewish examination ofJesus and his claims to forgive sin? 
How would the Jewish leadership have received his self -claim to be given 
a seat at the right hand of God? For these questions we need to turn to tbe 
New Testament texts where Jesus offers forgiveness of sins and where be 
is examined by tbe Jewish leadership. 

The First Basis of the Charge of Blasphemy: 
Jesus' Claim to Forgi>-e Sins 

In Mark 2.1-2 and parallels, as well as in Luke 7.36-50, Jesus directly 
offers forgiveness of sins in a way that the theologically rooted Jews in 
the audience claim is blasphemy. Now this concept of Jesus forgiving sins 
is multiply attested in termS of the criteria of authenticity with its appear­
ance in a tradition reflected in Mark and one that Luke alone uses (so Mark 
and Luke). In both places the instant reaction is tbe same by the Jewish 
theologians present. They object, 'Who can forgive sins but God?' 

The best we can tell there are only two parallels to this kind of an act in 
Judaism. One is in 2 Samuel12.13, where Nathan as a prophet declares to 
David. 'The Lord bas taken away your sin'. The second is a text found at 
Qumran known as 4QPrNab (=4Q242) 1.4. ln this work, known as the 
Prayer ofNaboniclus, an exorcist is said to have forgiven sin. No rabbinic 
texts make such an association. Forgiveness is seen as God's business. 

What can be made of these parallels? Nathan merely announces what 
God has done. lt is tbe Lord who forgives the sin. So in this text, Nathan 
merely functions as a prophet, declaring what God alone has clearly done. 
The Nobanidus text simply summarizes the impact of what the exorcist 
helps to facilitate on the basis of a principle expressed in the Jewish 
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Talmud of the ftftb Century AD, 'No one gets up from his sickbed until 
all his sins are forgiven'. (Nedarim 41a). 

In fact, there is discussion and debate about this Qumran text as well. 
Eric Eve has traced this discussion in some detail.' He begins by noting 
how fragmentary this text is. Many lacunae have to be filled in order to 
make sense of the text The key line here is, 'I was afflicted[ ... ) for seven 
years ... and an exorcist pardoned my sins'.' He notes that fn:quent aUempt 
to connect the text with Daniel4 is possible but not certai.n. He goes on to 
question whether a tnmslation of sin pardoned is also appropriate. One 
rendering is '[when I had confessed my sins and )my faults, [God] granted 
me a soothsayer'. Others note that the assumption against an orthodox 
Jewish background is that God does the forgiving and that the exorcist's 
role is little different than that ofNathan with David. In other words, the 
text presents a kind of shorthand view of forgiveness where the exorcist 
simply bears the message of God. Finally, Eve goes on to note that the 
term translated 'exorcist' can also mean 'seer', as usage in Daniel 2.26; 
4.7; 5.7, II shows, which puts it in a more prophetic mode. When one 
adds to all of this the fact that one bas to supply what took place before 
(the king's possible prayer for belp or other such possibilities), then one 
has a text whose exact import as a parallel is less than certain. 

Even without this caveat about the Nabonidu.v text, these two examples 
are different than the text involving Jesus, where he declares sins forgiven 
directly. Now be does say, 'your sins are forgiven' with a passive verb, 
suggesting God does the forgiving, but in Mark 2.10 be says far more, 
'That you might know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to 
forgive sins, I say to you get up and walk'. 

Here Jesus links an act that cannot be seen (forgiveness) with an act that 
can and that requires God's work (healing a paralytic), so that God can be 
seen to act in response to Jesus' initiative in a text where the authority 
Jesus claims is his own as Son ofMan. This is precisely the reverse of what 
one would expect in terms of the declaration of authority for the action. 
Yes, God bas given authority to forgive sins, but when it comes to the Son 
ofMan, Jesus' favourite name for himself; be will ultimately associate the 
imagery of judgement and ruling authority with Daniel 7.' So Jesus has 

4. Brie Eve, The Jewish Contexz D/ JesiU ' Mirocles (JSNTS, 231; Sbeflield; 
Sheffield Academic Press, 2002), pp. 182-89. 

S. The cilatioo is from Eve, Jewish Context, p. 183, with the breaks ill the rext 
provided and the dis<ussion that follows is indebted to him. 

6. The debate ove.- the oulhcoticity of tbe Son of Man title is almost endless. I 
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authority to forgive sin, an authority closely linking him to God and the 
divine work. The cbarge seems to revolve around Jesus' taking up an 
exclusively divine prerogative with such directness based on his own 
authority. The offence appears to revolve around the fact that forgiveness 
eomes outside any cultic requirements in a mere declaration, an approacb 
that also points to Jesus' own authority.' 

Now Eve makes another point about the miracle tradition tied to Jesus 
that is relevant to this scene. It is that Jesus claims a miraculous authority 
in a manner distinct from almost all other parallels. So not only is the way 
Jesus declares forgiveness of sins unique, but also the way he healed in 
this context. eve makes an important distinction between different kinds 
of healer-exorcists that in tum is dependent on work by Werner Kahl.' 
There are three types of approacbes to healing. There are those who are 
(I) 'bearers of numinous power' (BNP), (2) those who are 'petitioners of 
numinous power' (PNP) and (3) those who arc 'mediators of numinous 
power' (MNP). Mediators use formulae or some other means as an aid in 
their work, Petitioners simply pray for the beating. Bearers of numinous 
power act directly with no intermediary elements. They 'incorporate heal· 
ing power in themselves'! What is crucial to see is tbat Jesus is a bearer 
of such power, while Jewish examples like Eleazar, noted by Josephus in 
his Ant. 8.45-49, is a mediator of such power. eve also notes a parallel in 
Greco-Roman works with a later figure Apollonius ofTyana (he is a figure 
from I SO years later). Otherwise Eve says that Jesus is 'virtually unique 
in being an inunanent BNP' ." 

In his conclusion, Eve sees that Jesus as unique in the surviving Jewish 
literature of his time in being portrayed as performing a large number of 
beatings and exorcisms. Kahl is correct that he is virtually unique in 

have defended ils aUlhc:nticily in my Jesus according w Scripture (Grand Rapids: 
Balcer, 2002), pp. 601-605. 

7. Fortbis readingofMk2,seel.D.G. Dunn, The Parting of the Ways(London; 
SCM Press, 1991 ), pp. 46-47. Forgiveness was possible without r<:<:ourse topricsls.,.. 
rabbis. The implicaliOIIS for "'ligiousau!horily sl!UCtures are huge, since !hese aulhori­
ties would believe tba.t the way they bestowed forgiveness was in line witb divine 
ioslruetion. See also B. Chillon, TheT'empleofJesus (Univeosity Parle: Penosylvania 
State University, 1992), pp. 130-33, on Jesus and forgiveoess. 

8. W . .K.abJ, New Te..ttament Miracle Stories in their Re/igious-HisJorical Sening: 
A Religionsgeschichtliche Comporison from a Stn«:turalist Perspective (FO<SCbungen 
ZUt Religion und Li~<ratur des A !ten und Neueo T estamenls, 163; Goltingcn: Vanden­
boeck & Ruprecht, 1994). 

9. Kahl, Mirode Stories, p. 76. 
I 0. Eve,Jewi.rh Context, pp. t 5-16. Citation is on p. 16. 
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Jewish literature in being portrayed as an immanent BNP in these acts of 
power, with two provisos. First, some Jewish texts can appear to make 
human figures act as immanent BNPs where the context suggests tbey are 
really only mediators of God's numinous power. Secondly, whatever may 
be true of individual miracles stories, the gospels show some tendency to 
indicate it is God's power at work in Jesus, not merely his own (e.g., Mt. 
12.28/Lk. 11.20; Lk. 5.17). If Jesus is a BNP, it is because be is a bearer 
of God's Spirit, which is the source of Jesus' power. Indeed, if God were 
not in some sense behind Jesus' acts of power, they would not count as 
miracles." Still the consistency of the presentation of Jesus' authority 
here is worth noting. If Jesus repeatedly claimed such direct authority in 
the manner be chose to forgive sin, this would have caused offence to the 
Jewish leadership and helped to strengthen their sense of reaction. The fuel 
that Jesus repeats such a claim in the anointing scene of Luke 7.36-50, 
mentioned almost in passing as a text that is highlighting Jesus' accep­
tance of the woman, would do nothing to help alleviate the leadership's 
concerns about Jesus' claim. 

Thus, the claim to forgive sins would set the stage for concern about 
Jesus performing acts of blasphemy and making claims that indicate, in the 
leadership's view, a lack of respect for the unique authority of God. 

The Second Basis of the Charge and the Key Scene: 
The Jewish Examination of Jesus and Blasphemy 

The examination before the Jewish leadership appears to have extended 
from the evening into the early morning. It proceeded in two stages: (I) the 
attempt to see if a charge could be gathered arouod the Temple inci­
dent with its seeming implication of refonn or destruction of the Temple 
without consent of the l.eadership, and (2) the examination of Jesus· self­
understanding. The goal of the examination was to determine if a charge 
related to some form of sedition could be brought before Pilate. In terms 
of historical credibility, there is a pattern in the sequence of arrest, appear­
ances before the Jewish leadership and Pilate, Peter's denials, crucifixion 
and empty tomb that is so deeply imbedded in aU versions of these events 
that this basic outline appears to be historically credible. 

The attempt to see if a charge worthy to take to Pilate could be con­
nected to the Temple appears only in Mark 14.53-56 and Matthew 26.59-
63a. It fits the culturnl backdrop for the examination to begin here. Jesus' 

I I. Evc,Jewi.rh Context, pp. 378-79. 
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act in the Temple was public and would have been controversial. The act 
coheres with remarks in John 2.19 about Jesus rebuilding a destroyed 
temple. Mark 14.58 has a similar remark that parallels other Marean texts 
(13.2; 15.29; 11.17-18). Tbeactalsocohereswith theideatbatthe escha­
ton would bring a cleansing and restoration of Jerusalem (Tob. I 4.5-7; Ps. 
Sol. I 7-18). 

However, the charge is dismissed on two basic grounds. FilS~ the testi­
mony is called false, because the witnesses are not able to agree (Mk 
14.59). Matthew strengthens this to say the council sought such testimony 
(Mt. 26.59). So, this effort goes nowhere. Apparently the leadership had a 
sense that this charge would not be convincing to Pilate. The gospels are 
circumspect enough to note that they sensed this. The key here may be the 
attribution of these witnesses that Jesus claimed be would deStrOy the 
Temple. The remark as it is tied to Jesus in the tradition appears to be that 
the Temple will be destroyed by someone other than Jesus. In remarks 
about the Temple's or Jerusalem's fate that do go back to Jesus, it appears 
Jesus anticipates a judgement on the nation for covenant unfaithfulness 
(Lk. 13.34-35; 19.41-44; Mk 13.2and parallels). The fact that this charge 
became a dead-end meant that it was not related in Luke's account of this 
scene. John skips this inteJTOgation completely, probably because it was 
well known in the church's oral tradition. 

This led to by far tbe most important portion of this account for the 
emergence of the charge ofb1aspberny. It is the examination by the high 
priest and Jesus' response (Mk 14.60-65). Mark juxtaposes this scene with 
Peter's denials (14.66-72). The most common objection to the historicity 
of this scene is the jux1aposilion of cbristological titles (Messiah, Son, Son 
of Man) and texts (Ps. IIO.J; Dan. 7.13-14) in Jesus' reply." 

Some question whether the transition from temple c.harge to a question 
about being Messiah is a natural one. They argue that the transition is too 
abrupt and the topics are too unrelated. However, the work of Betz and 
the association of renewal of Jerusalem with the end shows that the 
sequence is a natural one, especially given the range of claims a.~sociated 
with Jesus that are made upon his entry into the city." The high priest's 
question about Jesus being the Son of the Blessed has the ring of respect 
for God about it that tits such a solemn setting about such grave issues. 

12. The debaae here and several key rclaled issues are treated in detail in !Uymood 
E. Brown, The Death of the Messiah (ABRL; New York; Doubleday, 1994), I, 
pp. 461-547. 

13. 'Probleme des Prcrusses Jcus', in ANRW2.2S.I, pp. 565-647. 
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The 'Blessed' is an indirect reference to God rooted in language that ties 
God to ac1S of blessing. It is neither a common C>tprcssion in Judaism nor 
in Christianity, so it does not have the feel of being a created title by Mark 
(m. Ber. 7.3; 1 En. 77.2; 4Q209). Jesus' reply in Mark keeps the tone of 
respect by speakingoftheright band of power(/ En. 62.1; numerous texiS 
in Meki/ta where the power exercised at the Exodus is the point: Mek­
Beshallah 2 [26a) on Exod. 14.2; Mek-Amalek I (54b) onExod. 11.3;Mek­
Amalek4 [59b) on Exod. 18.19; Mek-Bahodesh 9 [71a] on Exod. 20.18; 
Sifre Num § 112; ARN). Such exceptional usage is against a Marean cre­
ation, especially when Mark is comfonablc referring to the 'Son of God' 
(Mk 1.1; 3.11; 5.7 ; 15.37). 

The most crucial element within this scene is Jesus' reply. Two basic 
views exist about Jesus' reply: (I) This reply was placed on Jesus' lips as 
a cbristological summary of the confession of the early church." Io this 
reading, Jesus is the model of how one responds to persecution for the 
communities to which the gospels are written. (2) .Io my monograph, I 
have defended in detail the position that this is a faithful summary of what 
Jesus said." The most discussed part of the reply is the juxtaposition of 
Psalm 110.1 with Daniel 7.13-14, given that all the Synopties appear to 
affirm the association with the Christ, in at least a qualified manner. Mark 
bas an unqualified 'yes' to open the reply, wbiie Matthew and Luke speak 
in tennsof'you have said so', ao idiomatic response that means, 'Yes, but 
not entirely in tbe sense in which it bas been asked'. This is not a com­
plete rejection oftbe category, but more a qualification on it 11tc remain­
der of the response makes that qualification clear, so that the force of the 
three Syooptics is in agreement as to the thrust of Jesus' response. It is 
bard to understand bow the term Christ became so completely attached to 
Jesus in the early church, if he in fact absolutely rejected the title. 

Since it is this portion of the scene that is the most crucial, it is impor­
tant to walk through the issues of historicity pro and con a Step at a time. 
Against the scriptural connection going back to Jesus are two key 
arguments. (I) The cbristological reflection here looks advanced, even 
post-Easter. (2) Jesus did oot normally liuk such texiS together in such a 
midrasbic manner. 

14. Aigued forlll05t persuasively by N. Perrin, 'Marie XlV.62: The End Product of 
aCbtistiaoPesbct'l',~ 12 ( 196S-66),pp. IS(). 55, and his 'The High Priest's Ques­
tion and Jesus' Answer (Marie 14.61-62)',in ThePassicn in Marl: Studitson Mark 
J4C.J6 (ed. Werner Kelber; Philadelphia: Forttcss Press. 1976), pp. 8().95. 

15. Boc:lc, Blarphemy,pp. 209-33. 
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However, these objections are not as strOng a.~ they initially srem. (On I) 
The key to Jesus' reply is his reference to the Son of Man, while the 
priest's messianic question is basically what the Temple action was likely 
to have suggested, especially if the concern is to consider a political cbarge 
to raise with Pilate. The availability of Son of Man speculation to Jesus 
(J/QMe/2.18; Ezek. Trag. 76; I En. 46.24; 48.2; 62.5-14; 63;11; 69.27-
29; 70.1, 14-17; 4 Ezra 13) and Jesus' exclusive use of this title speak to 
its likely role as a self-reference by Jesus." The multiple aitestatioo tbat 
belongs to the apocalyptic Son of Man sayings also speaks for its availa­
bility versus being a creation in a gospel tbat is aimed at a predominantly 
Greek audience (Mark [Mk 8.38 par; Mk 13.26 par; Mk 14.62 par]. Q 

16. John J. Collins. 'The Son of Man in First-Century Judaism', NT'S 38 (1992), 
pp. 448-66 and William Horbuty, 'The Messiwic Associations of"Tbe Son ofMan"', 
fTS36 (1985), pp. 34-SS. Wbed!erthere was a Son ofManooncepl might be debated. 
but there certainly was speculation about an exalted figure whose roots lie in Daniel 7. 
The SUlJIJDal)l evidence involves • wick amy of sources from Judaism of varying 
strength. For example, in 11 QMel2.18, there is reference to tbe '-ret of good tidings 
who is 'the messiah of the spirit ofwbom Dan(icl} spoke'. Now the allusion in the 
context is probably to Daniei9.2S as seven weeks are mentiooed, but Hotbury"""" 
tbat this text was often associated with OanieJ 2 and 7 in Jewish thinking, so that the 
same figure may be in vH:w. Lo Ezek. Trag ... a t.cxt wbero in a c:ln:am Moses gets to sit 
on Ood's tbroot, it can be noted how the throne of exaltatioo oo wbicb MOlOCS sat was 
associated with the plural expression 'thrones', language from Oan~l 7.9. Other 
slightly later texts have even clear« points of cootact. J Enoch is filled with Son of 
Man r<:fereoces (46,2-4; 48.2; 62.5, 7, 9, 14; 63.1L; 69.27, 2912•}; 70.1; 71.14, 11). 
His enthrooement in 62.2·14 is clearly connected to Daniel?. wid1 its reference to a 
seat on the ' throne of glory'. I En«h 46.1 and 47.3 also seem to allude to Daniel7, 
as do63.11; 69.27, 29. The tbn:e variations in the way Son of Man is r<:fcrm! to bore 
do not alter the point that it is Daniel 7 that is the point of dcporture for the imagery 
here. 4 Ezra 13 is anotber,later teXtthaulso re6eo<s spoculatioo about the figure of 
DanieL A rabbinic dispute attributed to the laJe first century involves Akiba 's claim 
that the 'thrones' arc ~<SC~Ved for Invid. It suggests an interesting regal, Daniel 7 
connection (b. Hag. 14a; b. Sanh. 3&b). Some have compared the Melcbizc:dek figure 
to a.spects of Son of Man speculation (P.J. Kobelski, Melchlzedelt and Melchire:rha 
[CBQMS. 10; Washington: Catholic Biblical Association, 1981], p. 136). Finally, 
there is the image of the exslted figure in 4Q491, who al•o echoes themes ofDaniel7. 
The variety of passages indicatos that Daniel7 imagery was a part oflirst-ccmtury 
Jewish escha10logieal and apocalyptic speculation, apart from the question of the 
presence of a defined Sen ofMan figure. This means that Daniel 7 was a text that was 
present in the theologically reflcetivc thinking of Judaism and was quite avaiblble 10 
Jesus ooec be started thinking in esebato1ogieal·vindfcation tenns. There i.-. nothing 
here that requires a post-Easter scenario. So the aV11ilability of Daniel 7 for reflection 
about the end seems cloar enough. 
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[Mt. 24.27-Lic. 17.24; 24.37-L. 17.26; 24.39-Lic. 17.30), M [Mt 10.23; 
13.41; 24.44; 25.31), L [Lk. 17.22]). (On 2) There is evidence that Jesus 
did linlc texts together in a midrashic style (Mic 7.6-IO=Mt. 15.4-9; Mt 
22.33-391ike Mk 12.29-31). More impor1llnt is a point Raymond Brown 
makes with emphasis in his work about Jesus' death: 'The perception that 
OT passages were interpreted to give a christological insight does not 
date the process'. He goes on to add: 'Hidden behind the attribution to the 
early church is often the assumption that Jesus had no Cbristology even 
by way of reading the Scriptures to diseem in what anticipated way be 
fitted into God's plan. Can one really tbinlc that credible?'" The issue of 
who Jesus was is just as live an issue in the thirties as it was in the sixties. 
There is nothing in these objections that requires a church creation and 
several factors argue against it So the likelihood is that when we confront 
this charge, we are dealing with the situation as it was at the trial and have 
walked into a cenb'al scene in Jesus' life." 

What would have been Jesus' point in such a qualified reply? Jesus 
answers somewhat affinnatively to the messianic query of the high priest 
but then adds to it to make it clear that the question really misses tbe point. 
Jesus does not merely affirm the query; he goes beyond it The remark 
about the Son of Man coming on the clouds and being seated at God's 
right band, whether it was heard as a reception into heaven or a return to 
earth to rule (and that is debated), affinns a divine vindication of Jesus that 
assumes (I) a session by God's side and (2) the right to judge one day. In 
other words, Jesus may be on trial now, but one day he would be vindi­
cated so that rejecting him meant being a defendant before God and bis 
chosen representative at a decisive final judgement. To a leadership that 
did not accept that Jesus was a candidate for such vindication, Ibis claim 
and the intimacy and authority it implied was blasphemous. For them blas­
phemy would have included making oneself too close to God (Josephus, 
Ant. 6.183; 10.233, 242; Philo, On Dreams 2. 130-31; lJe<.<1lOgue 13-14, 
61-64). 1n claiming to be their future judge one day, he may well bave 
also tripped over, in their view, Exodus 22.27 and its remarks on blas­
phemy. Luke's failure to mention blasphemy at Ibis point of the examina­
tion means little, as he tells bis story for an audience that only needed to 
uoderstand that what Jesus said led him to Pilate. Matthew and Mark do 

17. Brown,l><!aJh, pp. 513-15. 
18. I bave updated my discussionoftbisSOODC in 'Blasphemy and the Jewish Exami­

oatioo oflesus', BBR 17.1 (2007), pp. 61-122, especii!lly by intenlding with alternative 
views since my origjni!l work in 1998. 
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record the reception of the claims as being blasphemous (Mk 14.64; Mt. 
26.65). Neither is there a need to have pronounced the divine name to get 
to such a verdict, although this has been argued by Gundry." This view is 
possible, but by itself it cannot explain the reaction of the leadership, since 
the divine Name would have come in the context of the citing ofScripture, 
something in itself that would not be offensive. Other contextually noted 
elements, namely the extent of Jesus' claim of vindication. must have 
triggered the negative reaction to Jesus' response. 

One more key objection to authenticity remains. It has been claimed 
that the stacking up of titles like that in this text is an argwneot against 
authenticity." But on formal and conceptual grounds, this claim can be 
rejected as going beyond the evidence. In discussing the Son of Mao it 
was noted that development is not the private domain of the early church 
and that combining allu.~ions does not date when such combinations took 
place. Jesus was capable of formulating an association between Psalm 
110.1 and Daniel 7.13. But this response only deals with the nature of 
Jesus' reply. What about the way the high priest forms his question with 
multiple titles? Is the stacking up of titles in his question necessarily 
artificial? 

That the high priest would be concerned about Jesus as Messiah is 
natural, since a charge is being considered that the leadership feels makes 
Jesus a candidate to be taken to the Roman authorities. As also was noted, 
the Temple incident and sayings might suggest that Jesus had associated 
himself with events tied to the return of the Messiah. The Son ofMan title 
is Jesus' way to refer to himself, so both of these elements fit. The only 
potentially extraneous element is the allusion to Son of the Blessed. 

But on formal grounds it i.s not unusual in Judaism for titles to be piled 
on one another when one is emphasizing a point. I already noted in an 
earlier discussion bow two names were given for God in I Enoch 71.2, 
namely 'Most High' and 'eternally Blessed'. One can point to I Enoch 
48.2 with its reference to 'the Lord of Spirits, the Before-time', a construc­
tion mucb like the one seen in Mark 14. Similar is Psalms of Solomon 

19. Robert Gundry, Marie A Commen411yon His Apology for the Cro.u (Grand 
RBpids: Eerclman$, 1993), pp. 883·922. Updated and developed in his The Old Is 
lktter: New Testament &says in Suppon ofTraditioMIInterpre/allon.t (WUNT. 
1.178; TObingen: Moltr/Siebeck, 200S), pp. 98-1 10. 

20. As Donald Joel states about tbc Mark 14 combination, •The combinatioo of 
allusions presumes a developed stage of reftection'. This is similar to tbe midtashic 
azgument in another form, only hfre titles n01 texts are in view. See his Me£Sianlc 
E.U!gesis: Christological lnterprelalion of the Old Testament in Early Christianity 
(Pbiladelpbia: Fortress Prt$s. t988), p. 146. 
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17.21 with its reference to 'their king, the son of David'. Of course, the 
outstanding biblical example of the piling up of names is/sakzh 9.6 [Eng], 
and here also it is a regal6gure being named. When thls talces place there 
is something solemn about what is being said. So there is nothing for­
mally odd about the high priest questioning Jesus and doing so with a com· 
bined set of titles that suggests the moment's seriousness. 

So was Jesus crucified because be claimed to be Messiah? Was that the 
core of the blasphemy charge? This is how some challenge the scene's 
historical value, but that is not what is going on, even though it is the 
political chasge that is highlighted before Pilate. Read in this light, it 
appeass that the high priest is asking Jesus to con6nn his messianic status. 
If that is the case, then the scene has been chaUenged in the past because 
it is not a capital crime in Judaism to claim to be Messiah, that is, ames­
sianic claim is not blasphemous." The point that messianic confessi011 is 
not inherently blasphemous is a correct one as the exasnioation of blas­
phemy within Judaism shows. 

However, thls objection makes an assumption about the question 
sequence that should be critiqued. The incorrect assumption is that what 
the exasnioation was seeking and what resulted from the exasnioation were 
exactly the same thing. It assumes that Jesus' affinoative reply to the high 
priest's messianic question makes the blasphemous remark revolve around 
messiabship. But the contention ofthls study is that thls is not the relation­
ship between the priest's question and Jesus' answer. The exasnioatioo 
was about messiabsbip, so that a socio-political issue could be talcen to 
Rome. The threat that Jesus represented to the people in the leadership's 
view, in a view much like II QTemple 64.6-13 expresses, meant that he 
should be stopped and brought before Rome as a political-social threat. If 
a messianic claim and danger could be proven, then Jesus could be talcen 
to Rome as a challenger ruler whom Rome did not appoint. The charge 
would be sedition, a crime capable of a death penalty. The Jewish leader­
ship could have developed real concern about this threat when Jesus uttered 
the parable of the wicked tenants, which was clearly an auack on the lead­
ership and suggested that Jesus was a 'son', whose rejection would be 
vindicated by God." His act in the Temple could be seen as a political 

21. See tbe remarks in Joel Man:us, 'Mad<. 14.61: "Are you tbeMessiah-Soo-of­
Ood7"', Nov7'31 (1989), pp. J27-29. 

22. This is pct<eprively noted by Jack Kingsbury, 'I'M Cilristology of Mark's 
Go.•pel (Pbiladelphia: fotttoss Pross, 1983), pp. I 18-19. On this paBI>Ie see Klyne 
Snodgrass,71te Porab/eofthe WickedTena.u(WUNT,21; TObingen: Mobr!Siebcc:l<. 
1983). 
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challenge not only to the Jewish leadership but to the Romans who 
allowed such political authority to exist there. Thus, the threat to Jewish 
leadership could be translated into a tbreatto Rome's leadership as well. 
Jesus believed that he represented God and bad authority from above. 
This could be represented as possessing a claim to independent authority, 
a risk to aU CIIITellt socio-political structures and a potential souree of 
public instability. This is what the priest's question sought to determine. 

But Jesus' reply responds to this messianic query and yet dces even 
more. Itrepresen1Sa severe assault on the sensibilities of the Jewish lead· 
ers at two levels. First, the reply ~-peaks of an exalted Jesus wbo sees him­
self as tooclosetoGod in the leadership's view. Second, be makes claims 
as a ruler or judge wbo one day will reoder a verdict and/or experience a 
vindication against the very leadership that sees itself as appointed by 
God. In the first element of Jesus' affirmation, the leadership sees a danger­
ous claim to independent authority that they can take to Rome. In both 
aspects of Jesus' reply tht'fC is, in their view, cause for seeing the highest 
of religious offenses possible, namely, blasphemy. The bigb priest's rip­
ping of his garmen1Ssays as much (Num. 14.6; Judg. 11.35; 2 Sam. 1.11; 
I Mace. 2. 14;y. Mo 'edKalan 3.83b (= Neusner3.7]; b. Sanh. 60a). What 
started out as an investigation about Messiah becomes more than that 
becauseoftbeway Psalm 110.1 and Daniel7.13 are woven together. This 
does not mean that the messianic charge is wrong or even that it is 'cor­
rected'. It means that Jesus defines who the Messiah is in terms of the 
totality of the authority he possesses. This figure is so close to God that he 
possesses authority even over the nation's bigbest religious authorities. 
Tbat is Jesus' claim. It parallels the claim he made earlier in the parable, 
except that now God's vindication is to be carried out by and/or on behalf 
of the very person they are trying to condemn. Jesus claims total inde· 
pendence from the authorities oftbe day. He can be taken to Pilate. 

This point has a corollary foe those who try to argue that Mark's con­
cern is strictly pastoral and noi historical. In this narrative theological 
view, Jesus is a model in bow to face charges of blasphemy for the early 
church that is facing similar cbarges.n Mark's pastoral lesson is that in 
suffering as Jesus did, they follow bis way and example. The point is true 
enough about Mark's goal. but in separating history and pastoral theology 
the significance of the uniqueness of Jesus' reply about himself is under­
stated. Jesus is an example in how he faces the e.barge, but the reply he 

23. Helen K. Bond, Coiaphas: Fri.-! of R"'"' and Judge of Jesus? (Louisville: 
Westminster/John Koox Press. 2004), pp. 106-107. 
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gives is ~miquc to him and is not in its content an example to be followed 
In facl, the reply explains the unique vindication Jesus receives at God's 
right band. Now the question begs, if Jesus is only an example in how be 
faces the charge ofblaspbemy and the scene is Mark's or the early cburcb 's 
creation, why have an exemplary reply that does not belp Mark's members 
with how they should reply? The difference suggests that both teaching 
Jesus' example and making a point about the historical Christology that 
lies at the core of the tension are addressed. 

In sum, this event has a stronger claim to authenticity than suggestions 
that Mark or the early church created the scene. With some form of a 
regal claim for divine vindication into heaven, Jesus ironically supplies 
the testimony that led to his being taken on to Pilate so that Rome could 
now make the decisive judgment. 

Summary 

Now we can pull all the strands of background and text together. The 
charge that Jesus was a 'blasphemer' fits very well into the historical back· 
ground in which it appears in the bibUcal materials. Here Jesus' claims of 
exaltation tan headlong into Jewish views of the unique glory of God and 
resulted in the leadership concluding, because of their rejection of his 
claims, that he had blasphemed. 

In sum, Jesus' reply is what leads to his coovicti.on on a blasphemy 
charge. This reply had socio-political elements in it, as well as a religious 
dimension that constituted blasphemy. None of the objections to the his­
toricity of this scene have persuasive substance. Though one cannot prove 
absolutely that the dialogue goes back to Jesus and the high priest, the 
evidence makes it likely that the Marean summary is reftective of what 
took place or is a reasonable representation of the fundaroeotal conflict of 
views. It has great historical plausibility with the background that would 
apply to such a scene. Moreover, the scene possesses clear indications that 
make it more likely that it goes back to the trial scene and not to Ma.rlt. 

Jesus' blasphemy operatod at two levels. 
(I) There was a claim to possess comprehensive authority from God, 

something his earlier claims to forgive sins also affirmed. Though Judaism 
might contemplate such a comprehensively authoritative position for a 
few, this teacher from Galilee was not among the luminaries for whom 
such a role might be considered. As a result, his remark would have been 
seen as a self-claim that was an affront to God. To claim to be able to share 
God's glory in a Jewish context would mean pointing to au exaltod status 
that is even more than a prophet or any typical view of the Jewish 
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Messiah. That is bow the Jewish leadetsbip would have seen the claim. 
What Jesus' statement means is that be saw his mission in terms of messi­
anic kingdom work that also involved his inseparable association and 
intimacy with God. His coming vindication by God would indicate all of 
Ibis. Psalm 110.1 aod Daniel 7.13-141ak:eo together explain it. Jesus was 
Christ, Son of the Blessed Ooe, and Son of Man io one package and the 
right band of God awaited him after his unjust death. That coming vindi­
cation and the position it reveals him lO possess at God's right band helps 
all to see and the church to explain who Jesus was and is. 

(2) Jesus also attacked the leadership, by implicitly claiming to be their 
future judge and/or by claiming a vindication by God for the leadership's 
anticipated act. This would be seen by the Jewish leadership as a violation 
of Exodus 2227, where God's leaders are not to be cursed. A claim that 
their authority was non-existent and that they would be accounted among 
the wicked is a tolal rejection of their authority. To the leadership, this 
was an affront lO God as they were, in their own view, God's established 
cbosen leadership. 

Jesus' claim to possess comprehensive independent authority would 
serve as the basis of taking Jesus before Rome on a socio-political charge, 
as well as constituting a religious offence ofblasphemy that would be seen 
as worthy of the pursuit of the death penalty. In the leadership's view, the 
socio-political threat to the stability of the Jewish people is an underlying 
reason why this claim had to be dealt with so comprehensively. Jesus' 
reply, in his own view, simply grcwoutoftheimplicatioosofwbobesaw 
himself to be. 

The scene as a summary of trial events bas a strong claim to authen­
ticity, a stronger claim to it than to the alternative that the scene was 
created by Mark or by the early church. This means that this examination 
is a core event for underslanding the historical Jesu.•. The charge of Jesus 
as a 'blasphemer' is ooe of the most significant charges bis opponents 
ever leveled at him. It is a hub from which one can work to some degree 
backwards into the significance of his earthly ministry or forwards into 
how these events were the ealalyst for the more developed expressions and 
explanations of who Jesus was. 

The conflict between Jesus and the Jewish leadership two millennia ago 
was grounded in fundamentally different perceptions of who he wa.• and 
the authority he possessed for what he was doing. Either be was a blas­
phemer or the age.nt of God destined for a unique exallationlvindication. 
Either be was a deceiver of the people or the Son of the Blessed One. The 
claims Jesus apparently made were so significant aod the tollowing he 
gathered wa.• so great that a judgement about him could oot be avoided. 
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This essay bas tried to undCilltand bow those who examined Jesus saw his 
claims in light of their legal-theological categories. A study of Jewish 
views ofblaspbemy and exaltation illwnines the ways in which the Jewish 
leadership perceived Jesus' claims. They saw in Jesus' claim of exaltation 
an affront to God's unique honour and to their position as representatives 
of God's people. Jesus saw in his anticipated exaltation a vindication of 
his calling, ministty and claims, so that one day he would be seen by all 
as Son of Man seated at God's right hand. In other words, the ancient 
sources and their cultural scripts reveal how blaspbetlly and exaltation 
clashed during this examination in ways that changed the course of 
history. What this essay has argued is that the historical case for the ulti­
mate clash between Jesus and his opponents rotating around the charge of 
blasphemy is strong and historically quite credible. 



JESUS AS FALSI! PROPHET 

James F. McGrath 

Introduction 

The present study will differ from many others in the present volume by 
virtue of the fact that, whereas we have explicit accusations of Jesus having 
been demon-possessed, a blasphemer, or a glutton and drunkard within the 
Gospels, we do not have a similarly explicit accusation of Jesus having 
been a false propbel' It may, of coune, be implicit at certain pointS, and 
most previous studies of this topic have concluded that this is indeed the 
case.' But in addition 10 attempting 10 ascertain whether such accusations 
are implicit in the Gospel tradition, it is also important to ask why they do 
not feature as prominently and/or explicitly as others do. One possible 
answer 10 this question bas 10 do with the tendency in the developing 
trdjectories of early Christianity 10 downplay the understanding of Jesus 
as prophet as at best inadequate, and to foeus more on other themes and 
titles, such as Messiah and Son of God' This being the case, it is not sur­
prising that thCTe is little direct focus on tbe accusation that Jesus was a 
false prophet in the New Testament - after all, what point was there for 
opponents oftbe early Christians 10 contest claims that the Christians them· 
selves were not emphasizing? Yet although Christians came to prefer other 

l. Grlham Sian too, 'Jesus of Nazarclh: A Magician and a false Prophet Who 
Deceived God's People?', in Je$US and Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2004), pp. 127-61 (here 146). An earlier VCfSion ofbis sludy was published in 
Jesus o/NauJreJft: Lcrd and Christ (ed. Joel B. <Jr..., and Ma. Turner; Gnmd Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1994), pp. 164-80. 

2. Slantoo, 'Jesus ofNazarelh', pp. 127-61. 
3. Cf. N. T. Wright, Jesw and tlte Victory of God (Minneapolis: l'o!Ue$$ Pr..,., 

1996), pp. 162-71. The teodcncy to downplay prophetic aspectS of Jesus' words and 
lldioos may bave been a ,...ponse to tbe many olher prophetic figures who llppCilrtd in 
tbe decades after him, wbo may bavc bco:o felt to discredil lbe whole category. On lbe 
points of contrast see William R. Herlog, Propltet and Teacher (Louisville: Westmin­
soer/Joho Knox, 2005), pp. 106-108. 
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perspectives on Jesus, the traditions they passed on were still in many 
cases shaped by precisely the view of Jesus as prophet. Nevertheless, 
those wbo sought to counter early Christian preaching in later decades 
and even centuries tended to focus their attention on claims Christians 
continued not only to make but to emphasize. And so it is that in later 
literature we encounter polemical inversions of the virgin birth, that be 
bore the divine Name, and that be was himself divine. 

The tendency to speak less and less of Jesus as 'prophet' within Chris­
tian circles was by no means universal, however. The later Jewish Christian 
Pseudo-Clemcntine literature still considered prophet a key Christological 
term, as does the special material in Luke's Gospel.' Was it in response to 
such views that the theme of Jesus as false prophet became part of the 
Rabbinic COlJlUS? The specific features of the relevant Rabbinic passages 
suggest the primary concern may weU have lain elsewhere. The focus in 
the texts in question is on the basis in Deuteronomy 13 for a formal charge 
against and the legal coodemnation of Jesus. In the period in which the 
Rabbinic liternture was produced, Christianity bad come to a position of 
dominance, and the accusation that the Jewish leaders bad falsely accused 
and unjustly condemned Jesus was a common one. Although the Rabbinic 
literature may have been drawing on earlier accusations, its reason for 
doing so seems to be the more specific desire to present a legitimate basis 
for Jesus' execution according to Jewish law, as a response to Christian 
polemics.' Whether this concern was already present in New Testament 
times or even earlier remains to be seen.• 

Within Luke's Gospel, at one point doubt is expressed by a Pharisee as 
to whether Jesus is a prophet (7.39). But is doubting whether someone is a 
prophet the same as claiming that the person in question is a false prophet? 
This would seem to depend on whether or not the person in question was 
claiming to be a prophet. Indeed, many accusations (such as being in 
cahoots with Beelzebub) may, in fact, be at least in part accusations that 
Jesus was a false prophet, if he was in fact claiming to speak for God. 1 

4. Cf. Lie. 7.16, 39-50; 13.33; 24.19; Acts 3.22. See also Mt. 21. II , 46. 
S. Cf. Stanton, 'Jesus of Nazareth', p. 129. 
6. Scot McKnight finds evideuce of precisely these ooncems in sevctal NT 

passages. See his 'Calling Jesus Mamur',JSHJ 1 (2003), pp. 73· 103 (h..., 75-76). 
On the problems with using Robbinic sooroes for historical research about Jesus see 
Robert E. Van Voorst,Jesus Ouuide t~ New Te1tament(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2000), pp. IG4-106. 

7. Cf. Stan too, 'Jesus of Nazareth', p. 129 on tho close connectioo. 
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And so, whereas other studies ofthis subject have often taken the approach 
of searching for implicit accusations that Jesus was a false prophet, the 
approach taken here will be to establish the probability that Jesus was not 
only viewed in prophetic terms by some of his contemporaries, but also 
spoke or acted so as to give this impression.• It will then be possible to 
evaluate on that basis the relevance of a wide range of traditions whicb 
may (at least in part) have been responses 10 Jesus' prophetic claims. 

Prophecy in the Time of Jesus 

It has often been maintained that many or all of Jesus' contemporaries 
would have dismissed a priori any claim that be was a prophet, because 
they believed that prophecy had ceased. One source usually dated c. 300 
CE, namely Tosephta Sotah 13.2, claims that after the last of the canonical 
prophets died, the Holy Spirit ceased to be active in lstael. This statement 
is qualified by an acknowledgment that revelation could still be received 
via a heavenly voice (bat qol). Jt is tbu.s important to observe that th.is 
statement docs not suggest there was a complete disappearance either of 
revelation, or of people who claimed that God spoke to or through them. 
On the contrary, if anytbiog this Rabbinic source c<mfirms that such 
claims continued to be made. What is being asserted here is rather that 
any such ongoing revelation differed in kind from that received by the 
canonical prophets, and thus mu.st be judged against the standard of Scrip­
ture. If anything, therefore, such affirmations seem to be responses pre· 
cisely to ongoing claims to revelation and something akin to prophetic 
experiences. The relevance of such late texts for our understanding of 
views in the time of Jesus is of course far from clear, but it is worth men­
tioning them nonetheless, precisely because of their use to suggest a wide­
spread consensus that prophecy had ceased, and as we have just seen, this 
passage does not support such a conclusion. 

Although I Maccabees seems to presuppose that prophecy is not a cur­
rent reality, this is not necessarily implied in the relevant passages (I Mace. 
4 .45-46; 14.41 ), and the author at the very least expeets a time 10 come 

8. For a survey of recent scholarship that also !8ises illlpOftant methodological 
and terminological poin18, """ Maricus Ohler, • Jesus as Prophet: Rcmub on 
Terminology', in Jesus, Mark and Q (ed. Michael Lababn and Andreas Schmidt; 
Sheffield Academic Press, 2001), pp. 125-42. On Josephus' view of Jesus in relation 
to this topic see· especi3tly Gea Vermes. JeJus in his Jewish ConJtxJ (MiMeapotis: 
Fonn: .. Press. 2003), pp. 91-98. 
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when prophets will be found once more. I Maccabees 14.41 may perhaps 
even hint that there continued to be some who claimed prophetic inspira­
tion, since it specifies that it is not a prophet per se but a trustworthy one 
that is being awaited. Fwtbermore, many even among those wbo believed 
prophecy bad ceased may have been willing to espouse that a future 
eschatological 'prophet lilce Moses • would appear, as predicted in Deuter­
onomy.' For them, perhaps, a claim to be a prophet would have bad 
eschatological implications, and not merely revelatory ones. Josephus, 
however, with bis claims to prophetic inspiration both for himself and for 
John Hyrcanus, provides evidence that not everyone treated prophecy as a 
thing of the distant past." Josephus also refers to individuals be deems 
false propbets (War 2.259-62; Antiquilil!l" 20.169· 71 ), but it is their claims 
and the ends that they meet that place them in this category, rather than 
any presupposition on bis part that prophetic inspiration no longer existed 
in this period in history. n 

In short, there is no reason to think that most people in Jesus' time 
would have regarded a claim to bear from and speak for God as by defini­
tion suspect, based on a belief that prophecy bad ceased." Some may 

9. R;cbard A. HO<$ley aud Jot..S. Haruoo, BandiJ.r,l'ropMts, and MeJSiahs(Sm 
fran<:isco: Harper & Row, 198j), pp. 148-49, 160, argue that there is little evidence 
of a living ll'ldilion ofexpecwion that such a figure would eome; bere, however, we 
are simply suuesnng lhat the possibility of such a figure, made 011 the basis of the 
relevant texts. would not tlCCCSSU'ily bavc seemed out of the question. At any rate~ 
absence of evidence for Ibis expectation is not evidence of its absence. 

10. Rebecca Gray, Prophetic Figures in Late Second Temple Jewish Pokstine: 1lw 
Evilkncefrom Josep/rw; ~""'York: O<fonl University Press, 1993), pp. 7-34. 

11. In AgaiiU't Apltm 1.4l , Josephusseems to make a similardislincrioo to the Rab­
binic sources, in setting aport Scriptural propllc:q from later <01amplc$, without deny­
ing the realiry of the latter. Cf. I..<>Uis H. Feldman, ' Propbets and Prophecy in Josephus' 
in Proph<U, Propheey. and Prophelic Texu in Second Te111J1/e Judaism (ed. Micbael 
H. Floyd and Robert D. H.aak; New York: T&TClarll, 2006), p. 222. 0o the broader 
topic of S<lCial memory and tho way Jesus may have beee recalled in a propbelic mold, 
see Ricbard A. Horsley, 'A Prophet Like Moses and Elijah: Popular Memo<y and 
Cultural Panerm in Mad:' in Performing the Gospel: Orality, Memory, and M<rk(ed. 
Ricbard A. Horsley, Jonathan A. Draper, and John Miles Foley; Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 2006), pp. 1~90; also John P. Meier, 'From lllijah·like Propbet to Royal 
Davidic Messiah' inJesiiS: A Colloquium in the lfo/y Land(ed. Doris Doonelly; New 
York: Continuum, 2001), pp. 4S-$3. 

12. Oo !hi$ topic $CO further John R. Levisoo, 'Phllo's Pcrsooal Experience and the 
Persi•u:nce ofPropbecy' in Prop/tel$, Prophecy, and Prophe/U: Tem In Second Tempi• 
Judaism (cd. Micbael H. Floyd and Robert D. Haak; New York: T&T Ciarlo, 2006), 
pp. 194-209; Horsley and Hanson, Bmodits, Prophets, and Me:ssiahs, p. IS I; Morna 
Hookcr,7!wS/gns of a Propher(Harrisbw'g; Trinil)l p,. lntc:rnatioo&J, 1997), pp. 6-7. 
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b.avc held Ibis view, but most of our evidence points to a belief that inspi· 
ration (even if of a sort that somehow differed from that of the canonical 
prophets) was an ongoing reality, or at the vety least something with the 
potential to reappear. But what did being a prophet imply to those living 
in Jesus' historical and social context? Although we hesitate to generalize 
in the way Joachim Jeremias did (on the basis ofStrack·Billerbeek) that 
'To possess the Spirit of God was to be a propbct' , nevertheless it does 
seem that there is significant agreement among our sources that posses­
sion of(or by) the Spirit led to someone being understood in prophetic 
terms - leaving as the real question whether one was a true prophet or a 
false one, which might be phrased in other words as the question of by what 
son of spirit one was possessed." This may be one reason why Josephus 
describes those be views as false prophetS as being in the category of 
gOi!S, whieb b.as the broader sense of'cbarlatan' but more strictly means a 
sorcerer." One potential cb.atacteristic was that of odd beb.avior. That the 
effects of prophetic inspiration or possessioo by God could resemble 
the characteristics of insanity can be seen in the fact that the same vetb, 
existcmi, is used in reference to both." The labelling of Jesus as demon­
possessed and 'out of his mind • may well relate to this." In a sense, one 
might be able to say that there were three options with regard to such 
individuals, comparable to the three options regarding Jesus made famous 
by C.S. Lewis: Either an individual was possessed (by some other spirii), 
a pretender, or a prophet possessed by God's Spirit" It should be added 
that, in the first century as apparently throughout Israel's history, prophecy 
was something people sometimes did, without this necessarily indicating 
that the person in question was a prophet in the sense of having this as a 
defined role, vocation or profession. And thus the question of whether Jesus 
ever spoke prophetically is not exactly the same question as whether he 

t3. Joocbim Jeremias, Jlew Testament Theology. I. n.. Prodomotibll of J..,... 
(London: SCM, 1971). p. 78. See also MoriOO Smith, Jesus the Magician (Berkeley: 
Scastooe, 1998), p. 104. 

14. Cf. Eric Eve, n.. Jewish Comext of Jesus' Miracles (JSNTS. 231; Sheffield 
Academic Preos, 2002), p. 298. 

15. Seelhespecificrefen:occsoollcctcd in James D.O. Dunn, Jesus Remembued 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), pp. 595·96 n. 233. 

16. Nore the similar views of other prophetic figures recorded by Josephus (War 
6.300-309; Ant 10.114-19), 8Dd the discussion in Gray, Prophetic Figures, p. 30. 

17. Soc, e.g., C.S. l.ewis, Mete Christianity (Fontana: Glasgow, 1955), p. 52. From 
the famous 'lrilemma' (liar, lunatic or Lord) is usually omitted a fourth category, 
'legend'. whlcb is an imponant one to include when dealing with ancient sources. 
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was recognized as someone with what we might call a 'prophetic voca­
tion •. Ncvertbeless, when there were accusations of false prophecy, these 
had to do with specific predictions or other claims that prophet.~ made, and 
thus fillse prophecy could likewise be something someone did, apart from 
the question of whether the person in question was (as it were, by profes­
sion) a false prophellodeed, it might be possible to go so far as to say 
that, in the time of Jesus, the vocation of prophet (in the sense of someone 
who did nothing but prophesy, e.g., as advisor to the Icing) was largely 
unlcnown, and that those cases we have of prophetic claims are claims to 
predict the future or to spealc with divine authority, rather than to occupy 
a particular social position or function." 

Jesus as Prophet 

Since the key issue in this period was prophetic speech and actions, rather 
than a particular social role, we need not spend much time debating the 
issue of whether Jesus understood himself in prophetic tenns. If even a few 
of the predictions attributed to him in the Gospels are authentic, then we 
have evidence that Jesus prophesied-whether truly or falsely." Although 
there is significant debate about a number of these sayings, there are 
enough instances of Jesus speaking in a prophetic manner found through­
out the tradition that it appears all but certain that be understood himself 
at times to be prophesying. Yet although there are many sayings and 
actions of Jesus that can be interpreted in prophetic terms, there is only 
one saying with multiple independent attestation in which Jesus appears 

t8. It is wO<Ih mentiooing explicitly that the question of Jesus as prophet did DOl 

automatically exclude tbe application to him of other perspectives or titles. I:n other 
words, Jesus could be viewed in prophetic terros and yet also as king, as political 
leader, as priest - as one who occupied perllaps any sort of societal role, or indeed no 
specille one at all. For one individual who (according to Josephus) occupied such 
multiple roles, see the discussion in Robert L. Webb, John the Baptizer and Pro phd 
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Pless, 1991), pp. 317-18. 

19. The relevant psssages include: the prediction oflerusalero's destructioo (with 
or wilbwt OJeDtion of subsequent rebuilding); the prediction that they will oot see 
him again until they say 'Blessed is be who comes in the name of the Lord'; the 
prediction that the son oflllliD must suffcr(tbree times in Mark and John), assuming 
this was DOt in its original form a general stalemenl about hUDWl suffering; the predic­
tion that the son of man will come on a besvenly throne; the predietioo that Pel<:< will 
deny him; the prediction that he will be· bellayed. Otbm (such .. the reference to a 
vision of Satan falling like lightning troro heaven, ifundentOOd to be a vision of an 
event still to occur) roight be added to the list. 
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to refer to himself as a prophet, namely the famous saying that 'a prophet 
is not without honor except in his home countty' ·" Is this an authentic 
saying of Jesus, and is it indicative of a prophetic self-understanding on 
bis pan? If the two-line version in Thomas is a secondary reworking of 
the saying based on Luke's narrative, then it may have little or no value 
as far as discussions of the historical Jesus are concerned, and multiple 
attestation between the remaining sources may be enough to settle the 
matter. On the other band, scholars who believe the Thomas version can 
make a serious claim to representing the original form tend to also coo­
elude that Jesus was speaking proverbially and metaphorically about his 
activity (since Jesus is not ko.owo for baviog claimed to be a 'doctor' ), in 
which case the saying may not provide evidence that Jesus bad a prophetic 
self-understanding. Although we cannot discuss this topic fuUy here, the 
arguments for the originality of the Thomas version have b<en adequately 
presented elsewhere." Among the relevant evidence is the fact that Mark, 
after including the saying about a prophet being without honour, goes on 
to talk aboutJesus' activity (or relative lack thereof) with respect to heal­
ing." Also noteworthy is that John, iouncdiately after his usc of the say­
ing, employs the v-erb dechomai the verb from which the adjective delaos 
(found in the Oxyrbyocbus Greek fragment ofThomas) is derived. There 
is also the additional 'physician' proverb given by Luke in this contexl 
Unless one posits that Thomas intersects with Mark, Luke and John 
through sheer coincidence, one would have to suppose either that the 
author of Thomas knows all of the canonical Gospels and here is care­
fully working into his second line allusions to the narrative context in 
which each of them employed the saying, or that a saying like the one in 
Thomas, with both its pans, was in the mind of each of the canonical 
authors who quotes the first half thereof. A strong case thus can be made 
for the originality of the version found in Thomas." This does not, 

20. Ve<11ioos are found in Mk 6.4; Mt. 13.57: Lk. 4.23-24; Jn 4.44 (see also Jn 
1.1 I); Tbom. 31. 

21. This was argued already by RudolfBulunano, The History of the Synoptic 
Tradilion (Now York: Hupet & Row, 1963), pp. 31-32, buildingoo llx: earlier insights 
of Emll Wendling. Sec also the additional arguments provided by Jobn Dominic 
Crossan, In Fragmems (San Frux:isco: Harper & Row, 1983). pp. 283-84. 

22. Robert W. Funk, Roy W, Hoover, eta/., The Fi>-e GosfJ"IS (New Yorlt: Pole­
bridge, 1993), p. 491. 

23. It adds to llx: argument for authenticity thatllx: assumption underpinning tbe 
second half of this proverb is precisely what we find in early layers ofllx: tradition of 
Jesus' healing aotivities, namely thatlte was unable to perform many bealings in those 
places wbe<clte was well known. Later authors who tnade use of sucll stories found 
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however, indicate that Jesus is simply quoting proveroial sayings. The 
Aramaic word for 'doctor' is 'asyan, and it also means healer.•• If the say­
ing goes back to Jesus, therefore, it need not be taken as speaking merely 
proverl>ially about 'doctors', but may have used ootooe but two designa­
tions that seem appropriate for him in light of our sources. The possibility 
!hat be was quoting an already known proverb remains, but given the refer­
ence to two categories into which Jesus seems to have been placed by his 
contemporaries, it seems unlikely that the proverb or proverl>s, if these 
existed, were quoted without any thought to the question of Jesus' iden­
tity and activity. In short, a good case can be made for this saying being 
applied to Jesus by himself because it related to aspects of his activity, 
and thus quite plausibly of his self-understanding. 

The cl0$e cooooction between heal.ingslmiracles and prophecy in this 
particular strand of Gospel tradition is not swprising. In ooncluding his 
recent study of Jesus' miracles in the Jewish context ofhis time, Eric Eve 
argues that the principle category into which the performance of miracles 
placed someone was prophet - whether a true or false one. Performing 
miracles depended on being in possession of, or possessed by, a spiritual 
power." Especially if a person claimed notonlytoaclbutalso to speak as 
a result of this, then some sort of 'prophetic' category was inevitably 
appropriate. In the case of most exorcists and healers, whatever their popu­
larity, they seem to have garnered relatively little attention when com­
pared to Jesus. A logical explanation for this fact is that Jesus' alleged 
miraculous activity was combined with a claim to authoritative speech. II 
is only this !hat can account for the attention accorded to Jesus by other 
teachers and various authority figures in his time. Had be simply been a 
charismatic healer and exorcist, even one that also told interesting stories, 
be would have been relatively uncontrovcrsial. It is only by assuming (as 
the Gospel tradition suggests) that his miracles were treated as supporting 
a claim to inspired speech, and thus to authority, that one can explam the 

!his assertioo of Jesus' inability uncomfortable and resularly edited it out, and !his is 
usually taken as a SIJOng argument for its authenticity. If the Thomas form is more 
original, then the narrative or,...,.. failure to perform many miraclcslbealings may 
be an expression in $tory form of what Marl< knew os a saying of Jesus. 

24. This is the word used in Uc. 4.23 in the Syriac Peshitla. It i.s the word that is 
somctimc:s thought to have given the Esscues tbcir name. and they are sometimes 
identified with the group called Tberapculoi in Orc:ek soun:es. JaslroW's Atama.ic die. 
tionlll)' gives tlwumaturg (i.e., miracle worker) as one oftbeiDCOilings in Rabbinic 
sources. 

25. Eve, The Jewish Context of Juus' Mirocles, pp. 384-85. 
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controversies. We may thus suggest that it was not his exorcisms per se 
that were the focus of the Beelzebul controversy, but it was the message or 
teaching of this exorcist that his opponents were concerned to undermine. 

Scholars consistently emphasize that the prophets of ancient Israel 
were not merely ' foretellers' but were in the first ios1ance 'fonh-teUers', 
or in other words, their activity did not focus primarily on predicting the 
future, but on chaUenging social ills in their own time. Be that as it may, 
the popular understanding of prophets as being first and foremost those 
who make predictions about the future, whether it be correct or a miscon­
ception as far as the classical prophets of ancient Israel arc concerned, 
appears to go back to the time of Jesus." One weakness of some previous 
studies of whether Jesus fits into the category of a (true or false) prophet 
is the tendency to focus on whether be 6ts the mould of the classical 
prophets of the Jewish Scriprures, rather than focusing on whether be 
resembles the paradigms ofpropbetic speech and activity prevalent in his 
own time." 

Predictions about the Temple 

According to Eric Eve, one of the fearures that be believes distinguished 
Jesus from the 'sign prophets' listed and denounced as false by Josephus 
is the fact that Jesus did not predict one particular aod spectacular miracle 
would soon occur to confirm his claims." On this point, the evidence from 
the Gospel traditioo suggests rather than Jesus did make such a claim, 
when be predicted that the Temple would be destroyed aod then rebuilt in 
three days. This predictioo is attributed to Jesus throughout the Gospel 
tradition (in some in.~tances as a genuine saying of Jesus, in others as 
something of which he is falsely accused), and it was certainly a key point 
of controversy between early Christians aod their detractors. its inclusion 
in so many early Christian Gospels, aod the effort invested in reinterpret­
ing it and otherwise neutralizing its apparent status as a false prophecy 

26. This is noted, e.g., by George J. Brooke in his study 'Prophecy end Prophets in 
lbe Dead Sea Scrolls' in Propllets, Prop/lecy. and Prophetic T~ In Second Temple 
Judaism (ed. Michael H. Floyd and Robert D. Haole; New York: T&T Clark, 2006), 
p. ISS. 

27. As noted by Oray, Prophetic Figures, p. 3. The !ltUdy ofMottoo Smilh, Jesus 
the Magician, pp. 41,48-49, 210-29, is particularly susceptible 10 <Titicism on tbis 
poinL His focus on Jesus' failute to prefa<:c his words with 'Thus ssys tbe L«d' would 
appear 10 apply 10 all prophetic figures io !his period. 

2il. llve, The Jewish Ccnzext of Jesus· Mlracle.t, p. 38S. 
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uttered by Jesus, suggests it was widely known beyond Christian circles 
and was cited there as a motive for doubting or denying Jesus' prophetic 
ability. 

This may seem somewhat ironic, given that the simpler prediction that 
the Temple would be destroyed seems like a good candidate for an accu· 
rate prediction about the future made by Jesus. In the case of the saying 
about the Temple's destruction and rebuilding, however, it was the speci· 
tic time frame specified, as well as the apparent audacity of the claim 
spoken in tbe first-person (even though this presumably represented an 
instance of Jesus speaking prophetically with the divine voice), that caused 
it to become a focus of controversy. It is in connection with this saying that 
the wider issue of Jesus' prophetic ability takes on particular prominence 
in the passion narrative in the Synoptic tradition. In Mark 14.65, closely 
following a charge relating to the saying about destroying and rebuilding 
tbe Temple, Jesus is mocked by guards who explicitly demand that be 
prophesy. The saying about his accusers seeing the son of man seated at 
the right band of Power is also a prediction and ties into this same theme. 
Whatever one may think of the historical value of the depiction of the 
trial in Mark's Gospel, it is stiJl noteworthy that be regards the focus of 
the trial as relating to Jesus' prophetic ability. In a similar way, the per· 
ception that Jesus is claiming to he a prophet or have a prophetic ability 
lies behind the motif of requests for a sign." 

How certain can we he that Jesus said something about the Temple 
being destroyed and rebuilt'/'' Although the evidence from the Gospels is 
from decades later, and for the most part reflects knowledge of the events 
of70 CE, there is reason to think that this saying about the Temple was not 
only known, but bad been reinterpreted along the lines found in Mark and 
John, as early as the time ofPauJ." PauJ twice uses wording and imagery 

29. See Mk 8.11 ·12; Me 16.1 -4; Lk. 11.16, 29-30; Jn 2.18; 6.30. See also Scot 
McKnight, 'Callblg Jesus M<>mzer', pp. 75-76. 

30. The questioo is raised within the Gospel tradition itself: even !hough Matthew 
sates that two witnesses were found who beard Jesus say something about the dcsll'ue· 
tioo and tcbuilding of lhe Temple, Mark suggests there were problCOl$ with their 
tcstimooy (MJ< 14.57-59; Mt. 26.60-61). 

31. One of tbe very few studies to disouss the Pauline evidence in relation to tbe 
lrllnSmission of the Jesus tradition is J.P.M. Sweet,' A House Not Made With Hands' 
in Templum Amicitae (cd. WilliJun Hortrury; JSNTS, 48; Sheffield: ISOT Press. 
1991 ), pp. 368-90. See also Frances Young and David F. Ford,Meonb!gandTroth In 
2 Corinthians (London: SPCK. 1987),pp. 132-33; Kire Sigvald Fuglseth,Joltannine 
Sectarianism in Per:specti"" (S'upNovT, 119; Lciden: E.J. Brill, 2005), p. 174. 
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tbat is closely relaled to this part of the Oospellradition. In 2 Corinthians 
5.1, Paul speaks of a tent or labernacle being pulled down, and the e"'is· 
tence of a house twt made with hands, in both cases using precisely the 
same word as is found in Mark 14.58. And in I Corinthians 3.17, Paul 
writes that if anyone destroys the temple of God, God will destroy that 
person. 11 is thus Paul, our earliest Christian author, who provides our ear­
liest witness to this lradition. The most obvious connections one sees at 
first glance are of course between Paul's slatements and the specifically 
Marean form of the saying, with its reference to another dwelling not 
made with hands. However, we will have difficulty making sense of what 
Paul wrote in relation to the Gospel lradition unless we also bring the 
evidence from John into the picture. For it cerlainly seems highly unlikely 
that Paul could have known the saying in the form in which it is found in 
the Synoptics and Thomas, with the first person 'I' on the lips of Jesus, and 
still have claimed that God would destroy the one wbo destroys God's 
temple. Likewise, given his positive use of the image of one tent that will 
be taken down and another not made by hands that will replace i~ it seems 
clear tbat Paul did not simply regard the saying as inauthentic, as Mark 
would have had his readers believe. 

How is one to account for these elements of the Pauline knowledge and 
use of this lraditioo? The most satisfactory •"'Planation is that Paul was 
familiar with a transformation of the saying along the same lines as would 
much later find its way into the Gospel of John, in wbieb the saying was 
applied to death and resurrection, and where the agency for the destruc· 
tion of the body-temple is attributed to others rntber than Jesus himself." 
The evidence from Paul's correspondence with the Corinthians therefore 
s1tongly suggests tbat a form of this saying resembling both the Marean 
and the Johannine variants was produced sometime before Paul wrote 
these letters. It nonetheless continues to remain most probable that the form 
in which the saying is fouod in John is a secondary transformation of a say­
ing of Jesus, applied with hindsight (as the Founh Gospel itself suggests) 
to the death and resurrection ofJesus. Yet the evidence from Paul suggests 
that this transformation took place not decades later at the time the founh 
Gospel was written, but very early, sometime before Paul wrote his letters 
to the church in Corinth." At any rnte, Paul provides us with our earliest 

32. C.H. Dodd bas observed that the saying in its Jobannine fonn can be under­
SIOOd as an idiomatic conditional, and thus particularly close in meaning to the Paul­
ine form. See Dodd, The lnJerpretatton oftloe F¢llTth Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge 
Univ""ity Pres>, 19S3), p. 302 n. I. 

33. Th<o Pauline evidence thus indicates that some elements of the Jobanninc: 
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evidence for the Temple saying we have been discussing, and also bears 
wimess to the ways in which it was transformed and reinteJpreted, thus 
allowing us to date the debates over the saying to a still earlier period. 

On the other hand, even relatively late sources tbat show signs of depen· 
dence on the canonical Gospels may at times contain pieces of information 
tbat are of some independent historical value. There is an intriguing refer· 
enee in the Gospel of Peter to Jesus' original followers having been in 
biding because it was suspected that they might set fire to tbe Temple. 
Given tbat there is no obvious reason tbat a Christian author would invent 
such an accusation, and tbat the creation of it by Christians after they bad 
been accused of setting fire to Rome in Nero's time seems absolutely 
unthinkable, it is best taken as a genuine piece of historical data tbat made 
it down to tbe time of the author of the Gospel ofPeter, whether orally or 
in some writing that is no longer extant It indicates tbat Jesus' prediction 
was a key issue with regard to bow he was viewed by bis contempOraries, 
so much so that the Jewish authorities feared that bis disciples might try 
to bring about the fulfillment ofbis prophecy themselves. 

Nevertheless, as in the sayings attributed to Jesus in the Gospels pre­
dicting the full dawn of the lringdom within the lifetime ofJesus' bearers, 
the seeming failure to materialize of any literal fulfillment of these 
predictions was Jess than decisive with regard to Jesus' status as prophet. 
For those familiar with other examples of prophetic literature, this will oot 
be surprising. Prophetic speech, wbile rarely as vague as Woody Allen's 
famous parody ('Two nations wiU go to war, but only one will win')," usu­
ally allowed for the possibility either of reinterpretation or of projection 
further into the future, so that the problem of apparent lack of fulfillment 

Gospel are indeed early, bot we are reminded in lhe process lhat an wly date alooe is 
insufficient basis for assessing a tradition's historical value. John, at any me, does 
001 only tell us about two levels, that of the bistcrical Jesus and that of the Clwistian 
community in tbe 80s or 90s, bot also about 5la80S in betwceu. Spo<e p<obi1>its us 
from cxploriog berelbc: p<>s5ible evidence from the bock ofRevelation that the fonn 
in Thomas may also be early. On this see futtber Gilles Quispel, 'Tbe Gospel of 
Thomas and the Trial of .Jesus' in TatandTt.Jtimotry(ed. T. Bwdaetal.; Kampen: 
J.H. Kok. 1988), pp. 197-99. although Quispel does 001 malcea convincing case for 
the origifiQ/ity of tbe form in Thomas. Indeed, the evidence from Revelation coold 
equally be taken to sbow lcl)owle~e of something like the Johannine form of tbe 
.. ying. with its identificatiou of Jesw aslbc: Temple, just as iD Revelation the Lamb 
is tbe Temple. Nevertheless, the auti-sa<;riticial &ttitude of Jewisb Christianity sug­
gesas that Thomas too is a strong contendet for representing an wly, widely !mown 
form of tbe saying. 

34. Woody Allen, Without Feathers (New York: Random House, 1972), p. 13. 
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was mitigated." Clearly this was true even in the case of an apparently 
specific prophecy, with a specific time line, such as the one we have been 
considering here. 

In the end, therefore, accusations of being a false prophet were wtlikely 
to be effective ways of countering claims by or about someone who was 
perceived by his followers to be a true prophet After all, by the rigid 
standards proposed in Deuteronomy, the canonical prophet Jonah might 
be deemed a false prophet, since his prediction that Ninevah would be 
destroyed in fony days failed to come true in the specified time frame. In 
actual fact, however, prophecy appears never to have been viewed in such 
inJlexible terms. If fulfillment of a prediction of judgment did not materi· 
alizc, it was at least as likely that an explanation would be offered in terms 
of God relenting as in terms of the prophet being mistaken, and the book 
of Jonah once again provides an example of this. Also particularly note­
worthy is Josephus' statement that the Essenes' predictions were rarely 
wrong, suggesting that it was overall accuracy rather than 'inerrancy' that 
was the standard expected from prophets, even those of the highest 
calibre." Tbe Dead Sea Scrolls, as well as the New Testament writings 
themselves, attest to a widespread awareness that prophecies were things 
that not only could but ought to be reinterpreted and reapplied, adapted 
not only to lack of fulfillment on a literal level, but also to changing needs 
and circumstances. The classic example within the biblical tradition itself 
was the reinterpretation of Jeremiah's seventy years of exile in the book 
of Daniel as seventy weelcs of years." The focus on the temple saying in 
the Gospel tradition shows precisely the process we have been discussing: 
the potential ofthis saying to be understood as an inaccurate prediction 
spurred the various adaptations and explanations found in the Gospels. 
Nevertheless, after lhe destruction of the Temple in the year 70, Jesus' 
predictions would have borne a close enough resemblance to what actu­
ally happened to be evaluated as a true prediction - and any details lhat 
did not correspond could be reinterpreted, in keeping with lhe process of 
interpretation and reinterpretation of this and otbcr sayings that appears to 
be datable hack to at least the time of Paul." 

35. On cognitive dissonance see fll11her Robert P. CanoU, Wh.m Prophecy Failed 
(New York: Seabury, 1979). 

36. Josephus, Wor2.159. 
37. Jer. 25.11; 29.10; Dan. 9.1·2, 24. 
38. On the advanlagc.ofbindsight in interpreting omens sec Josephus, ll'or6.291-

96; Hanson and ll0r$ley, IJandiJs. Prophets, and Me$$/al&$, pp. 181·82. 
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The shortest and simplest (and most likely original) form of !he saying 
is preserved on the lips of opponents of Jesus in the Gospels (Mk 15.29). 
This may reflect a historical reality: it seems likely that whereas the Chris­
tian community either denied that Jesus said such a thing, or (more com­
monly) radically rewrote and reinterpreted the saying, it was the opponents 
of the early Christian movement who kept alive the memory that Jesus bad 
uttered this particular saying in its earliest and most difficult form. And 
so, on the one hand, the false prophecy accusation served (as did other 
accusations and questions by outsiders) to stimulate development in the 
early Christian tradition, and may through the process of reinterpretation 
have contributed to the formation of important ideas such as Jesus' body, 
and the Christian community as a whole, as God's Temple." On the other 
hand, the fact that there were other voices recaUiDg the words of Jesus, 
including some inconvenient ones, suggests that historical Jesus research 
must take seriously as a control on development and alteration of Jesus' 
teaching not only the presence of eyewiloesses (some of whom must have 
been involved in the reintetpretation of the sayings they remembered, 
given the early date at which thls process of reworking and traosfonning 
appears to have begun), but also the presence of opposing voices who 
refused to let the followers of Jesus forget that be bad said things that, 
from their point of view, seriously discredited the claims Christians were 
making about him . ., 

Conclusion 

Let us conclude this chapter by asking directly the question that bas been 
in view throughout this article: What can opponents' labelling of Jesus as 

39. Sec tur1hcr my book John ·s Apolog"ic Christology (Cambridge: Cambridge 
Univmily Press, 2001), pp. 3443, for a discussion of bow eootroversy sputli aDd 
oonlribuleS to lbe process of doelrinal development 

40. It is to lbe credit ofauthors sucb as Keilb Ward (What the Bible Reo/Jy Teaches 
(New Yorl:: Crossroad, 2005], pp. 42-65) and Ulrich Luz (wilb Axel Michaels, 
Encoun~ering Jesus and Buddha [Minneapolis: Fora<ss Press, 2006], pp. 45-46) that 
!bey seek to lake seriously, and rclleet on !be lbeological imptications of, saying> such 
a$lbese. We may briefly mention bere two lbeologieal implications of this saying of 
!be hist«ical Jesus. Fin~ Ibis saying pushes us to move away from lbe Apollooarian 
tcodcnoies in roucb popular Christo logy. Second, it perbapo SUgg<SlS !bat (once again 
inCQI)lraSt with many streams ofeontempornry Cbrislillllity) wbatlbe biblical tradition 
suggesrs is most valuable in God's eyes is not accurate knowledge, but our altitude 
aDd in palticular our de$ire to see God's kingdom replace !be injustice of !be world 
we live in. 
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'false prophet' tell us about the historical figure of Jesus? Because of the 
lateness of sources that use the explicit label, we are in fact forced to 
work in the opposite direction - from our information about Jesus' own 
explicit and implicit claims, to implied (and at times hypothetical) reac­
tions and responses of his contemporaries. Nevertheless, what informa­
tion we have and what we can reasonably surmise is not insignificant. 
That it was possible to make the accusation that be was a false prophet at 
all is in itself noteworthy: the predic-tions that Jesus made were apparently 
not of such a public and overwhelming character, and/or were not con­
sistently fulfilled in such a precise and obvious way, that it was impos­
sible to dispute his prophetic ability. Although we have seen that mere 
fulfillment of a prediction was not the only issue, some fulfillment at least 
some of the time was presumably essential, and we must posit that there 
must bave been at least some predictive sayings ofJesus that were widely 
viewed as true prophecies for him to obtain this reputation at all. There 
are, of course, stories told in the Gospels in which Jesus did make specific 
predictions - such as that someone that be was asked to heal but was not 
present would get better- but we are also told of other instances in which 
be could not accomplish miracles. This problem plagues the evaluation of 
faith healers in our own time as well: anecdotal evidence is severely 
problematic, since some people who are prayed for or upon whom bands 
are laid do indeed get better, while others do not, and demonstrating a 
causal connection is impossible. For the most part, however, ancient 
polemicists did not engage in the types of arguments used by modem-day 
sceptics, who appeal to the possibility of scientific explanation or outright 
deception. In general, ancient authors tend to grant that something we 
would call supernatural may be involved, but attribute the source of the 
power involved to a diabolical rather than a divine source. And so it is 
that other accusations that appear both in the New Testament and in later 
sources - of demon possession, sorcery, and so on-are intrinsically con­
nected to the question of Jesus' prophetic status, nis claims (and claims 
made about him by his foUowers) that be spoke for God and that his 
miracles confumed or at least lent plausibility to these claims. And so we 
have found another reason that the accusation that Jesus was a 'false 
prophet' may not have been a central focus in the New Testament: not 
that the prophetic claims made by or about Jesus were not contested, but 
that they were contested indirectly, by disputing the source of his powers 
rather than bis powers per se. 

The ' false prophet' accusations (both explicit and implicit) suggest that 
apologists looking for persuasive arguments will find their claims about 
Jesus' prophetic abilities met with scepticism- if it was possible to doubt 



110 Who Do My Opponents Say That/ Am? 

these claims during the lifetime of Jesus and/or not long thereafter. on 
what basis could we possibly hope to offer greater certainty in our time, 
from our much further removed standpoint in history? From a historian's 
perspective, however, our study suggests a far more positive conclusion: 
that debate between Christians and those outside the Christian community 
about things Jesus was recalled to have said continued in the decades that 
intervened between Easter and the writing of the Gospels, and that this 
ongoing conversation helped keep alive the memory of things Jesus said 
and did (as well as leading to its reinttq~retation, presumably by both 
parties). The accusations against Jesus thus are extremely valuable for the 
historical study of Jesus, as well as having provided a dynamic driving 
force behind the development of Christian literature and theology. 



JESUS AS K!NG OF THE JEWS 

Lynn H. Cohick 

Introduction 

'What! have written, I have written', Pilate is said to have declared when 
challenged about his charge against Jesus. Scholars debate whether Pilate 
spoke as much, but few doubt that be installed (or bad installed) the 
charge 'King of the Jews' upon Jesus' cross at his death. What would bsve 
given rise to this charge: wbst words and acts by Jesus, what claims by 
followers and dissentm, what broader political tensions and postw'eS might 
have created this 'perfect storm' which ultimately led to Jesus' crucifixion 
under the banner of'Kjng of the Jews'? 

Historical Jesus studies are known for their vastly different portrayals 
of Jesus, due in no small measure to the sources cbosen, the various meth· 
ods used and the philosophical underpinnings governing assessments of 
history itself. As Richard Bauckham observes, 'All history -meaning all 
that historians write, all historiography- is an inextricable combination of 
fact and interpretation, the empirically observable and the intuited or con­
structed meaning'.' This concern is particularly acute when determining 
bow (or whether) to appropriate the canonical gospels and what facts 
historical research can yield about Jesus' life. James Dunn's comment 
reflects the researcher's dilemma: 'the "historical Jesus" is not the man 
who walked the tracks and hills of Galilee; "the historical Jesus" is what 
we know about that Jesus, what we can reconstruct of that Jesus by his· 
torical means'.' Aware of the common complaint that a reconstruction of 
Jesus' life often reflects more closely the researcher's own convictions, 
nevenbeless, careful usc of historical research tools helps mitigate against 
an idiosyncratic Jesus. 

I. Richard Bauckbam, JeJus and the Eyew/tr~Qses: The Gospels as Eyewilne:ls 
Testinwny (Grand Rapids, Ml: Eetdmans, 2006), p. 3. 

2. James D.G. Dunn, A NewPerspectil>eonJesu.r(GraodRapids. MI:Bakcr Aca· 
demic, 2005), pp. 28-29. 
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lo discussing the historical Jesus, I locate myself within the Third Quest. 
This group, though quite divem:, shares certain assumptions including the 
Jewishoess of Jesus. This group also attempts to separate the historical 
Jesus from theological and narrative constructions ofhis life. At. such, the 
canonical gospels are read with attention to historian's concerns rather 
than theological (or Christologjcal) questions. For some, the gospels have 
almost no useful infonnation on the historical Jesus, for the gospel writers 
have overlaid the historical Jesus with confessional claims almost impos· 
sible to scrape off. Others, and I place myself here, look with more gener· 
osity at the material, ftnding useful existential facts which can then be 
explained in a coherent narrative. 

Methodology takes centre stage in historical Jesus studies, for good 
reason: the goal of historical Jesus studies is to present a credible picture 
of the fmt-ceotury CB man named Jesus, quite apart from reliance upon 
theological assessments of his person, work or message. One method 
thought to accomplish this goal was the criterioo of dissimilarity, wherein 
a saying ofJesus was judged authentic if it was dissimilar both to its Jew· 
ish context and to the later early Christian context. Results failed to pro­
duce a credible picture, however, and ironically actually reinforced a 
theological Jesus who stood above history rather than within it. 

Excessive reliance upon the criterion of dissimilarity falls under its 
own presumptuous weight. The alleged great divide between Jesus and 
his early followers represents a theological or ideological conviction that 
strains the credulity of historical criticism. At. Sanders notes that while it 
is possible that Jesus taught one thing, and was killed for something else, 
and his followers believed yet a different thing about him, thus eliminat· 
ing any connection between Jesus' life, death and subsequent Christian 
movement, this analysis, in the end 'is not satisfYing historically'.' 

Used sparingly and with great care, however, the criterion of dissimi· 
larity when used in relation to Early Judaism• and the later chun:h is use· 
ful.' An excellent case in point is the titulus ' King of the Jews' found on 

3. B.P. Sonders,J..,.... andJudtJism (Philadelphia; Fo<11ess Press, 1985). p. 22. 
4. N.T. Wrigh~ nores that used effectively. the criterion can locate l<$us 'firmly 

within Judaism, !hough loolcing at tho rcasoos wby be, md then his followe..., were 
n:jccted by tho Jewish authorities', Wliib~ Jes14 and the VIctory of God, p. 86. 

S. James H. Clwtesworth, argues 'the two 010$1 impo<WU criteria for authenticity 
ate the criterion of dissimilarity to the Cbristology and theology of the membcts of 
tbc Palestinian JC$US move<nent and the criterion of embamssment to his followefS'. 
He advocates that a tradition should beconsidorcd authentic unbl data suggests other· 
wi,.,. Jesus Two Thousand y..,.. Later (od. l&me$ H. CIW'Ieswonh and Walter P. 
Weaver; Harri!Jbu(g, PA: Trinity Press International, 2000), pp. 101·102. 
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Jesus' cross. This title was not exploited in a confessional sense by early 
Christians, making it less likely !hat the title was manufactured by the gos­
pel writer.>. Again, modifying the criterion's parameter.> opens oew uses 
for the tool. N.T. Wright advocates the criterion of double similarity and 
dissimilarity, wherein the historicity of an event in Jesus' life is judged 
both by its similarity to Early Judaism and its (sometimes subversive) 
distinctiveness to the same, as well as its connectedness to, but not strict 
reproduction in, early Christianity.' 

Ralherthan focus solely oo the criterion of dissimilarity, scholars in the 
Third Quest tend to use the criterion of plausibility in examining traditions 
about Jesus. 7 Of first importance, Jesus' Jewish context is paramount, and 
his words and deeds must fit plausibly within his first-century Roman Pal­
estine context - its social, political, religious and cultural milieu.• A related 
concern which is not shared equally by all who find a home in the Third 
Quest is !he plausible connection between Jesus and the early church. I 
find myself resonating with Sanders' sentiment noted above, that a more 
satisfying history does not detach the life of Jesus' foUowm after his 
death from their life with him during his ministry. I am more sympathetic 
to a view which holds that the disciples were more likely to continue tradi­
tions learned from Jesus, rather !han create brand new positions about his 
person and actions.• 

6. Wrigbt,Je.mrandlhe YU.1oryofGod,p. l32. 
7. For a summary and critique of criteria see Oerd Theisoen and Dagmar Winter, 

The Qwest for rhe Plau.rible JesWJ; TJoe Que:rtion o/Crileria(tnn.s. M. Eugcoc Boriog; 
Louisville: Wcstminsler/Jobn Knox, 2002). See also Craig Evans, Fabricating Jtsus: 
How Modem Schol<m Distort the Gospels (Downers Grove, JL: lntcrVarsity Pless, 
2006), pp. 46-51. 

8. ksus' Jewish context, however, has been used tocreale vastly differen1 pictures 
of the bistQrical Jesus, due: in part both to our limited knowledge of Early Judaism aod 
its variety. For example, Paula Fredriksen contend$ that it was 'not [author's ilalits] 
his teaching as such, nor his argomonll< with other Jews on the meaning of Sabbath, 
Temple, purity, or """" Othtl' Mpcct ofT orah, that led directly to Jesus • executioo II$ 

King of the Jews', fredtilcsen,Jesus of Nazareth KingoftheJews(Now York: Alfred 
A. Knopf, 1999). p. 266, whi.le Sanders ooocludcs, • A man wbo spoke of a kingdom. 
spoke against the lemple, and bad a following was ooe lllllied for execution ... Jesus 
and his followers 1bougbt of lb..., being a kingdom in which Jesus wa. the loader, 
and he wll$ execul<d as "Icing of the Jews",' Sanders, Je"" and Judaism, p. 295. 

9. Dunn, A NewPtnpeetiveonJtsWJ,p. 30writes, ' Andaswecan tell the shape 
of the seal from the impm;sion it makes oo the page, so we can teD the shape of 
Jesus' mission from the indelible impression he left on the lives of his first disciples 
as attC$tcd by the teaching and memories of Jesus lhal they wm: already fonnulating 
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The Third Quest takes seriously the Jewish context of Jesus' life and 
death. Exploring that context often involves using tools from the social 
sciences. In our particular case, we wiU take advantage of research done 
on colonial e:tperiences, given that Jesus' immediate context was Jewish 
life lived under Roman occupation. I will not be reading the gospels from 
a post-colonial perspective, as valuable as that reading can be in answering 
certain questions. But because we want to develop a picture of the histori­
cal Jesus, we will concentrate primarily on interaction between colonial 
powers and leaders of the dominated group." Two areas need our atten­
tion: (I) collaboration and its ramifications," and (2) the political chal­
lenges of the disenfrancbized as seen by both the oppressors and their 
collaborators." Specifically, we must explore the relationship between the 
cbiefpriestsand Pilate as it plays out in Jesus' death sentence, and as they 
both reacted to Jesus' words and acts in the final week of his life. This 
focus becomes especially acute as most scholars recognize the in.tense 
political nature of Jesus' ministry. 

Supporting my research is a philosophical conviction variously dubbed 
critical realism or practical realism." This position presents the medium 
between modernist confidence. in objective science and the post-modern­
ist's confidence in subjectivity, both of which are in a sense absolutist. 

during !heir initial discipleship'. See also WrigbVesus and the Victory of God, p. 90; 
Sanders, Jesus ond Judaism, pp. S7-S8; Howard Clark Kee, 'Christology in Marlt's 
Gospel', pp. 187-208 io.ludaisMSond tlteir Me#lu/u at tk Turn oftlu! Chrl.!tlan Era 
( ed Jaoob Neusner, Willliam S. Green and Ernesl S. Frericbs; Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1987). 

10. Wam:n Carter, The Roman Empire and the New Testamenr: An EJ&entla/ Guide 
(Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2006). 

II. Richard A. HO<Siey,Jesusond empire (Minneapolis: Fortress Press), pp. 60-62. 
12. c.-, Roman £mplreandtloe NewTesltlmOnt, p. II, Doles that 'ctiles lcgiti· 

mated and cxp<esSed their domination with an idoo/ogy or set qf convicticns. They 
assened it was the will of the gods ... They claimed social hierarchy and exploillltioo 
were simply the way things were:.' 

13. Wrigb~ p. 35, explains critical realism as 'a way of describing !he process of 
"knowing" that aclmowledgcs the reality oftlu! thing known, as s~thing other tlwn 
the knoMr(hcnce "raolism"), while also fully acknowledging that lhoonly access we 
bave to !his realily lies along the spiraling path of appropriate dialogue qr conver­
sation between tlu! /mower ond the thing known (h<:oco "critical")' [author's illllics]. 
N.T. Wrigb~ The New Testament and tlu! Pwp/eqfGod(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
1992), p. 3S. 
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Practical realism aUows that an object or thing exists both in an cxter· 
nal sense and within a knower's mind. Language is a suitable vehicle to 
express facts or information about that object without conftating the 
object with the subject. 

Titulu.~: Jesu.r of Nazareth, King of the Jews 

Beginning with the titulus keeps our focus on the task at band: examining 
Jesus' opponents' views which gave rise to the charge. One might com· 
plain that a more secure departure would be gained by beginning with 
Jesus' triumpbalenttyorTemplecleansing. Yet in theeod, these apparent 
discrete facts are not understandable apart from their narrative form. So 
too the ti!ulus gains its meaning within its first-century CE Roman Pales­
tine context. A picture emerges of the full impact of the charge by exam· 
ioing events and actions of the recent past from both Roman and Jewish 
history, as well as noting connections with what developed a&r Jesus' 
death. From this larger nanative we gain insight into the possible histori· 
cal meanings attached to the title, King of the Jews. We cannot rule out 
irony, misdirection and politicking on Pilate's part with Jesus as a pawn 
in a larger game. Attention to political tensions rooted in the Roman occu­
pation of the Jewish homeland can shed light on the various meanings this 
title generated in its various viewers. 

Why would Pilate conclude that Jesus required crucifixion under the 
title 'King ofthe Jews'? Was his appraisal shared? These questions taota· 
li2.e, enticing the reader into the story of Jesus' last week. And yet perhaps 
by starting at lhe beginning of that fateful week, we grab the wrong end 
of the stick. I propose to begin with the titu/us and investigate what sort 
of person one would expect to find hanging beneath it. By recovering 
evidence from Pilate's time, we can create a general profile which pro· 
vidcs a template for comparison with evidence from Jesus' life. The differ­
ences which emerge between our imagined picture of a crucified Jewish 
king and the one presented by the facts surrounding tbe historical Jesus 
lead to a few conclusions. Fi.rst, we must consider Jesus' words, ac.tions 
(and ambitions, where discernable) with an eye toward a political reading 
of those events. Second, we must be open to the possibility of irony behind 
Pilate 's title. Third, we must include the decisive role played by the chief 
priests in any interpretation of the tilulus. In assessing each data piece and 
player, I suggest that Jesus' title as King of the Jews is understandable in 
relation to his words and deeds if the title's irony is appreciated and 
Pilate's interplay with the chief priests is adequately accounted for. 

In our recreated sketch of a crucified 'King of the Jews', we would .find 
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the man hanging beneath" the charge first of all to have led a mililary 
excursion against Rome. A king needs followers, a mililary horde to lead, 
a plol of land to defend and a group to represent A king is more than a 
mere leader, be is an implicit owner of the kingdom and its people, and 
requires supreme allegiance. The king of the Jews banging on the cross 
would have battle scars and fresh wounds from his recent defeat, and 
probably a insolent glint in his eye. His defiance would be part bravado, 
because to the end be must show himself a fearless king to his soldiers 
dying with him on their own stakes. 

This king of the Jews would also lay claim to royal blood in his veins, 
though to which royal family he belonged might be an open question. 
Perhaps this king claimed Hasmonean blood, thereby recalliog the halcyon 
days" one hundred years earlier when Jews were free to govern them­
selves. Or perhaps our Icing located himself in Herod the Great's line. 
After all, both Alexander Janoaeus and Herod were called King of the 
Jews. Finally, the man dying on the cross would have claimed a slrong 
Jewish heritage, an identity with ancient Israel and its descendents. 

My fictional king is based on examples presented by Josephus. These 
descriptions serve as helpful illustrations of what political opposition to 
Rome looked like in first century CE Palestine. Richard Horsley notes that 
at the time of Herod the Great and Jesus, Galilee and Judea were boiling 
over with insUJTectionists and anti-Roman sentiment. 'For just at the time 
of Herod and Jesus, several significant movements emerged among the 
Judean and Galilean people that were beaded by figures acclaimed by 
their followers as kings or by figures who promised to reenact the deliver­
ance of Israel from foreign rule in Egypt.'" In Antiquities 18.10.5-7, 
Josephus develops in detail the destructive deeds of three pretender kings: 
Judas .• son ofEzekias, Simon, Herod's slave, and Athronges. According 
to Josephus' description, each man was tall and strong, each attacked both 
Jews and Romans and each bad royal ambitions. These warrior-kings led 
a multitude of men on their rampages, often targeting royal palaces or 
squaring off directly with the Roman mililary. 

Studying Josephus' description, several interesting points rise to the 
surface. First, the would-be kings were physically stronger than their 

14. I recognize that we do not know where lbe titulw Wll$ placed, so I am dnwing 
on typical portrayals of its position relative to the crucified body. 

15. That !bose times were aoytbil)g but peaceful is DOl the point. Memory bas a 
way of erasing lbe unpleasant and magnifying the good. 

16. Richard Horsley, 'Messiah, Magi, and Medel Imperial King', in Chri<tmas 
Utrwrap[JM: Ccnswnerism, Christ, and Cul~~~r• (ed. Ric bani Horsley and James Tracy; 
Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Presslntemationa~ 2001), pp. 139-61 (141). 
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peers. It is, in pari, upon thls characteristic that their authority rests. Their 
lack of fear and their ruthlessness - lOlling both Jew and Roman, intensified 
the perception oftbeirpower. Reading between the lines, in his condemna· 
tion of these men Josephus reveals wbat be considers valid authority for a 
king: proper heritage, significant wealth, and skill in warfare. Second, 
Josephus highlights that these men chose political targets, including 
palaces and Roman military sites. Clearly these fighters were agitated by 
Roroan occupation and political collusion by Jewish leaders. Third, each 
man is identified as having royal aspirations. Both Simon and Athrongcs 
claimed the title Iring and placed on their beads a diadem. For these men 
and their followers, the title king implied a military opposition to Rome 
and its collaborators. 

Along with the illegitimate ltiogs described disparagingly by Josephus, 
we also read of true ltiogs such as Herod the Great, and earlier, Alexander 
Jannaeus. The Hasmoneao and Herodian families continued to be the 
power brokers in Pilate's day. Herod's son, Herod Antipas, perhaps longed 
for such a title." His marriage to Herodias, a member of the Hasmonean 
family, might bave been an attempt to further such a goal. Moreover, 
Josephus reveals thatAntipas bad armour for 70,000 men, a suspiciously 
large number for a tetrarch of Galilee (Ant. 18.7.2)." Luke's gospel sug­
gests that Herod Antipas was in Jerusal.em for the Passover (Ll<. 23.6-7). 
Josephus describes him as following Jewish traditions" and attending 
feasts (Ant. 18.5.3), so it is plausible that be was in Jerusalem at the time." 
If so, I wooder if Pilate was tbinltiog of Antipas' unfulfilled aspirations 
and his father's now divided ltiogdom when he condemned Jesus as 'King 
of the Jews'. Was Pilate subtly mocking Antipas, declaring any hope of 
kingship a fodom one? 

11. Crossan, makes lhc interesting suggestion that wilh the rebuilding ofSeppboris 
and the construction ofTibcrias completed aboot20 Cll,lhepeasants in tbearea were 
further burdened wilh tax ... 'New cities .. . are not good news for the local poasantty, 
at least not as a whole- especially wbc:rc, in ancient law, tbe land belongs to God'. 
J.D. Crosoan, Who Killed Jesus (New York: HarpcrSanFrancisco, 1996), p. 42. See 
also Horsl<!y, Jt.•u.< and Empire, pp. 37·39. 

18. Josephus' insistence tbat AnJlpas was cootc;nt to live quietly as Tetrarcb of 
Galilee, and was driven to pursue kingsbip by bis wife, SOWJds lil:e special pleading, 
and follows Josephus' pattern ofblamingroyal women (l>rtheirmon'sdownfall. 

19. lC$tpbUS,Ant. l S.37f. also ooteslhat Antipas' building proj-were conten­
tious - he built Tibcrius on a cemetery, offending Jewisb sensibilities conccrniDg 
cleanness, and be decorated lhe palace lhcre witb animal illustrations, a violation of 
tbe commandment against images. 

20. If one concludes be was oot in Jerusalem, my argument is not weakened sul>­
.W.tially. Antipas would learn soon eneugb about lhe charge on lhe cross. 
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We know that after Pilate's procurator-ship, both Antipas' and his 
brother-in-law, Agrippa's, fortunes change. According to Josephus, 
Herodias goaded her husband into applying for the title Iring after her 
brother received the same from the new Emperor, Gaius Caligula. Antipas' 
request is denied after Agrippa accused him before Gaius of sedition. 
Antipas was exiled to Lyons, Gaul, but Herodias was offered freedom 
based on her brother's good standing. She declined, and lost her property. 
Josephus concludes that Herodias received fair punishment for envying 
her brother's good fortune, and Herod Antipas got his just desserts for lis­
tening to bis wife's vainglorious pestering. The scandal surrounding the 
title king, though occurring dirc<:tly after Pilate left office, presents intrigu­
ing possibilities. Might Pilate have moelringly compared Jesus to Herod 
the Grest, with his vast lands, magnificent buildings, and military skill? 
Could be as well have been ridiculing Antipas, who bad but a fraction of 
that land, only one great city to his name (Tiberius on Lake Galilee) and 
armour without the men to wear it? 

In sum, we can co.nclude a few solid facts from Josephus' evidence 
about the tumultuous 6rst-century CE Roman Palestine. Pilate entered a 
world where Jewish prophets and wanna-be kings whipped up public 
support, only to be brutally crushed by Rome. The crowds followed men 
who were strong, tall, brave and brash- who looked tbe part of a warrior. 
Those who gained the support of tbe masses promised freedom from 
Roman rule and set about destroying and stealing the wealth accumulated 
by those who sided with Roman occupation. At least some Jews looked 
eagerly for a king to lead them out from under Roman oppression. In this 
time of heightened intensity, not a few men chose to wear a diadem, if 
only for a short time before meeting their death at Rome's band. 

When we turn to the few secure pieces of evidence we can gamer from 
the historical Jesus' life, we search in vain for any insurrectionist call to 
arms against Rome. We discover that Jesus' teaching and healing in Gali­
lee was confined primarily to Israel and, I would add, understood in light 
of Israel's scriptures. So far in the investigation, Jesus shares more simi­
larities with John the Baptist than those insurrectionist kings in Josephus 
who are burning down palaces and threatening Roman soldiers. Surely 
Pilate knew of John the Baptis~ and Herod Antipas' dispstch of the same. 
A closer look at this story is needed to detect possible collllCCtions to 
Jesus' fate. 

According to Josephus (Ant. 18.5.4), John the Baptist bad great influ­
ence among the Jewish people because he taught them to be virtuous to 
each other and pious before God. Herod Antipas feared John's growing 
influence, and chose to nip in the bud any potential insurrection. So John 
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was arrested and taken to Macherus, a fortress buill by the Hasmoneans 
and improved by Herod tbe Great, who built a palace on this Trans jordan 
site. There Jobn was executed. In Josephus' telling, the content of John's 
message did not alann Herod Anti pas, but rather John's prominent public 
persona. Thus Herod's move to execute John was preemptive, a precau­
tion against any political aspirations that might tempt John to rebel against 
Herod and Rome. With his increasing popularity, John was a rising threat 
to Herod's power. 

Most scholars agree that only Rome bad the power to execute by cruci­
fixion, and so John's beheading by Anti pas reflects the option available to 
the latter in terms of capital punishment But Pilate's choice of crucifixion 
suggests two significant differences between the condemned men. As far 
as we know, Jobn the Baptist did not publicly denounce the Temple or 
make any direct symbolic acts within its environs. Moreover, he did not 
act symbolically as Israel's prophesied king in the manner of Jesus' tri­
umphal entry into Jerusalem suggests." By acting as be did, Jesus invited 
the critique of the Jewish leadership in Jerusalem; their active participa­
tion in his ultimate downfall is a crucial piece oftbe puzzle that is Jesus' 
death as King of the Jews." Understanding the implications of the titulus 
requires that we broaden our search to examine two key events in the 
week preceding Jesus' crucifixion: the triumphal entry and the Temple 
cleansing. 

Triumphal Enrry 

According to the canonical gospels, Jesus' entry into Jerusalem for what 
will end up being the last week before his crucifixion is met with great 
celebration and shouts, 'Hosanna to the son of David' (Mt. 21 .9) and 
'Blessed is the King who comes in the name of the Lord' (Lk. 19.38) and 
'Blessed is be wbo comes in the name of the Lord, even the King of Israel' 
(Jn 12.13). The language asserting Jesus as King is prominent, and the 
connection with David's lineage suggests that the crowd identified Jesus 

21. Saodets, JeiJW and .Judai.sm, p. 235, notes that Jesus 'deliberately demonstrated, 
by riding oo an as•, that the claim to a special role in God's kingdom was being made 
by one wbo was "mcc:k and lowly'". See also Wrigh~ Jesus and the Victory of God, 
p. 521. 

22. Sanders Jesus a.O.Judl.ism, p. 289, concludes that the priestly ari.stOOtacywerc 
the 'prime movers behind Jesus· execution', and a.s ' intermedi.ariesbetween tbeJewi5b 
people aod theRomans ... lhey were thus io a position to represent him to me Romans 
as danget'O<IS', p. 290. See also Wright. Jesus and the Victory of God, pp. 549-50. 



120 Who Do My Opponents Say That I Am? 

as Messiah, or at least as the messenger of God's IUngdom. The label 
Messiah means God's ano.inted, and because kings were anointed by God, 
it was oatwal for some Jews to speak of the Messiah as the lUng oflsrael. 
The pilgrims' words reflect hope that God would bring in his just king­
dom and rule over Israel. Clearly these exclamations carry political over­
tones; the crowd is implicitly condemning Roman rule and by implication 
the coUaboration of the chief priests. 

Jesus' ride into Jerusalem, however, has been challenged as a creation 
of the early Church, for some doubt thatJesus would imitate deliberately a 
messianic prophecy ftom Zechariah. Yet most of the other Jewish prophets 
noted by J05ephus (and kiUed by the Romans) bad drawn upon Israel's 
scriptures to explain their actions." It seems more likely that Jesus encour­
aged such demonstrations based on his own estimate of his ministry and 
person. John J. CoUins contends that this event is the only one in Jesus' 
li fe which fits the scriptural paradigm of Messiah. And because no other 
ancient work coonects Zechariah 9.9 with messianic prophecy, it seems 
less likely that the early Christians created the event Jesus was an eschato­
logical prophet who in 'the manner ofbis entry into Jerusalem appears to 
be an enactment of the coming of the Davidic messiah • ." 

Collins, however, does not go far enough with his insight. I would argue 
that the temple action (misleadingly referred to as the cleansing) which 
happens later in that week (see below) also symbolizes a reference to 
Messiah/king." Many Jews pinned their hopes on a Messiah who would 
renew God's covenant, banish the unrighteous, and rebuild the glory of 
Israel. They might point to scriptures," as did those at Qumran, or they 

23. Josephuo, War 2.261-62 and Ant. 20.169-70 speaks of an Egyptian ' false 
prophet' wbo gathered a following at the Mount of Olives and promised with a word 
to fell the walls of Jerusalem, much as did Joshua in ls111cl's lrist<xy. 

24. Jobn J. Collins, The Sc£pterandtheStar: the Messiahs of the Dead Sea Scrolls 
and other Ant:ienr Literature (ABRL; New York; Doubleday, 1995), p. 206. Colli.ns 
suggests that with this evcot Jesus shows himself unique, but we should not be sur­
prised that someone who had such an impact in history likely stood out in his own 
time. 

25. E.P. Sanders I!JOUO<ls his discussion of Jesus with thelalter'soctivity at tbe 
Temple, which SaDders interprets as symbolic dcslructioo, Jesus and Judaism, 
pp. 61-70. 

26. For example, thcTargumoolsa. 53.5 reads, 'He[theMessiah] shall build the 
sanctuary thst was poUut<d be<auae of our tr8DSgrossions and givm up because of our 
iniquities'. The substitution of 'build the sancnwy thst was polluted' for 'pierced/ 
wounded' suggests a tight connection made by at least some Jews oftbe Messish's 
role vis-a-vis the Temple. 
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might look to the examples ofDavid and Solomon, who planned and built 
the Temple. More recent examples of Jewish kings include Judas Macca­
beus' restoratio.n of the temple in 164 BCE and Herod the Great's current 
extensive building project. Jesus' actions in the temple fit expectations 
that the Messiah/king oflsracl would restore or renew (perhaps rebuild) 
the temple. If, as it seems likely, Jesus taught that be bad a role to play in 
God's Kingdom to come (even as he promised the disciples they would 
play a part), then it is natural that he or his disciples viewed him as king 
or God's ' viceroy'." A king in their eyes is God's anointed one, the 
Messiah. 

The crowds' language adds a further dimension to our exploration of 
Pilate's 'King of the Jews' phrase by introducing concepts taken from 
Israel's scripture and tradition. Certainly the widespread messianic hope 
among Jews of a Jewish leader sent by God to free Israel from her oppres­
sors kept J>ilate awake at night Our bricflook at Josephus' description of 
some such figures indicates that Rome was continually on watch for such 
'radicals' and quickly snuffed out kingdom aspirations. Is J>ilate reacting 
to this appellation with his title 'King of the Jews'?'-' And why was Jesus 
not arrested at this time? Wby W1IS not the crowd dispersed or killed? We 
know that Pilate could put down any uprising with speed and brutality. 
Did he see Jesus' actions as a threat? 

It is generally accepted that Pilate did not view Jesus as a direct imme­
diate threat to overthrow Jerusalem or Judea. Rome's delay in arresting 
Jesus might have been a calculated risk that the event would fizzle into 
yesterday 's news." Jesus' action in the temple stoked the fire, and Rome 
gave him another hard look. Moreover, because Pilate and Caiaphas 
worked band in glove in other opemtions to maintain the status quo in 
Jerusalem, perhaps emissaries for both parties worked behind the scenes. 
j uggling for the best position publicly and aU the while keeping up the 
pretense of autonomy. Wben an agreemeot over procedure was reached, 
the temple guards and some ofPilate's own men were sent to seize Jesus 
quietly, away from the crowds. 

TT. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, p. 308. 
28. E.P. Sanden, TheHistorica/Fig..reofJe>us(London:PenguiJJ Books, 1993), 

p. 254, postulates that Jesus purposefully enacted the Zecb. 9.9 pcopbocy. dcclariug 
himself a lciog. 

29. s.nders, The Historical Figure of Jesus, p. 254, suggests that Jesus' demon­
stration was likely ' quite modest: be performed a symbolic gesture of insiders' and 
!bus avoided arrt$l Paula Fredriksen agrees, Je.tus of Nowreth, King of IN Jews 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf. 1999), p. 242. 
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This conclusion leads to speculation about the crowd size and nature of 
the event. Many rightly advocate that the crowd size was large enough to 
be noticed, but small enough to wammt a wait-and-see posture. Could 
Jesus' death, like John the Baptist's, be associated with his popularity 
among the crowds'!" It is so diffic.ult to detennioe wbat number would 
create a lipping point. The overall impression provided by the canonical 
gospels is of crowds composed of his followers from Galilee and Judea 
aware of (though perbaps misunderstanding) Jesus' teachings and mira­
cles." Jesus apparently exited and entered Jerusalem several more times 
without crowds praising him, suggesting tbat the event involved symbol­
ism related to Israel's scriptures understood by bis disciples, but perhaps 
restricted ooJy to them or including a small circle outside tbat group." 

Jesus' manner of execution, then, fits the category of propaganda. Cru­
cifixion as a crime deterrent was common within the Roman provinces. In 
the generation after Jesus, Titus' army would crucify Jews caught in the 
cross baits of the Roman army's siege of Jerusalem. Josephus laments 
tbat crosses were placed in view of the city walls to ' induce the Jews to 
surrender in order to avoid the same fate. The soldiers themselves through 
rage and bitterness nailed up their victims in various attitudes as a grim 
joke Wltil, owing to the vast numbers there was no room for crosses, and 
no crosses for the bodies' (War 5.450). 'Crucifixion broadcast Rome's 
zero-tolerance policy toward a perceived threat of sedition.'" 

30. Fr<dtiben.Jes..sofN=rerh, p. 247 d<>clarcs, 'Jcous, the focus of this popular 
convict;on, bad in essence lost conlrol ofbJs audience'. Sbc adds, p. 24S, 'Jesus' 
authoritative proclamation of the KinscJom's immediately imminent arrival triggered 
for tbose pilgrims relalively new to his mission the conviction tba~ w.ore the King­
dom on its way, Jesus himself would be its leader' . 

3 L 'Crowd' in the Gospels is a complex category involving various social strata in 
different gospel '""'"''·but we arc unable to explore its variations ben:. Mad< dcscribco 
them as hoi polloi, the commoo folk who made up the vast majority of the Jewish 
populatioo(Mk 11.8). Lukedeclaresthattbeyweredisciples(l9.37). Matthew writes 
that all of Jerusalem is astir about the identity of this man; the crowds identifY him as 
• Jesus, the propbel from NalJirtlh in Galilee' (21.11). John implies they wereJudean 
pilgrims wbo knew Jesus mainly from the time he ni.scd Lazarus (12.17-18). 

32. Fredrikseo, Jt$1<1 of N=reth, p. I SO. 
33. Fre.Jril:!;en, Jt.rus of Nazareth, p. ISO. 
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Temple Cleansing and Jesus' Messianic Role 

Thus while the Triumphal Entry likely put Jesus on the 'to be watched' 
list, it baJdly justified immediate death in and of itself, from Pilate's per­
spective. I suggest it took the added weight of Jesus' temple action (and the 
subsequent decisions by the Sanhedrin) to tip the balance againSt Jesus." 
In the temple, Jesus overturns tables and drives out sellers of sacrificial ani­
mals - why? This event raises numerous questions for historians, though 
few doubt its historicity. Traditional interpretations suggested that Jesus 
was upset at the commercialization of the temple, and was therefore clean­
sing it from its contamination of mammon. Rightly, however, that view 
bas come under fire. Instead, Jesus' actions are seen in light ofhis eschato­
logical promises of a renewed temple made by God" or the destruction of 
the current Temple due to its oppressive system" or as judgement by God." 

Criticism that God would soon destroy the temple (likely by the 
Romans) puts Jesus on a comsion course with both the chief priests and 
Pilate, for different reasons. The chief priests need the authority of the 
Temple to uphold their own power. They rely on the economic benefits 
accrued to them by the smooth functioning of the temple, and their wealth 
forms a substantial base for their authority over the Jewish temple state. 
Pilate cannot afford any destabilizing of the Jewish starus quo. He takes 
bis cue from the Jewish leaders - if they are nervous, be is as welL Dunn 
concludes 'most likely it was because Jesus was seen as a threat ... to the 
power brokers within Israel's social-religious-political system, [sic] lhat 
they decided to move decisively against him'_,. 

34. Sand«S,Ifistorical Figure of Jesus, p. 258, ooocludes tbat Jesus' wonls and 
actions were not merely predicting the temple's dC$U'Uction, bot were "'cwed by 
alanned onlook""' as threatening: noc tbat Jesus and his few followm would ru.e it, 
bot that God (less likely lhe Romans) would deslroy ic 

3S. Sandm oOics in Jesus and Judaism, p. 7S, 'Thus we coneh>de tbat Jesus 
publicly predicted oc threatened the dC$U'Uctioo of the temple ... that be probably also 
expected a new temple to be given by God Jiom heaven, and that he made a 
demoostration which propbctically symbolized lhc coming event'. 

36. J.D. Crossan,Jt>.1u.<: A R<V0/111/()nary Biography (San Francisco: Hatperl>anFran­
ci.sco, 1994),pp. 127-33. 

37. Wrigh~ Jesus and the VicloryofGod, p. 417,SIIICS lbat 'when Jesus came to 
Jerusalem, be symbolically and prophetically enacted judgment upon it', The slrtngtb 
of Wright's position, in my opinion, is its insight that Jesus critiqued the current 
Temple. 

38. J.O.G. Dunn, Jesus Remembered (GJ11Dd Rapids: Wm B. Eerdnw1s, 2003), 
p. 786. 
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Jesus' actioos in the temple must be understood both politically and 
religiously. Horsley chastises recent scbolarsbip that operates with the 
modem dichotomy of separation between Church and State. He reminds 
us that in the Roman world, worship of the Emperor was not merely 
window dressing, but effectively held the Empire together, 'it integrated 
the Greek cities and, via the patronage system, their economies into the 
overall Roman imperial order centered in the emperor, the divine saviour 
of the world'." Joel Green and John Carroll remind us that institutions 
like the Roman Empire or the Jewish Temple legitimate themselves by 
claiming divine prerogative. The socially constructed world proclaims 
that this is bow it should be. From the authorities' perspective, not only 
did Jesus trespass against conventional wisdom, be also Oouted the divine. 
Jesus' actions at the temple destabilized the status quo, even as his past 
behaviour on the Sabbath or eating with th.e 'unclean' called into question 
established social patterns. 'The moral order and distribution of power 
represented by the temple was at stake in Jesus' behaviour'.• 

Many Jews at this time looked to the destruction and rebuilding of the 
Temple as a prime indication that God was restoring Israel." For example, 
E.P. Sanders cites I Enoch 90.28-30 as evidence among contemporary 
Jews for the Temple's destruction.'' Moreover, we must also not lose sight 
of the fact that Messiah/Christ means 'anointed'. To bold that title directly 
challenged those who are also anointed, specifically the high priest who is 
anointed for his duties in managing the Temple. Thus when Caiapbas 
wonders if Jesus is the Messiah, he is contemplating a potential rival to 
the role of God's 'anointed one'. 

In the end, any disruption of the temple system, any threat to its con­
tinuation, was a challenge to the status quo. The seemingly diverse acts of 
the Temple 'cleansing', the trial with its charge ofblasphemy, and Pilate's 
judgment of King of the Jews resolve themselves into a coherent picture 
when we consider the expectations and role of the Messiah in much of 
Second-Temple Judaism. Jesus' actions (understood in light of his inter­
pretation of Scripture) at the Triumphal Entry and in the temple suggest a 
claim to the title of Messiah (anointed one). As Wright notes, 'if Jesus bas 

39. Ho!lllcy and Tracy, Christmas Unwrapped, p. 116. 
40. Jobn T. CatroU and Joel B. Grc:cn, 7'lte Death of Jesus in Early Christianity 

(Peabody, MA: Hendricbon, 1995). p. 178. 
41. G«xge W.B. Nickelsbutg.J.,.•Ish Litmtrure beJK·een the Bibkandtlle M!sluvJ!r 

(Philack:lpbia, F(lltteSSPress, 1981), p. 18. 
42. Sandtts,JemsandJudaism,pp. 77-90. 
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been doing and saying things against the temple, the natural implication is 
that he thinks be is the anointed one, the Messiah'." Jesus' teachings 
about the kingdom of God were folded into a demonstration at the temple 
that the kingdom was at hand. Threats to destroy and rebuild the temple 
could not be taken lightly, especially if one insisted he was God's 
anointed sent to do so." 

Trial before the Sanhedrin 

As the canonical gospels present it, Jesus would not have been crucified 
by Rome without the chief priests' charges. Yet the trial's historicity is 
debated vehemently among scholars. Some argue Jesus was too insignifi­
cant to warrant a meeting with the Sanhedrin, reaching this conclusion by 
isolating the event in the temple from Jesus' ministry and from the 
crowd's attention. The argument maintains that the chief priests would 
hardly spend so much of their time dealing with a man who otakes no 
kingly or messianic claims and who tossed over a few tables in one corner 
of the colossal temple complex. Jesus is a threat neitber to the Sanhedrin 
nor Rome; only a crowd's (false) opinion spiralling out of control could 
threaten him. Others believe the Sanhedrin meeting would have been 
unnecessary given (presumed) standing orders that any questionable 
trouble-maker would be summarily dispatcl!cd. Such scepticism is repre­
sented by John Dominic Crossan, for whom the whole trial scene is 
propbccy bistorici.zed, 'the Trial is, in my best judgment, based entirely 
on prophecy historicized rather than history remembered. It is not just the 
content of the trial(s) but the very fOCI of the trial(s) that I consider to be 
uultistorical'." 

The discussion about the Sanbedrin's involvement takes place in today's 
post-Holocaust setting, and many scholars (rightly) resist an anti-Semitic 
reading of the gospels. For example, Crossan correctly notes that while 
Christian propaganda that condemned the Jews and exonerated the Romans 

43. Wrigh~ Jesus and thtJ YictoryofGod, p. 523. He no<es !hat lbe question is oot 
·are you lbe seoond person oflhe Trinity'. Ralber,lhe question refleeu wbelber be is 
lbe fulfillment of2 Samuel 7 or Psalm 2. 

44. In this Jesus differed from the &scnes who also criticized lbe Temple, but did 
not mount a demons1ratioo against it. instead, they were waiting for lbe messiah(s) to 
rest""' Israel, lbe soos of light. 

45. Crosson, WltoJal/edJesus?, p. 117. He adds, p. 152, 'However explicable its 
origins, defensible· its invectives, and undelstandable its motives amoog Cbrlsrians 
fighting for survival, its repetition bas now become the longest tie,lllld. for our owo 
integrity. we Christians must at last name it as sucb'. 
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was hannless when the Christians were a tiny minority, it turned lethal 
wbeo they lOOk over Rome.* Cerlainly the goal of avoiding an anti­
Semitic reading is laudable, but the historian must not ignore 6rst-ccntw:y 
realities simply because those 'fact.~· were later used in horrible ways by 
the Church against Jews. 

Working backwards from thecbargeof'KingoftheJews' and forward 
from Jesus' temple action, a trial by the Sanhedrin makes a great deal of 
sense.'' Caiapbas appreciated that Jesus and his motley gang could hardly 
take over the Temple, let alone Jerusalem; however, Jesus' charismatic 
power could rouse a multitude, and that spelled trouble with Rome. Assum­
ing !hat Jesus was immersed in the theological debates of his day concern­
ing messianic hopes and claims, a meeting with Jewisb leaden (variously 
portrayed by the four Gospel writers) can be accepted as reflecting a 
historical even lin other words, the 'trial' coheres historically with Jesus' 
first-century environment and is consistent with Jesus' teachings and 
ministry. 

Pilate was soon involved in the deliberation about Jesus. He was 
informed by the temple leadership as to tbe potential dangers of Jesus' 
message and/or its reception by the Jewish crowds gathered in Jerusalem 
to celebrate Passover. The pattern probably looked something like the 
scenario recorded by Josephus concerning Jesus ben Anania.\ (War6.300-
309).ln 62 CE, this Jewish prophet, drawing on images in Jeremiah, began 
predicting daily the Temple's doom. His dire warnings upset the chief 
priests, who hauled him in for questioning. Though tonured, be remained 
silent. Next be was taken toAibinus,thcRomangovernor, who also ques­
tioned and tortured him. Again, be gave no defence, and Albinus tossed 
him out as a hmatic, not worthy of death. He was killed during the siege 
of Jerusalem by a rock thrown from a Roman catapult 

A comparison of ben Ananias and Jesus is instructive. Both spoke 
prophetically against the temple. Both were interrogated and beaten by 
the chief priests, wbo later turned the accused over to the Roman autb«i­
ties. And both were questioned and abused by the governor. The basic 
process of justice is the same: arrested and questioned by the Jewish 
authorities, and then transferred to the Roman governor for further punish­
ment. Because Jesus ben Ananias had no followers, and no ministry other 

46. Crossan, Who Killed Jesus?, p. 152. 
47. Using the criterion ofbistorical coherence, Josephus' infO!lllltionsupports tbc 

Gospels' recon1. Darrell L. Bocl: suggests lhal'graudjury' m)gbt be a better term to 
use thau 'trial'. Bock, J.sus Accord'mg to &ripture: Restoring t1te Portrait front the 
Go.Jp</s(Grand Rapids, Ml: Baker Academic, 2002), p. 371. 
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than shouting lamentations tbrougbout Jerusalem and its temple, be was 
not executed. Because Jesus was not leading an insw-rectioo, bis followers 
were spared (tbeugb some were later killed by Rome). 

Again, though post-dating Jesus' time, events surrounding another 
Jewish figure illuntine nicely the collaboration between governor and 
chief priests in Jesus' own day. About a decade after Jesus' death, during 
the tenure of Cuspius Fadus (procurator-ship begun in 44 CE), a certain 
Theudas gathered a crowd and marched to the Jordoo river, prorrusing to 
part the waters. In all likelihood, Theudas was reenacting the crossing of 
the Jordan done by Joshua when be entered the land to claim it for Israel. 
Fadus reacted swiftly and violently, sending his army to subdue the 
(unarmed?) multitude. They captured Theudas and cut off his head. 

Justice was swift and brutal, a characteristic of the Roman response in 
Judea. But Josephus' silence about why Fadus would be alarmed at a multi­
tude watching for a miracle at the Jordon invites exploration. The likely 
souree for such information is the chief prieSts whose responsibility it was 
to control the Jewish population. Quite possibly they alerted Fadus to the 
rcligio-political significance to Theudas' claims. The chief priests feared a 
.new 'Joshua' taking over the 'prorrused land' and removing all pagans. 
Forewarned, F adus quickly subdued the potential uprising. Theudas' death 
at the hands of the Roman army instead of oo a cross is probably due to 
the battle cooditions under which be was captured. The Roman soldiers 
could ride back into Jerusalem displaying the successful completion of 
their rrussioo - the bead of the ringleader. It likely bad as significant an 
impact on the puhHc imagination as would a crucifurion. 

Pilate's Response 

Pilate faced many challenges (some of his own making) with Jewish 
opposition to Rome's occupatioo. He learned first band about many Jews' 
convictions about the sanctity of Jerusalem, the temple, and the money 
k:ept there. Events which occurred early in his tenure tainted his entire 
term. His distain for Jewish traditions is betrayed in bis confrontational 
posrurmg and baiting of the Jewish crowds and leaders. The canonical 
gospels' presentation ofPilate's attempt to acquit Jesus before the Jcwisb 
leaders is 001 wholly driven by a concern to condemn the latter. lt reflects 
as weD the learned hesitancy governors of restless provinces showed when 
fuced with potentially volatile situations." 

48. Dunn. Jesus Remembered, p. 776. He rigbdy COD<:Iudcs 'the primary responsi­
bility for Jesus' excx:ution sboold be firmly pinned 10 Ptlatc's rec:ocd, and the first 
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We cannot look at Pilate in isolation from his collabora10rs in the 
temple, but we can briefly slceteb who Pilate was and how be acted based 
on evidence from Philo, Josephus and Roman historians. From their stories 
emerge a man with a violent streak and a pugnacious personality willing 
to provoke his constituents for the sheer pleasure of watching their dis­
comfort. He walked dangerously close to the line between taunting the 
people and driving them to riot. 

Yet he was also a man wbo doubted himself, and backed down when 
confronted. He got aheadofhimselfwben be provocatively brought Roman 
llllDY standards into Jerusalem. Their images drew outrage from the Jews, 
who promised to die rather than have such offending symbols in the holy 
city.' ' He backed down from killing the protesters, but the sting of that 
failed showdown was partly assuaged when be again compromised the 
sacred Temple. He took kcrbonas (dedicated money) from it to build an 
aqueduct, and that inflamed the population. But he was n:ady for their mob 
reaction, and placed 'undercover' soldiers among them, who on his com­
mand began slaughtering the crowd. 10 Importantly, Pilate had access to 
this money only with the collaboration of the ehicfpricsL~. 

Ultimately Pilate's collaboration with the chief priests was his undoing. 
Pilate slaughtered a large group of Samaritans, apparently armed but 
claiming to be hartnless." The Roman legate in Syria called for Pilate to 
give an accounting in Rome. Fortunately for Pilate, the emperor died before. 
be arrived. But the event raises several questions, not the least of which is 
why Pilate was condenwed if the Samaritans did have weapoos and were 
congregating around Mount Gerizitn. The answer lies within Jewish his­
tory. The Samaritans killed were led by a prophet who claimed that be 
knew where the Temple utensils were buried. Once found, the Samaritan 
Temple would likely be rebuilt - an affiont to the Temple in Jerusalem. 
Only a few generations earlier, Alexander Jannaeus destroyed the Samari­
tan Temple, and no chief priest wo.rtb his salt would allow it to be rebuilt 
under his watch. Likely Caiaphas warned Pilate against aUowing this 
prophet to proceed, and to destroy his movement as a potential threat to 
Jerusalem. This reconstruction is supported by the fact that Caiaphas was 

hiniS of an anti-Jewish t<ndomcy in the Oospels oa this point should be dearly reoog­
niz.cd aod disowned' , pp. 776-77. 

49. Jooepbu.<, J""ish War 2.171 -74; Joscphus, Antiquities of the Jew!/ 18.55-59. 
Ptobably also Philo, Ugatio (11} Gaium 301-302. 

50. War 2.175; Am. 18.60-62. 
5 I. Alrt. 18.88-89. 
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deposed at the same time as Pilate, suggesting that Caiapbas bad a band in 
the Samaritan incident 

This brief profile of Pilate suggests we are dealing with a man who is 
not especially clever, but, for his time, typically brutal. In this_, be was not 
so different from other procurators in Judea, and be certainly would not 
be the worst. He was not a weak leader asking for guidance on how to run 
Judea. Nor was this a man sympathetic in any way to Judaism or Jewish 
problems. He was nomtally disinclined to give the Jews any favoun;; even 
more, be seemed to take pleasure in their misfortune. Darrell Bock remarks 
that when Pilate returns after questioning Jesus, 'one intuits that Pilate is 
having some fun with his Jewish neighbors'." But even if be was loath 
to offer favours to the Jewish elite, Matthew's gospel suggests that they 
bad a well-oiled relationship. They 'banded over' Jesus to Pilate, directly 
implying that his death was assured. Judas thinks so, beeause when be 
hears that Jesus bas been given to Pilate, be knew Jesus' fate was sealed 
(Mt. 27.1-5) and be hangs himself. 

Because the chief priests relied on the governor as the final keeper of 
the peace, it makes historical sense that they would band over Jesus for 
pun.ishment Pilate's questioning ofthechiefpriests and his taWtting of the 
crowd is historically plausible if be was determined to maintain control of 
the situation. He could not risk the crowd rioting through premature con­
demnation of what could be a very popular figure." By testing the waters, 
be was able to discern Jesus' popularity. He would likely have known 
about the temple incident, and could only imagine the outrage any desecra­
tion of the temple might cause. In fuct, be could point to personal experi­
ence, when be brought shields into JerusaJern, and was humiliated with a 
show of non-resistance by the populace. He would not want a repeat per­
formance. 

The Pilate we know from history is not weak, nor given to offering 
favours to the priestly aristocracy. I suggest that in Jesus' case, Pilate 
enjoys the chief priests' dilemma: bow to maintain their power and avoid 
l<illing a crowd favourite." The Gospels' portrayal of his tonnenting the 
priests by repeatedly declaring Jesus' innocence fits with what we know 
about his modus operandi. Pilate bad no intention of turning Jesus loose 

52. Bock, Je.rw Acamling to Scripture, p. 532. 
53. It is al110possible that Pilate is worried about JC$US' identity as a 'divine man'. 

Generally speaking, Romans believed that gods could appear in human form. He 
prol>ably was aWlln: that Jesus healed and performed other mil1cles. The Gospels 
indicate be was swp<i;ed at Jesus' lack of power when he questioned him. 

54. Carter, Rbman Empire and the New Testament, pp. 30..31. 
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after his informers/collaborators determined be was a threat to peace. But 
he enjoyed their squirming as be teased them with his power. He offered 
them the horrible choice of which Jew they wanted to see die. He made 
them complicit in Rome's crucitix.ioo of a Jew. While they bied to toss the 
responsibility of Jesus' death onto Pilate (and he certainly bears the blame 
as the one who ordered the death), Pilate lobs the ball back into their court. 
He demands that they show their allegiance to Rorne. The match between 
these unwilling parmers ended in a draw, each achieving their immediate 
goal, but neither obtaining the upper band. 

Whether Pilate would have acted against Jesus bad the chief priests not 
raised the complaint is more difficult to answer." Pilate cared not at all for 
Jewish religious questions, but was consumed with concern about Jewish 
rebels. In fact, the two 'thieves' crucified witb Jesus were not really thieves 
in our sense of the word. The Greek term carries tbe meaning of bandit or 
brigand- a political insurrectionist. Would Jesus' Triumphal Entry or 
temple activity have created enough concern for Pilate to pursue Jesus 
apart trom any charges leveled by the Jewish leaders? Tbe answer depends 
in part on tbc size and composition of the Jewish crowd wbo welcomed 
him. lfPilate viewed tbe crowd or the followers of Jesus" as mounting an 
uprising against Roman occupation, he would likely be expected to act 
swiftly and harshly against botb Jesus and his followers. That be did not 
suggests several interesting ideas. First, lilcely Pilate viewed the temple 
guards and high priests as the front line of defence against riots during tbe 
high holy days. He would depend on them to spot the first signs of uprising, 
and be was not expecting such trom Jesus. Second, the relative freedom of 
movement Jesus enjoyed during his three-year ministry denotes that be did 
not organize a hand of Roman resisters. The ever-changing crowds who 
heard him SJM:ak or watched him heal did not coalesce into a force intent 
on winning Israel 's freedom trom Rome. Jesus remained, in Pi laic's mind, 
another Jewish teacher SJM:aking to other Jews about their God-until news 
of his anointed status is thrown in the mix. 

So why did the chief priests not demand that Pilate also destroy Jesus' 
disciples? Is it boeause they were so few in oumber(Acts l.LS claims 120 
followers before Pentecost) as to represent no threat at all? Yet Roman 

SS. Cro$Wl believes that Pilate would go after Jesus as a trouble mak ... upsetting 
the social status quo. He mnoves abno6t all religio<Js overtones (content) from Jesus' 
ministry. 

SO. Fredriksen's argument (Jesus of Nazareth), bangs on the distinction between 
the crowds unaw""' of Jesus' real mc:soage, and his disciples who l:oow be is DOl the 
Messiah (aod thus are not a threat to Rome). 



COHICK Jesus as King of the Jews 131 

policy did not take into account the size of the group challenging their 
authority- any opposition to Roman supremacy was punished with exces­
sive force. Perhaps the chief priests counselled Pilate that the crowds 
would quickly forget Jesus because he was a fraud, and thus his fame 
would fade with his ignoble death." 

I suggest that both Pilate and the chief priests saw Jesus as a threat to 
their precariously estabtished status quo, in other words, as a political and 
social concern. The reality of collaboration between the 'religious' elite 
Jlllllling the temple, and the Roman elite ruling the province is often under 
appreciated. Categories of wealth and commitment to the current state of 
affairs often tnunp religious and ethnic differences, and pursuit of power 
makes strange bedfellows. The charge 'King of the Jews' by which Jesus 
was crucified reveals a complex relationship between the Roman and 
Jewish ruling classes which sought to maintain the state's stability (and 
their power) by removing a potential threat to their hegemony. Josephus 
paints a picture of social tension at the time of Pilate .. 'the multitude con­
tended with the nobility, and both sent ambassadors Ito Rome); for the men 
of power were desirous that their form of government might be changed 
into that of a Roman province; as were the multitude desirous to be under 
kings, as their fathers had been' (Am. 18.3.5). Into this hostile setting rides 
Jesus, proclaimed and mocked as a king. 

Pilate: A King Maker 1 

The charge 'King of the Jews', is formally placed on Jesus' cross." Identi­
fying a criminal's offence at the place of execution was not unknown in 
the Roman period. Twice Suetonius mentions criminals wbosc crimes are 
announced on placards. For example, a slave accused of stealing a strip of 
silver from a couch bas his hands cut off and hung about his neck, and a 
placard listing the reascn for his punishment precedes his parade among 
the banquet guests."' John states that the notice was written in three 

S7. Yo1 ftusttaringly for the temple elite, Jesus' followcn bailed him as Messiah. 
S8. Tho Go&pel of Peter, which describes the Jewish elik: as dinx:lly n:sponsible 

for Jesus' death, identifies Jesus on the cross as 'King of ls..el'. Mk IS.26 dcx:Jares 
Jesus i$ 'tbe King of the Jews'. Mt 27.17 reads 'This is Jesus, the King of the Jews'. 
Luke writes 'This is the King of the Jews' (23.l8). John gives the loogeSI title,' Jesus 
ofNazateth, King of the leW$', (Jn 19.19-22). All the gospels altribute the title totbc 
Roroans - John most directly 10 Pilate, while the Synopties vaguely suggest the sol­
diers (presumably under ordo111 from Pilate). 

59. Sue<onius, Ca/igula 32.2. See also Domitian 10.1 and Cassius Dio, HisiOry 
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languages: Hebrew, Greek, and Latin. We have examples offonnal proc· 
lamations written in Greek and Latin. Moreover, Josephus tells us that the 
signs warning gentiles from proceeding further into the temple complex 
were written in both Greek and Latin. 60 

With the title 'King of the Jews' Pilate declared that Jesus fitted into a 
well·knowo category of rebels who sought the downfall of the Roman 
Empire or at least the freedom oflsrael. But additional meanings of the 
phrase acted as ripple effects from a stone thrown onto a pond." Pilate 
shamed the chief priests by publicly parading an 'anointed' Jew to the 
cross - once again Rome shows its superiority over Jews. Pilate perhaps 
intended to humiliate those Jews who hoped for a king on the grand scale 
enjoyed by Herod the Great. Pilate mocked the dreams and desires oftbe 
populace, sneering at their futile hopes that their God might rescue them 
from Rome's domination. With the death of yet another Jewish 'king', 
Rome's power stands supreme, the Emperor's honor secure, and Pilate's 
dominance over the Jews further imposed. 

54.3.7, wbo describes a condemned slave led througb the forum with an inscription 
IIIUlouncing the reason for his death by crucifixion. 

60. War 6.4.2, 1~. 
61 . Nils A. Dah~ explains 'that Jesus was crucified as Kin& of the Jews is oot a 

dogmatic motif that bas beeomelristoricized in the passion oamtives; precisely to the 
contnuy, it is a bisto<ieal fact thai became ceolraUy impottaot for the fonnulation of 
the lint Cbri$1ian dogma: ksus is the· Messiah •. He eontinucs that Ibis confession 
~IS a 'thoroush, radical Christianizing of the Jewish title of Messiah'. Nils A. 
~Jesus the Christ: The Historical Origtns ofChristologtcai Doctrine (Minne· 
apolis: Fortress~ 1991), p. 40. 



JESUS AS M1MzER ('ILLEGITIMATE SoN') 

Scot McKnight 

Introduction 

What, we are asking in this book, can be learned about Cbristology -or 
the nascent beliefs about Jesus - by examining the accusations against 
him by his opponents?' Do these accusations, made public and even per­
formative in coming into verbal form as a label, reveal hidden claims on 
the part of Jesus, his family,' his relatives, his friends, or his followers? 
What value is there in an accusatory label? As Bruce Malina and Jerome 
Neyrey have stated: 

To label a _pe,.,.,o or group oegatively is a $<lclal act of retaliation for some 
alleged devianee ... In the hands of influential persons or powe.rl\ll groups, 
they [labels] cao inJlict g..,uine injwy, since they serve to define a person 
as out of sooial place, hence as penuanently deviant. .. io a S<X:icty built 
on gtades of statuS, degroding terms tbat stick almost necessarily lead to 
collective avoidance, ostracism and isolation.l 

The general implication is obvious: calling Jesus mamzer was a way of 
denouncing him. and the way of denouncing him was to call into question 

I. This chapteris rooted subsUntially iD my article 'Calling Jesus Mam:u', JSHJ 
I (2003), pp. 73·103. Portioos of the cbaptu arelii\ed from thatanicle, !bough now 
explored iD a dilTen:ot direction. This piece is also indebted to a response paper I 
gave to John Miller at tbe SBL Historical Jesus section in the 200S meeting at Phil a· 
delphia. 

2. I do not accept tbe general thesis of James Tabor but I do think more attention 
needs to be given to tbe family of Jesus. Though the details cannot be defended here, 
Richard Bauckham's research into the family of Jesus commends itself more. On 
James Tabor, see Th6Jtsu$ Dynasty: The lftdden History of Jesus, His Royal Family. 
and the Birth of Christianity (New Yorlc; Simon & Schuster, 2006); R. Bauckbam, 
Jude and tlte Relarives ofJe.us In tho Early Clrun;h (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1990). 

3. B.l. MallnaandJ.H. Neyrey, CallingJesusNamM: Th6Social ValiM!ofLabels 
in Matthew (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge, 1988), p. 37. 
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his origins - he was not a legitimale lsraeliu: male and therefore, one 
would think, his teachings and his mission and his visioo are all called 
into question. One can suggest !bat calling Jesus mamzer was perhaps a 
response to those who were claiming already during the lifetime of Jesus 
a supernatural origin. 

A recent, gently rolling wave of scholarship has argued that Jesus was 
assigned the label mamzer ('bastard', 'illegitimate son') by his conlem­
poraries and that far-reaching conclusions about Jesus' mission can be 
derived from the status that would result from sucb an accusation. In this 
piece, we are concerned with not only the social status of Jesus but even 
more with the insights such a label might shed on what Jesus and others 
may have believed about Jesus' origins. The recent use of mamzer for 
understanding Jesus' social status must be assigned to a list of break· 
throughs, and it is to the credit of Bruce Chilton that the category is to be 
given a front-row scat in recent discussion. • I am unaware that any 
scholar, prior to Chilton, bas given the category the attention it migbt 
deserve. 

The Accusation: Mamzer 

One can infer that early Christians did not invent such a social status for 
Jesus and we can see their straining already in Matthew's own genealogy. 
Here we find a series of names, punctuated by women with a reputation 
(Mt. 1.1-17: Tamar in v. 3, Rabab and Ruth in v. 5, the wife of Uriah in 
v. 6) who are then used to set the stage for Mary. Evidently, we are to 
understand Mary as such a woman, though she is guiltless since the con­
ception in her case was virginal (1.16, commenled oo in 1.18-25). Some 
scholars, like Joel Man:us and Slepbco Wilson,• remain convinced that 
the languageofMarlc 6.3 (ouic)s Tiis Maplos, ' the son ofMary')'reflecL~ 

4. B. O!iltoo, Rabbi Jesus: An Intimate Biography (New York: OO<Ibleday,2000 
[Pecbmcooe)); 'Jo!sus, le...,..,. (MI 1.18)', NTS 46 (2001), pp. 222-27. 

S. Joe\Mercu.s,Mark 1-4(AB,27; New York;Doobleday,2000), p.37S;Stepbeo 
G. Wilsoo, Related Strangers: Jews and Chris lions 70-170 C. E. (Minneapolis: fonress 
Press, 1995), 188. Riclwd Bauckham, 'The Brothers aod Sisters of Jesus: An Epi· 
pbaniao Response to John P. Meier', CBQ S6(1994),pp. 686-700,conlaldsthat 'soo 
of Mary' serves to indicate that tbc 'siblings' ofJesu.s 1w1 a different mother tban did 
Jesus. Sec also oow James F. McGrath, ' Was Jesus Illegitimate? The Evid<llce ofbis 
Sociallntenctions' ,JSHJ S (2007), pp. 81-100. 

6. Fortbe text-critical issues. cf. R.E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: A Com­
mentary on thelnfanC)I Narratlo>e.i in the Gospels of Mat/Mw and Luke (ABRL; New 
Yorlt: Doubleday, 2ndedn, 1993), pp. 537-39. 
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accusations and labels at tbe time of Jesus, which Matthew felt uncom­
fortable with and so changed to ' the son of the carpenter' (13.55): the 
normal Yeshua ben Yosep is abandoned in favor of the scurrilous Yeshua 
ben Mrriam.' Since scholars today are re-think:ingJohn'sGospel as a legiti­
mate source for information about the historical Jesus,• we are possibly 

7. ll. Stauffer, 'Jeschu ben MiJjam (Mk 6:3)', in Nwesuunentica et Semitlco: 
Studies inHontmro/MattltewBiock(c<ls E. E. Bllisand M. Wilcox; Edinburgh:T & T 
Clad<. 1969), pp. 119-28. • Aile mysteria Christi sind paradoxe Tatbestande, die cine 
dialelctische Deurung hervcnufeo, positiv oderncgativ, doxologisch oder palemisch. 
Das gilt voo der Gebwt Jcsu 8"""" so wie vom Faktum de$ Leereo &ahes. voo 
seiner Wuodcr1itig)ccit geoau so wie voo seinem Selbstzeugnis. Darum entfaltetsich 
diccbrisrliche Jes~lla principia in der KoeUQverse' (p. 128). Forocber.l who 
sec a slurhere,cf. M.D. Hooker, The Gospel According w Saint Mark(Loodon: A& 
CBiack, 1991),p. 153; J. Mar<:ua,Mark /-8(AB, 27; Now YOlk: Doubleday, 1999), 
pp. 374-75. Sec also B.K. McArrbur, 'Soo ofMuy', NovTe;rtl5 (1973), pp. 3S.58; 
R.E. Brown et al., Mary in tire New Test(lment (Pbiladelpbia: Fortress Press, 1978), 
pp. 59-67; R.E. Brown, Birlh, pp. 537-41; J.P. Meier, A Margtna!Jew, I, pp. 225·27; 
T. llan, '"Man Born of Woman .. . " (lob 14:1): The Pbcnomcoon of Men Bearing 
Mcrrooymes at lbe Time of )C$US', NuvTest34 (1992), pp. 23-45. In spite of this 
treod ro find in 'son ofMuy' little more than an ordinary remark. (I) lbe oddiryofthe 
expression - s.iooe sons were named by their father unless the motber's lineage was 
superior, (2) in a context of conllic~ (3) when: later Evangclills modify the language, 
and (4) for a woman who at least later is to be accused of illicit sexual union. begs for 
explanation aod one solid such explanatioo is chat it hints at illegitimacy. Further· 
more, Meier off or.; the suggestion that the statement is 'ffip' wilhoot a shred of 
evidence. Also, that the 'brothers and sisten~• are mentiuned in Mark 6.1~ does DOL 
necessarily include them in the same accusation. Finally, it should not be argued that 
'son of Mary• was, as a form, indicative of illegitimacy; there oould be other motives 
for labelling a son by his moilier. I am of the suspicion tbar roo much of this scholarly 
trend seeks 10 find lbc Jewish accusation later than the Christian affinnation, rather 
than lbc reverse. From a completely diffcreot ""gle, and with fiu leso care at the his· 
toricalleve~ cf. J. Scbabetg, The llltSitimacy ojJesw: .4 Feminist Theologicallnter­
pretatU;nofthe Infancy N(JT1"(llive3 (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1987), pp. 160-64. 
For her respansc ro socne caustic "'IIClioes ro her study, sec J. Scbaherg, ' A feminist 
ExpcriC~JCCofHistoric:ai·Jesus Sebolatsbip', in Whose Historic(l/ Jesus? (Studies in 
Christianity and Judaism, 7; ed. W.E. Ama~ M. Dcsjardios; Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier 
University Press [Canadian Corporation forSl\ldies in Religion], 1997), pp. 146-60. 

8. Sec J.A.T. Robinson, The Priority of John (ed. J.F. Coakley; Oak Parle, IL: 
Mcye<-Srone, 1985); M. Hcnge~ TheJohannbte Qu<lsrU;n (Philadelpbio: Trinity Press 
International. 1989): D. Moody Smith, ' Historical Issues and the ProblcmofJobD and 
lbeSynoptics', in FrvmJesiiS toJohn(ed. M.C. de Boer; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), 
pp. 252.07; J. Ashton, Umler.standing the Fourth Gospel (Ox forti: Clarendcn Press, 
1991) and Studying John: Approach..- tq the Fourth Gospel (Oxford: Clarendon Press. 
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justified to find historical coofumation of our issue in John 8.41, where 
theJews!Judeans (John's problematic tenn for Jesus' opponents) protested 
to Jesus: ljpils i• 1Topvticxs 00 ytytWI\~t8cx, eva 1fcxnpcx EXOIJfV TOV e.o. 
('we are not illegitimate children; we have one tather, God himself'). That 
is, their claim probably labels Jesus one more time with bis suspected 
illegitimacy.' The Hebrew equivalent here would probably be 'offspring of 
fornication • (yaldey zenunim). This suspicion is covered rather gently by 
John in 6.42 with the following: ' Is not this Jesus, the son ofJoseph . .. ?' 
No need, so reasons John, to poke at a deep wound. That the audience 
accuses Jesus ofbeing a 'Samaritan' and 'demon-possessed' in John 8.42 
probably speaks to the same suspected status of Jesus. and it may just as 
well lurk behind John 9.16 ('a sinner'). 

That Mary was pregnant before cohabiting with Joseph is indisputable; 
no Christian would bave invented the problem of Jesus· claimed irregular, 
divine origins and accusations in order to dismiss the accusations. How 
the pregnancy was discovered (prior 10 cohabitation or a birth ton early 
not 10 be noticed), or why or how Mary was impregnated was explained 
differently. By the followers of Jesus, Jesus' irregular origin was eltplained 
from a virginal conception (bence, Mt. 1.18-25; Lk. 1.26-38;10 Prot. Jas. 
7.1- 16.2; Ps.·Mt. 6-12).11 For others in the Diaspora, from the mid-second 
cenlll!y CEonwards, Mary had been caugbt en flagrant- Mary aod some­
one other than Joseph had intercourse, and she was discovered wben signs 
of pregnancy were visible ( cf. Origcn, Against Celsus 1.28 (Mary is cast 
out by Joseph for adultery with a certain Pantheraj, 32-33, 69; 2.5, 8-9, 
31; Tertullian, de Spectaculis 30.6; Gosp.Tiwm. I 05; Acts of Pilate 2.3; 
m. Yeb. 4.13; 1. Hul. 2.24; b. Sanh. 67a; y. A.Z. 40d;y. Shabb. 14d).'2 On 
the issue of Galilean customs differing from Judean customs, the evidence 

1994); D. Tovey, Namulve Art and Act in the Fourth Gospel (Sbcffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1997); S. Byndcog, Story as History- History as Story (TO bingen: 
J.C .. B. Mohr, 2000); R. T. Fortoa andT. Tbalcbc:r(cds),Jesus inJohannlneTradition 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox, 2001). A marsbaniog of the scholarship 
and some discussion of some evidcnoccan besceo in C.L. Blomberg. The HLttorlcal 
Reliability of John's Gospel (Downers Grove, IL: IoterVarsity Press, 2002). 

9. So S<lu.berg,Jiiegilimacy, pp. 157-58 (with n. 39);J"'C" J.P. Meier, A Mar­
gina/Jew, I, pp. 227-29; R.E. Brown, .Birth, pp. 541-42. 

10. For a fair-minded, though slightly overdone, discussion of the value of the 
infancy namllive$, cf. J.P. Meier,A Marginol Jew, I, pp. 20S-14. 

11. For study, cf. R.E. Brown, Birlh. pp. 517-33, 697-712; Schaberg. Illegitimacy, 
pp. 178-92; J.P. Meier, A Marginal Jew, I, pp. 220.22. 

l2. Cf. RE. Brow~ Birth, pp. 534-42; Schaberg, Illegitimacy, pp. 169-74. 
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is unclear for the first century and should not be factored into the discus­
sion. u Jane Schaberg is correct in what follows and an important corol­
lary follows my quotation of her: 'In the absence of a trial or hearing, and 
in the absence of any punishment or repudiation, suspicioo of illegitimacy 
- whether sincere or prompted by the desire to discredit Jesus - could 
thrive only oo the admission of someone involved.'" 

The corollary is clear: Joseph, somehow, was disentangled from the 
mess and was seen as innocent (dikaios; Mt. 1.19). He was not the father 
of tbe baby; but Mary was the mother. The father had to be someone else. 
Someone, as they say in our Southern States, ' fessed up'. Presumably, 
Mary made the claim that Joseph was not the father" or, what is clear 
from the Gospel records (MI. I.IS-25), Joseph was surprised and/or stated 
that he was not the father. The word, however, got out. 

The social stigma attached to Mary, that is, the label that gave to her a 
'master status' of some son, would have been telling (cf. Wisd. 4.3-6). 
The Christian tradition claims Mary was saved by a benevolent act of 
Joseph." He avo.ided the public-shaming event described or alluded to in 
m. Sot. and broke Jewish custom by marrying her, cohabiting with her, and 
raising Jesus (and tbe other children). Whatever •~planation one prefers 
today is not the issue; clearly, Jesus' origins were i"egular and that 
irregular origin gave rise to an accusation. Jesus may have been labelled 
by his contemporaries as a mamzer. And such a label would have carried 
with it socio-religious implications with a powerful significance for Jesus. 
As Malina and Neyrey have argued, though they failed to note that 
mamzer may have been one of the labels pinned to Jesus: 

... n<!l"tive labelling bears the forocofstigma. Wh<:n eanioo out publicly 
or at times secretly. sueb la.bcUing can carry with it an institutional sanc­
tioning of overwhelming proporlions: positively by granting symbolic 
reward potential, negatively by gilUlling symbolic devastation potential, 

13. That Jews in Galilee were more strict on pmnarital customs lbaD Jews in Judea 
ean be seen in 1. Ket. 1.4; Ket. 9b, t2a; but cf. tbe earlier text atm. Ket. 1.S wbcre the 
distinction is ool raised. Scholarship is not decided on tbe feosibility of this distinc­
tion for first-«ntury Judaism and neither have many paid sullicicnt atteDtion to the 
conte.t of tbcse· slalcmer!ts; cf. B. Chilton, ' Jesus, le mamzer'. 

14. Scbabcrg, JIIegiri"""'Y,P· 153. 
IS. m. Ket. 2.5-6, forinslaoee,sbowstbattbewomao'stcstimooyisdcemedwotthy 

with respect to bcr sexual expetiencc. 
16. Tbe deliberations behind M~ 1.18-25 concern Deut. 22.13-21, 23-27, 28-29, 

and penain to Macy's motives and options, as well as to Joseph's options. 



138 Who Do My Opponents Say That I Am? 

both of deep and enclwing quality ... Labelling is intended to cr<atc a 
master starus ... 17 

Before exploring a Christo logy from the side, we need to wade lhrough the 
waters of the historical evidence to see what we can discover on the signi­
ficance of labelling Jesus as a mamzer. Only as a result of patient exami­
nation of this evidence can we discover the assumptions behind the label. 

The Implications: Social Sketch 

Far-reaching implications have been drawn by several scholars," espe­
cially Bruce Chilton, on the basis of this 'master status' of Jesus as a 
mamzer and, in addition. that status bad 'profound inlluences on Jesus' 
personal development'." The following factors of Chilton's theory may 
be noted."' Joseph, a journeyman who visited Mary's parents for repair 
work, and Mary began to sleep together before their marriage [pp. 6· 7]," 

17. Malina and Neyrey, Calling Jesus Names, pp. 38, 39. 
18. It is unfortunate that John Millor·'s study,Jesvs atTMrty: A Psycirt>logica/ and 

Historical Portrait (Minneapolis: foruoss Pn:oa, 1997), fails to take note of Jesus' 
starus as a "'""''"'rio Jewish society (pacepp. 41-42).1n spite oftbe potential sigoi· 
6caocc of the qocstion and its aoswas, others have also not askod tbe question about 
Jesus' slalus in Jewish society: e.g., J.P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking rhe His· 
wrlcal Jesus (3 vols.; ABRL; New York; Doubloday, 1991), I, pp. 332-<IS, where it 
would malce a difference. 

I 9. Cbilton, RabbiJe.n<r, be<e p. 6. For those unfamiliar witb Chilton's new bonk, 
the followiogpoinUshould he mentioood: (l)his Jesus is a combination ofhis "'amzer 
status, nmaway for sevcnol yean, Tbron<IOuoriotmysticism, consciOIISiltsS of t'lldow· 
ment by the Spirit, and Tratknl of his various dimensions of kabbaklh; (2) his con­
cerns are purification [Sesus came to tbe conviction, partly through his encounter with 
the Samaritan wolllliD oow sec:n in Jobn 4,lbatall lscael was in tact pureandsobroke 
from John and repleced baptisms with meals as the venue of purity), exon:ism, 
miracles. and even nature control; (3) his identity shifts through phases of being a 
manrz.er, a talmid of John, a rabbi, a messianic exorcist, a chasid, a prophet, and an 
illlgel; (4) the gospel reconls arc unusually confused chronologically and CbillOO's 
study is an aUempiiO re-align numerous sayings/events with tbe onler seen in (3) 
above; (5) most importao.tly, tbe final phase of Jesus' mission was to actuali:ze the 
Zecbarian vision of pure Temple worship and sa<;rifioe, brought to the fore when 
Jesus attempted an occupation oftbe Temple bu~ after failure to accomplish his mi .. 
sion, re-vitalized when Jesus began to see his mealsa.<a 'replacement' (p. 2S4)oftbe 
Temple sacrifices. 

20. Pagination is in bnlckcts. 
21. Two CODJnlCllU 8lt in order here: (I) it is never quite <lear to me if Chilton 

tbioks tbe father was Joseph cr someone else - pp. 6-7 and 200 suggest Joseph, but 
p. 20 suggests someone else; and (2) the ebild resulting from premarital intCI'OOurse 
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and so the circumcision was perfol'll)ed, in part, to bring Jesus into the 
/>erith ('covenant') [pp. 9-12]. This relation made Jesus a mamzer." and 
thu.~ Jesus 'negotiated the treacherous terrain between belonging to the 
people of GOO and ostracism in bis own community' as (my expression} a 
special kind of pariah of society." Concluding that Jesus was socially clas­
sified as a mamzer, and assuming that mamzerim could survive (b. Yeb. 
78b (R. Zera]) and were known in Jewish society ( cf. b. Ket. l4b [R. 
Simeon ben Mcnasia ]}, Chilton draws out the following fifteen historical 

by a couple inteoding to marry (i.e., Joseph and Mary) is oot, to my lnlowledge, 
labelled ..,_..,,.in the earliest evidence l have seen(ef. Dew. 22.28-30).1 can fully 
118m' that 5llCh a child may have been seen u inappropriate and lhe like, but the 
Jewi$1) evidence dee$ not sugaest thauucb a couple's ebild cannot enjoy full Jewish 
scciety.lt is UllClear to me ifCbiltoo tllinks Joseph was unfaitbful to his ()Kesumed) 
first wife (not Mary) - in which case, since Muy is 1llliilOIIied, tile child would oot be 
a momzer but a cbild ofpolyguny, or if their relatio .. were jll$t prematurely sexual, 
in which case again tile child would not be a mamzer. Because Chilton's book is ll<lt a 
technical monograpb, but a popular (and beautifully styled) biogiOPI>y, some oftllese 
deteils appear to me to be suggestive ratllcr tllan definitive and determinate. On the 
other band, bec ... e ofChiltoo 's status in bistoricol Jesus rcscan:b, none ofbis state­
ments can be taken casually. On p. 13 Chilton says, 'An unmarried woroan impreg­
nated by a IIWl outside her community wu in an invidious position, suspected of 
illicit inte=urse'. The public knowledgetbat Joseph wasdoingrepairsat but father's 
home would have been knowledge enough. On tbc 501110 page, Chilton rightly observeo 
that sexual relation before marriage 'was broadly tolerated' and, furth~-what 
be does not note, is that such relations lod to a marriage tllat could not be broken 
(Deul 22.211-29). Chilton appeals tom. Ke~ 1.8-9 for tbc view that unknown fatbm 
arc deemed mamurim or N•lin (descendants of tile Gibeoaites; cf. m. Qid. 4.1, 3). 
However, tb.iscoollicts at times with Deut. 22.2S.29. One may presume that, if a male 
cbooses to marry tile itnpregnated woman, it islike\y he is the falbcr, in which cii5C tho 
fatber's status is determinative oftbc child (e.g., if Joseph is aolsraelite, Jesu.< is Dot a 
mamur). Thus, tbc 'evidence' brought fooward by Muy would have been Joseph's 
decision to marry bet and name the child. 

It migbl be argued that Chilton's book is fKlll'llar and, therefore, subject to leosofa 
historicol critique. My reply is simple: ll<ltbing Chilton writes is witllout scholarly 
merit. Furtllermore, we sbould not be fooled by Chilton ·s easier style in this book: 
this is a rigorously defended book in that it offers evidence - even if never oomplete­
evidcnce- at every imponantjuneturo. To be sun:, the formatpreveoted Chilton from 
prescuting lhe requisite footnotes, bibliographic discussion, and evidential displays. 
Nonctbcless, because Chilton bas published so many itans leading to his &bbl Je914, 
the book becomes a monument to hi< scholarly enterprise do Jesus. 

22. So Chilton, 'JCsus, le nl<liiiUr', p. 224. 
23. l"'tilton, RabbiJesus. p. 13. 
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conclusions, cooclusioos over which the dark cloud of using lalef rabbinic 
information certainly looms large." 

(I) Jesus would have lived in a caste apart (p. 12]; 
(2) Jesus was unable to many within established bloodlines (p. 12]; 
(3) Jesus was often excluded from the main.'ltte8m of religious life (p. 12] 

by the elders aod fellow villagers [IS, 21]; 
(4) Jesus' voice was silenced" in public congregations (p. 13]; 
(5) Jesus was ao 'untouchable ... for ten generations' (p. 14]; 
(6) Tbe community felt imperiled both viscerally and communally [p. 15]; 
(7) Jesus' status was doubly-deficient when Joseph died (p. 20]; 
(8) Jesus was accepled as a talmid of John in spite of his >'latus [pp. 34, 

40); 
(9) Jesus' brothers, especially James, resented his status [p. 42]; 

(I 0) Mary would have had difficulty finding a she·momrer for Jesus to 
marry [pp. 72-73]; Miriam was possibly such a person (Lie. 8.2) 
[pp. 144-145];" 

(II) Jesus' retreat of twenty-one miles to Capemaum was outside the 
limits of his reputation as a mamzer [p. 95]; 

(12) Jesus' rejection at Nazareth was provoked in part because of his 
mamzer status [pp. 97-1 02]; 

(13) Jesus' teachings in Jerusalem are challenged because ofbis mamrer 
status [p. 121, here anchoring comments in Jn 8.19]; 

(14) Jesu.~. in spite of his mamzer status, becomes an Elijah-like prophet 
and symbol of GaHiean resistanCe to and liberation from Rome 
[pp. 168, 185]; 

( 15) Jesus· followers rejected the stories that Jesus was a mamrer[p. 200]; 

In addition to these claims, Chilton psychologizes in ao imaginative vein 
with the following statements: 

(A) 'It is hard to exaggerate the isolation and unease the boy would have 
felt growing up as a mamzer in Nazareth' (p. 14]; 

24. His definition: 'an lsrnelite of suspect paternity' (p. 12). 
25. Hero Chiltoo combinesnwmztrandshetuqi, 'silenc:ed ones' (from m. Qidd. 4. 1). 

A shetuqi is ooe wbo knows his mother but DOl his father. Thai Josepb manied Mary 
suggests to me tbatlesus knows his 'father' and that means be would not teduUcally 
be d..sified as ashetuql. But, see below at dcfinitioo 9 p. I S3. 

26. The Ia~ rabbinic fonnula is from b. Yeb. 37a: 'Persons of confirmed illegiri· 
macy may{intetmarry] with od!ersof cooJirmed illegitimacy, but tboseofcooJirmed 
illegitimacy may not intmnarry with those of doubtful illegitimacy; nor those of 
doubtful, with those of eoofumed illegitimacy: nor tbose of doubtful, with others of 
doobtful illegitimacy'. Chiltoo imagines bore Mary seeking out a female of cooJirmed 
illegitimacy. a she-mamze.r. 
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(B) 'But Jesus was forced by tbe circwnsrances of his birth to look 
outside the provincial establishment for an undersrandiog of who be 
wa.• and what it meant to be an Israelite' (p. 16); 

(C) 'Insults such as exclusion from the synagogue were a regular pan of 
Jesus' childhood' and behind Luke 7.31-33 [parableofthepipingand 
wailing), Chilton confesses, 'I see a small child, standing apart from 
other children, wishing to play but not being included, defensively 
ironic about the gang's incapacity to agree on a game' [p. 16); 

(D) Chilton contends Jesus' intense personal vision, gregariousness, and 
inclusive vision were shaped on the anvil of his /TUJmzer status that 
led to loneliness and wanderings on foot and in thought [pp. 16-17]; 

(E) Jesus' understanding of God as his Abba emerges from his starus 
[p. 17), and thus, 'If Joseph's fatherhood was in doubt, God's father­
hood was not' [p. 17); 

(F) When Joseph died, and was buried on the same day, Chilton sur­
mises: 'On the saddest day of Jesus' yoWig life, the synagogue would 
still have excluded him from their midst' [p. 21 ); 

(0) Becauseoftbe'synagogue'sdisdainforhim' Jesus had a 'deep skep­
ticism about religious authority' [p. 21) and the deep divide between 
Christianity and Judai.~m derives in pan from Jesus' mamzer status 
and exclusion from his father's funeral [p. 21 ); 

(H) 'The death of his father brought an emotional truth home to Jesus: 
the Kingdom of God was his only support' [p. 22); 

(!) As an adolescent, Jesus' family visited the Temple and led to a tranS· 

formation for Jesus: 'The mamzer from Galilee bad come to the place 
where God's presence was more palpable than anywhere else on 
earth. And be was part of it, in the bouse of his Abba (Luke 2.49). 
Gone was the exclusion he felt from Nazareth's synagogue, as be 
stood at the heart of the sacred, vouched for as an Israelite by his 
family' [p. 32J[Chilton imagines tbatJesusranaway from his family 
for a few years as a result of this experien<:e at the Temple; he finds 
himself as a talmid of John the Baptist, only much later returning 
bome][see also pp. 34, 37, 42]; 

(J) 'The burt inJ!ictedduring his childhood, tbeseo.sethathewasanout­
cast, in the wrong through no fault of !lis own, was healed through his 
repeated immersions. The Jordan's waters washed away his feeling of 
estrangement. He repented of his anger he bad fel~ of his resent· 
mentagainst his own people in Nazaretb' (p. 49); it was from John 
that Jesus learned of Chariot mysticism (pp. 50-58); 

(K) 'His tangible experience ofGod overwhelmed the feeling of rejec­
tion he bnd known as a mamzer in Nazareth, and he conveyed his 
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newfound sense of inclusion to others' (p. 60]; 'If Ood was there 
for an alleged mamzer, Ood was also there for a Samaritan. His pain 
and anxiety is part oftbe maturing of many religious personalities: 
tbe shedding of conventional identity in order to defule a new self, 
framed by contact with the divine' (p. 70; ct: also p. 89]; 

(L) Jesus returns to Nazareth to escape death at tbe bands of Antipas, 
but is not feted as his prodigal son parable would imply because of 
his mamzer status (p. 63]; 

(M) 'What did his repute as a mamzer matter to this strong, mature 
young man, a survivor of hunger, cold, thugs, and Herod Antipas' 
attack on John? .. . Jesus found his voice as a teacher and story­
teller .. .' (p. 73]. 

It is appropriate to distinguish Chilton's fifteen historical claims from 
tbe implications he draws out in a more psychological vein. I do not doubt 
that psychology can help us to understand Jesus though studies demon­
strate significant correlations between one's self-image and one's image 
of Jesus." Neither do I doubt that being classified publicly as a mamzer 
would bave had psycho-social consequences for Jesus' persooal, social, 
and religious development In principle, then, I am opposed to neither of 
the two categories of Chilton's imaginative reconstruction of Jesus. And, 
neither am I opposed to tbe use of imagination in history." One of the 
solid features ofE.P. Sanders' studies of Jesus is his ability tore-imagine 
what the world of Jesus was like, and one thinks of other fields where the 
same applies."' Peter Brown's studies, for instance, reveal the enlighten· 
ing power of a historically-based imagination." But it is the place of the 

21. On wb.i<:b, cf.lhe insiglltful srudyofL.J. Francis and J. Astley, 'The Que& for 
tbe Psychological Jesus: lnJiueoces ofPcnooality oo lmagos of Jesus', J()lmiO/ of 
Psyclwlogy and Christianity 16 (1997). pp. 247-59. 

28. For my own viowsoobistoriognpby, seeJQUJ and HI.< lk111h: Hl.<t<Jriograp/ry, 
the Historical Jesus, and Ato~rement ThMry (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 
2005), >-46. 

29. JesusandJudal.<m;s<e also his The Hl.<torie<JI FigureofJesus()AodotJ: Pen­
guin, 1993). Other Jesus scl>olars, whose boob cannot be ciiOd bore, with !NCb an 
imagjlllllioo include A. Schweitzer, R. Bultmann, H.J. Cadbury, W. Manson, !. Jere­
mia$, C. H. Dodd, R.A. Honley, M. Borg. J.D. CTO$SBD, 0. Vermes, G.B. Caird, and 
N.T. Wright. Uofortunatcly, J.P. Meier's tbree volumes each lack this imaginative 
power. 

30. P. Brown, The Mu.tlngofLateAntfquity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1978~ Augustine of Hippo: ABiography(Berl<eley, CA: University of California 
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historian to use an imagination backed by secure data, as do Sanders and 
Brown, and it is to these data that we should tum to find the meaning of 
being called mamzer and its implications for Jesus' life." 

Another word pertaining to method: the rabbinic definition of mamzer, 
even a definition in flux, should probably be distinguished from soeial 
innuendo and social labels. It follows from this that different Jewish per­
sons may have bad tighter or looser definitions of a mamzer. For one per­
son Jesus migbt bave been a mamzer,to another be might not have been. 
But we should not assume either that the rabbinic definitions were clearly 
known and applied, and neither should we assume that contrary views 
mightbaveobuUne~ 

Definition: Mantzer and Jesus 

We should begin with the common assumption that a Jew is one who can 
marry other Israelites, and who can function within Israelite society and 
worship because his or her mother was Jewish. Contrary to such a Jew, a 
mamzerwould be a child born of a prohibited marriagc(cf. m. Qidd. 3.12) 
or sexual union that is punishable by karet (extirpation) or death." In gen­
eral, the label mamzer not only called into question but designated a 
person as 'not a legimate Jew' and therefore restricted from the benefits 
granted to legitimate Jews. For Jesus' contemporaries to have called Jesus 
mamzer was a potent way to discredit whatever it was that be was claim­
ing or doing or teaching. 

In the Encyclopaedia Judaica, Schereschcwsky contends, in glaring 
contrast to the inferences drawn by Chilton, that a mamzer bas only o.ne 
restriction in Jewish society: marriage." That m. Hor. 3.8 classifies a schol­
arly mamzer above an ignorant bigh priest confirms the view that mam­
zerim functioned freely within Jewish society. In fact, this text may level 
the discussion of Chilton and should perhaps be given more importance 
than it bas been given. Neusner translates as follows: 

(A) A priest takes precedence over a Levite, a Levite over an Israelite, 

Pless, 2nd edn, 2000); The RiJeofWestem ChriJten<hm: Triumph and Diver.rity, A.D. 
200./000 (Cambridge. MA: Blackwell, 1996). 

31. For an early critique of Chilton'$ use of mumrer, sec the review of J. Klawan.<, 
'Filling in tbe Gap$', Bible Review (February 2002), pp. 42-44, who calls tbe aulhor 
to task for his deftnitioos of momzer and rabbi. 

32. Sode6ncd by Ben Z.ion (Benno) ScbertSChewsky, 'M•mzcr•, Endud)IJ, p. 84&, 
see also the insigbtful remarks of B. Chillon, ' Jesus, le momzer', pp. 225·26. 

33. Scbemobcwol<y, "Mamzcr', p. 840. 
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an Israelite over a mamzer, a mamzer over a Netin, a Netin over a 
proselyte, a proselyte over a freed slave. 

(B) Under what circumstances? 
(C) Wbeo all of them are equivalent 
(D) But if the mamzer was a disciple of a sage and a bigb priest was ao 

am haares, the mamzer who is a disciple of a sage takes precedence 
over a high priest who is an am haares. 

We have then two widely divergent views on the meaning of mamzer 
and, therefore, two ma.~sively different kinds of implications drawn for 
the functioning of a mamzerwithin Jewish society. For Chilton, a mamzer 
is an outcast; for Scbcrescbewsky, a mamzer bas one small limitation: he 
or she can not marry a full Jew. For Jesus this would mean that, according 
to Chilton, Jesus bad to play dodge ball his entire life in order to accom­
plish his will; for Scherescbewsky, Jesus simply was prohibited from 
marrying a woman wbo bad full standing in Jewish society. Nothing 
more. Both views offer credible social circumstances for explaining, in 
pan or in whole, Jesus' celibacy, but the first view explains at a radical 
level Jesus' mission and message. In light of Ibis extreme set of alterna­
tives, we need to examine the surviving evidence about the mamzer in 
Jewish society and bow a person's status was determined." 

As far back as Ezra's priestly declarations for endogamy and divorce in 
order to purity the community oflsrael (Ezra 9-1 0}, where the non-Jewish 
women and their children (perhaps seen as mamzerim) were divorced and 
sent away, there is evidence for detennining one's status by the Jewish­
ness (or non-Jewisboess) of one's mother." Centuries later, Josephus, in 
his Antiquities (14.399405), labels Herod the Greata 'commoner and an 
Jdumaean, that is, 8 half-Jew' (i61<.irr(l T£ OVTI Kai ' 16ov~£aic;>, TOUttOTlV 
~~11ou6alc;>; idiote te onti lcai ldoumeaio, toutestln hemi-ibudaio). The 
label may derive from the matrilineal principle of determining one's 
Jewish status by the status of one's mother. Josephus' father, Anlipater, 
was a descendant of those forcibly converted under Hyreanus, but his 

34. for a good discussion of the term in Medieval studies, c[ S.M. Passamaoeck, 
'Some Medieval Problems inMamzuvth',HUCA 37 (I~). pp. 121-45. 

35. See on this the caroful discussion of S.J.D. Coben, 'Tbe Origins of the M.lri· 
lineal Principle in Rabbinic Law',Associatioro o[JewiJh StudJn Review 10(1985), pp. 
19-53; Tile Bcginning,r of Jewi.shness: Boundmits, Yari<ffli!S, UocerraWies (Berkeley, 
CA: University ofCatifomia Press, 1999), pp. 263-307. C<>hco 's cooclusioo that the 
malrilineal principle is not known uolillhe time of the Mishnah minimiz.es, llh.ink, 
the evidence of Ezra, even if! ooocur that other cvicknce until the Mi$hnab is unclear. 
See also D. Bossman, 'EZill's Maniage Reform: lsr..,l Redefined', BTB 9 (1979), 
pp. 32-38. 
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mother, Cypros, was a Nabatean and, therefore, handed ber status to Herod. 
And, the standard e;xplanation of the confusion over Timothy's status (Acts 
16.1-3) is that, though Jewish through his mother's status, his lack of cir­
cumcision rendered his status ambiguous; consequently, Paul circumcises 
him. The implications are clear. (I) by circumcision, Timothy obtains an 
unambiguous Jewish status; (2) had his status been determined by his 
father, a Greek, or by an illegitimate marriage, then such an act by Paul 
would be a deconstruction ofPaul' s own agenda since it would have made 
Timothy first a proselyte to Judaism; and (3) his mother's status deter­
mined Timothy's status, but his lack of circumcision made him suspect" 
The circumcision of Timothy suggests that the matrilineal principle is at 
work in this passage." In spite of a lack of overwhelming evidence, we 
may conclude as a general principle that a person's Jewish status at the 
time of Jesus was detennined by his or her mother. This means that, since 
Mary, the mother of Jesus, was a Jew, Jesus was legally a Jew unles.>~ his 
father wa.' a man who rendered Mary's children otherwise. 

But was Jesus a mamzd? That is, though Jewish through his mother, 
was be a Jew of low estate because of some irregular union? The answer 
hangs on how we define mamzer and the evidence is not clear even at its 
inception." 

We begin with Deuteronomy 23.3 (ET 23.2): 'No one misgotten (i.e., 
mamzer) shall be admitted into the congregation of the LORD; none of 
his descendants, even in the tenth generation, shall he admitted into the 
congregation of the LORD (JPS)'. Not uncommon for biblical legislation, 
the term comes out of the blue. In the code of Deuteronomy 23, the mam­
zer is classed with those who are emasculated by crushed testicles (23.2) 
and with the Ammonites and Moabitcs (23.4-7). If these three sorts are 
'abhorred', Israelites are not to abhor the Edomites or Egyptians, for ances­
tral and historical reasons (23.8-9). The children of Edomites and Egyp· 
tians may he admitted io the third generation while the ' tenth generation • 
exclusion of the mamur clearly means 'forever'." Such are not to he 

36. For discussion of this passage, cf. C.K.. Bamlt, Tire Acey of the Apostles (ICC; 
2 vols.; lldinburgb: T 8t T Clark, 1994, 1998).11, pp. 758-63. 

37. But cf. Coben,lkginningsoflewishness, pp. 363·77; fora respoosecf. L Levin· 
skaya, Tire Book of A eLf In ltr Dia"Jpora Sening (The Book of Acts in its First Cenlllty 
Setting. 5; G111Dd Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), pp. 12-17. 

38. Cf. Louis Epstein, Marriage Lows in the Bible and the Talmud (Cambridge, 
MA: Hllnlard Uoivmity Press, 1942). pp. 279-96. 

39. later rabbinic texts. fceling the sting of pennaoent exclusion and knowing 
the realities of social and religious life. debated ' for all time' (b. Yeb. 78b): 'R. Zcra 
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admitted to the covenant people and they become, as a living embodimeo~ 
a witness to the kinds of sins !bat cannot be rectified. 

But does non-admission to the congregation ofYHWH refer to limita­
tions in 'maniage' or in 'public participatioo in worship at tbe Temple' or 
might it mean 'exclusion from community participation' in a general 
sense?'" There is no answcr in the text of Deuteronomy. We have a legal 
ruling and a sociological label (mamzer) but no definition aodoo explica­
tion. Time will unravel its meanings and its implications. 

Definition I : Mu:ed Marriage Child 
Zechariah 9.6 intimates that mamzer refers to the children of 'mixed 
marriages', for here the prediction is that the dowofilll of Philistia will 
result in a 'mongrel people' (mamzer)" settling in Ashdod because of the 
Lord's band of judgment on tbe place." Oddly, these people will appar­
ently observe Jewish food laws and worship tbe one, true God (9.7). The 
text seems to suggest tbat a mamzer was of mixed parentage, a child born 
of an interdicted union. Such a definition of mamzer, however, is not con­
sistently applied in later Jewish traditions (cf. b. Yeb. I 6a for R. Johanan; 
but see Avot R.N. 16)." Rabbah b. Bar Hana, in tbe name ofR. Johanan, 
thought !bat if a slave or an idolater impregnated an Israelite girl, that 
child would be a mamzer, but R. Simeon b. Judah, consistent with most of 
the rabbinic traditions, narrowed tbe definition to what will be seen in ( 4) 
below (b. Yeb. 44b-45a). Rabbah b. Bar Hans's definition borders on the 
apparent understanding ofmamzer in Zechariah 9.6. And the same may 
be said of the view of R. Hiyya b. Abba, who along with R. Johanan, 

replied: It was explained to me by Rab Judah that chose who arc !mown [to be mam­
zerim) survive [and marriage is forbiddeo); tbooe are not known do DOt survive; and 
those who are partly known and partly unknown survive (as mamzerim) for three 
gcnen~tions but no longer'. 

40. B. Yelxmwth 78a tell$ the sto<y of a certain Menjamin who said, 'I am an 
Egyptian ... and I shall arrange for my son to marry an Egyptian wife of the S<>C<>Od 
generation in order chat my grandson shall be eligible to enter the congregation'. 
Menjamin bas in view full rights to Jewish society, including marriage of an Israelite 
girl. 

41 . An etymology liom an older gcner•tion of scbolan for the term mamzer was 
m 'm zr ('liom a foreign poople'). 

42. Tg. Zech. 9.6: 'And th• how• of/$roe/ shall dwell in Ashdod where they ~·ert 
as foreigners, and I will put an end to the Philistines' acendancy'. The targumiSI trull:es 
Israelites foreignm rather than seeing here a 'mixed marriage'. 

43. Some older Jewish scholars held tO SIICb a definition; cf. Epstein, Marriogt 
l.aM<s, p. 184. 
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considered the children of women who bad married proselyte men -who, 
however, bad not been immersed - mamzerim because they openly vio­
lated the law in this and other matters (b. Yeb. 46a). Therefore, if it is 
argued, as some later Jewish aceusatioos in both Jewish and Christian 
sources reveal, that Mary's 'partner' was a foreigner(e.g., Pantera),"' then 
it is likely Jesus would be classified as a mamzer because his fatber would 
have been a Gentile and Jesus would be the product of a mixed marriage. 
In such cases, tbe suspected and now defined legal status of Jesus brought 
into question his claims_, his teachings, and his missions- not to mention 
all those who followed him. 

Dejinlllon 2: Seducer {?) 
The rest of the Jewish tradition on this term implies exegesis ofDeuteron­
omy 23.3 and Leviticus 18.6-8. The Dead Sea SeroUs, for example, do 
not help with definition; instead, the texts usc this term as a label for per­
sons wbo are somehow outside the people of God and who pollute the 
purity oflsracl. That is, the texts uphold the ruling ofDcuteronomy 23.3. 
Thus, 4QI74 3.4, an eschatological text that envisions the Temple wor­
ship of the final days, commenting on Exodus 15.17-18, says, 'This pas­
sage describes the temple that no [mao with a] permanent [fleshly defect] 
shall enter, nor Ammonite, Moabite, bastard [i.e., mamzer], foreigner, or 
alien, forevermore'." The same upholding of Deuteronomy 23.3 is found 
throughout the scrolls, but no definition is found (cf. 4Q394 13.39; 4Q444 
frg. I 1.8). The usc of the 'spirits ofbastards' in incantations suggests the 
danger posed by a mamzer as a seducer, but this is only a possible under­
standing of the teno and it may be merely metaphorical (4Q510 frg. 1.5; 
frg. 2 2.3; frg. 35.7). There is no evidence that Jesus fits this possible 
definition of a mamzer, if it is a definition. 

These two definitions of the tcnn mamzer, if the second one is even 
that, carry the load for at least a millennium, for we find no clarification of 
our tetm until the rabbis. Thus, from Deuteronomy 23.3 until the M'tShnah 
we find no conscious definition of the tenn. This cannot go unnoticed, and 

44. See !he unimaginative repetition of this belief in JJ. Rousseau. R. An.v,Jesus 
and His World: An Arch-logiCQ/ and Cultural DictiolllJI')I (Minneapolis: Fortross 
Pn:ss, 1995), pp. 223·25. An imaginativen:-vitili.zatioo ofthis view can be seen in M. 
Sawield, Crossing Galilee: Architecture.• ofOJnlocl in the Occupied Land of Jesus 
(Hatrisburg, PA: Trinity Pn:ss lotomational, 2000), pp. 192-97. 

45. The cranslation is lbalofM. Wise, M. Abegg, Jr, and B. Cook, The Dead Sea 
Scrolls: A New Tram/orion (San Francisco: HOI]lC/SanFrancisco, 1996). 
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sbould force tbe historian to operate with considerable caution in drawing 
conclusions. That Jews knew wbo was 'in' and 'out' should not be con· 
tested; that a finn and clear category existed for a mamzer, however, must 
at least be tmlted with caution. Even more, I am no expert in rabbinic laws 
and their development so it is with a certain hope of general accuracy that 
I put forward the following suggested definitions of what mamzer might 
bave meant at the time of Jesus. 

Definition 3: Akiva- Children of Those Not Permitted to Enter the 
Congregation 
If Deuteronomy 23.3 and the DSS do not clearly define the leml, later 
rabbinic and targumic renderings do clarify the meaning of the 1em1 and 
to tbese various definitions we now turn, in the hope that they may offer 
insight into what might have been meant bad Jesus been stigmatiwl as a 
mamzer. The standard definition is found in m. Yeb. 4.13, and I quote here 
from 1. Neusner' s translation: 

(A) What is the definition of a mam2er? 
(B) '{The offspring of] any [marriage of] nearofkin which is forbidden 

under the rubric, He shall not oome into the congregatieo of the 
Lord' (Dwl. 23.3), the words of!!.. Aqiba. 

(C) Simeon ofTeman says, '(The offspring of] any [marriage) for which 
the participants are liable to extirpation by Heaven'. 

(D) And the law follows his opinion. 
(E) R. Joshua says, '[The offspring of] any [marriage) for which the 

participant~ are Hable to be put to death by a coun•. 
(F) Said R. Simeon b. Azza~ 'I discovered a family register in Jerusalem, 

in which was written: "Mr. S<>-and-sois alll8lDZer, [having been born 
of an illicit union] of a married woman [aud someone other lban her 
busband]"'-

(G) so supporting the opinion of R. Joshua. 
(H) (I) His wife wbo died-
(!) be is permitted to marry ber sister. 
(1) (2) [If] be divorced her and afterward she died. 
(K) he is permitted to marry her sister 
(L) (3) [If] she was married to somcooc else and died. 
(M) be is permitted to marry her sister. 
(N) (4) His deceased childless brother's widow who died­
(0) be is permitted to marry ber sister. 
(P) (5) [If] be performed the rite ofhalisab with ber and •h• died. 
(Q) be is permitted to marry her sister. 

Three nuanced definitions are here given: (I) R. Akiva judges that a 
mamzer is a child of a marriage of partners of a near kinship that is 



MCKNIGHT Jesus as Mamzer 149 

prohibited by connection 10 the expression, from Deuteronomy 23.3, 'be 
shall not come into the congregation of the Lord' (lo-yavo mamzer biq'hal 
YHWH). Akiva is not entirely clear and, perhaps, he considers the mamzer 
he or she who is deemed the result of 'ince,<t' (cf. t. Yeb. 1.9);* (2) R. 
Simeon ben Ternan judges that a mamzer is a child of an interdicted union 
liable to the laws of extirpation (e.g., Lev. 18.6-18. 29; m. Ker. 1.1); and 
(3) R. Joshua judges a mamzer is a child of a marriage whose partners are 
liable to punishment by a court (m. Sanh. 7 .4), and he is supported by 
Simeon ben Azzai. The appended details (H.-Q.) per1ain to rulings on 
marrying one's wife's sister. 

For Akiva, Jesus would be called mamzer if Mary, by contexrual associ­
ation, were divorced and her son from that former marriage engaged in 
relations with her (Deut 23.1), or if she bad relations with a man whose 
testicles were crushed (23 .2) - which would have its own drawbacks, or if 
she engaged in relations with an Ammonite or a Moabite (23.4-7; cf. Neb. 
13.1). The later b. Yeb. 44a clarifies the definition of Akiva with Ibis: 
'Who is a bastard? [The offspring of a union with] any consanguineous 
relative with whom cohabitation is forbidden ' . The evidence for Mary 
fining Akiva's (apparent) definition is lacking. 

Definition 4: Simeon - Children of Parents Guilty of Extirpation 
Fundamentally for Simeon ben Ternan, as the Bav/1 will show in its 
explications and in the views ofboth Beth Hillel and Beth Shanunai (e.g., 
b. Y eb. 14a-14b ), a mamzer is the child of a marriage of forbidden degrees 
found in Leviticus 18.6-18. The act of such intercourse leads to extirpa­
tion. Simeon's ruling becomes the halachah. The connection of mamzer 
in Deuteronomy 23.3 with Leviticus 18.6-18 may result from the explicit 
prohibition of a mao to marry his father's former wife in Deuteronomy 
23.1. Regardless of possible origins for the connections, from Leviticus 
18.6-18 we learn that one is not pennined intercourse with one's mother 
or (what we now call a) 'step-mother', one's sister-whether the child of 
one's father or mother .• a grandchild, a 'step-sister', one's paternal or 
maternal aunt, one's paternal uncle, one's daughter-in-law, one's sister­
in-law, or with a female and her daughter or granddaughter or her sister 
(while the original female is alive). Later rabbinic documents aropliJY this 
meaning to include the levir (male who is to fulfill the levirate marriage 
law) who does oot marry his brother's widow with the proper motive - in 

46. On 1he later discussions of R. Alc.iva's unden;taoding, cf. Epstein, Marriage 
Law$, pp. 281-82, wbo contends that Akiva'• perception of tbeterm penaining to 
incest is not consistently maintained. 
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other words, if he married her for her beauty or to gratifY his desires 
(b. Yeb. 109a). Any child from such a union is a mamzer, according to 
Abba Saul. And, if a write of divorce (gel) were oot properly explicated 
the divorce is oot considered legitimate, and any children from such a 
union would be mamzerim (b. Git. 86a; b. B.M 55b). 

If this definition is followed, Jesus could have been legally labelled a 
mamzer if the accusation was that ( 1) Joseph was not the father; (2) ao 
identifiable other who fitted these rulings was the father. The label, in all 
these cases, then is directed at Mary for ao illicit union and at Jesus, solely 
for being the child of such a union. To be called mamzer according to 
Simeon, then, Mary - assuming she is young and betrothed- would have 
had to have had interoow-se with and conceived by her brother, or her 
'step-brother', or her brother's or sister's son, or her uncle, or herbrothL'f· 
in-law (while her sister is alive), or a married mao other than her betrothed. 
There is no evidence for such a definition of mamzer in the case of Mary, 
Joseph, and Jesus. In a discussion of a Christo logy from the side, such a 
label might tell us more about Mary'sobservaoce(or non-observance) of 
Torah than it would Jesus. 

Defmilion 5: Joshua- Children of Parents Guilty of Punishment at the 
Coun 
Rabbi Joshua, however, stipulates that a mamzer is the child of parents 
wbo are liable to punishment at the hand of a court-a court conveniently 
defined for capital crimes in m. San h. 7 .4. Operating under this definition, 
Mary would be found guilty for impregnation as a result of sexual rela· 
tioos with her fatber, or her 'step-father', or another mao wbo is betrothed. 
On the other hand, aoother set of categories can be brought in for ela.•sifY· 
iogJesus as a mamzer: if Mary committed some heinous sin,likeSabbatb 
profanation, cUJSing her parents, bestiality, or leading others into idolatry, 
she would be guilty of a capital crime and her son would then be a mamzer 
-according toR. Joshua. In the former case, the offending parties would 
have to be known, and would probably have shown up in some record­
and in the case of Bavli, we are told that Mary's suitor was a certain ben 
Paotera (b. Sank 67a; b. Shobb. 104b). 

In sbort, for Jesus to have been calledmamzerunder Joshua'scategories, 
Mary would have had to have sexual relations with ooeofthese forbidden 
persons or have committed some violent sin. The latter is only a last resort. 
Tbe evidence we do have from later accusations against Jesus and Mary, 
however, leads us to think the cbarge again.~t Jesus by his contemporaries 
was generated by his mother's sexual relations with a forbidden mao. It 



MCKNIGHT Je..rus as Mamzer 151 

needs to be observed here, in light of the ambiguity in Chilton's defmition 
of Joseph and Mary's relations, that in no case so far is tbe child born of 
pre-marital iotei'CQurse by a betrothed couple called a mamzer.'1 lflesus 
was called a mamzer, it would have been based on a conviction that Joseph 
was n.ot the father- a finn dimension of the infancy traditions of Matthew 
and Luke. 

We should note that one statement in m. Sanh. 7.4 connects this law 
with the situation describod in the Gospels for Mary: 'he who bas sexual 
relations with a betrothed maiden' (7 .4 G). Though written for a male, 
this casuistic stipulation, by inference, applies as well. to Mary. She, as a 
betrothed maiden, so the accusation goes, had sexual relations with some­
one other than her betrothed and that means extirpation. I say 'probable' 
because the rabbinic evidence does not call the child of any of these 
relati.ons a mamzer by a rabbi of the earliest periods. 

There are two problems with this inference: first, there is no direct 
evidence that this inference was made by rabbis of the earliest periods, 
though there is indirect evidence in m. Sanh. 7.4 and b. Yeb. 69b, and­
what is more important- none of these situations exactly describes what 
the Gospels record of Mary and Joseph. In their case, they are already 
betrothed; if they are accused of responsibility for conceiving a child prior 
to marriage (as Chilton seems to allege), it is only remotely possible that 
their child would be called a mamzer. More likely, they would have been 
required to marry; their children would be Jews (since Mary is a Jew); 
and the status of the children would probably be nonnal." Finger-pointing 
would have occurred, no doubt, but that is social commentary and not 
necessarily legal status. The best conclusion we can draw from this 'guess­
work' in light of R. Joshua's definition and the casuistic laws of Deuter· 
ooomy 22 is that, if Jesus was classified as a mamzer, it would have been 
because some were convinced that Mary conceived illicitly. It is only 
remotely possible that a child of both Mary's and Joseph's conception 
would be called a mamzer. The category of Matthew 1.19, that Joseph was 
a tsodiq, is most likely confinned if it is the case that Jesus was classified 
by some as a mamzer. 

47. We do n01 have sufficient ev;.teoce to claim (1) that the Galilean strictorcs oo 
pre-consummatioo relations were broken and (2) that such a brealring of the rules led 
to a mamz.er status for the child. 

48. See J. Schaberg, [1/~gitimocy, p. 152. 
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Definition 6: Children Conceived During Betrothal (If Suspicion Is 
Present) 
From a much later period to be sure, but the evidence from b. Yeb. 69b 
may provide the most direct evidence we have of the accusation levelled 
against Mary and therefore descriptive of the status ofJesus: 'It was stated: 
Where a man cohabited with his betrothed in the bouse of his [future) 
father-in-law, Rab said: The child is a bastard [mamzerJ; and Samuel said: 
The child is a shethuki ["silenced ooe'T (Soncino). The concern of the 
Bavli here is with a priest's daughter eating the terumah ('heave offering'; 
Num. 18.8-10) and not with the O<dinary Israelite woman's situation (cf. 
b. Yeb. 69b-70a ). And, furthermore, Raba - and his view seems to prevail 
and it is more lenient- thought Rab's view only permissible if the girl 
could have at the same time bad sexual relations with a male otherwise 
prohibited (beoce, shetuq1). If she was not, lheo the child is assigned to 
the father and obtains the appropriate starus. It is probably this context 
that best explains that Mary's motives and actions are not impugned in 
the Christian records." Leniency was the rule of the day on such matterS. 

If it is the case that some thought ill of Jesus because they thought 
Mary and Joseph conceived prior to the official marriage bed, then there 
was (eventually) dispute over the status of such an accused offspring: one 
says mamzer, another one says shetuqi (because the father was unlrnown 
because no one confessed?). It should be observed 1hat the two classifi­
cations here are given to a situation described in Deuteronomy 22.28-29, 
though there no label is affixed to either partner in the premarital con­
ception. Like most of this evidence, dating is a problem and there is not a 
finn view that premarital conception rendered the child a mamzer. That 
the mishnah and the commentary are concerned with eating the rerumah 
by the daughter of a priest renders the textual evidence of limited rele­
vance to our concerns. 

We have now five, and possibly, six definitions of a mamzer: (I) the 
child of a mixed marriage as seen in Zechariah 9.6; possibly (2), as is 
seen in the scrolls found in cave four, a seducer of the nation; (3) the child 
of parents who were not to be admitted to the congregation as is seen in 
Akiva'sjudgment; (4) the child of parents who were liable to extirpation 
as is seen in Simeon ben Ternan's exegesis; (5) the child of parent~ who 
are liable to punishment by the court as is seen in R. Joshua; (6) the child 
of premarital conception. There are at least three other definitions found 
in the Jewish evidence 1hat could shed light on Jesus as a mamzer. 

49. See J. Scllaberg, /ll~limocy. p. 140. 
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Definition 7: Children Born of Cult Prostitution 
In his commentary on Deuteronomy, because the meaning of the term 
mamzer is unclear through its etymology and contemporary usage, Peter 
Craigie suggests that mamzer derives from nzr, with the latter pertaining 
to consecration and dedication. He speculates that the consecration would 
have been by pagan cult prostitutes and their children, mamzerim, would 
have been previou.~ly dedicated to pagan gods and, therefore, unfit for 
entrance into the congregation of the Lord. There is as tittle to discount 
this view as there is to cooot it; in the absence of such evidence, we leave 
it as a possibility that mamzerderived from pagan cult prostitution. lftbat 
was its origin, that meaning was almost certainly lost by the first century 
of the Common Era. It has nothing to do with Jesus. 

Definition 8: Children Born of Theological Apostates 
One finds in t. Shehitat Hull in 2.20-21 that the children of minim (prob­
ably 'apostates') are also classified as mamzerim: 

The sacrifice of a min is idolauy. Their bread is the bread of a Samaritan, 
and cbcir wine is deemed the wine ofidolauy, and cbcir produce is deemed 
wholly W'ltitbed. and cbeir bool<s are deemed magical bool<s, and cbeir 
children are mamztrim. 

In effect, one finds here tbe beUef that apostasy renders a person's chi!· 
dren unclean, unfit for Israelite society and worship, and tbercfore labelled 
mamzerim. But, we arc probably deaUog with a non-issue: their children 
probably also apostasized with them and therefore no longer had any 
inter""'! in Jewish society and worship. In the former, we are probably 
dealing with non· realities, other than the sincere belief that intermarriage 
between the Schools ought not to occur. It reflects a sectarian mentatity 
about what constitutes true Judaism. This vi.ew. also, bas nothing to do 
with Jesus. 

Definition 9: A Shetuqi - One Who Knows his Mother but not his 
Father; An Asuli -a Foundling Wha Knows Neither Mother or Father. 
Philo informs us that children of 'prostitutes' (and be is probably not 
referring here to cult prostitution) are mamzerim because their fatben are 
unknown due to the number of partners for the mother (Spec. Leg. 1 .326). 
The category usedherecouldbetbe 'mixed marriage' of (I) above, or his 
understanding might fit untidily into one of the rabbinic definitions, but it 
seems that Philo's definition is more like that of the shetuqi than any of 
the other definitions above. Josephus seems also to know this definition 
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(Ant. 4.244).1D m. Qidd. 4.1-2ashetuqi is defined as a 'silenced one' or a 
'busb-.:bild' because be knows his mother but not bis father. Abba Saul, 
in a pun, called such a one a beduql, 'one who was to be examined' (for 
status). Since Jesu.~ is technically oowbere called a mamzer, it makes 
sense also to look to such a term asshetuqi-as does Chilton,.- to define 
his status. In this case,theshetuqi is classified as a 'doubtful mamzer'.ln 
this case, the mother is to be asked, and several different ruliDgs apply 
(and debates ensure) depending on her answer (b. Qidd. 74a). Again, the 
discussion begins with Abba Saul, but it is Rabbi Gamaliel's ruling lhat 
appears to be the halachah, even though Raba rules in favor of Abba Saul 
(who is not as lenient on the mother's words). However, the rulings tend 
to favor the word of the mother and in most situations the clll1d would be 
considered acceptable. In this case, if Mary claims Josepb is the father, 
the clll1d would probably be accepted; if she says be is the child of some­
one else, the child is a mamzer as a result of eJ<amination; if she says the 
child is from God, the child would also be considered a mamzer. We are 
back, no doubt, to the same category for underslanding Jesus' social status. 
In the case of the asufi, the 'foundling', the same principle obtains: the 
child is of suspected parentage, lhougb in many eases considered pure 
(b. Qidd. 73a-73b). Since we know Jesus' mother, the category is useless 
ro this discussion (m. Qidd. 4.1A, D). 

Conclusion: JestLS the Mamzer 

First, because of a lack of evidence, wedonotknowprecisely wbatmam­
zer meant at the time of Jesus and, therefore, all logical inferences from 
accusation to a Cbristology from the side must be cautious. The evidence 
of Deuteronomy is unclear and the definition of Zechariah appears not to 
be the norm; ifZecbariah 9.6 is given the guiding hand, a mamzer is one 
born of a mixed union (e.g., Jewish society would have bad to classifY 
Jesus as the son of a gentile male). The evidence from the Dead Sea 
Scrolls simply affirms the demand of Deuteronomy 23.3, but that evi­
dence does not define the term. By inference, we can give the nod to the 
generic definition of the rabbis, that is, that mamzer refers ro a child bom 
of an illegitimate union that led to an interdiction af marrying someone 
who was folly accepted a!! a Jew in Jewish society. That is, roughly, some­
one who 6ts definitions 3-6. We must leave open the possibility, however, 
that at the time of Jesus - if we take Hillel as offering the ruling halachah 

50. Sec Chilton. 'l6sus,lc mamzer', pp. 225-26. 
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(cf. b. Qidd. 69a, 75a) - the term 17U1mzer may have referred exclusively 
to a child of mixed parentage. It is reasonable to think some in Jewish 
society would have classified Jesus as mamur according to this under­
standing. 

It is also reasonable to see behind Matthew 1.18-25 a genuine memory 
of Joseph's adoption of Jesus as his son. If this is so, and iflater rabbinic 
rulings were in general foree that a child's status would have been clari­
fied by such adoption (cf. b. Qidd. 73b) - and the second 'if' is more diffi­
cult to establish than the first 'if' - then it is theoretically possible that 
Jesus would have grown up with absolutely no stain against his classifi­
cation - in which case Chilton bas misconstrued the gospel evidence and 
the 'story' of Jesus. This view must remain possible. However, I find this 
theory less likely than that Jesus would have been classified as a mamzer, 
even if our perception of the precise definition of his status is unclear. In 
my judgement, the evidence of Matthew 1, Luke 1-2, Mark 6.1-6, and 
John 8 suggests that accusations were made against Jesus; if accusations 
were made, any such adoption would not have completely cleared up tbe 
issue of classification. 

Second, we are nonetheless justified, because of the uniformity of the 
later evidence and the sheer likeHbood from logic and the social sciences 
that a person with a questionable parentage would have been classified of 
lower status by society (whether it was technically legal or not), in sug­
gesting that the term mamzer in the first century would probably have 
meant 'someone who was born of at least one parent of questionable 
status' .If we infer that both Mary and Joseph were Israelites, then we are 
driven to infer that any accusation against Jesus that he was a mamzer 
would at the same time very probably be an accusation that Joseph was 
not the father and that someone else was that father. Anyone who sur· 
miscd that Joseph was the father of Jesus would probably not have 
accused Jesus of being a rnamzer. The evidence for that view, though .not 
non..:xistent, is from a much later date. In other words, to be called a 
mamzer the community knew {I) Jesus' father as someone other than 
Joseph, (2) knew Jesus' father as someone who was not fully Israelite, or 
(3) did not know Jesus' father but bad a suspicion about who be might 
have been. Rumour and innuendo are part and parcel of any society, not 
the least an ancient Galilean hamlet hemmed in by Roman occupation, 
but it should be noted that the rabbis, at least, were conscious of the 
problem of rumour and warned people to do careful inquiry before classi­
fications were made (b. Gil. 89a). 

Third, it must be recalled that a mamzer could change his or her status. It 
is not clear what specific mechanisms were triggered to make the transition, 
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but it is clear tbat 'until the tenth generatioo' was not as irrevocable as 
one might think, Thus, Tg. Deut. 23.3 introduces tbenotionofpurity into 
the status of a manrzer by denying what was evidently (for the tatgumist) 
a problem in society: 'Neither is a bastatd considered purified for admis­
sion into !be congregation of the Lord, even in the tenth generation will 
be not be considered purified for admission into the congregation of the 
Lord'. But, m. Qidd 3.13 reads, 'Il Tarfon says, "Mamzerlm can be puri­
fied [from the taint ofbastardy). How so? A mamzerwho marries a slave 
girl- the offspring is a slave girL [If) be then freed him, the son turns out 
to be a free man". Il Eliezer says, "Lo, this is a slave who also is in the 
status of a mamzer' ' . Thus, the son of a mamzer can become an Israelite 
if manumitted. B. Qidd. 71 a reveals that money can purifY a mamzer (cf. 
also b. Qidd. 69a). But, as is usually the case, the rabbis debaled the issue 
and did not agree: 'Our Rabbis taught: Mamzerim and Nethinlm wiU 
become pure in the future: this is R. Jose's view. Il Mcir said: They will 
not become pure' (b. Qidd. 72b). The point to be made is that the 'tenth 
generation' may well not have been takeo by Jesus' contemporaries as an 
irrevocable status. Steps may have been permitted to eliminate the taint of 
!be status, though, as Jonathan Klawans has pointed out to me, this entire 
concern of changing status may be eschatological (m. Ed. 8. 7). One might 
suggest !bat Joseph's marriage to Mary, or perhaps even thecircwncisioo 
ceremony itself-upoo which Chilton leans so heavily, could bave func­
tioned as such a transitional acL Evidence is oot available for our period 
to permit confident judgement 

Fourth, when it comes to specific social manifestations of the mamzer 's 
status deprivations, however, we are at a historian's loss of confidence. 
The evidence is not firm. If we can say, in general, that a mamzer would 
most likely have been socially-and religiously-restricted, we are unsure 
what that might mean. Could Jesus enter a synagogue - if there was a 
designated building? Could Jesus t'Dter tbc Temple? AU the way to the 
boundaries oftbe holy place? Could Jesus have married an Israelite girl? 
Could Jesus have participated in the annual feasts? In particular, at 
Pesach could be have offered his own lamb for sacrifice? 

For the rabbis, who constructed an ideaJ society tbat probably diverged 
in many ways from the ideaJ, a mamzer was in general a lower-class 
member of society. However, even among those who thought a mamzer 
was not to many an Israelite girl there is clear social adjustmenL Rabbis 
permitted the mamzer to serve in civil trials, though not in capital cases 
(b. Sanh. 36b; b. Nid 49b). lfthemamzercould sit in trial in a civil case, 
it is highly likely that the mamzer was integrated into society in many 
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other ways." ln fact, Passamaneck has concluded (for the Talmudic evi­
dence): 'Clearly the Talmud did not exclude the mamzer from participat· 
ing in many areas of Jewish life, and it is safe to assume that theoreticaUy 
at least, the mamzer led a normal life except for his limited marriage 
oppommities' ." 

It is time now to turn to each of Chilton's conclusions to draw together 
what can he known and what was most likely the ease for Jesus. (Num­
bers and leners refer to the enumerated and lenered points above.) 

Disagreements 
First, I refer to points made by Chilton (pp. 140) where I tbiok the evi­
dence is insufficient to shoulder his historical conclusions. There is not 
sufficient clarity pertaining to conclusions I or 3 for them to be useful for 
understanding Jesus. The term 'caste' is problematic, as is the evidence 
that we do have that Jesus was not fundamentaUy separated from Jewish 
society. There is no evidence that Jesus was 'silenced' in public congrega­
tions (conclusion 4); in fact, Chilton makes much of Jesus' public speech 
in Nazareth. Perhaps Chilton would argue that Jesus' baptism purified 
Jesus from his mamzer heritage, but that supposition would almost cer· 
tainly not have been held by the elders in the synagogue at Nazareth. I 
doubt very mucb that the community surrounding Jesus felt imperiled 
because of his mamzer status (conclusion 6). 

I am not sure why Chilton tbioks Jesus' status was lowered when his 
father died (conclusion 7). Jesus' status was determined as a mamzer 
because of his mother's illicit union. If Joseph adopted Jesus, then Jesus' 
status was elevated by that adoption and (only perhaps) by the rite of 
circumcision. Joseph's death, to my knowledge, would not have impacted 
Jesus' status for that status would have been sustained by the adoption. In 
light of the later evidence that an intelligent mamzer was of a higher 
status than an ignorant high (!) priest (m. Hor. 3.8), 1 am doubtful of 
Chilton's conclusion that there was anything particularly offensive about 
Jesus becoming a talmid of John (conclusion 8). 

And, if Chilton wishes to remain consistent with this point, be should 
re-consider conclusions II and 13, as well as (1): if it was offensive to 
become a talmid of John, it would have been difficult to fmd a platform in 
Capemaum. And, if it was easy to get out of range by numing off to 
Capemaum, certainly he was also safe in Jerusalem (conclusion 13). But, 

51. For tbe record, the $lal)dard rabbinic classification is as follows: priest1, Israel­
ites, mamzerim, n•thin, proselyteS, and o-1 slaVllS (b. Hor. 13a). 

52. PassanJllncclc, ' Some Medieval Problenu', p. 124. 
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since l doubt conclusion 8 is secure (a mamur status would not have 
prevented Jesus from being John's talmid), I would agree with conclusion 
II for other reasons: I find it unlikely that a mamzer would have been 
restricted at this level. And, therefore, I find it unlikely that Jesus would 
have found the Temple any more evocative of God's presence than any 
other Jews' sense when entering the Temple (I). 

ThatJesus could become a prophet-like leader is pennissible to a mam­
zer, and I have seen no evidence that a mamzer could oot operate in such 
a manner (conclusion 14). Deuteronomy 23.3 might restrict a mamur 
from Temple and marriage, but it does not prehibit him from operating in 
society in a normal way. I am non-plussed by Chilton's contention that 
Jesus found in the Temple the palpable presence of his Abba (I), though 
be founds many ofhisobservations about Jesus' mamzerstatus ultimately 
on Deuteronomy 23.3. 

It is my judgement that it is quite easy to exaggerate Jesus' isolation 
(A) in that the evidence is not clear enough to know the fuU implications 
ofbeing classified as a mamur. Furthermore, the second we truck into the 
issue of self-identity and postulate that a mamur status would have dra­
maticaUy altered where Jesus found identity (B, D, E, K), we are entering 
into unacceptable guesswork: identities are shaped in any number of ways. 
Children wbo grow up in troubled bomes sometimes have wonderful 
identities; children who grow up in healthy homes are sometimes troubled 
themselves. And, it sbould be observed here that John Miller postulates 
that Jesus' turning to Abba was indicative of a healthy,loving relationship 
with Joseph while others have argued that Abba emerged from a tom and 
battered relationship, and others from the death of his father. We should 
just lcnoek this kind of speculation off; we do not know the hidden factors 
contributing to Jesus' use of Abba, though there is something to say for 
cacb view. At least Miller's work reveals patient and careful worlc with 
psychological research. That one's image of one's parents shapes one's 
image of God is founded upon fum studies;" that one can infer from one's 
view of God back to one's father is DOt. A recent study by D. Jacobs­
Malin& argues, in fact, that Jesus' vision of the Kingdom was more shaped 
by the ideal woman with an absent husband Enough said; our data are 
insufficient to malce 100 strong claims from Jesus' usc of Abba." 

53. ~Dl "''"'"clJ inc; Jude$ A. Verg01e eta/., 'Concept of God and Parental 
lmagcs',JSSR8(1969),pp. 79-87;A. VeraoteondA. Tamayo, The Parental Figure 
andtlte RepresentaJkln ofGod(Religiooand Society, 21; New Yodt: Moutoo, 1981). 

54. D. Jacobs-Malii)O,&yo../Patr....,hy: TltelmagesofFami/yinJ-..(Mabwab. 
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Was Jesus excluded from the synagogue (C)? The evidence for this is 
three-fold: (1) that Deuteronomy 23.3 could be taken this way; (2) lhat the 
rabbinic sources do reveallhat mamzerim could do just about everything 
in Jewish society; and (3) that the Gospel records show a Jesus who freely 
moved in and out of synagogues. 

Chilton's contention that Jesus was excluded from his father's funeral 
bocause he was a mamzer borders on the sensationalist for me (F). The 
rabbinic traditions reveal a consistent and fundamental mercy when it 
comes to such matters; the rabbis dropped even the most basic commands 
for the funeral of one's father. That the parable of the prodigal son 
mimics Jesus· own tife, and yet lhat Jesus himself was not feted because 
be was a mamzer (L), are neither probative at the historical and evidential 
level. Ultimately, it comes down to what Deuterooomy 23.3 impties by 
DOD-admission, and I doubt very much that there is sufficient evidence to 
suggest that Jesus would not have been given a welcome because he was 
amamzer. 

Agreements 
I take it to be the ease that conclusion 2 is justified on the basis ofDeuter­
onomy 23.3 and lhe problems arising in Jewish society over marriage. 
That Jesus was an 'untouchable' for ten generations is both rhetorically 
overdone but also probably accurate, though there is clear evidence that a 
mamzer could obaoge his status, though we arc not sure when that might 
occur(see my third conclusion above). To be untouchable for ten genera­
tions affirms Deuteronomy 23.3, if the stipulation was in force. It is highly 
lilcely that Jesus· brothers resented his mamzer status ( conclusioo 9) and it 
is likely lhat Mary, bad she wanted to, would have had difficulty finding a 
sbe-mamzer for Jesus (conclusion 10). That Jesus' rejection at Nazarelh 
was in part related to his status seems to be quite reasonable (conclusion 
12). It is certain that Jesus' followers rejected the accusatioos that Jesus 
was a mamzer (conclusion 15). And I would tbin.k lhat Abba language and 
Kingdom bope are partly to be explained in light of Jesus' f110111Ur status, 
though I retain the hesitations expressed above (E, H). 

That Jesus' status was an issue in Jerusalem and that Jesus was antago­
nistic toward Israel's leaders are, in my view, perbaps Chilton's most 
enduring insights into Jesus in light of his mamzer status (Definitioo 13; 
cf. also G). It is this status that might explain Jesus' joining of John's 

NJ: Paulilll, 1993); see also B.J. Malina, The Social World of Je3WJ and tM Gospels 
(London: Routlcd!!<, 1996), pp. 97-120. 
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somewhat anti-Temple attitudes as well as his outburst in the Temple. 
This raises, in its tow, the attitude Jesus bad toward the Temple and its 
autborities in several instances. Each of these might be plausibly con­
nected to Deuteronomy 23.3, if it be understood as Jesus' restriction of 
movement in the Temple. Thus, the so-caUed 'cleansing' might be a tirade 
related to the area where Jesus was in fact pennitted. His action was a 
defence of his own: as a mamzer was be limited to the Court of Gentiles? 

When Chilton surmises that the deep divide between Christianity and 
Judaism is in pan related to Jesus' mamzer status, it has within it a kernel 
and fundamental insight: if Jesus' opposition to the Temple and its aulhori­
ties is related to his status, then the polemic it generated is also to be 
explained io a similar manner. And that means that the Christian usage of 
such polemic bas a social rootedness that is often not observed. But all of 
this is founded upon the possible link between Jesus' polemic and his 
mamzer statuS. 

That Jesus' baptism was connected to his mamzer status and its undoing 
provokes thought and imagination. Let us assume that Jesus' baptism is 
somewhat political and let us also assume that it was concerned with a 
vision for Israel." If so, it seems reasonable to me that Jesus took up, or 
began to take up, a new shape to his identity and that would have inevita­
bly related to his previous status as a mamzer. The problem I see with this 
is that there is no evidence that I know of that suggests Jesus • status in his 
society changed as a resultofhis baptism. It is entirely possible, however, 
that Jesus' status in his own mind changed, even if other Galileans failed 
to accompany him in his new life. 

Another feature of Chilton's proposals that I find to be potently sugges­
tive is his notion that Jesus' mamzer status led to his inclusion of those 
otherwise excluded in Jewish society (K). While Christian tradition bas 
often simply asserted that Jesus, by fiat, bad a compassion and love other­
wise unknown in Jewish society and while that pcrecption of Jesus bas 
recently been overturned, there has been little examination of the social 
basis for Jesus' inclusion of the unlikely of Jewish society -until Chilton's 
own suggestion (followed contemporarily by van Aarde). That is, while 
many have noted that Jesus' rejection led to his inclusion of olhas, most 
bave shaped his inclusiveness on the basis of Jesus' view of God as lov­
ing or the lciogdom as eschatologically inclusive. Chilton's suggestion is 

SS. On tbi<.cf. my study, 'Jesus' Now Vi.sioo wi.thin Judaism', in Who War Jesus? 
A Jewi.rh-ChrUtlan Dlalogue(od. P. Copen ondC.A. Evan<; Looisville, KY: WesJ.· 
minster/lobo Knox, 2001). pp. 73-96, bere 78-111. 
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imponant to consider: a social foundation for Jesus' inclusiveness could 
well bave been his experiences of exclusion because be was labelled a 
mamzer. 

Finally, Chilton's suggestion that Jesus' mamzer status toughened his 
identity is to be considered successful (M). If we limit his toughness to 
his growing responses to his status, we fall short; but if we include his 
mamzer status as a contributing dimension to the development of a certain 
tough resolve to carry through with his mission to Israel, then we are 
probably on safe, if speculative, ground. 

Significance: Christology from the Side 

What then is the significance of Jesus' mamzer status? What are the impli­
cations of Jesus' opponents calling Jesus 'son ofMary' or an 'illegitimate 
child'? I suggest three implications, but first a word: it is one thing to sug­
gest social implications for Jesus' life from his man~ZD status. It is quite 
another to infer Jesus' self-perception or the perception of others from 
those accusations. It would be easy to guess; I' ll try to keep our imagina­
tions within the fold of three elements that are more or less secure once 
one concludes that Jesus was indeed considered by some to be a mamzer. 

Jesus as teacher. There is no question that Jesus was perceived and 
received as a teacher of wit and wisdom. It should not escape our attention 
that the single most inftuentialtext in understanding Jesus as a mamur is 
from the synagogue in Nazareth, and the setting for the accusatory ques­
tions and comment that this Jesus was after aU the 'son of Mary' is that 
Jesus is teaching (Mark 6.2). The questions reveal the point: 'Where did 
this man get all this? What is this wisdom that bas been given to him? 
What deeds of power are being done by his hands!' And the inference in 
6.3 they make go to the problem with listening to this upstart teacher: 'Is 
not this the carpenter, the son of Mary and brother ofJamcs and Joses and 
Judas and Simon, and are not his sisters here with us?' Jesus' response 
deals with tbe same level: • Prophets are not without honor, except in their 
hometown, and among their own kin, and in their own bouse' (6.4). 

In other words, Jesus teaches with wisdom and in a way that draws 
others into his ambit of wisdom- and his opponents attack him not on the 
basis of what he was teaching but on the basis of his origins. Jesus is 
illegitimate; he should not be listened to. The charge of mam2er is an accu­
satory performative utterance designed to denounce Jesus and to draw 
crowds away from his autbority and charisma. Tbe Cbristology from the 
side is that Jesus bas established himself as a powerful teacher and the 
way to dethrone his honor was by way of questioning his legitimacy. 
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Jesus ar self-claimed authority and prophet. Many today would 
hesitate to accept the fullness of John's narrative in chapter 8 as carrying 
with it historical weight about the context for the accusatory words that 
Jesus was a mamzer (8.41, 42). The context, however, is generally credible: 
namely, that Jesus made self-claims about his authority to speak for God,. 
-this is the claim of a prophet after all - and some of his contemporaries 
considered his claim fraudulent and deceptive and unsubstantial. If the 
words are more explicit in John 8 than what one might expect, the general 
substanCe behind them is credible: Jesus did make claims for himself 
(prophet, etc.) and others thought be was such and yet others thought be 
was not a prophet (e.g., Mk 2.1-3.6). His claim to have been sent by God 
(e.g., the 'I have come' sayiogs)and that those who know God would know 
him are all credible social settings for the historical Jesus-and therefore a 
charge that Jesus called into question the status of contemporaries is credi· 
ble. If Chilton's thesis that Jesus' relations with the Temple authorities 
derives from their perception of his status, then we find confirmation of 
our point: the accusatory performative of calling Jesus a mamzerdisered· 
ited Jesus' entire ministry and called him into question as a person worthy 
of teaching, preaching, prophesying, and ministering as be did. 

Though hardly as secure as our first observation, a Christo logy from 
the side may well consider the label mamzer to indicate both that Jesus 
had called into question the legitimacy (spiritual) of some of his cootem· 
poraries and that question of them led to their questioning of Jesus' 
legitimacy (g<'lletic). The accusation would also indicate in all likelihood 
that Jesus had made claims to have been sent from God. to have been 
authorized by God to utter his words, and to have been especially related 
to God. The accusation would have been designed to discredit the self· 
claims of Jesus about his authority and his prophetic vocation. 

Jesus as of supematural origillS. I consider it only a slight possibility 
that the label mamzerrefieets a claim on the part of Jesus, his family or his 
followers that be bad supernatural origins. The birth narratives ofMattbew 
and Luke, not to omit the astounding prologue to John, along with the 
early Christian snippets (e.g., PhiL 2.5-11; Hebrews I) add up to an early 
Christian conviction that Jesus was no ordinary human being. However, 
that Jesus made claim to such origins in such a way that it drew om of 
others that be was, far from having a supernatural origin, one wbo was 

56. In particular, sec B.F. Mc:ycr, Tile Aims of Je.tUs (Loodoo; SCM, 1979), and 
now J.D.G. Dunn.Juus R.-mMwi(GtaDIJ Rapids: Ecrdmaos, 2003), pp. 615-762. 
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actually illegitimate is beyond the evidence we now possess. To be sure, 
John 8.41-42 hints at such - and if taken as authentic could be utilized to 
lay claim that Jesus made claims of a supernatural origin-not unlike the 
virginal conception ofMatthew I, but that evidence is best left as quiet as 
it appears on such matters. 
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