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I 

Prophecy - The Documented Coming Of Jesus  

“The coming of Jesus was foretold and predicted hundreds of years before the actual birth of Jesus”. 

And some have referenced between 72 to 77 direct linage generations from Adam until Jesus. 

 In the Gospel of Luke, the genealogy begins with Jesus beginning his public preaching, written down 

in the ascending order from Joseph to Adam. After the baptism of Jesus, Luke writes in 3:23–38  "Jesus 

was about thirty years of age, being (as was supposed) the son of Joseph, who was [the son] of Heli," 

(3:23) and continues on until "Adam, who was [the son] of God." (3:38) The Greek text of Luke's Gospel 

does not use the word "son" in the genealogy after "son of Joseph". In Greek, "Luke has the article tou 

repeating uiou (Son) except before Joseph 

Historical lineage of Jesus according to Luke 

1. God 

2. Adam 

3. Seth 

4. Enos 

5. Cainn 

6. Malell 

7. Jared 

8. Enoch 

9. Matha 

10. Lamh 

11. Noah 

12. Shem 

13. Arphd 

14. Cainn 

15. Sala 

16. Heber 

17. Phalec 

18. Ragau 

19. Saruch 

20. Nachor 

21. Thara 

22. Abram 

23. Isaac 

24. Jacob 

25. Juda 

26. Phares 

27. Esrom 

28. Aram 

29. Aminadb 

30. Naasson 

31. Salmon 

32. Boaz 

33. Obed 

34. Jesse 

35. David 

36. Nathan 

37. Mattatha 

38. Menan 

39. Melea 

40. Eliakim 

41. Jonam 

42. Joseph 

43. Judah 

44. Simeon 

45. Levi 

46. Matthat 

47. Jorim 

48. Eliezer 

49. Jose 

50. Er 

51. Elmodam 

52. Cosam 

53. Addi 

54. Melchi 

55. Neri 

56. Salathiel 

57. Zorobabel 

58. Rhesa 

59. Joannan 

60. Juda 

61. Joseph 

62. Semei 

63. Mattathias 

64. Maath 

65. Nagge 

66. Esli 

67. Naum 

68. Amos 

69. Mattathias 

70. Joseph 

71. Jannai 

72. Melchi 

73. Levi 

74. Matthat 

75. Heli 

76. Joseph 

77. Jesus 

Luke’s genealogy descends from what is called the Davidic line through Nathan, who is otherwise known 

as a son of David, and is mentioned just briefly in the Old Testament.  

In the ancestry of David, Luke agrees completely with the Old Testament, where Cainan is included 

between Shelah and Arphaxad, following the Septuagint text (though not included in the Masoretic text 

followed by most modern Bibles). 

This was also researched by Augustine, where he noted the count of generations in the Book of Luke 

totals 77; Augustine believed this number, as in spiritual numerology, 77, symbolizes the forgiveness of 

all sins.  

 

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+3%3A23%E2%80%9338&version=9
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gospel_of_Luke
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/God
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adam
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seth
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enos_(biblical_figure)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kenan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mahalalel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jared_(biblical_figure)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enoch_(ancestor_of_Noah)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Methuselah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lamech_(father_of_Noah)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Noah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shem
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arpachshad
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cainan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Salah_(biblical_figure)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eber
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peleg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reu
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Serug
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nahor,_son_of_Serug
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Terah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abraham
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Isaac
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jacob
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Judah_(biblical_person)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perez_(son_of_Judah)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hezron
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ram_(biblical_figure)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amminadab
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nahshon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Salmon_(biblical_figure)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boaz
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Obed_(biblical_figure)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jesse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nathan_(son_of_David)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Matthat
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heli_(biblical_figure)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saint_Joseph
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jesus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Davidic_line
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nathan_(son_of_David)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cainan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Septuagint
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Masoretic_text
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Augustine_of_Hippo
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Also, in the book of Enoch, the count is seventy-seven generations.  However, Luke never counts the 

generations as Matthew does. It appears Luke follows hebdomadal principles of working in the 

sequences of sevens. Then we see a lessor number calculation by Irenaeus where he only counts 72 

generations from the first Adam. The Nestle-Aland critical edition, considered the best authority by most 

modern scholars, accepts the variant "son of Aminadab, son of Admin, son of Arni," counting yet a 

different interpretation of 76 generations from Adam rather than God.  

Luke refers to Jesus as a son of Joseph, since his virgin birth is affirmed in the same gospel this raises 

some questions. From as early as John of Damascus, the view of "as was supposed of Joseph" regards 

Luke as calling Jesus a son of Eli meaning, that Heli (Ἠλί, Heli) was the maternal grandfather and 

proclaimed, "Joseph, of Heli", without the word "son" being present in the Greek, indicates that "Joseph, 

of Heli" is to be read "Joseph, (as in son-in-law) of Heli". There are, however, other interpretations of 

how this would relate to the rest of the family tree.  

Prophecy coming true 

IT is written in many articles, describing the Davidic Dynasty and Messianic prophecy in Christianity 

the claim that in the time of Jesus, it was commonly understood that several prophecies in the Old 

Testament foretold a “Messiah” descended from King David. Thus, in tracing the Davidic ancestry of 

Jesus, the Gospels show that these messianic prophecies are fulfilled in the life of Jesus.  

In the prophecy of Nathan, it is understood that a son of God would inherit the throne of his biblical 

legend ancestor David and would reign forever.  IT is stated in Hebrews and mentioned in Luke's account 

of the Annunciation and also mentioned in the Psalms record, God's promise to establish the seed of 

David on his throne forever. In Isaiah and Jeremiah it speaks of the coming reign of a righteous king 

within the house of David, thus referencing one sermonized dynamic meaning.  

David's ancestors mentioned the coming of the Messiah in several prophecies. And Isaiah states the 

stemming of Jesse two times and is quoted by Paul as a promise of the coming the Christ 

 

 

Noted controversial prophecies on the Messiah's connection to David's descendants: 

• God promised to establish the throne of King Solomon over Israel forever. However, the promise 

was contingent upon the God’s priority pattern of obeying God's commandments. Note how 

Solomon's choices and failures in obedience to God’s laws is very specifically listed as a reason 

for the separation of Solomon’s kingdom and future family tree.  

• Against King Jehoiakim, Jeremiah predicted and foretold, "He shall have no one to sit on the 

throne of David," and against his son King Jeconiah, "Write this man childless, a man who will 

not prosper in his days; for no man of his seed will prosper, sitting on the throne of David or 

ruling again in Judah."  Some see this prophecy as permanently disqualifying Jeconiah from the 

ancestry of the Messiah (though not necessarily of Joseph).  More likely, the curse was limited 

to Jeconiah's lifetime, and even then, rabbinical tradition has it that Jeconiah repented in exile 

and the curse was lifted.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archon#Hebdomad
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Irenaeus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nestle-Aland
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Virgin_birth_of_Jesus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_of_Damascus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heli_(Bible)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Messianic_prophecy_in_Christianity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Messiah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jesse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Solomon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jeconiah
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• Regarding Zerubbabel, God states and declares through Haggai, "I will make you like my signet 

ring," in clear completed reversal of the prophecy against his grandfather Jeconiah, "though you 

were a signet ring on my right hand, yet I would pull you off." Zerubbabel then ruled as governor, 

and not a king, and has been regarded as a viable and likely linage of the Messiah. 

Matthew notes and mentions the virgin birth of Jesus as fulfillment of Isaiah 7:14, which he quotes. 

However, that passage refers not to a virgin, betullah in Hebrew, but merely to a "young woman," almah.  

 

 

 

 

Note:  In the Old Testament, no words are more beautiful or more powerful than those of Isaiah. The words of 

Isaiah stand a as a testimony for the peoples of the Old Testament and as words of beauty and truth to those   who 

read them today. 

Several important prophecies and fulfillments. 

• “Behold, I lay in Zion for a foundation a stone, a tried stone, a precious corner stone, a sure 

foundation.” (Isa. 28:16.) 

• “Therefore, the Lord himself shall give you a sign; Behold, a virgin shall conceive, and bear a 

son, and shall call his name Immanuel.” (Isa. 7:14.) 

• “The people that walked in darkness have seen a great light: they that dwell in the land of the 

shadow of death, upon them hath the light shined.” (Isa. 9:2.) 

• “Awake, awake; put on thy strength, O Zion; put on thy beautiful garments, O Jerusalem, the 

holy city.” (Isa. 52:1.) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zerubbabel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Virgin_birth_of_Jesus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Isaiah_7:14
https://www.lds.org/scriptures/ot/isa/28.16?lang=eng#15
https://www.lds.org/scriptures/ot/isa/7.14?lang=eng#13
https://www.lds.org/scriptures/ot/isa/9.2?lang=eng#1
https://www.lds.org/scriptures/ot/isa/52.1?lang=eng#0
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• “How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of him that bringeth good tidings, that publisheth 

peace; that bringeth good tidings of good, that publisheth salvation; that saith unto Zion, Thy 

God reigneth!” (Isa. 52:7.) 

• “For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: and the government shall be upon his shoulder: 

and his name shall be called Wonderful, Counsellor, The mighty God, The everlasting Father, 

The Prince of Peace.” (Isa. 9:6.) 

Was Jesus the Firstborn in the Spirit ? 

Also mentioned in the writings and clearly noted. Saying, God through his holy Son created the world 

we live in. He was the Firstborn in the Spirit. Of all the spirit children of God, he was Firstborn, our 

elder brother in fact; much else also, but in the spirit, the Firstborn. The mission of Jesus was foretold 

and prophesied long before took human form. The Book of Mormon states a great prophetic vision of 

the Christ written some 700 years, before Jesus was born. 

Also, we find two mentions – references in the Book of Isaiah: 

1. “Behold, a virgin shall conceive, and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel.” (Isa. 7:7.) 

2. “For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: and the government shall be upon his      

shoulder: and his name shall be called Wonderful, Counsellor, The mighty God, The everlasting 

Father, The Prince of Peace.” (Isa. 9:6.) 

The Man who was to be the Messiah was also a descendant of King David   

• “There shall come forth a Rod from the stem of Jesse, and a Branch shall grow out of his roots”    

(Isaiah 11:1). 

• “‘Behold, the days are coming,’ says the Lord, ‘that I will raise to David a Branch of 

righteousness; a King shall reign and prosper,  and execute judgment and righteousness in the 

earth’” (Jeremiah 23:5) 

• “The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the Son of David, the Son of Abraham …” (Matthew 

1:1). 

Note:  That Jesse, mentioned in Isaiah 11:1, was the father of Israel’s greatest human king, David. 

During Jesus’ ministry, some people quickly became convinced that He was the promised “son of 

David.” Then during Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem several days before He was crucified, “the 

multitudes who went before and those who followed cried out, saying: ‘Hosanna to the Son of David!’” 

(Matthew 21:9). 

Was the Messiah to be born in Bethlehem?  

• “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are little among the thousands of Judah, yet out of 

you shall come forth to Me the One to be Ruler in Israel, whose goings forth are from of old, 

from everlasting” (Micah 5:2). 

• “Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, behold, wise 

men from the East came to Jerusalem …” (Matthew 2:1). 

https://www.lds.org/scriptures/ot/isa/52.7?lang=eng#6
https://www.lds.org/scriptures/ot/isa/9.6?lang=eng#5
http://www.mormon.org/beliefs/book-of-mormon
https://www.lds.org/scriptures/ot/isa/7.7?lang=eng#6
https://www.lds.org/scriptures/ot/isa/9.6?lang=eng#5
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Note: There were two Bethlehem’s, one south of Jerusalem in the region of Ephrathah in Judea and 

the other to the north, in the region of the biblical tribe of Zebulun. But Micah’s prophecy is clear. Jesus 

was born in Bethlehem of Judea, as Micah foretold. 

Would the Messiah be born of a virgin mother?  

• “Therefore, the Lord Himself will give you a sign: Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a 

Son, and shall call His name Immanuel [meaning “God With Us”]” (Isaiah 7:14). 

“Now in the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a city of Galilee named Nazareth, to a 

virgin betrothed to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 

And having come in, the angel said to her, ‘Rejoice, highly favored one, the Lord is with you; blessed 

are you among women!’ But when she saw him, she was troubled at his saying, and considered what 

manner of greeting this was. 

“Then the angel said to her, ‘Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. And behold, 

you will conceive in your womb and bring forth a Son and shall call His name Jesus. He will be great 

and will be called the Son of the Highest; and the Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David. 

And He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of His kingdom there will be no end.’ 

• “Then Mary said to the angel, ‘How can this be, since I do not know a man?’ And the angel 

answered and said to her, ‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Highest 

will overshadow you; therefore, also, that Holy One who is to be born will be called the Son of 

God’” (Luke 1:26-35). 

• An angel appeared first to Mary to tell her that she would conceive a child by the Holy Spirit. 

The angel appeared later to Joseph to explain to him that Mary’s conception was a fulfillment of 

Isaiah’s prophecy (Matthew 1:20-23). 

Did the biblical sacrifices foretell the sacrifice of  Jesus?   

• “But Christ came as High Priest of the good things to come, with the greater and more perfect 

tabernacle not made with hands, that is, not of this creation. Not with the blood of goats and 

calves, but with His own blood He entered the Most Holy Place once for all, having obtained 

eternal redemption” (Hebrews 9:11-12). 

• “And every priest stands ministering daily and offering repeatedly the same sacrifices, which can 

never take away sins. But this Man, after He had offered one sacrifice for sins forever, sat down 

at the right hand of God …” (Hebrews 10:11-12). 

• The book of Hebrews explains how the animal sacrifices and temple rituals required of ancient 

Israel were a physical type of the perfect sacrifice of Christ. They pointed to the coming “Lamb 

of God who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29).  

• The sacrifice of the Passover lamb dramatically pointed to “Christ, our Passover Lamb [who] 

was sacrificed for us” (1 Corinthians 5:7). 

• As a fulfillment of prophecy, Jesus died on the very day of Passover. The lamb’s blood on the 

doorposts of the Israelites’ houses symbolized the shed blood of Christ who died so we can be 

forgiven and saved (Romans 5:9). 

Would the Messiah be crucified?  
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• “For dogs have surrounded Me; the congregation of the wicked has enclosed Me. They pierced 

My hands and My feet” (Psalms 22:16). 

• “And when they had come to the place called Calvary, there they crucified Him, and the 

criminals, one on the right hand and the other on the left” (Luke 23:33). 

• “The other disciples therefore said to him, ‘We have seen the Lord.’ So, he said to them, ‘Unless 

I see in His hands the print of the nails, and put my finger into the print of the nails, and put my 

hand into His side, I will not believe’ … Then He said to Thomas, ‘Reach your finger here, and 

look at My hands; and reach your hand here and put it into My side. Do not be unbelieving but 

believing’” (John 20:25; John 20:27). 

Note: This prophecy was written almost 900 years before the Romans started using crucifixion for 

condemned criminals. Crucifixion is the only form of punishment to cause piercing of hands and feet. 

Would any of the Messiah’s bones to be broken?  

• “He guards all his bones; not one of them is broken” (Psalms 34:20). 

• “But when they came to Jesus and saw that He was already dead, they did not break His legs … 

For these things were done that the Scripture should be fulfilled, ‘Not one of His bones shall be 

broken’” (John 19:32-33; John 19:36). 

Note: This prophecy was fulfilled, no bones of the body of Jesus were broken. 

Would the Messiah be betrayed by a trusted friend for 30 pieces of silver?  

• “Even my own familiar friend in whom I trusted, who ate my bread, has lifted up his heel 

against me” (Psalms 41:9). 

• “Then I said to them, ‘If it is agreeable to you, give me my wages; and if not, refrain.’ So, they 

weighed out for my wages thirty pieces of silver” (Zechariah 11:12). 

Note:  Jesus directly indicated it was Judas Iscariot who would betray Him as fulfillment of the 

prophecy of Psalms 41:9 (John 13:18; John 13:26), and  indeed Judas was paid 30 pieces of silver for 

his traitorous deed. (Matthew 26:14-15). In fact, 29 prophecies have been recognized that were fulfilled 

in the 24-hour period timeline leading up to the crucifixion of Jesus” And stated in  a teaching by the 

apostle Peter, he said, “But those things which God foretold by the mouth of all His prophets, that the 

Christ would suffer, He has thus fulfilled” (Acts 3:18) 
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II 

 The Historical Jesus – Scholars Report 

For hundreds of years people from all walks of life around this planet, Earth, have sought out the  

“The question of the historical Jesus – ‘True or False”, referring to the man called “Jesus” or known 

as “Jesus of Nazareth”, who lived in Jewish Palestine about 4 -1 BC to 29 -33 AD. 

Jesus was born sometime just about 4 -1 BC and grew up in Nazareth, a small village in Galilee, as part 

of the so called, peasant class. Jesus' father was a carpenter by trade and the craft of carpenter was  

worked by Jesus as well.  Jesus was born and raised Jewish, he remained a practicing Jew all of his life; 

It is believed he never intended to create a new religion. Rather, he saw himself as acting within Judaism. 

The question(s) will continue on the subject of the historical Jesus for many years to come due to the 

profound effect the teachings of Jesus had on and into the mindset of humanity for centuries and 

continues to this day. It is the basic assumption by millions of believers through faith that the Jesus of 

Nazareth in history, became the Christ of their faith, the second person of the Trinity from early Christian 

literature and documentation. The World Christian belief says, the Holy Trinity meaning, the three are 

one, God, God the Father, his Son, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit.  The Father, Son and Holy Spirit makes 

up all three collectively as the Holy Trinity.  

The beginning first basic sources of information pertaining to the historical Jesus are foretold and 

mentioned in bible scripture many times spanning over a thousand years. 

Note:  When Christians today gather around a crib or set up a nativity scene in their homes they 

continue a tradition that began in the 12th century with Francis of Assisi. He brought a crib and animals 

into church so that everyone worshipping could feel part of the story. Thus, a popular pietistic tradition 

was born. Later art showing the adoration of the baby Jesus reflects a similar devotional spirituality. 

Did traditional religious historians discuss the existence of Jesus? 

Almost as an unspoken rule, there were never debates in the ancient world about whether Jesus of 

Nazareth was a historical figure. In the earliest literature of the Jewish people , it states, Jesus was said 

to be an illegitimate child of Mary and also believed to be a sorcerer. Then we read the Pagans writings, 

such as the satirist Lucian and philosopher Celsus, who stated, Jesus was a scoundrel. However, we find 

no one in the ancient world who doubted or questioned whether Jesus lived. It is hard to find historians 

who regard this material as serious irrefutable fact-finding data.  However, the documents produced by 

Christian, Jewish and Roman writers form the most valuable evidence that the man Jesus really lived in 

history. 

These overwhelming historical references leave us with little reasonable doubt that the man Jesus lived 

and died. Moreover perhaps the most evolved question would be, whether Jesus died and then lived? 

 

 

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/the-first-nativity-scene-was-created-in-1223-161485505/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6aujA6VhEdA
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NOTE:  The first three gospels in the New Testament, Matthew, Mark, and Luke, are called 

“synoptic” because they can be studied in parallel columns in a book called a “synopsis.” John, the 

fourth gospel, is important theologically but contributes less to knowledge of the Jesus of history. Did 

Jesus of Nazareth, who was called Christ, exist as a real human being, “the man Christ Jesus” according 

to 1 Timothy 2:5?  

Archaeological evidence for Jesus? 

In many Christian circles around the world, there is still great interest in the “Shroud of Turin”, which is 

believed my millions as the very burial shroud of Jesus.  Pope Benedict XVI stated “that it was something 

that “no human artistry was capable of producing” and an “icon of Holy Saturday”. 

 

 

Looking for Jesus from outside references other than Bible  

We seek research information from three main categories:  

1.  Classical. (Meaning - Greco-Roman)  

2.  Jewish.  

3.  Christian.  

The serious spiritual or religious seeker asks whether it is true that Jesus of Nazareth really existed? At 

first it seems completely biased because the majority of the writings are from fundamentalists who are 

hard core believers in the Christian philosophy.  

 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/mar/28/turin-shroud-tv-pope-francis
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What can be found outside Biblical evidence regarding the existence of Jesus ?  

The following writers specifically documented the news events of their times within history and noted 

events of mention which pertained to their life time.  

Tacitus   A Roman senator, orator and ethnographer or more formally, Caius/Gaius (or Publius) 

Cornelius Tacitus (55/56–c. 118 C.E.)  Tacitus also was a renowned classical author in general, and  

certainly among Rome’s best historians in recorded history. Earlier in the career of Tacitus, he was a 

Proconsul and supervised trials of those accused of being Christians and judged and punished those 

whom he found guilty. Tacitus stood a very good chance of becoming aware of information that he 

would verify as true before acknowledging it.   

Tacitus’s terse statement about “Christus” clearly corroborates the New Testament on certain historical 

details of Jesus’ death. Tacitus presents four pieces of accurate knowledge about Jesus:  

1.  Christus, used by Tacitus to refer to Jesus, was one distinctive way by which some 

referred to him, even though Tacitus mistakenly took it for a personal name rather than 

an epithet or title. 

2.   This Christus was associated with the beginning of the movement of Christians, whose 

name originated from his title.  

3.   He was executed by the Roman governor of Judea.   

4.  The time of his death was during Pontius Pilate’s governorship of Judea, during the 

reign of Tiberius. Many New Testament scholars date Jesus’ death to c. 29 C.E.; Pilate 

governed Judea in 26–36 C.E., while Tiberius was emperor 14–37 C.E.  

Josephus      A Jewish priest who grew up as an aristocrat in first-century Palestine and ended up living 

in Rome. Josephus speaks about direct evidence that Jesus was a real person. It is known that Josephus 

was supported by the patronage of three successive emperors, in the early days of the first Jewish Revolt 

against Rome (66–70 C.E.).   

Josephus was a commander in Galilee but soon surrendered and became a prisoner of war. He then 

prophesied that his conqueror, the Roman commander Vespasian, would become emperor, and when 

this actually happened, Vespasian freed him. “From then on Josephus lived in Rome under the protection 

of the Flavians and there composed his historical and apologetic writings” (Gerd Theissen and Annette 

Merz). He even took the name Flavius, after the family name of his patron, the emperor Vespasian, and 

set it before his birth name, becoming, in true Roman style, Flavius Josephus. Most Jews viewed him as 

a despicable traitor. It was by command of Vespasian’s son Titus that a Roman army in 70 C.E. destroyed 

Jerusalem and burned the Temple, stealing its contents as spoils of war, these are partly portrayed in the 

imagery of their gloating triumph on the Arch of Titus in Rome. After Titus succeeded his father as 

emperor, Josephus accepted the son’s imperial patronage, as he did of Titus’s brother and successor, 

Domitian. Yet in his own mind, Josephus remained a Jew both in his outlook and in his writings that 

extol Judaism. At the same time, by aligning himself with Roman emperors who were at that time the 

worst enemies of the Jewish people, he chose to ignore Jewish popular opinion. 

https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/biblical-topics/post-biblical-period/domitian-persecution-of-christians/
https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/biblical-topics/post-biblical-period/domitian-persecution-of-christians/
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Josephus stood in a unique position as a Jew who was secure in Roman imperial patronage and 

protection, eager to express pride in his Jewish heritage and yet personally independent of the Jewish 

community at large. Thus, in introducing Romans to Judaism, he felt free to write historical views for 

Roman consumption that were strongly at variance with rabbinic views. 

In his two great works, The Jewish War and Jewish Antiquities, both written in Greek for educated 

people, Josephus tried to appeal to aristocrats in the Roman world, presenting Judaism as a religion to 

be admired for its moral and philosophical depth. The Jewish War doesn’t mention Jesus except in some 

versions, likely later additions by others, but Jewish Antiquities does mention Jesus—twice. 

The longer passage in Josephus’s Jewish Antiquities (Book 18) that refers to Jesus is known as the 

Testimonium Flavianum. If it has any value in relation to the question of Jesus’ existence, it counts as 

additional evidence for Jesus’ existence. The Testimonium Flavianum reads as follows; the parts that are 

especially suspicious because they sound Christian are in italics,  

“Around this time there lived Jesus, a wise man, if indeed one ought to call him a man.  For he was one 

who did surprising deeds, and a teacher of such people as accept the truth gladly. He won over many 

Jews and many of the Greeks. He was the Messiah. When Pilate, upon hearing him accused by men of 

the highest standing among us, had condemned him to be crucified, those who in the first place came to 

love him did not give up their affection for him, for on the third day, he appeared to them restored to 

life. The prophets of God had prophesied this and countless other marvelous things about him. And the 

tribe of Christians, so called after him, have still to this day not died out” 

The shorter of these two references to Jesus is in Book 20, incidental to identifying Jesus’ brother James, 

the leader of the church in Jerusalem. In the temporary absence of a Roman governor between Festus’s 

death and governor Albinus’s arrival in 62 C.E., the high priest Ananus instigated James’s execution. 

Josephus described it: 

“Being therefore this kind of person [i.e., a heartless Sadducee], Ananus, thinking that he had a favorable 

opportunity because Festus had died and Albinus was still on his way, called a meeting [literally, 

“sanhedrin”] of judges and brought into it the brother of Jesus-who-is-called-Messiah … James by name, 

and some others. He made the accusation that they had transgressed the law, and he handed them over 

to be stoned.”  

James is otherwise a barely noticed, minor figure in Josephus’s lengthy tome. The sole reason for 

referring to James at all was that his death resulted in Ananus losing his position as high priest. James 

(Jacob) was a common Jewish name at this time. Many men named James are mentioned in Josephus’s 

works, so Josephus needed to specify which one he meant. The common custom of simply giving the 

father’s name (James, son of Joseph) would not work here, because James’s father’s name was also very 

common. Therefore Josephus identified this James by reference to his famous brother Jesus. But James’s 

brother Jesus (Yehoshua) also had a very common name. Josephus mentions at least 12 other men named 

Jesus. Therefore Josephus specified which Jesus he was referring to by adding the phrase “who is called 

Messiah,” or, since he was writing in Greek, Christos. This phrase was necessary to identify clearly first 

Jesus and, via Jesus, James, the subject of the discussion. This extraneous reference to Jesus would have 

made no sense if Jesus had not been a real person. 

In the four gospels share common features, but each is quite distinctive. When, around 150 AD, the idea 

arose that Christians should have their own sacred literature in addition to the Scripture that they 
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inherited from Judaism (which became the “Old Testament”), there was considerable debate about the 

gospels. Many of the competing Christian groups were characterized by the number of gospels that they 

accepted.  

Irenaeus.  Irenaeus was the chief early spokesman for the Christians, who gained recognition, stated 

that there ought to be four and only four true gospels. He preached that there were great differences such 

as,  

1. John teaches Jesus’ heavenly origin. 

2.  Luke demonstrates his priestly character. 

3. Matthew is the gospel of his humanity. 

4.  Mark’s cursory narrative emphasizes Jesus’ prophetic nature.  

Therefore, rather than  finding the  most accurate account of Jesus the man,  Irenaeus pointed to 

the differences among the gospels, strongly leading Irenaeus to insist that all four gospels had to 

be read and studied together in order to obtain a true overview of Jesus as man, prophet, priest, 

and or Son of God.  

Then, however, the Church canonized four somewhat different, holy and sacred books, as it did not agree 

on a single portrait of the man who taught in Galilee and who was executed by crucifixion.  

During the first four hundred years of the Church’s existence, the leaders formed new books in addition 

to forming a new canon.  They also produced creeds, which presented summaries of what Christians 

should truly believe. The final outcome and statement about Jesus became the foundation of the council 

in 451 AD at Chalcedon outside Constantinople.  

The gathering declared that Christians should believe Jesus was truly human: 

1. Like us in all respects, apart from sin. 

2. Truly divine of one essence with the Father.  

Moreover, each of the two distinct qualities was entirely true to its own character and human, whereby 

neither hindered the other. The council intended to exclude several alternative positions that had become 

popular:  

1. Jesus was not really human.  

2. Jesus was not really divine.  

3. Jesus was half-and-half.  

The council approved the doctrine which is believed today, that Jesus is 100 percent human and 100 

percent divine. This eventually became orthodox in the West and in most churches in the East and was 

established officially as “Christology,” the way in which to understand Jesus.  

By 1800, many Christian thinkers had become impatient with and often hostile to creedal dogma as a 

whole. In 1906, looking back on almost 130 years of scholarly efforts to find the historical Jesus, Albert 
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Schweitzer wrote that academic research had loosened the bonds by which he had been riveted to “the 

stony rocks of ecclesiastical doctrine.”  

For many Christians, the historical Jesus was a great and good man inspiring a new and vital alternative 

Christianity. The original creeds were high and ponderous, the doctrine burdened the metaphysical issues 

that hindered the living voice of the Man from Galilee. The historical Jesus would give them someone  

that they could relate to and follow in their own time in history.  

Once the matter is put this way, it becomes clear that it would be tempting to describe a Jesus who is a 

true character to follow, someone who represents the right ideas and ideals. But, of course, people 

disagree about what these are. The result is that the selection of evidence often reflects the scholar’s own 

estimate of what is worthy of emulation.  

This is not to say that all scholars are equally guilty of yielding to the temptation to make Jesus fit their 

own day and its needs. Albert Schweitzer was a notable exception to the rule. He described the historical 

Jesus as an apocalyptic visionary who incorrectly expected the Kingdom of God to arrive in his own 

lifetime. Schweitzer then concluded that the historical figure was useless for modern, early-twentieth-

century Christianity. But he thought that the Spirit of Jesus nevertheless mysteriously comes down the 

ages; following this Spirit—not the historical Jesus—Schweitzer began work as a medical missionary in 

Lambaréné (in Gabon, at that time French Equatorial Africa). Since Schweitzer, tension between a 

relevant, inspiring Jesus and a Jesus who was an ancient and possibly irrelevant Jew has continued. Few, 

however, have adopted Schweitzer’s radical solution. Most New Testament scholars want Jesus to 

address modern questions more or less directly. 

In today’s world, the average American reader who innocently goes into a bookstore, library or internet 

access to find books about Jesus walks into a morass of competing views and can only come away more 

puzzled than ever before. The distinction between a historical Jewish Jesus (who may be partly or even 

largely irrelevant to modern problems) and a Jesus who speaks directly to us may help sort out the 

confusion. It may further help to know that there is a “mainstream” collection of views about him.  

The mainstream consists of agreement on major points about the life and true character of Jesus, with 

considerable allowance for significant disagreement on lesser issues. Among the contributors to this 

approach have been both Geza Vermes and Paula Fredriksen in works written before those under review. 

What are the fundamental philosophy and thoughts of historical Jesus? 

• Jesus was thoroughly Jewish, with excellent knowledge of Hebrew Scripture, and he was 

immersed in the issues that arise from that Scripture as well as engaged with at least some of the 

issues of the day. Scripture seems to have been more important to his outlook than current affairs. 

That is, he thought much more about how the people of Israel should behave and how and when 

God would redeem them from their current plight than about the details of local self-government. 

 

• He did not deliberately oppose the Law of Moses; nor did he reject the view that the God of Israel 

is the one God of the world, who had chosen the Israelites to be his special people. Jesus accepted 

the fundamental Jewish view of the Covenant and the Law, though he may have had debates and 

disagreements over aspects of the Law, which in fact were rife in his day. 

 



Page 16 of 120 
 

• Jesus was a prophet who preached the imminent arrival of the Kingdom of God. This expectation 

of a dramatic end of the current age is called “eschatological” or “apocalyptic.” “The End” in 

first-century Judaism was not the dissolution of the universe but a decisive change in the world, 

ushering in a new era and establishing God’s reign throughout the world, peace on earth, and 

plenty of food and drink for all. 

 

• Jesus taught ethical perfectionism, that is, behavior that is appropriate to the Kingdom of God. 

 

• He did not teach about himself, his titles, and his relationship with the Father, as he does in John. 

(The effect of points 3, 4, and 5 is that scholars attribute to Jesus much of the material in the 

synoptic gospels but exclude the teaching material that appears only in John.) 

 

• In style, he made use of aphorisms (“turn the other cheek”), parables, and parable-like similes 

(the Kingdom of God is like…). This characteristic is also at odds with John’s long metaphorical 

discourses. 

 

• He was a healer and miracle-worker of a sort well known in Judaism (and related to performers 

of wondrous deeds in other cultures). The commonest type of healing attributed to Jesus is 

exorcism; John lacks exorcisms. 

 

• In the way common to many prophets, he employed not only words but also symbolic gestures 

to convey his meaning. One of these was turning over tables in the temple complex, which is 

frequently taken to be a prediction of its coming destruction, perhaps preparatory to its rebuilding 

by God. 

 

• He was crucified on the orders of Pontius Pilate, the Roman prefect of Judea, shortly after 

Passover (though John, who puts the crucifixion one day earlier, has some support from scholars). 

 

• Jesus’ disciples and others believed that God raised him from the dead, and they started a new 

Jewish movement, based on the expectation of his return, which eventually spread to Gentiles. 

The first point above, Jesus’ Jewishness, deserves special attention, since opinions that Jesus was either 

anti-Jewish or non-Jewish have been very widespread. Both Geza Vermes and Paula Fredriksen argue 

strongly that Jesus was completely Jewish in outlook and culture. Apart from the issue of Christian anti-

Judaism, the question of Jesus’ Jewishness is crucial because scholars desperately need some sort of 

setting within which the sayings and actions attributed to Jesus make sense. Long usage of individual 

selections from this material in the teachings of the Church—which rearranged them and often provided 

new introductions and conclusions—led to the loss of the original immediate context of each saying or 

deed, and consequently it is imperative to find a broader context. 

The fiercest battles now are fought over this larger setting. What was first-century Palestinian Judaism 

like? The answer to this question determines, to an appreciable degree, the range of possibilities for the 

reconstruction of the historical Jesus. The writers who maintain that Jesus was anti-Jewish or not 

noticeably Jewish do not use these crude terms; they say, rather, that since Jesus opposed some of the 

Law specifically he opposed all of it in principle; that he “harked back” to the great prophets of Israel 

and disregarded what Judaism had become; that Galilee had been Hellenized and was culturally more 
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Greek than Jewish; that Galilee had remained “Israelite” but had not become “Jewish” in the way 

Jerusalem was. 

The views that Jesus opposed central aspects of Judaism, or that culturally he was not very Jewish, have 

been resolutely opposed by a surprisingly small number of scholars—who have, however, the better of 

the argument, since their view corresponds to the evidence. To make Jesus antithetical to his own culture 

or removed from typical Jewish concerns, one must concentrate on a few sayings, work very hard at 

interpreting them as decisive, and discard vast quantities of evidence. Moreover, many of the recent 

views about Galilee, especially its Hellenization, draw on third- and fourth-century evidence and impose 

it on the events of the first half of the first century. 

Interesting to note many of the twenty books written by scholars who have written convincingly on 

Palestinian Judaism in Jesus’ day are all Jewish. They have seen Jesus as thoroughly immersed in that 

culture. They include Joseph Klausner’s Jesus of Nazareth (1925); David Flusser’s Jesus (1969); Paul 

Winter’s On the Trial of Jesus (1961); Geza Vermes’s Jesus the Jew (1973), Jesus and the World of 

Judaism (1983), and The Religion of Jesus the Jew (1993); and Paula Fredriksen’s From Jesus to Christ 

(1988). The new books by Vermes and Fredriksen add considerably to the arguments they have already 

made and worthy to review their basic overview. 

Geza Vermes is one of the most distinguished living scholars of ancient Judaism. While he has 

specialized in the study of the Dead Sea Scrolls, in which his reputation is unsurpassed, he has an 

impressive command of all the Jewish sources from antiquity. He has moved from Hungary to France to 

Oxford, where he served with distinction as Reader and then Professor of Jewish Studies, a position from 

which he retired in 1991. He was born into a family that was originally Jewish but that had converted to 

Christianity. He himself subsequently converted to Judaism.  For most of his life he has studied ancient 

Judaism and the new Jewish movement that became Christianity. 

In 1973, when his book Jesus the Jew appeared, the title itself created a small stir among New Testament 

scholars, since it challenged the prevailing view that Jesus had initiated Christianity’s break from 

Judaism, if not deliberately and thoroughly at least in principle. Nevertheless, the book was enormously 

successful. It established basic parallels between Jesus and a previously neglected “type”: the Galilean 

Hasid—i.e., “pious” or “Godly” man. Under the heading “Jewish Charismatics,” Vermes discussed Honi 

the Circle-Drawer, known from both Rabbinic literature and Josephus, Hanina ben Dosa, and others. 

Exploring what is known about these men, he convincingly showed numerous parallels with Jesus. They 

performed healings and other wonders, and they had a feeling of special closeness to God, as of a son 

with a father; they engaged in powerful and effective prayer and even in some teaching. 

One of the other principal contributions of Vermes’s work was a meticulous study of the titles that 

Christians eventually gave to Jesus: Prophet, Messiah or Christ (based on the Hebrew and Greek words 

meaning “anointed”), Lord, and Son of Man. Vermes concluded that Jesus preferred thinking of himself 

as a “prophet,” while Christians assigned him the other titles for diverse reasons. By 1993 Professor 

Vermes could note with justified satisfaction that his campaign, in which he had been joined by others, 

to fit the life of Jesus convincingly into other evidence from first-century Palestine, and especially 

Galilee, seemed to be widely accepted.  

Professor Vermes has always been interested in the question of how the Jesus of history became the 

Church’s divine figure. He has now given us a full account of this development. Probably having in mind 

the titles of books by Paula Fredriksen (From Jesus to Christ) and Maurice Casey (From Jewish Prophet 
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to Gentile God), Vermes calls his prologue “From Christ to Jesus.” He traces the process of divinization 

backward, not precisely chronologically, but according to the degree of “evolution” of the Christological 

doctrine that Jesus was both entirely divine and entirely human. The line running from the most evolved 

Christology to the least can be followed, in Vermes’s account, by examining the texts of John, Paul, the 

Acts, and the synoptic gospels. He briefly discusses other New Testament books en route. After this 

presentation of various depictions of Jesus in the New Testament, Vermes gives his views of the real 

Jesus who is “beneath the gospels.” 

Summing up his main theme, he writes: “The most prominent features of the Synoptic portrait of Jesus, 

those of a charismatic healer and exorcist, teacher, and champion of the Kingdom of God, are essentially 

dependent on the historical figure which other authors of the New Testament progressively disguised.” 

The face of this Jesus, truly human, wholly theocentric, passionately faith-inspired, and under the 

imperative impulse of the here and now, impressed itself so deeply on the minds of his disciples that not 

even the shattering blow of the cross could arrest its continued real presence. It compelled them to carry 

on in his name with their mission as healers, exorcists, and preachers of the Kingdom of God. It was 

only a generation or two later, with the increasing delay of the Parousia [Jesus’ return], that the image 

of the Jesus familiar from experience began to fade, covered over first by the theological and mystical 

dreamings of Paul and John, and afterward by the dogmatic speculations of church-centered Gentile 

Christianity.  

The historical Jesus, Vermes concludes, “was thoroughly Jewish in his roles of teacher, exorcist, and 

preacher, prophet and son of God,” where “son of God” is understood as it traditionally was in Judaism, 

a metaphor for the people of God or for someone especially close to God. 

Vermes’s substantial chapters on John and Paul are immensely perceptive. It is difficult for someone 

who is Jewish to read John or Paul sympathetically. John demonizes the Jews as children of the Devil; 

Paul is for many Jews, especially including Jewish experts in Christianity, the great apostate who 

destroyed the Jewish message of Jesus and began his transformation into a God of the Gentiles.7 All 

things considered, Vermes’s treatment is remarkably sympathetic as well as penetrating. He sees that the 

divinity of John’s Christ, who sometimes claims to be “one” with the Father (John 10:30), is significantly 

modified by statements indicating that he is inferior to and dependent on the Father (e.g., John 8:28; 

14:28). Moreover, just as John’s Christ is united with the Father, so also the believers are united with 

him and the Father. Are they gods too? Many readers of John miss this complexity entirely. 

Vermes also correctly emphasizes the mysticism of John: in his gospel the union of Christ, God, and 

believers is based not on their having the same “essence,” but on verbs and prepositions indicating deep 

personal relationships. Jesus loves the Father, the Father loves him, they love the disciples, who love 

them, they all abide in, or “indwell,” one another. This is quite different from the Chalcedonian assertion 

that Jesus has two essences, one human, one divine. It is principally John’s prologue that, by identifying 

Jesus with the preexistent divine communication (“In the beginning was the Word”), pushes him toward 

the Chalcedonian definition. 

Paul, Vermes writes, relied primarily on “heavenly communications and visions” and “deliberately 

turned his back on the historical figure, the Jesus according to the flesh.” Vermes quite correctly 

emphasizes the importance of the death of Christ for Paul, who concentrated not on the historical figure, 

or even on the “risen and glorified Lord, but the Jesus who expired on the cross.” As in the case of John, 

Vermes recognizes Paul’s distinctive form of mysticism. In his analysis, Christ’s death, though 

http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2001/11/15/in-quest-of-the-historical-jesus/#fn-7


Page 19 of 120 
 

sometimes described as an atoning sacrifice, more importantly provides the opportunity for the believer 

to participate mystically in that death and thus to leave behind the old sinful life. This mystical death and 

new life provide the believer “with as it were a ticket for participation in the final real resurrection,” 

which lay in the very near future. 

Vermes goes on to argue that the Acts of the Apostles, a history of apostolic missionary work, is close 

to the synoptic gospels in its view of the person and work of Jesus, and that the synoptic gospels are not 

very far from the real Jesus, who was a charismatic prophet, healer, and ethicist. 

Though Vermes often emphasizes that Jesus was eschatological in outlook, expecting the Kingdom of 

God to arrive, he describes in detail and strongly emphasizes the importance of the present in Jesus’ 

teaching. “The eyes of Jesus were resolutely focused on the present, on the duty of the moment, and 

closed to anything pertaining to the more distant future.” Vermes brings future and present together, 

summing up Jesus’ message as a command to “do all that is required for the fulfillment of the plea, ‘Thy 

Kingdom come.'” Probably recognizing that readers might regard Jesus’ error about eschatology as 

making his message partly irrelevant, Vermes adds that “the absence of a literal fulfillment of his belief 

does not detract in any way from the fundamental truth that no religious attitude is real without an all-

pervading sense of urgency which converts ideas into instant action.” 

Vermes is particularly helpful in his discussion of the various titles given to Jesus—Messiah, Son of 

Man, etc. In fact, those who want to understand the historical Jesus and the evolving ways in which he 

was perceived in the following decades can do no better than to read his book. It is the masterly statement 

of a great scholar who has spent decades considering his topic, and whose work is gentle, irenic, 

relatively unargumentative, and written with exceptional skill. Although firmly insistent that Christianity 

has substantially disguised the historical Jesus, who, when recovered, is a recognizable Jewish figure of 

the first century, Vermes is not stinting in his praise of Jesus. He was, Vermes writes, a Galilean Hasid—

but not just another Hasid: “Jesus stood head and shoulders above them.” He was in some respects like 

the great prophet Amos, but “he surpassed the prophets.” Above all, Jesus’ teaching sets him apart. “The 

gospel preached by him is fire, power, and poetry, one of the high peaks in the religious creativity of the 

people of Israel,” Vermes writes, and he cites Martin Buber and Joseph Klausner to the same effect. In 

Vermes Jesus has found his best Jewish interpreter. 

Paula Fredriksen is not far behind Vermes. A professor at Boston University, she is a scholar of early 

Christianity broadly defined, having also written at length on Saint Augustine of Hippo. In her first book 

on the New Testament (From Jesus to Christ),  she swiftly and accurately traced the development from 

Jesus to Christ, traversing much the same ground as Vermes, but in chronological order. Her new work 

shows no interest in the development of Christology; she concentrates on a specific problem in the study 

of the historical Jesus, asking “if we can draw causal and explanatory connections between what Jesus 

taught, why and how he died, and why and how the earliest Christian movement took the shapes it did.” 

Her answer, stated briefly, is that Jesus was an eschatological prophet who expected the imminent arrival 

of the Kingdom of God; that he was crucified by Pilate because some of his followers and admirers 

claimed that he was the expected Messiah, son of David; and that his movement naturally culminated in 

the mission of Paul, who continued to preach Jesus’ eschatological message but followed it to its logical 

conclusion by persuading Gentiles both to worship the God of Israel and to have faith in Jesus as their 

Messiah. 
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Paul’s mission to Gentiles—not his Christology—is a major element in her reconstruction, since it shows 

the trajectory of the movement that started with John the Baptist and included Jesus and his disciples. In 

Fredriksen’s discussions of Jesus’ teaching and wondrous deeds, Paul is seen as having continued Jesus’ 

tradition of perfectionist ethics and “miracles.” Vermes, for his part, does not see that Paul can be used 

in these ways to clarify Jesus’ words and deeds. 

Much of Fredriksen’s book is a brilliant account of the views I earlier identified as parts of the 

mainstream, but she faces a problem that does not trouble Vermes very much: the war that he thought 

was won by 1993 has flared up again. Many writers well known in the US and Canada, but without much 

impact in Britain, now challenge the consensus that Jesus was a charismatic and eschatological healer 

and prophet. Such views are associated with the scholars who have taken part in the meetings called the 

Jesus Seminar. Particularly prominent among them are John Dominic Crossan and Marcus Borg. In his 

most recent book Vermes briefly takes note of these conflicting views, but he still assumes that his 

interpretation of Jesus as a charismatic Jewish prophet has become accepted. In the US and Canada, the 

issue has sometimes appeared to be in doubt. Fredriksen addresses the dissenters head on and 

extensively. Among the views that she disputes are these: 

1. Galilee was not typically Jewish, either because it was heavily Hellenized or because its 

Judaism was not closely related to that of Jerusalem. 

2. Jesus was entirely noneschatological (or nonapocalyptic) in his vision of the future; he was, 

rather, a social and religious reformer who wanted to get rid of Jewish nationalism, purifications, 

blood sacrifices, and other things common to all ancient religions, patriarchal domination, and 

class distinctions. He was thus the first and the most ideal modern man. 

3. He was really only a teacher in the mold of the Cynics, offering wise and sometimes upsetting 

comments on life, trying to help poor people cope better with their daily lives, and teaching them 

how to organize egalitarian, nonpatriarchal families and villages. 

The lack of positive evidence for these views has not, yet, sunk them, since in many ways they are very 

appealing. They have Jesus speak directly to the issues of contemporary American society, such as 

nationalism, racism, male domination, and the existence of desperate poverty alongside enormous 

wealth. These are genuine and serious issues on which Christianity should have something to say. Since 

many people believe that contemporary Christianity is based directly on the Bible, rather than being 

mediated by a long history, Jesus “must” have addressed such issues. The problem is to find where he 

did so. Alas, as Fredriksen shows, they lay outside his world view, and Christianity must deal with them 

with only very general help from him. As society’s problems have evolved, so must Christian teaching 

on those problems, but Jesus can be drawn on for no more than statements of good basic principles, such 

as the obligation to treat one’s neighbor as oneself. 

Professor Fredriksen’s pages and the related endnotes on these modernizing interpretations are sharp and 

penetrating. But more importantly she does not merely demonstrate that the claims of the opposition are 

baseless. Hers is the best defense of the mainstream position to appear since the early to mid-1990s, 

when the views of the Jesus Seminar began to make a serious impression on both the public and 

American New Testament scholars. 

Along with a defense, she provides fresh and vigorous descriptions that have the merit of conveying the 

feel of an ancient religion and of ancient Jewish Palestine. She gives lively accounts of how Temple 
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worship functioned, imaginatively and convincingly describing how Jesus as a boy and his family would 

have seen the Temple. “It was,” she writes, “so sparkling and white in the sunshine,” it “seemed to a boy 

more like a huge manmade mountain.” She has much to say about the importance of purity in ancient 

religion, and the political situations in Galilee and Judea. 

The parts of her work that break new ground are to my mind less persuasive, though they will certainly 

cause us all to think again. She is persuaded by two aspects of the chronology in the Gospel of John: the 

point in his career at which Jesus dramatically turned over tables in the Temple, and the length of his 

public ministry. In the synoptic gospels, Jesus makes only one trip to Jerusalem during his public career; 

and this was also the occasion of his prophetic act in the Temple in which, as is said in Mark, he “began 

to drive out those who bought and sold there. He upset the tables of the money-changers and the seats of 

the dealers in pigeons…” (Mark 11:15). In Mark it is especially clear that the actions in the Temple were 

the immediate cause of Jesus’ death, though this is evident in Matthew and Luke as well. 

According to John, however, during his public career Jesus observes three Passovers (which requires a 

ministry of just over two years at a minimum and allows for the possibility of one of almost three years). 

According to John’s Chapter 2, Jesus performed his symbolic action in the Temple during his first visit 

to Jerusalem. And it did not lead to his death. Fredriksen interprets John’s account of Jesus’ career and 

itinerary rather loosely, to be sure. She suggests that Jesus’ public ministry lasted a fairly long time, 

possibly longer than two or three years. At each Passover during this period, he appeared in Jerusalem 

and proclaimed the imminent arrival of the Kingdom of God, and on one of these early trips he turned 

over tables in the Temple. He went home unharmed each time. 

This reconstruction allows her to propose that Jesus was well known to both the high priest, Caiaphas, 

and the Roman prefect, Pontius Pilate. Caiaphas, with his council and advisers, had the responsibility of 

keeping the Roman peace in Judea on a day-to-day basis. Pilate lived in Caesarea, two days’ journey 

away, and came to Jerusalem with some of his soldiers (who numbered about three thousand altogether) 

only to ensure law and order during the three pilgrimage festivals each year. Since Jesus always preached 

the Kingdom of God, and since he once even acted disruptively in the Temple but had gone home 

unharmed, Caiaphas and Pilate knew who he was and did not regard him as dangerous. He and his 

followers were not revolutionaries, but only slightly wild-eyed eschatological dreamers. 

Why, then, did Pilate finally execute him? Because at the last Passover, Fredriksen suggests, he 

“perhaps” said that this is definitely the last Passover before the Kingdom arrives. And this time, he was 

believed, particularly by some new followers who were caught up in the redemptionist enthusiasm of 

the Passover holiday, and started calling him “Messiah” and “Son of David.” This, Pilate thought, was 

too much. Though Jesus was harmless, his followers’ messianic expectation might lead to insurrection 

or upheaval, and so he had Jesus executed. While Fredriksen allows for the possibility of a hearing before 

the high priest or the prefect, she thinks such hearings would have been unnecessary and unlikely. “His 

death warrant had already been signed by the very crowd that had clamored around him, responding to 

his message of impending redemption. Pilate’s soldiers had their orders, and they knew what to do.” 

Fredriksen argues that the messianically inspired crowds were the sole cause of Jesus’ death. Other 

mainstream scholars have held that two factors led to Jesus’ execution: not only did he have followers 

and attract crowds, but during his last Passover he showed himself to be capable of creating a 

disturbance—admittedly a small one—when he turned over tables in the Temple. Caiaphas’ Temple 

guards would have seen the commotion and reported it, even though Jesus slipped away in the crowd. 

Rome required those who administered its empire to maintain law and order at any cost. This was Pilate’s 
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responsibility, and thus it was also Caiaphas’, whose guards served as the local police. Even a small 

crowd around one man was dangerous at a festival, when the population of the city swelled from about 

25,000 to 250,000 or more. A convincing explanation of why Jesus died should, in my view, include at 

least two central events: the gathering of a small but enthusiastic crowd, and the violent acts in the sacred 

precincts of the Temple. Caiaphas did his duty and recommended execution to Pilate, who swiftly 

ordered it. 

Geza Vermes’s work is, in his own words, “that of a scholar, of a detached historian, in search of 

information embedded in the surviving sources.” His position also puts him apart from the charged 

controversies over the life of Jesus. As a professor of Jewish studies, he only occasionally taught the 

New Testament, and he does not attend the conferences of New Testament scholars. The lack of explicit 

debate with others will be, for many readers, one of the advantages of his book. Paula Fredriksen teaches 

the New Testament, attends conferences, and is often a participant in debates with other scholars who 

do research on the historical Jesus. Part of the appeal of her book is its lively argument with others. Thus 

the two books under review, which are mostly complementary, are also very distinctive. Each is, in its 

own way, an excellent—in fact, brilliant—exposition of Jesus, the world in which he lived, his teaching, 

his deeds, his death, and some of the ways in which Christianity developed after him. It is hard to see 

how we could ask for more.  
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