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Preface


Most scholars who write about the ancient world feel obliged to warn their readers that our knowledge can be at best partial and that certainty is seldom attained. A book about a first-century Jew who lived in a rather unimportant part of the Roman empire must be prefaced by such a warning. We know about Jesus from books written a few decades after his death, probably by people who were not among his followers during his lifetime. They quote him in Greek, which was not his primary language, and in any case the differences among our sources show that his words and deeds were not perfectly preserved. We have very little information about him apart from the works written to glorify him. Today we do not have good documentation for such out-of-the way places as Palestine; nor did the authors of our sources. They had no archives and no official records of any kind. They did not even have access to good maps. These limitations, which were common in the ancient world, result in a good deal of uncertainty.

Recognizing these difficulties and many others, New Testament scholars spent several decades – from about 1910 to 1970 – saying that we know somewhere between very little and virtually nothing about the historical Jesus. Excess leads to reaction, and in recent decades we have grown more confident. Confidence, in fact, has soared, and recent scholarly literature contains what I regard as rash and unfounded assertions about Jesus – hypotheses without evidence to support them.

My own view is that studying the gospels is extremely hard work. I sympathize with the scholars who despaired of recovering much good evidence about Jesus. I also think, however, that the work pays off in the modest ways that are to be expected in the study of ancient history.

The present book gives an account of the difficulties and the fairly modest results, those that I regard as both basic and relatively secure – quite secure in relation to the rest of our knowledge about ancient Palestine in general and Jewish religious figures in particular. We know a lot about Jesus, vastly more than about John the Baptist, Theudas, Judas the Galilean, or any of the other figures whose names we have from approximately his time and place.

While I was writing, I was aware that the pages of introductory material were piling up. Despite my intention to reduce them, they steadily increased in number from draft to draft. I still wish that the reader could get to the heart of the matter more quickly, but I think that the introductory chapters are necessary. Knowledge of the gospels remains very widespread even in our secular age, but understanding of their critical problems is less common. I hate to say that there is a difficulty without explaining what it is: this accounts for a lot of the material. I have also given a more detailed description of the political and religious setting of Jesus’ life than is usual, since more often than not these topics are misrepresented in books on Jesus, whether they are written by amateurs or professionals.

I have, however, practised a few economies, especially in giving references. I avoid both debates with other scholars and bibliographical endnotes by citing my own earlier works, where I have discussed both the primary sources and secondary literature more extensively. I have also tried to hold discussion of foreign words and terms to a minimum.

Biblical quotations usually follow the Revised Standard Version, which I continue to think is the most satisfactory English translation overall, but I have occasionally used the New Revised Standard Version. I have sometimes modified the translation in order to bring out more precisely the wording of the Greek text.

Rebecca Gray read and commented on two drafts of the book, for which I am very grateful. I am indebted to Frank Crouch for preparing the index of passages and to Marlena Dare for typing it. I wish also to thank Peter Carson and Miranda McAllister of Penguin Books for very helpful advice and a good deal of patience, and Donna Poppy for her meticulous work on the typescript.
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1. Introduction





On a spring morning in about the year 30 CE, three men were executed by the Roman authorities in Judaea. Two were ‘brigands’, men who may have been robbers, bandits or highwaymen, interested only in their own profit, but who also may have been insurgents, whose banditry had a political aim. The third was executed as another type of political criminal. He had not robbed, pillaged, murdered or even stored arms. He was convicted, however, of having claimed to be ‘king of the Jews’ – a political title. Those who looked on, among whom were some of the women who had followed the third man, doubtless thought that their hopes for a successful ‘insurgency’ had been destroyed and that the world would little note what happened that spring morning. For quite some time the world – as represented by the literary remains of the elite members of the Roman empire – did indeed take very little note. It turned out, of course, that the third man, Jesus of Nazareth, would become one of the most important figures in human history. Our task is to understand who he was and what he did.

I shall not try to explain why, in the centuries since his death, he has been so important. That is another question, one that requires the study of the development of Christian theology during the centuries after Jesus’ execution, especially the next four centuries. Jesus became the centre of a new religion, and he became a theological figure: not just the historical founder of a religious movement, but someone whose person and work were the subject of philosophical and theological thought. For almost 2,000 years most Christians have regarded Jesus’ teaching and other activities in Palestine as less important than his relationship to God the Father and the significance that God attributed to his life and especially to his death: he died as a sacrifice for the sins of the whole world.

I shall say a few more words about the Christ of the Christian creeds in ch. 10, and here I wish only to explain that this book is not a theology. I shall discuss neither what God accomplished or did not accomplish through the life and death of Jesus, nor how Jesus partakes or does not partake of divinity. I shall discuss Jesus the human being, who lived in a particular time and place, and I shall search for evidence and propose explanations just as does any historian when writing about a figure of history.

In another sense, to be sure, theology will be important in this work. Jesus had theological ideas, as did his followers. The people who transmitted and developed the traditions about Jesus, and the authors of the gospels, gave him an important place in their understanding of God’s action in the world. I shall occasionally discuss the theology of the earliest Christians because it is necessary to do so in order to analyse what they wrote about Jesus, and I shall discuss more extensively Jesus’ own theology because that is very much a part of who he was. I shall not, however, try to square these theologies with later Christian dogma. I believe that there were continuities between what Jesus himself thought and what his disciples thought after his death, and between what they thought and what the Christians of later centuries believed. But there were also changes and developments. We shall not follow this interesting story beyond the date of the last gospel, approximately the year 80.

Jesus’ own theology and the theologies of his first followers are historical questions, which are to be explored in the same way as one studies what Jefferson thought about liberty, what Churchill thought about the labour movement and the strikes of 1910 and 1911, what Alexander the Great thought about the union of Greek and Persian in one empire, and what their contemporaries thought about these great men while they still lived.

Since some readers will be unaccustomed to exploring the life and thought of Jesus historically, I wish to set the present work in perspective by saying a few words about the other topics just mentioned. They involve different degrees of difficulty, and they require the use of different types of material. Jefferson on liberty and government is a large topic, one that requires careful study, but one on which the documentation is very good, partly because of Jefferson’s large correspondence, which has been carefully preserved.1 Churchill’s actions with regard to a miners’ strike in 1910 and a railway strike in 1911, and in particular his orders to the police and the army about the use of force, were widely discussed in the press at the time, and popular views developed that have continued to this day but that are often incorrect. The historian must carefully evaluate the various accounts, including rumours and gossip, in order to establish precisely what Churchill did and what he thought of issues that aroused great passions. It appears that a full study of all the documents, both public and private, largely exonerates him of the accusations against him.2 What Alexander the Great thought about his unparalleled conquests is a murky question, one that cannot be decisively answered on the basis of present evidence. We know that he conquered the Persian empire, that he married a Persian princess, and that he ordered some of his officers also to marry Persian noblewomen. But just what he thought lies beyond our grasp. We may infer, in general, that he sought some kind of union or harmony between his Macedonian officers and the Persian nobility, but we cannot say precisely what he wanted.3

All of these questions are like questions about Jesus in one basic respect: the chief characters are legendary figures. People talked about them and passed on stories about them during their own lifetimes, and the passing of the years has enhanced some aspects of their lives, while causing others to be largely forgotten. In the study of Jefferson or Churchill, the scholar has excellent sources for getting behind legend and hearsay. The biographer of Jefferson has an extremely large amount of source material, while the biographer of Churchill is almost immersed in evidence. Finding out what Jesus thought is much closer to the quest for the historical Alexander. Nothing survives that was written by Jesus himself. The more or less contemporary documents, apart from those in the New Testament, shed virtually no light on Jesus’ life or death, though they reveal a lot about the social and political climate. The main sources for our knowledge of Jesus himself, the gospels in the New Testament, are, from the point of view of the historian, tainted by the fact that they were written by people who intended to glorify their hero. The sources for Jesus are better, however, than those that deal with Alexander. The original biographies of Alexander have all been lost, and they are known only because they were used by later – much later – writers.4 The primary sources for Jesus were written nearer his own lifetime, and people who had known him were still alive. That is one of the reasons for saying that in some ways we know more about Jesus than about Alexander. On the other hand, Alexander so greatly altered the political situation in a large part of the world that the main outline of his public life is very well known indeed. Jesus did not change the social, political and economic circumstances of Palestine. Despite this, as we shall see more fully below, we have a good idea of the external course of his life, especially his public career. The superiority of the evidence for Jesus is seen when we ask what he thought. His followers started a movement that was based in part on what Jesus himself had taught and done. If we can discover which of their ideas they derived from Jesus, we shall know a lot about his thinking. Diligent study of the gospels can often distinguish the deposit of Jesus’ own views from the views of his followers, as we shall see more fully below.5 Our confidence is increased by the fact that some of our sources are independent of one another. Paul gives important evidence that reveals some of Jesus’ views and expectations, and Paul’s letters were written before the gospels. On the other hand, his letters were collected and published after the gospels were written; thus Paul did not know the gospels, and the authors of the gospels did not know Paul’s letters.

Nevertheless, our sources leave a lot to be desired. The gospels report Jesus’ sayings and actions in a language that was not his own (he taught in Aramaic, the gospels are in Greek), and they place each piece of information into a setting devised by his followers, usually by followers at one remove. Even if we knew that we have his own words, we would still have to fear that he was quoted out of context.6

The historian who studies a great human being, and reports fully on his or her findings, will almost certainly write at least a few things that some admirers would rather not read. People whose image of Jefferson has been created by imagining the character of the author of the Declaration of Independence may be shocked by a study of his love life and his consumption of alcohol. Those who think of Churchill as the man who ‘marshalled the English language and sent it off to war’ (as John Kennedy said of him) will find a description of Churchill the domestic politician less appealing. This is not a warning that I am going to ‘expose’ something truly shocking about Jesus, such as sexual promiscuity. I shall stay with the evidence, which is completely silent on such topics. If Jesus had any serious faults, they are beyond retrieval. I shall not, however, write only about how nice he was, nor shall I ignore the aspects of his life and thought that many of his most ardent admirers wish would go away. We have to understand why he stirred up controversy and why he had enemies. The traditional Christian view that other Jews hated him because he was good, and because he favoured love, which they opposed, will not do. I shall try to deal with him and his contemporaries more realistically than that.

The search for the Jesus of history is now over 200 years old. At the end of the eighteenth century a few brave Europeans began to apply literary and historical criticism to the books of the New Testament, which until then had been off-limits: too sacred for the secular scholarship of the Renaissance and the Enlightenment.7 Reading the accounts of Jesus that have been written by earnest and dedicated scholars during this 200-year period reveals that conclusions have been remarkably diverse, a fact that leads many to the view that we do not really know anything. This is an over-reaction; we know quite a lot. The problem is to reconcile our knowledge with our hopes and aspirations. Because of the subsequent importance of Jesus and the movement that he initiated, we want to know everything about him, especially his inmost thoughts, such as what he thought of himself. As I indicated above, I think that we have good evidence for some of the things that Jesus thought. But inmost thoughts, even those of people whose public lives are well documented, are usually elusive. What did Lincoln really think, deep in his heart, about the emancipation of slaves? This is a difficult question, though we have a lot of material about Lincoln, and we know what he did and what the effects were. Similarly with Jesus, though our documentation is less thorough: we know some of the things he did, a fair amount about what he taught, and a great deal about the effects. We must then try to infer what he thought, deep inside. We should not shy away from such inferences, but we should recognize that they are less certain than are his words and deeds – which are difficult enough to ascertain with certainty.

The aim of this book is to lay out, as clearly as possible, what we can know, using the standard methods of historical research, and to distinguish this from inferences, labelling them clearly as such. The general discussions of Jesus’ miracles and teaching will incorporate some passages whose reliability I doubt (as I shall make clear in the appropriate places), but the evidence that I regard as certain will control the topics, the categories and the conclusions.

This aim is modest, but fulfilling it is difficult. Authors often wish to dwell on the complexities of their subjects, so as to elicit the reader’s sympathy. Certainly I hope for sympathetic readers, but I also think that books about Jesus actually are harder to write than are books about other people for whom we have comparable documentation. I have already indicated that people who are content with general information about other ancient figures want to know much more about Jesus. There are other special problems. One is that the primary sources, the gospels of the New Testament, have been very widely read and are immediately available to the reading public. This requires the author to explain in some detail how he uses the sources, a task that the biographer of other ancient figures can deal with briefly or even omit altogether. All historians have views of their sources, but usually they have to explain them only to other scholars. Discussion of the problems posed by ancient sources is almost necessarily technical, and this imposes an extra burden on author and reader. A more important problem is that virtually everyone has his or her own view of Jesus, and thus has a preconception of what a book on Jesus should say. With very few exceptions, these views are extremely favourable. People want to agree with Jesus, and this often means that they see him as agreeing with themselves.

Jesus’ ethical teaching in particular has drawn praise from almost all quarters. The teaching collected in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5–7), especially the commandments to love one’s enemies and to turn the other cheek, along with the parables in Luke, such as the story of the Good Samaritan, have often served as the summary of true religion in the thinking of the great and famous, including those who were out of sympathy with all or much of organized religion. Thomas Jefferson was the enemy of an established church (that is, an official religion of the state), and this view became part of the United States Constitution; but Jefferson went even further. He wrote that he had ‘sworn upon the altar of God, eternal hostility against every form of tyranny over the mind of man’, including in particular the doctrines of many Christian denominations. 8 Jesus, however, he regarded as a ‘master workman’, whose ‘system of morality was the most benevolent and sublime probably that has been ever taught’. Jesus, Jefferson held, was ‘sensible of the incorrectness of his forbears’ ideas of the Deity, and of morality’, and he had ‘endeavored to bring them to the principles of a pure deism, and juster notions of the attributes of God, to reform their moral doctrines to the standard of reason, justice, and philanthropy, and to inculcate the belief of a future state’.9 Jesus, that is, was very much like Jefferson.

Charles Dickens was scathing about the Victorian church. On an autumn day in Coketown (Dickens’ fictional city in which all the social and ecological disasters of the industrial revolution were to be seen), he wrote, ‘there were larks singing (though it was Sunday)’.10 In an extended passage in Little Dorrit Dickens dwelt on the horrors of Sunday. One character, Clennam, recalls a legion of past Sundays, ‘all days of unserviceable bitterness and mortification’. The novelist contrasted the dreary Victorian sabbaths, however, with ‘the beneficent history of the New Testament’, of which Clennam had learned nothing during the hours he had spent in church.11 Near the end of the book, the heroine urges the harsh Mrs Clennam not to cling to her vindictive religion, but to ‘be guided only by the healer of the sick, the raiser of the dead, the friend of all who were afflicted and forlorn, the patient Master who shed tears of compassion for our infirmities’. Dickens’ dislike of Sunday did not extend to Jesus. Sundays may have been dismal in Coketown, but the real problem was that the men in control, such as Mr Gradgrind, thought ‘that the Good Samaritan was a Bad Economist’.12

Winston Churchill, though he did not dislike official Christianity, took the same view of Jesus. According to a diarist, during a long talk with Harry Hopkins and others in 1941, Churchill discussed the task of rebuilding the world when the war would finally end. ‘We could find nothing better than Christian Ethics on which to build and the more closely we followed the Sermon on the Mount, the more likely we were to succeed in our endeavours.’13 Eleven years later Churchill still regarded the Sermon on the Mount as ‘the last word in ethics’.14

The general approval of Jesus shows how well the authors of the gospels did their job. They intended people to turn to him, to admire him, and to believe that he was sent from God and that following him would lead to eternal life. Seldom have hopes been more completely fulfilled. In the view of the authors, admiration of Jesus and belief in him went together. Matthew and Luke (to whom we owe the Sermon on the Mount and the Good Samaritan) would not have appreciated having Jesus’ teaching separated from their own theological conviction that God sent him to save the world. Nevertheless, the way in which they composed their books allows the reader to pick and choose, and many readers have done so, admiring Jesus but disagreeing with Christian theology. In such cases, at least some of the evangelists’* aims have been fulfilled.

It falls to the lot of the historian to be the person who subjects the gospels to rough handling. The historian may or may not assent to the theology of the gospels, the view that God acted through Jesus. In either case, he or she must be aware that the authors had theological convictions and that they may have revised their accounts to support their theology. The historian must also suspect that the ethical teaching that has so impressed the world has been enhanced by homiletical use and editorial improvements between the time of Jesus and the publication of the gospels. Apart from these suspicions, the scholar has a professional obligation to subject sources to rigorous cross-examination: ‘You say that “every Jerusalemite” went out to hear John the Baptist (Mark 1.5) and that Jesus healed “every disease and every sickness” (Matt. 4.23). I submit to you that you grossly exaggerate.’ In these two passages, of course, the historian only observes rhetorical exaggeration. But the questions must go on: ‘You say that his enemies were full of malice and deceit. I submit to you that some of them were sincere, honest and devout, and that therefore the conflict was not as simple as a Western movie, in which some people wear white hats and others black.’ And so on, through the whole account. That is, the historian, unlike the politician, novelist or moralist, cannot pick and choose just those parts of the gospels that are noble and that can be used to inspire others. The historian selects, but on different principles: what can be proved, what disproved, what lies in between?

The plan of what follows is this. In the next five chapters there is further introductory material: ch. 2 is a preliminary sketch of Jesus’ life and times; ch. 3 is a brief account of the political situation in first-century Palestine; ch. 4 contains a few basic points about Judaism as a religion; chs. 5 and 6 discuss some of the difficulties of our sources. The substance of the book will be chapters that attempt an historical reconstruction of Jesus’ activities, his teaching, his conflicts with others and his death. An epilogue will offer reflections on the stories of his resurrection.
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2. An Outline of Jesus’ Life



As I have just indicated, there is a lot of introductory material to cover before we can begin the detailed exploration of Jesus’ activity and message. We shall have to describe the political and religious world into which he was born and the nature and problems of our sources. It may be useful, however, to begin with a very brief sketch of his life, which will serve partly as a framework and partly as a launching pad for a fuller account. I shall add a paragraph on how the disciples viewed Jesus’ life in retrospect, which we need to be aware of, though that is not the subject of the book.

There are no substantial doubts about the general course of Jesus’ life: when and where he lived, approximately when and where he died, and the sort of thing that he did during his public activity. When we begin to probe beneath the surface, difficulties and uncertainties arise, but for the present we shall stay on the surface. I shall first offer a list of statements about Jesus that meet two standards: they are almost beyond dispute; and they belong to the framework of his life, and especially of his public career. (A list of everything that we know about Jesus would be appreciably longer.)


Jesus was born c. 4 BCE, near the time of the death of Herod the Great;

he spent his childhood and early adult years in Nazareth, a Galilean village;

he was baptized by John the Baptist;

he called disciples;

he taught in the towns, villages and countryside of Galilee (apparently not the cities);

he preached ‘the kingdom of God’;

about the year 30 he went to Jerusalem for Passover;

he created a disturbance in the Temple area;

he had a final meal with the disciples;

he was arrested and interrogated by Jewish authorities, specifically the high priest;

he was executed on the orders of the Roman prefect, Pontius Pilate.




We may add here a short list of equally secure facts about the aftermath of Jesus’ life:


his disciples at first fled;

they saw him (in what sense is not certain) after his death;

as a consequence, they believed that he would return to found the kingdom;

they formed a community to await his return and sought to win others to faith in him as God’s Messiah.




Most of the items on this list will be the subject of fuller discussion later in the book. Now I shall supplement the outline with a short narrative summary.

The year of Jesus’ birth is not entirely certain. We shall return to the birth narratives in Matthew and Luke later, but here I shall say a few things about the date. Most scholars, I among them, think that the decisive fact is that Matthew dates Jesus’ birth at about the time Herod the Great died. This was in the year 4 BCE, and so Jesus was born in that year or shortly before it; some scholars prefer 5, 6 or even 7 BCE.

That Jesus was born a few years before the beginning of the era that starts with his birth is one of the minor curiosities of history. In this work I use the letters BCE and CE to mean ‘Before the Common Era’ and ‘Common Era’. (‘Common’ means ‘accepted by all, including non-Christians’.) The traditional abbreviations, however, are BC and AD, ‘Before Christ’ and ‘Anno Domini’ (‘in the year of the Lord’). These letters divide history into years before Jesus was born and after his birth. How, then, could he have been born 4 BC (or BCE) ? In the sixth century a Scythian monk who was resident in Rome, Dionysius Exiguus, introduced a liturgical calendar that counted years ‘from the incarnation’ (the birth of Jesus) rather than according to the system established by the pagan Roman emperor Diocletian. Dionysius’ information, however, was limited. He could fix neither the death of Herod (Matt. 2) nor the census of Quirinius (Luke 2) precisely, and he seems to have made an estimate based on other information in Luke: John the Baptist, who preceded Jesus, began preaching in the fifteenth year of Tiberius (Luke 3.1); Jesus was about thirty years old when he began his ministry (Luke 3.23). The fifteenth year of Tiberius was (by modern reckoning) 29 CE; if Dionysius Exiguus allowed one year for John the Baptist’s mission, he would have concluded that Jesus began his ministry in 30 CE. If Jesus was precisely thirty years old at the time, he was born in the year 1. This is probably the reasoning that led to our present calendar.1 Modern scholars note that Jesus’ age in Luke 3.23 is a round number, and that Luke as well as Matthew sets the beginning of the story ‘in the days of Herod the king’ (Luke 1.5). As I just indicated, this seems to be the firmest piece of evidence regarding the time of Jesus’ birth. The calendar based on Dionysius’ calculation, however, which was not based on the date of Herod’s death, gained general support in the sixth and subsequent centuries, with the result that scholars now date Jesus’ birth a few years ‘Before Christ’.

Jesus lived with his parents in Nazareth, a Galilean village. One of Herod the Great’s heirs, Antipas, was the ruler of Galilee for the entirety of Jesus’ life (except for the very earliest period, when Herod the Great was still alive). It is a strong possibility that virtually all of Jesus’ active ministry, except the last two or three weeks, was carried out in Antipas’ Galilee.2 Jesus was not an urbanite. The cities of Galilee – Sepphoris, Tiberias and Scythopolis (Hebrew, Beth-Shean) – do not figure in the accounts of his activities.3 He doubtless knew Sepphoris, which was only a few miles from Nazareth, but he nevertheless seems to have regarded his mission as being best directed to the Jews in the villages and small towns of Galilee. Nazareth itself was quite a small village. It was in the hill country, away from the Sea of Galilee, but Jesus taught principally in the villages and towns on the sea. Some of his followers were fishermen. Rural images are fairly frequent in the teaching that is ascribed to him.

When Jesus was a young man, probably in his late twenties, John the Baptist began preaching in or near Galilee. He proclaimed the urgent need to repent in view of the coming judgement. Jesus heard John and felt called to accept his baptism. All four gospels point to this as an event that transformed Jesus’ life. According to Mark’s account, Jesus ‘saw the heavens opened and the Spirit descending upon him like a dove’; he also heard a voice saying, ‘You are my beloved son’ (Mark 1.9–11).

Antipas arrested John because he had criticized his marriage to Herodias (the gospels) or because he feared that the Baptist’s preaching would lead to insurrection (Josephus)4 – or both. At about that time Jesus began his public ministry. Whereas John had worked outside settled areas, Jesus went from town to town, village to village, usually preaching in synagogues on the sabbath. He called a small number of people to be his disciples, and they joined him in his travels. Unlike John, Jesus not only preached but also healed the sick. He developed a reputation, and people thronged to see him. Soon he too had to preach in open areas because of the crowds.

We do not know just how long this itinerant ministry continued, but apparently it lasted only one or possibly two years. After preaching and healing for this period of time in Galilee, Jesus, with his disciples and some other followers, went to Jerusalem for Passover. Jerusalem was in Judaea, which, unlike Galilee, was a Roman province. Jerusalem itself was governed by the Jewish high priest, who was responsible to a Roman prefect. Jesus rode into the city on an ass, and some people hailed him as ‘son of David’.5 When he went to the Temple, he attacked the money-changers and dove-sellers. The high priest and his advisers determined that Jesus was dangerous and had to die. After the Passover meal with his disciples, Jesus went apart to pray. One of his followers had betrayed him, and the high priest’s guards arrested him. He was tried, after a fashion, and turned over to the Roman prefect, with the recommendation that he be executed. After a brief hearing, the prefect ordered his execution. He was crucified as an insurgent, along with two others.

He died after a relatively brief period of suffering. A few of his followers placed him in a tomb. According to some reports, when they returned two days later to anoint his body, they found the tomb empty. Thereafter his followers saw him. These resurrection experiences convinced them that Jesus would return and that in Jesus’ life and death God had acted to save humanity. The disciples began to persuade others to put their faith in Jesus. They gave him various titles, including ‘Anointed’ (which is ‘Messiah’ in Hebrew and ‘Christ’ in Greek), ‘Lord’ and ‘Son of God’. These titles reveal that, as the decades passed, Jesus’ disciples and their converts developed various views of Jesus’ relation to God and of his significance in God’s plan for Israel and the world. Their movement finally separated from Judaism and became the Christian church. When the gospels were written, however, Christology (theological explanations of the person and work of Jesus) was at an early stage, and the separation of Christianity from Judaism not yet complete.

To repeat: every sentence of this sketch requires explanation, and we shall examine most of these points in some detail. Now we must set the stage by explaining the political and religious conditions of Palestine at the time, and then by considering the sources of our information about Jesus.
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3. Political Setting



Jesus was born when Rome was supreme over the eastern Mediterranean. A Roman administrator ordered his execution. For most of his life, however, he had not been subject to direct orders from Roman officials. We shall examine the political environment in which he lived and worked, since we need to know who had authority over various aspects of life in the different parts of Palestine. There was a three-fold division of power during the late twenties and early thirties. Herod Antipas was the tetrarch of Galilee and Peraea; Pontius Pilate was the prefect of Judaea (which at this time included three geographical regions: Samaria, Judaea and Idumaea); Joseph Caiaphas was the high priest in Jerusalem. This division will be easier to understand if we begin with a short survey of the political history that led up to it. First, however, I shall introduce the man whose writings provide most of our information about Palestine in Jesus’ day.

Josephus son of Mattathias was born of an aristocratic priestly family in the year 37 CE, a few years after Jesus’ execution. Josephus was extremely well educated in biblical law and history, and he had also studied the principal religious parties of his day (the Essenes, the Sadducees and the Pharisees). He showed great promise. While still a young man he was sent to Rome to persuade Nero to release some Jewish hostages. When the revolt against Rome broke out in 66 CE, he was only twenty-nine, but nevertheless he received command of Galilee. His forces were defeated, but by luck and guile he survived. He flattered the conquering general, Vespasian, by predicting that he would become emperor. When this happened, in 69, Josephus’ stock went up. Vespasian’s son, Titus, who completed the war against the Jews, used Josephus as an interpreter and spokesman to the Jewish defenders of Jerusalem. After the war, Titus took Josephus to Rome, where he established him with a house and pension, and Josephus wrote the history of the war (Jewish War). This was published in the seventies. Later he wrote a vast history of the Jews (Jewish Antiquities), published in the nineties. He also wrote a defence of Judaism against its critics (Against Apion) and an apologetic autobiography (Life). By the standards of the day, he was a very good historian, and for some parts of his historical narratives he had excellent sources. The following history depends heavily on Josephus, who is the only source for much of it.1

Rome was the successor of earlier empires: the Persian, that of Alexander the Great, and the various Hellenistic empires that succeeded Alexander.2 Although empires rose and fell, imperial systems did not change very much. Subject nations paid tribute to the imperial power, and in return they were protected against invasion and allowed to live in peace – if they were willing to do so. Subject states were sometimes governed by ‘independent’ local rulers, sometimes by an imperial governor who used local leaders for day-to-day governance. There are numerous modern analogies. In the colonial empires of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the imperial nation appointed a governor and garrisoned the country with troops, but utilized natives to some extent in the bureaucracy and the police force; sometimes natives served as middlemen between the government and the populace.3 The alternative form of imperial government was employed by the Soviet Union after the Second World War. The Soviet Union established ‘independent’ local governments in the countries of eastern Europe and intervened with its own military forces only when there was a serious insurrection or a substantial threat to its hegemony.

From the sixth to the mid-second century BCE, the Jews in Palestine constituted a very small nation in one of the great empires, a nation whose territory was restricted to the Judaean Hills, with no access to the sea and off the main trade routes. It was ruled by the high priest and his council, who were answerable to the imperial governor or directly to the capital city itself. During this period of approximately 400 years, there were no substantial conflicts between Judaea and the imperial power. The Jews lived peacefully under the Persians and the Hellenistic kings.

In 175 BCE, with the accession of Antiochus IV Epiphanes to the throne of the Seleucid empire, centred in Antioch, this began to change. In Jerusalem, some of the aristocratic priests wanted to adopt a more Hellenistic style of life, including the introduction of a gymnasion, one of the primary institutions of Greek civilization. Here boys and youths were educated, and as part of their education they exercised in the nude. This brought into prominence a major difference between Hellenistic and Jewish culture: Jewish males were circumcised, as a sign of the covenant between God and Abraham (Gen. 17), while the Greeks, believing in a sound mind in a sound body, abominated circumcision as mutilation. Some Jews had an operation to disguise their circumcision (I Macc. 1.14f.).

Such extreme steps led to a reaction. Jews had not been opposed to all forms of foreign influence. During the Persian period they had adopted numerous aspects of Persian religion and culture, and by 175 they had also accepted some aspects of Hellenism. The gymnasion, however, was too much, since it led to removal of circumcision, the sign of the covenant. We shall not trace subsequent events in detail. The Jewish reaction resulted in direct measures by Antiochus IV to force Hellenization on the Jews. The Temple in Jerusalem was defiled by pagan sacrifice, Jews were forced to sacrifice to pagan gods, and some Jews were forced to eat pork and transgress the law in other ways. This, in turn, led to a revolt, led by the Hasmoneans, a priestly family, often called ‘Maccabean’ because of a nickname, ‘the hammerer’, given to Judas, one of the brothers who led the revolt. The Hasmonean movement ultimately succeeded, being greatly aided by dynastic wars in the Seleucid empire after the death of Antiochus IV.4

The Hasmoneans established a new dynasty. They ruled Jewish Palestine as high priests and eventually also took the title ‘king’. The fully independent Jewish state lasted about a hundred years, during which time Hasmonean priest-kings vastly enlarged the territory, until finally it became approximately the same size as David’s kingdom. The end of Jewish independence came as the result of internecine strife between two Hasmonean brothers, Hyrcanus II and Aristobulus II. During their struggle for power, both appealed to the Roman general Pompey for support. He responded by conquering Jerusalem and detaching some of the territory recently won by conquest (63 BCE). He appointed Hyrcanus II high priest and ‘ethnarch’ (‘ruler of the nation’, a lesser title than ‘king’), and he also installed an Idumaean, Antipater, as a kind of military governor. Antipater subsequently appointed two of his sons, Phasael and Herod (later to be known as Herod the Great), as governors of Judaea and Galilee respectively.

Pompey’s invasion changed the status of the Jewish government. It was no longer fully independent, but instead was semi-independent. Hyrcanus II became a ‘client’ ruler. He paid tribute to Rome and was obliged to support Roman policies and military actions in the eastern Mediterranean. In return, he was allowed autonomy within his borders, and Rome was tacitly committed to protecting him and maintaining him in office. Aristobulus II was not happy with this settlement. He and his son, Antigonus, revolted. Aristobulus was assassinated by friends of Pompey, but his son continued the struggle, allying himself with the Parthians, the principal military threat to Rome at this period. In 40 BCE they overran the Near East, captured Hyrcanus II and Phasael, and established Antigonus as king and high priest. Herod fled and managed to reach Rome. Supported by Mark Antony and Octavian (later titled Augustus), Herod was declared king of Judaea by the Roman Senate, and he also received the support of Roman troops so that he could claim his crown.5

Herod was chosen because he was strong, an excellent soldier, and loyal to Rome; but his appointment was also in keeping with Roman imperial policy. Herod had been a supporter of Hyrcanus II, who had been Rome’s original choice. In appointing Herod and lending him troops, Rome was protecting its client and opposing the side of Aristobulus II and Antigonus, who had allied himself with Rome’s enemy. Herod, with Roman troops, won the civil war. The victorious king sent Antigonus to Mark Antony, who had him executed, and by the year 37 had established Jewish Palestine again as an ‘independent’ state – that is, a semi-independent client kingdom.

I have wanted to emphasize the relative independence of Jewish Palestine since New Testament scholars in particular often think of Rome as ‘ruling’ and ‘occupying’ Palestine in Jesus’ day, with soldiers on the street corners. The situation varied from time to time and place to place (as we shall see), but Rome generally governed remotely, being content with the collection of tribute and the maintenance of stable borders; for the most part it left even these matters in the hands of loyal local rulers and leaders.6

Herod and his family were Idumaeans, from a region just south of Judaea, which had been conquered by Jewish arms during the Hasmonean period. Many Jews regarded him as only half Jewish, and they resented his reign. Moreover, he had supplanted the Hasmonean family, which, though partially discredited by internecine strife, still commanded the loyalty of much of the populace. Herod married Mariamme, a Hasmonean princess, but he realized that this was not enough to endear him to the nation. He feared a revolt, and over the course of several years he eliminated the remaining Hasmoneans, including Mariamme and his two sons by her.

Once he had conquered Palestine, he ruled it effectively until his death thirty-three years later. The Roman troops who had aided his conquest went elsewhere, and Herod was fully master of his own house. He could not, of course, act against the interests of Rome. On crucial points, Augustus had the last word; but otherwise Herod ran his kingdom as he wished. He engaged in great building schemes, which employed tens of thousands of workers, he increased trade and made crown lands more prosperous, and he ruthlessly suppressed all opposition, even minor protests. By the end of his life, he had executed three of his sons because he suspected them of treason. Augustus, who had approved the trial of the first two sons, remarked that he would rather be Herod’s pig than his son;7 Herod kept the Jewish law fairly carefully, and he did not eat pork.

Herod was, on balance, a good king. I do not mean that we should accord him our moral approbation, but that by the standards of the day his faults were not so bad, and they were partly offset by better qualities. The ideals that motivate modern democracies had not arisen. In comparison to one of his patrons, Augustus, Herod was unnecessarily brutal and short-sighted. Were we to compare Herod to the next four Roman emperors (Tiberius, Caligula, Claudius, and Nero), however, he would appear almost lenient and merciful, and he was more effective as a ruler. He qualifies as a good king on balance because he raised Jewish Palestine to a new prominence throughout the world, he continued his father’s policy of obtaining benefits for Jews outside of Palestine, he did not allow civil war – which had marred the Hasmonean period and would flare up again during the revolt against Rome – and, perhaps most important, he kept Jewish citizens and Roman troops apart. As long as Jewish Palestine was stable and strong, Rome left it alone.

When Herod died in 4 BCE, Augustus considered his wills (he left two) and decided to divide the kingdom among three sons. Archelaus received the title ‘ethnarch’ and was appointed to rule Judaea, Samaria and Idumaea. Antipas and Philip were designated ‘tetrarchs’, ‘rulers of a fourth’; Antipas inherited Galilee and Peraea, while Philip received more remote parts of Herod’s kingdom. Antipas proved a good client ruler and governed Galilee for forty-three years, until 39 CE. Archelaus fared less well; his subjects protested against some of his actions, and they were vindicated when Rome deposed and exiled him (6 CE). Augustus then appointed a Roman official to govern Judaea, Samaria and Idumaea.

Herod established a minor dynasty, and it seems that his own name was assumed by (or assigned to) his successors. Just as the successors of Julius Caesar were called ‘Caesar’, Herod’s successors were called ‘Herod’. The consequence is that in the New Testament several different people are called Herod. The note identifies the various ‘Herods’ of the New Testament.8 I shall always call Herod’s sons and grandsons by their own names.


The Government of Galilee at the Time of Jesus

In the Galilee of Jesus’ day (about 4 BCE to 30 CE), the political arrangements were the same as they had been before Herod’s death. Antipas governed Galilee as his father had governed a much larger state, and on the same terms and conditions: he paid tribute, co-operated with Rome and maintained public order. In return Rome protected him against invasion: not by stationing troops in the country or on the borders, but by the implied threat of retaliation against invaders. Locally, Antipas could do whatever he wished, as long as the main conditions were fulfilled. For example, he minted his own coins – one of the principal signs of ‘independence’.

Antipas, like his father, was fairly observant of the Jewish law. He had his palace decorated with figures of animals, which many Jews regarded as a transgression of the commandment prohibiting graven images; probably he regarded his palace as his own business. His coins, however, bore only agricultural designs, which Jews considered acceptable. There is no indication in any of the sources that he tried to impose Graeco-Roman customs and organizations on the Jewish populace. The institutions in the towns and villages in Galilee were thoroughly Jewish. The gospels imply that there were synagogues in all the small towns and villages. Schools were Jewish, and Jewish magistrates judged cases according to Jewish law.9

If Herod was a good king, on balance, Antipas was a good tetrarch. He adequately fulfilled the main conditions of successful rule. From Rome’s point of view, this meant that he paid tribute, did not allow civil unrest and defended his borders (we shall note an exception to this last point just below). Consequently, Rome did not have to intervene in Galilee, and Antipas kept the Jewish citizenry and Roman troops from coming into conflict.

Josephus records no instance in which Antipas had to resort to force in order to suppress an uprising. The fact that the Jewish populace tolerated their ruler fairly well probably indicates two things. One was that he did not publicly flout the Jewish law. The single instance of semi-public disobedience, the decoration of his palace, however, had repercussions years after Antipas was deposed. At the time of the revolt against Rome, a Jewish mob destroyed the palace because of its decoration.10 We may assume from this that many of his subjects disapproved of Antipas while he was in power, and thought that he was not a sufficiently devout Jew, but they did not revolt. The lack of uprisings also indicates that Antipas was not excessively oppressive and did not levy exorbitant taxes (that is, they were not exorbitant by the prevailing standard). Moreover, like his father, he undertook large building projects that helped reduce unemployment. Galileans in Jesus’ lifetime did not feel that the things most dear to them were seriously threatened: their religion, their national traditions and their livelihoods.

Rulers such as the Herodians had to calculate how best to maintain public order. They did not have to seek popularity, though some did so. What was required, however, was that they prudently estimate what the populace would bear. For example, they wanted as much tax revenue as they could get, but they did not want a revolt because of taxes. All ancient rulers knew that, when a public controversy arose, they should sometimes placate and sometimes discipline the populace. In Judaea, Archelaus could not strike the right balance. Partly because Galilee was less difficult to govern, partly because he was more judicious than Archelaus, the tetrarch of Galilee had a long and peaceful rule.

Antipas, however, committed at least one major blunder. Since the story involves John the Baptist, who baptized Jesus, and since it illustrates Antipas’ status as an ‘independent’ client ruler, we shall consider it. Antipas became entranced with Herodias, his half-niece, who was already married to another of her uncles, one of Antipas’ half-brothers. (The Herodians frequently intermarried. Herod had ten wives, there were a good number of children, and they had lots of possibilities of forming half-blood relationships. Marriage between uncle and niece is allowed by the Hebrew Bible.11) To accommodate Herodias as his new wife, Antipas planned to send away his former wife. She fled to her father, Aretas, who was an Arab king. Angered, he invaded Antipas’ domain and inflicted a severe defeat before withdrawing. Aretas did not come up against Roman troops, but Antipas’ own army; Rome later used its troops stationed in Syria to retaliate on behalf of its client ruler.12 Both the New Testament and Josephus connect these events to John the Baptist. According to Mark 6.17–29, John had openly criticized Antipas for marrying his brother’s wife, and this led to his execution. According to Josephus, Antipas was afraid that John, who had a large following, ‘would incite a revolt, and so he executed him. John was widely believed to be a prophet, and the populace saw Aretas’ defeat of Antipas as being divine retribution against the tetrarch for executing the Baptist.13

In about 39 CE, years after Jesus’ death, Herodias’ ambition led to Antipas’ fall. She was not content with his status as tetrarch and wished him to seek the title of king. He went to Rome to request this elevation, but there were accusations against him. He was found guilty of storing arms and was deposed. He and Herodias went into exile.

Judaea at the Time of Jesus

Judaea – the political entity that during this period consisted of three geographical areas, Samaria, Judaea (including Jerusalem) and Idumaea – had quite a different history in Jesus’ day. Herod’s successor, Archelaus, had serious difficulties with the populace because of some of his father’s actions near the end of his life (Herod had executed two popular teachers and appointed an unpopular high priest). Archelaus did not handle the matter adroitly. Perhaps his attempts to placate the crowd were inadequate, while his efforts to suppress dissent were not sufficiently ruthless. In any case, public protests eventually led to his dismissal by the Romans. To be fair to him, we should note that his part of Palestine was more difficult than Antipas’, since it contained both Jerusalem and Samaria. The Jews were very sensitive about what happened in Jerusalem, and also the large public gatherings there for religious festivals created conditions in which riots could easily erupt. There was a good deal of hostility between Jews and Samaritans, and this also led to disputes.

When Augustus decided that Archelaus was not a satisfactory client ruler of Judaea, rather than give the territory to another member of Herod’s family, he chose to appoint a governor (6 CE). Administration was assigned to a Roman official of the equestrian order, which we may conveniently think of as a lower aristocracy, below the consular and praetorian orders.14 A recently found inscription indicates that during the period 6 to 41 CE this officer was a ‘prefect’, while from 44 to 66 CE he was a ‘procurator’.15 The prefect (as he was in Jesus’ day) lived in Caesarea, on the Mediterranean coast, in one of the luxurious palaces built by Herod the Great. The prefect had at his disposal perhaps 3,000 troops, which was not enough to handle serious trouble. There was a small Roman garrison in the Antonia Fortress in Jerusalem, and other fortresses in Judaea were also lightly garrisoned, but Rome did not actually govern Judaea on a day-to-day basis. Towns and villages were run as they always had been: by a small group of elders, one or more of whom served as magistrate. Difficulties that might lead to bloodshed would cause the leading citizens to send a message to the prefect. Substantial upheavals required the intervention of the legate of Syria, who was superior to the Judaean prefect, and who had large forces at his disposal (four legions, totalling approximately 20,000 infantry, and 5,000 cavalry).16

The Roman prefect and additional troops came to Jerusalem during the major festivals to ensure that the huge crowds did not get out of hand. Public assemblies were on the whole carefully watched in the ancient world, and the festivals in Jerusalem were known to be hazardous. During the 150 or so years before Jesus’ death, we know of at least four substantial upheavals that began during a festival – this despite the fact that both Jewish and Roman rulers were prepared for trouble and had forces near by.17

With one exception, only the prefect had the right to sentence anyone to death. Rome allowed the priests to post warning notices in the Temple, in both Greek and Latin, warning Gentiles to enter no further than a given point. Anyone who transgressed, even a Roman citizen, was subject to immediate execution, without the need to send the culprit to the prefect. Apart from this, the prefect’s right to execute was not only exclusive but also absolute; he could execute even a Roman citizen, and he did not have to formulate a charge that would stand up in a court in Rome. In these outposts of empire, the prefect had to be able to do whatever he thought was necessary for the good of Rome, and this included the power to discipline the army.18 If he had the right to execute a Roman military officer without a full Roman trial, he could treat members of the subject nation more or less any way he wished. Most prefects were judicious and did not wantonly sentence people to death. But if a prefect was unusually harsh, the subjects had only a few means of recourse. They could meet en masse and persuade their leaders to try to get the prefect to be more lenient. If supported by these leaders, they could petition the Roman legate in Syria, who might intervene. The Syrian legate, for example, could send the Palestinian prefect to Rome to answer for his actions. Finally, the subject people might be allowed to send a delegation directly to Rome. For this, they would probably need the legate’s permission, and he might protect himself by holding hostages, so that he would not become the delegation’s target.19 Neither Augustus nor his successor Tiberius wanted a riot or revolt. Consequently, Rome was sometimes responsive to requests. During the approximate period of our study, Rome dismissed two native rulers (Archelaus and Antipas) and two Roman administrators, including Pilate.

We have noted that under the prefects local government was in the hands of leading citizens: in Jewish towns and villages, the effective rulers were prominent Jewish priests and laymen; in Samaritan towns and villages, they were prominent Samaritan priests and laymen. Judaea was much more complicated than Galilee, since in some cities there were large numbers of Gentiles, and one of the geographical areas, Samaria, was not Jewish. We may narrow our focus, however, to Jerusalem, since that is the only Judaean city that is important for the life of Jesus.

Jerusalem was governed by the Jewish high priest and his council. This was simply a reversion to the system that had been followed in the Persian and Hellenistic periods, before the Hasmonean revolt. The high priest, often in concert with ‘the chief priests’, sometimes with ‘the powerful’ or ‘the elders’ (influential laymen), was in charge of ordinary police and judicial procedures, and he – alone and in such combinations as just described – figures large in the gospels, in Acts and in Josephus. There is a long-standing custom of attributing too much of a governing role to the council, in Hebrew called the Sanhedrin. I shall not here argue against the traditional view of the Sanhedrin and its supposed legislative and judicial authority, but rather speak generally about the high priest and his council. It is adequate to say that the high priest and his advisers, both formal and informal, governed Jerusalem.20

I should offer here a word of explanation about how the high priest was chosen. Priesthood was hereditary; the Jewish priests traced their lineage to Aaron, Moses’ brother, who was considered the first priest (e.g., Exod. 28.1). During the Persian and Hellenistic periods, the high priests, who were the rulers of the nation, were (or were thought to be) members of the family of Zadok, the priest who anointed Solomon king (I Kgs 1.28–45). The Hasmoneans were hereditary priests, but they were not Zadokites. When they rose to power as a result of the successful revolt against the Seleucids, however, the natural consequence was that the leading member of the family was declared high priest. When Simon the Hasmonean ascended to the high priesthood (I Macc. 14.41–9), the previously ruling Zadokite family was deposed, though the system of government by the high priest remained the same. About a hundred years later, however, the revolt of Aristobulus II and his son led to Herod’s appointment as king, and this changed the system. Herod could not claim descent from a priestly family. While he was king, he simply appointed high priests. When Rome deposed Archelaus and sent a prefect to govern Judaea, it also began to appoint the high priest. Thereafter it sometimes granted the right to name the high priest to a member of Herod’s family, but sometimes this right was retained by the prefect or procurator of Palestine, or by the legate of Syria. During the period 6 to 66 CE, the high priests were always chosen from one of four families of aristocratic priests. The high priests as political appointees did not have quite the prestige and authority of the hereditary high priests of earlier periods (the Zadokites, followed by the Hasmoneans), but nevertheless they had some prestige and a lot of authority. For the most part, they governed Jerusalem successfully for sixty years (from 6 to 66 CE).

In Jerusalem, then, even when Judaea was formally under ‘direct’ Roman rule, Jewish leaders were in day-to-day control. The magistrates were Jewish and ruled according to Jewish law, the schools were Jewish, and the religion was Jewish. The high priest and his council had a wide range of responsibilities. For example, they were required to organize the payment of tribute and to get the money and goods to the right person.21 Jerusalem was policed by the Temple guards, commanded by the high priest. During the civil war that accompanied the Jewish revolt (66–74 CE), 8,500 guards died defending Ananus, a former high priest.22 This may give an idea of the maximum police force available. We noted above that during the festivals the prefect and extra Roman troops came to Jerusalem in case of trouble.

The high priest was a suitable ruler for three reasons: government by the high priest was traditional; Jews held his office in reverence; the Roman prefect considered him to be the official spokesman for and to the population of Jerusalem. We have dealt adequately with the traditional character of priestly rule: high priests had governed Jewish Palestine from about 445 to 37 BCE. The other two points require a little further explanation.

The populace disliked some of the individuals who served as high priests during the Roman period; the mob hunted down and killed one former high priest when the revolt against Rome broke out in 66 CE. Other high priests, though, were respected. The first revolutionary government, chosen by public acclamation, was headed by two former high priests: the mob could distinguish the good from the bad. But whether the high priest was personally beloved or not, reverence for the office was deep and genuine. First Herod and then Rome took control of the high priest’s vestments and released them only on special occasions. With them on, he wielded too much authority. Cases concerning control of the vestments, and with it the appointment of the high priest, more than once went directly to the Roman emperor for decision. Who controlled the vestments and the office really mattered; it mattered because the man in the office was intermediary not only between Rome and the populace, but also between God and his people. He was the one who, on the Day of Atonement, went into the Holy of Holies, and who made atonement for the sins of the people of Israel.

Presumably there were some people who did not like the system, people who did not want to be governed by the high priest and who would have preferred a ruler who was directly responsible to a council. They nevertheless had to go along. The Romans considered the high priest to be the responsible official in Jerusalem. If people wanted to deal with Rome, they went through the high priest. If Rome wanted to communicate with the people, the prefect summoned the high priest. If things went wrong, the high priest was held accountable.

The high priest at the time of Jesus was Joseph Caiaphas. He was a success: he served seventeen years, longer than any other high priest under Roman rule; and for ten of those years Pilate was prefect. Presumably they co-operated well.

Since so many readers and scholars of the New Testament have imagined Jesus living in a context in which the populace was daily oppressed by Roman soldiers and officials, and some scholars are now claiming that there was a substantial Gentile population in the Jewish cities, I wish to re-emphasize the actual situation.23 In Galilee there was no official Roman presence at all. Greek-speaking Gentiles lived in the cities that they had long inhabited, which formed a kind of crescent around Galilee: there were Gentile cities to the east, to the north and to the west.24 In geographical Galilee there was one Gentile city, Scythopolis, but it was independent of political Galilee. In Judaea the official Roman presence was very small. There was one Roman of rank in residence, and he was supported by a handful of troops. This Roman and his small military force lived among a lot of other Gentiles in Caesarea, seldom came to Jerusalem, and did nothing to plant Graeco-Roman laws and customs in the Jewish parts of the country. In Jerusalem there was not a substantial Gentile presence. In place of the image of Roman soldiers patrolling the towns and villages of Palestine, forcing Jews to carry their burdens, and motivating shopkeepers and farmers to cater to their tastes, we should think of a few Roman soldiers, banded together, living in or around one city, with only very small outposts occupying forts in potentially hostile territory. Effective rule was in the hands of local aristocrats and elders.

In terms of culture, the emperor and the Senate of Rome did not intend that the Jews of Judaea should become Romanized. Despite the view of some New Testament scholars, Rome did not ‘annex’ Palestine – not even Judaea, though it was a Roman province. The prefect did not impose Graeco-Roman educational, civil, religious or legal institutions on the Jewish populace. There was
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