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  The various modes of worship, which prevailed in the Roman world, were all considered by the people as equally true; by the philosopher, as equally false; and by the magistrate, as equally useful.


  -Edward Gibbon, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire


  Introduction


  Religious fanatics from the Middle East are waging an assault on Western civilization and have just struck a demoralizing blow to the very capital of foreign “decadence.” Leery of war with an entire people, the West acknowledges only advocates of peace to be “true” followers of the terrorists’ religion. Indeed, Western leaders proclaim that their attackers’ own dogma commands peace.


  The year: 66 CE. The civilization under attack: the Roman Empire. And the terrorists: an ancient fanatical sect of Judaism.


  Today, religious intolerance is readily associated with Islam. Before the last two or three centuries, however, Christianity was used to justify the same practices: heretics were burned alive, holy inquisitions tortured and executed those suspected of deviant beliefs, priceless books were lost to posterity, pagan temples and art were destroyed, and sacrilegious sex acts were punished with death. For many centuries Europe was plagued with brutal and bloody wars waged decade after decade merely between different sects of Christianity. On a scale of sheer insanity, those atrocities equal any committed in the name of Islam today.


  Pre-dating both Christianity and Islam, however, monotheistic Jews in the 1st Century divided into querulous factions and rebelled against their ruthless Roman conquerors, ultimately igniting the first Jewish War and altering the course of Western Civilization forever.


  By the middle of the 1st Century CE, the Romans had carved out an empire through conquest stretching from Spain to Turkey and from Egypt to the Scottish border. Cosmopolitan, multinational and multiethnic, Rome was, at first, a religiously diverse leviathan that endured through its military skills, no doubt, but also through its political genius.


  One way the Roman Empire tried to integrate its many diverse peoples was by actively supporting local religions and cultural traditions. Romans not only allowed but built temples to regional gods and shrines that embraced their various theologies within the hierarchy of official Roman state religion. Both local and Roman deities were venerated together—inscriptions throughout the Empire record their side-by-side worship, including dedications made by wealthy or political Romans to a number of regional gods.


  At the Empire’s zenith, a wide variety of international deities were worshiped by Romans of all classes and sexes—even in the capital city of Rome itself. The most remote provinces saw alien cults emerge that had first developed thousands of miles away in some distant part of the Empire, deities such as the Egyptian Isis and Serapis, and Cybele from present day Turkey.


  At this time religion and politics were one, and the Romans’ policy of religious tolerance proved to be a political advantage that helped their empire endure for centuries. The strict monotheism of Judaism, however, would present Roman policy with its greatest challenge.


  At first, cultural and religious compromises with the Jews were attempted, such as the granting of special exemptions from the public worship of Roman state deities. However, so strict had the traditions of Jewish monotheism become that any cultural integration was emotionally repulsive “pollution” to many pious Jews. Meanwhile, many Romans developed an ugly anti-Semitism as they accused Jews of being anti-social “haters of all humanity.” Violent conflict—religious, cultural, political and military—was inevitable.


  The first Roman census and tax in Judea immediately resulted in the emergence of rebel groups, who the ancient historian Josephus went so far as to label philosophical “innovators” although they are more properly understood as extreme cultural conservatives within Judaism. They were resisting what was, in their eyes, the corrupting influence of foreign paganism.


  Violent conflicts between Jews and Greeks exploded in Alexandria during the reign of the notorious Emperor Caligula during the 1st Century. In the reign of his successor, Claudius, still more violent disturbances between Romans and messianic Jews erupted in the capital of Rome itself, as we will see. In the end, two prolonged, bloody wars were fought in Judea in the 1st and 2nd Centuries, wars that cost hundreds of thousands of lives, the enslavement of thousands more, the complete and final destruction of the Jewish Temple at Jerusalem and a legal expulsion of the Jews from Judea that extended the Diaspora for two thousand years. Though obscured by the passage of time, the conflict between Romans and Jews was a cultural and military cataclysm that would reverberate through the centuries to this day.


  According to an eyewitness historian of the 1st Century Jewish Revolt against Rome, Flavius Josephus—himself a Jewish priest and aristocrat who fought first for the Jewish rebels and then went over to the Roman side—the underlying causes of the conflict were religious in nature. The sacred literature of the Jews, he explained to the pagan audience of his histories, contained prophecies that a Deliverer would come, a Savior, a world ruler who would emerge from Judea and lead them to victory. At several desperate moments in their long history, Josephus writes in his later works, they had known great leaders, sometimes miracle-workers, who defeated the foreign enemies of the Hebrews and achieved for them the political and cultural independence that their strict form of monotheism required of them.


  So, despite the heavy odds against taking on Rome’s powerful war machine in the 1st Century, they rebelled and kept fighting even after defeat was certain. Described by the historian Josephus as a misinterpretation of their messianic prophecies, their xenophobia was compelled by strict adherence to Mosaic Law—and their rallying cry was “Messiah!”


  It was at this moment in history that a new religion emerged, one that was at once radically different from messianic Judaism and yet seemed to be an offshoot from it. It would come to be known as Christianity, the world’s second major monotheistic religion.


  The letters ascribed to the Apostle Paul, or at least some of them, may have been written within a decade or so before open warfare in Judea broke out. The Gospels and most of the rest of the New Testament were probably composed in the decades following the First Jewish-Roman War (66-71) during the imperial rule of the Flavian dynasty of Roman emperors and immediately after. The oldest of the Gospels, Mark, may have been written during or shortly after the First Jewish-Roman War. The latest material in the Bible may not have been written until a few decades later. That is to say, the New Testament was written in the years just before and in between the two great Jewish Revolts, from the middle decades of the 1st Century through the early decades of the 2nd.


  An apparent outgrowth of messianic Judaism, the emergence of Christianity during this period of intense religious conflict between messianic Jews and the Roman Empire cannot be a coincidence. The only mystery is the nature of the causation: exactly how and why did this conflict between Jews and Romans frame the emergence of Christianity? Just how closely are these two historical movements related? That is the topic this book explores.


  For most of their ancient history, Romans had never legally required the worship of any single deity or cult, and this is why religious tolerance was never a major problem in their empire—until the monotheism of Judaism. This new conflict between cultures and religions in 1st Century Rome makes it easy to understand why the Roman state began to encourage solar cults like those of Mithras or Sol Invictus. Ironically, such gods tended to be worshiped exclusively and began to prefigure a new imperial monotheism.


  As gods like these flourished across the Empire at this time, as far north as Roman Britain and as far east as Syria, the Romans came to seek a single unifying political force in religion for themselves. And, over time, the consolidation of the many faiths of their diverse peoples was regarded as increasingly desirable for political order and stability.


  The opening centuries of the Common Era were rife with religious innovations, including outright religious fraud practiced nakedly as political statecraft. The audacious deification of Roman emperors is only one example. Arguably, this was the most religiously dynamic period in all of Western history.


  Modern readers readily acknowledge religious fraud in long-dead faiths from this period, like the gaudy emperor cults. When even educated 2nd Century Roman historians report with credulous sincerity that the 1st Century Roman Emperor Vespasian miraculously cured the blind and lame, a 21st Century audience readily sees this as outright religious fraud and simultaneously crass political propaganda. During this time, however, Christians were also engaging in religious improvisation.


  Through literary forensics we now know, for example, that some letters attributed to St. Paul are not likely to have been written by him. The letters’ author(s) may have been influenced by Paul’s theology—but his language, his concerns and context, and some of the ideas that he develops, all suggest someone other than Paul wrote them at a later date. Scholars of Christian literature actually have a term for this type of material. They call it “Pseudepigrapha.” As the name suggests, this material is considered to be falsely attributed. The letters ascribed to St. Peter and the names that tradition credited as the authors of the Gospels have also been persuasively challenged.


  After these Christian fictions were revealed, even more creative liberties by editors’ activities in the New Testament were discovered. During the first two or three centuries we can see that there was a veritable explosion of Christian creativity that displays a remarkable range of bold innovations and bald contradictions.


  In this book, we will see how, by the 4th Century, Christians began modifying the actual text of previous writers (such as the historian Josephus) in order to make those older texts more consistent with their current views. We will also reinvestigate the apocryphal letters between St. Paul, author of what may be the oldest material in the New Testament, and the Roman Stoic philosopher, Seneca the Younger, tutor and advisor to the Emperor Nero himself. So similar were the ideas of these two contemporaries that such a correspondence seemed to help explain why there are such uncanny echoes between them. Today, however, this correspondence is known to be a fraud, again simply by language and content. And it must have been a relatively early fraud since it was already known to St. Jerome, who wrote about it around the year 400.


  Explanations for this kind of “creativity” among early Christian writers, to put the matter generously, range from so-called “pious fraud” (e.g., sincere Christians who had themselves had ecstatic visions or other religious experiences that personally confirmed for them, for example, that it was Paul’s words that they were writing down and not their own), to innocent misattribution or simple error, and, finally, to outright fraud (e.g., it is hard to imagine the phony correspondence between Seneca and Paul, or the enhancement of existing texts like that of Josephus, to be anything less than conscious and deliberate).


  For both the Roman state and the early Christians, this was a period of liberal religious invention in which practicing outright religious fraud was a matter of routine. Against this historical backdrop, the first Gospels of the New Testament were being set down on paper for the first time.


  In this book, we will reveal how and why the calamitous clash of civilizations between the Romans and the Jews brought into existence a new religion. For the first time, we will present astonishing new evidence proving beyond any reasonable doubt that the Roman government, in direct response to this bitter clash of cultures, created the religion known today as “Christianity.”


  Although we will in the course of this book agree with nearly all of the accepted factual conclusions of historians who have covered the subject of Christianity’s origins, we will require no conspiracy-theory-like leaps of faith or logic to establish what we are suggesting—quite the opposite. The theory presented reconciles all of the seemingly contradictory evidence of Christianity’s origins for the first time with none of the convolutions employed by scholars and historians for centuries.


  Over the 30 years of research that produced this book, it was only at the very end, when we discovered the last piece of the puzzle we had suspected would be there at the beginning, that this hypothesis, which resolves mysteries concerning the history of Christianity that are age-old, was at last confirmed by physical evidence. Not only did our theory and all of the other evidence predict it must exist, but by the current understanding of Christianity’s origins it was impossible that it could exist. And, though we anticipated it, what we discovered was far more conclusive than we ever imagined.


  During the 30 years since we began our research what can only be described as a new school of thought regarding Christianity’s origins has been emerging—one that is starting to reveal a long-buried secret. In various ways, an increasing number of scholars are recognizing that most of the New Testament has a Roman provenance.


  First and foremost, in 1996 came the work of Prof. Robert Eisenman, a pioneer of this school. His works, such as James the Brother of Jesus and The Dead Sea Scrolls and the First Christians, note the strange way that the New Testament appears to invert the ideology—and the very language—of both the Dead Sea Scrolls sectarians and the “Jewish-Christians” who came before Paul.


  Two important theories were published in 2005, Francesco Carotta’s Jesus Was Caesar, which observed certain interesting relationships between the imperial cult and the beginning of Christianity, and Joseph Atwill’s Caesar’s Messiah, which finally began to investigate the role of the Flavian emperors.


  Then, 2008 saw the publication of Operation Messiah by Thijs Voskuilen and Rose Mary Sheldon, which argued nothing less than the hypothesis that St. Paul was a Roman intelligence operative.


  Each of these writers made several of the same observations that we had made—and each added many more to our burgeoning mountain of evidence. Most crucially, in some important way, each recognizes the importance of the contemporary political context to the emergence of Christianity.


  None of these writers completely agrees with any of the others, and readers will see that we ourselves hold back from making all of the same arguments and drawing all of the same conclusions of any of them, as well. However, the work of these writers illuminates important new aspects of an emerging understanding.


  In light of this revolutionary new understanding, it is time to give the historical evidence of Christian origins a fresh look.


  We do not profess to know whether the man named Jesus referred to in the New Testament ever existed. Such a thing may never be known with certainty. What we can show, however, is that this war-torn period of ancient history inspired one side to create a form of religious “psy-ops” in a sophisticated attempt to counter its enemies’ religious fervor. And that ancient project, launched for long forgotten reasons, has endured and shaped Western history ever since. (1)


  While this subject has interest for the religious, those completely uninterested in religion will have much to gain from this book, as well. Religions forged more than a millennium ago continue to be a rising force in world events, with ominous implications for everyone, perhaps especially the non-religious. Understanding the origins of these forces is increasingly important in the world today, for both believers and non-believers.


  It was only the relatively recent separation of religion and law in the West, which Americans call “the separation of Church and State,” that officially ended violence in the name of God and allowed, at the same time, the freedom to publish just such a book as this.


  Even in modern American politics, however, religion persists as a powerful force in the 21st Century. It is widely believed that no candidate who is not a Christian, for example, could ever be elected President of the United States even though the American Constitution expressly forbids any such qualification. (2)


  The endurance of religions is a testament to how indispensable fundamental ideas are in guiding human life. When freely chosen, religious faith is a deeply personal pursuit. When conflicts are religious, even where the difference of opinion is no longer fatal, emotions run high. Many who live in free societies understandably bristle, for example, if they believe faith is being exploited to push a political agenda.


  Given our modern context, any evidence that Christianity itself was created for political purposes two thousand years ago is therefore all the more relevant.


  In the text that follows, we will reveal the historical context in which Christianity arose by examining the source material widely accepted by scholars, both believers and non-believers. Utilizing their best scholarship, all of the relevant sources, and archeological evidence presented here for the first time, we will demonstrate how a revolutionary theory solves all of the historical dilemmas in the conventional understanding—by simply taking the evidence at face value.


  When evidence contradicts a theory, a good scientist discards the theory instead of the evidence. Again and again, as we shall see, Biblical scholarship has twisted the evidence to conform to the pre-conceived assumptions of scholars rather than allowing conflicting facts to simply tell their story.


  When references to names and people in Christianity’s history appear to implicate the same person in a problematic way, for example, such figures are often split into separate historical people, with unlikely reasoning, in order to avoid confronting a confusing coincidence. When a perceived paradox aims in a direction that is uncomfortable to follow, the words of contemporaries, historians, and even the New Testament itself are often boldly reinterpreted rather than simply taking them literally. As we shall see, even scholars’ interpretations of the first symbols that archeology and Church historians recognize as “Christian” have been inverted in a way that has disguised what the evidence tells us.


  Ironically, any questioning of the Gospels’ scenario of Jesus as an itinerant preacher and healer in pastoral Galilee is itself automatically branded a Da Vinci Code-like “conspiracy theory.” Considering how Hellenized and non-Jewish Christ’s own teachings actually are, and how pro-Roman the positions of Paul and all of the Gospels happen to be, what is more surprising is that scholars could accept as unquestionable the central tradition of a purely Jewish origin for the Gospels.


  It has always been tempting to search for obscure, hidden and ulterior meanings in the New Testament. Even Jesus’s own words are themselves blatantly conspiratorial:


  When he was alone, the Twelve and the others around him asked him about the parables. He told them, “The secret of the kingdom of God has been given to you. But to those on the outside everything is said in parables so that, “‘they may be ever seeing but never perceiving, and ever hearing but never understanding; otherwise they might turn and be forgiven!’” (Emphasis added.) (3)


  


  Jesus sometimes instructs his disciples, and those he heals, not to reveal his miracles to anyone. (4) He even orders his disciples not to tell anyone that he is the Messiah. (5)


  Mystery surrounds why code-names were adopted by so many of the first Christians in the New Testament. Simon was renamed Peter by Jesus, since he was to be the “rock” (petra orπέτραmeans “rock” in Latin or Greek) upon which the early Church would be founded. Barnabas, Paul’s associate, was really named Joseph. Paul was originally Saul. (6) While it may have been true that many 1st Century Jews had second “Greek” names, sometimes the name of the disciple is completely suppressed in the literature, as in the case of the famously unnamed “disciple whom Jesus loved.” (7)


  Notably, members of the rebellious sect of Jews that preserved the famous Dead Sea Scrolls used titles such as “Teacher of Righteousness” rather than reveal the names of any individuals. Secrecy more emblematic of war than religion marks both the Dead Sea Scrolls and the New Testament.


  In the following pages we will embark on the opposite of a “conspiracy theory.” By considering the simplest answer from all of the evidence, we will ask the reader to take all of it at face value. In the process we will advance a theory that uniquely integrates all of the seemingly contradictory evidence without tortured reasoning or the unprovable speculations employed in much of Christian scholarship.


  What follows is not, therefore, a conspiracy theory. It is, however, the story of a conspiracy hatched almost two millennia ago that had consequences far outlasting any intended purpose. For we will demonstrate that most of the “new” Testament—a text full of magic, mystical visions, astrological portents, demonic possessions, resurrections of the dead, the fulfillment of ancient prophecies, and allegorical mystery—was known by its authors to be a work of fiction.


  This book does not address the questions of the existence of God. Nor does it explore the origin or content of the Hebrew Bible. Such matters stand well outside our purview. (8)


  Many may wonder why the subject of this book, if it is so readily observable, has never been explored in such comprehensive detail before in the 20 centuries since Christianity’s inception. One simple answer is that, since Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire, it has only been legally possible in the last three centuries for anyone to publicly question Christianity’s origins without incurring a charge of heresy—for which a sentence of death was not uncommon.


  Even today, many biblical academics and other specialists have concluded that approved scholarly qualifications are required to grasp the history of Christianity. However, after 30 years of research, 60 years cumulatively between the authors of this book—an effort well beyond what most could ever devote to such an investigation—we must deny this cloistered view. In this respect, some modern scholars are nearly as guilty of dogmatism as the mystics they often critique from a modern vantage.


  This book is the product of painstaking examination and comparison of all the available sources with an open mind. To this end, we have endeavored to provide exhaustive citations and extensive quotes from the most important original sources so that anyone can follow the arguments made and so that anyone can readily check the full range of those sources. Wherever possible, large segments from the source material itself are directly provided so that readers may examine the primary evidence for themselves. A map, timeline and family tree are appended at the end of the book for additional insight into the historical context in which the New Testament was composed. The Notes section provides yet another layer of scholarship for those wishing to dig deeper into the evidence.


  No membership in an anointed authority or elite is required to understand what is presented in this book. The only requirement for anyone who reads what follows is an inquisitive mind open to taking the evidence at face value and following it where it leads.


  PART I


  Dolphin and Anchor
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  I.


  Crux Dissimulata


  At the center of Christianity, according to the first three Gospels, Jesus Christ seems to have made an impossible mistake.


  While only God knew the precise date, Jesus proclaims that the Messiah, the “Son of Man,” in “great power and glory” would return within the lives of some of the people listening to him.


  This strange misstatement has caused consternation almost since the expiration date of this prophecy passed.


  But was it a mistake? What if we take Jesus Christ at his word?


  In his prophecy, Jesus links the blessed event of his Second Coming with the destruction of Jerusalem and its famous Temple, which we know did in fact occur within his prophecy’s timespan. Both events are predicted by Jesus to transpire, definitively, within the living memory of those to whom he made these predictions. Jesus even accurately describes the future Jewish War that would begin in 66 CE and correlates it to the destruction of the Temple that was to signal his return in power and glory.


  The verbal description of the war that Jesus renders in the Gospels eerily mirrors that given by the historian Flavius Josephus of the actual events 40 years later as the Roman general and future Emperor Titus fulfilled Jesus’s prophecy, right down to the “armies in the clouds” that Jesus foretold would appear in the sky before that brutal war’s final siege and the Temple’s destruction.


  The Gospels were written after the Temple was demolished and the Flavian generals Vespasian and his son Titus rose from the East to become emperors of Rome and rule “the world” as a new era of peace did, in fact, return—a “Pax Romana.” In short, the Jewish prophecy of the messiah had been fulfilled—and so had the prophecy of Jesus.


  Moreover, the Roman emperors Vespasian and Titus openly proclaimed that they were the messiahs of Jewish prophecy, as part of their official propaganda and imperial cult. Few today realize that even important Jewish leaders at the time (officially if not always sincerely) recognized these pagan Romans as messiahs.


  Was their arrival in power and glory as princes of peace the advent of Jesus’s prophecy? Or is it possible that Jesus’s prophecy was written while these Flavian emperors ruled in order to prove their messianic pretentions after they had conquered Judea? In either case, Jesus’s prediction in the New Testament may not be the mistake many assume it to be, after all.


  For decades, based on the striking possibility suggested by this historical coincidence, we searched for further links between the Flavian dynasty and the formation of Christianity. In the process we found so many connections that they exceeded our most outlandish expectations.


  At first, we were struck by the sheer quantity of what, in this light, appears to be Roman propaganda in the Gospels themselves. Not only does Jesus advocate peace with Rome in an age of Jewish rebellion—even calling for the payment of taxes—but he acknowledges the faith of a Roman centurion with his most lavish praise. Indeed, the New Testament thoroughly removes the special status of Hebrews as God’s Chosen People altogether and opens to the whole world the worship of the Jewish God.


  Writing in the years just before the outbreak of the first Jewish War, St. Paul himself identifies political rebellion as a sin in the New Testament and proclaims that submission to the Roman government is obedience to God and his own appointed agents on earth.


  According to the Gospels, Jesus not only calls for an end to the contemporary purity regulations that so alienated Jews from the pagan world (as does St. Paul), but Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor at the trial of Jesus, vividly washes the Romans’ hands of any culpability for his crucifixion. And, as readers will see, at every turn Christ’s own story seems to have been shaped by the Roman political agenda at the time.


  Just how much of the New Testament comprises such pro-Roman propaganda? It soon became obvious while searching for an exception to the startlingly pro-Roman attitude in the New Testament that there is no exception anywhere to be found. (1)


  Most people today do not know that the writing of the Gospels has been dated to the era of the Flavian dynasty of Roman rulers, who rose to power after crushing the massive religion-inspired rebellion of messianic Jews some 40 years after the alleged death of Jesus. Most Christians are also unaware that close friends of these same Flavian rulers appear in the New Testament itself, or that the oldest Christian catacombs were the original burial site of the Flavian Emperor Vespasian’s granddaughter (the niece of the Emperor Titus, his son), or that her husband would be counted among the first “popes” of the first Christian church in Rome.


  All of this evidence, when unflinchingly placed together in its historical context, suggests what is today considered completely impossible: that Christianity is somehow intertwined with imperial Rome.


  And yet, actual physical evidence directly linking the Flavian dynasty to Christianity had never been shown to exist and continued to elude us during three decades of research. With all of the propaganda typically generated by Roman emperors, it seemed certain that, if such a radical hypothesis were correct, at least some physical link between Flavian emperors and Christianity must have survived, even after the many centuries during which evidence could have been lost or purposely destroyed. An imperial Roman form of Christianity may have been aimed at a specific audience, and it may have been only a single aspect of their propaganda, but, if the inference were correct, we realized that some visual trace should remain even to this day.


  Of course, all of the Flavian temples have been demolished, and the vast majority of documents from that era have disintegrated. Surely, however, some coins, a leading device used by Romans to promote their political objectives, must have endured to reveal this connection if it in fact existed.


  Unfortunately, scattered across museums and catalogs previously isolated in libraries and universities and in segregated collections around the world, a complete inventory of Roman coins was not readily available to us—until the advent of the Internet. It was then, after three decades of looking, without knowing in advance what the coin we were searching for would look like, we found it.


  And this is it. It is a coin issued in the millions by the Flavian Emperor Titus, who conquered Jerusalem and sacked the Temple just as Jesus had prophesied. The symbol it bears, a dolphin wrapped around an anchor, is the very symbol Christians used to symbolize Christ for the first three centuries before the Emperor Constantine replaced it with the symbol of the Cross. On the left is the Roman coin of the Emperor Titus, and on the right is the original symbol of Jesus Christ:
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  Coin of the 1st Century Flavian Emperor Titus (left and middle); and the symbol of Jesus Christ used by Christians for the first three centuries (right)


  We had to study the entire literary, historical, archeological and numismatic context of Christianity for three decades before we could even recognize this coin as the evidence we were looking for. This is the first time such evidence has been presented side-by-side.


  As mentioned, this coin was the last piece of the puzzle to fall into place after years of research. It filled the final gap in a mosaic. That it would be so conclusive a link between the Flavians and Christianity as to be a literal match was astonishing even to us.


  This book will fill in the rest of the mosaic of evidence that led us to this coin as we explore the startling truth that it reveals about the origins of Christianity.


  How could Christians represent themselves with any symbol stamped on the coins of a Roman emperor while those coins were still circulating throughout Rome?


  How is it possible that the first symbol they chose to represent Jesus Christ was used by a Roman emperor—the very emperor who fulfilled Jesus’s prophecy by destroying the Jewish Temple and who proclaimed himself to be the Jewish Messiah?


  Let us assume, at the start, that Jesus was correct in his otherwise baffling prophecy. Let us assume that he did not make a mistake and that he meant exactly what is recorded in the Gospels.


  If Jesus did indeed “return” to punish the Jews who unjustly rejected and killed him to sack their Temple within the lifetime of those who heard Jesus foretell it, then he must have returned as Vespasian and Titus. He did come back to rule the world, just as he foretold, as the Roman emperors who fulfilled both Jewish and Christian prophecy by bringing a new era of peace to the war-torn world. If a final End of Days is still pending, the glorious Second Coming predicted by Jesus has come and gone—nearly 2,000 years ago.


  The simultaneous existence of more than one “messiah,” or indeed more than one manifestation of God, may strike some readers as strange. How can Vespasian and his son Titus both be the Jewish Messiah—and embodiments of the Jewish God—at the same time? How could the lives of Jesus Christ and Vespasian have overlapped, if they were incarnations of the same divine Being? (2)


  This question imports contemporary Christian ideas on the subject of Jesus’s divinity into this context where they did not yet exist, however. According to Hebrew scripture, Jews had already experienced multiple messiahs and, within the Jewish tradition, there is nothing whatever to prevent the existence of more than one (mortal) messiah at the same time. God’s messenger, Moses, named the “messiah” Joshua his successor, just as Elijah named Elisha, and just as the Maccabees, all of whom were messianic figures, could all be of the same family.


  The sectarian documents of the Dead Sea Scrolls even suggest that at least some Jews of the period were expecting not just one, but two “messiahs,” perhaps a priestly (although hardly a pacifist) leader, along with a military/political figure. However miraculous their deeds and whatever communications they might receive from God, both were to be mortal, of course. (3)


  In the pagan context there is no problem with this, at all. On their coins, Romans identified multiple emperors as manifestations of the divine Apollo or Sol Invictus, for example. The problem we might have with two emperors simultaneously being the “Messiah” would emerge only later as Christians wrestled with the conflict between Christ’s divinity and monotheism. Early Christian documents implying Christ’s divinity also posit the simultaneous existence of more than one divine figure. Thus, the author of Colossians 1:15-16 (whether he was Paul or an early follower of his), wrote that Jesus, “the Son,” was the first of God’s creations and, at the same time, the image of the invisible God Himself. Although divine, Jesus is also the Son of God, and again, still within an allegedly monotheistic tradition.


  This is not a problem in either a Jewish or pagan context for the theory we are testing, though it would be a major and logically insurmountable problem for early Christians. The concept of a “Trinity” in the three-fold identity of the single God—Father, Son and Holy Spirit—was their somewhat ungainly solution to the fundamental paradox of what would seem to be the worship of more than one deity by a group still claiming to be monotheistic. (4)


  In order to test the theory that the Flavians were the validation of Jesus’s prophecy, or that Jesus’s prophecy was a validation of the Flavians’ rule, we must first take a closer look at the physical evidence we have just presented that directly links the Flavian Emperor Titus to those who worshiped Jesus Christ.


  Where did this symbol, a dolphin and an anchor, come from? How common was it to both pagans and Christians? Was it specific to Titus, the man who sacked the Temple in accordance with Jesus’s prediction, or was it popular enough at the time that it could have been used by both Titus and Christians as a simple historical coincidence?


  Where our journey ended is where we will now begin.


  What were the first symbols used by Christians? Although the symbol of the Cross has been, by far, the dominant symbol of Christian belief for the last one-and-a-half-thousand years and remains Christianity’s most recognized emblem, it is widely understood that the most common symbol used by the earliest Christians was not a cross but a fish:
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  Ichthys


  Some of the underlying reasons for using this symbol are also well-known. Spelled out in Koine Greek (the common language of the ancient eastern Roman Empire, the original language of the New Testament and an ancestor of modern Greek), the word for fish (“ichthys” or ΙΧΘΥΣ) forms an “acrostic”—that is, a word puzzle in which each letter is the first letter of the words “Jesus Christ, Son of God, Savior.”


  Another Christian adaptation of “ichthys” is a circle comprising the letters ΙΧΘΥΣ, which, when overlapped, make a wheel with eight spokes fusing both fish and Cross, as in this early example from Ephesus in Asia Minor:
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  The ichthys wheel


  The symbol of a fish, therefore, comprised a name-game that referenced Jesus Christ with an abbreviation of his name and some of his titles.


  There were other reasons for Christians to adopt a fish as their symbol. Fish allegories abound in the Gospels. Jesus recruits some of his first disciples from among the fishermen who work on the Sea of Galilee, including St. Peter. “Follow me,” Christ says to them, “and I will make you fishers of men.” (5)


  Jesus’s miracles and activities on the Sea of Galilee are also significant. The New Testament tells us that Jesus ministered near that “lake.” Jesus, we are told, taught his disciples while standing in a boat on those waters. According to the Gospel of Luke, Jesus facilitated a miraculously large catch of fish on the waters of Galilee early in his ministry. And he would do so again following his Resurrection, according to the Book of John. (6) Jesus is not only said to have walked on water on the Sea of Galilee (7) but also to have calmed a raging storm there that endangered his disciples. (8)


  In addition to healing miracles performed around this body of water (9), the Gospels tell us that, having driven a multitude of demons from one man, Jesus allowed those malignant spirits to possess a herd of pigs that stampeded down a steep bank into the Sea of Galilee, where they all drowned. (10)


  When some question whether Jesus paid the famous “Temple Tax,” which all Jews were commanded to pay in accordance with the Torah (11), another fish symbol appears in the Gospel of Matthew 17:24-27:


  After Jesus and his disciples arrived in Capernaum, the collectors of the two-drachma Temple tax came to Peter and asked, “Doesn’t your teacher pay the Temple tax?”


  “Yes, he does,” he replied.


  When Peter came into the house, Jesus was the first to speak. “What do you think, Simon?” he asked. “From whom do the kings of the earth collect duty and taxes—from their own children or from others?”


  “From others,” Peter answered.


  “Then the children are exempt,” Jesus said to him. “But so that we may not cause offense, go to the lake and throw out your line. Take the first fish you catch; open its mouth and you will find a four-drachma coin. Take it and give it to them for my tax and yours.” (Emphasis added.) (12)


  

  So a fish is seen providing the Jewish Temple tax for the followers of Jesus.


  The Romans had repeatedly attempted to suppress the payment of the Temple tax, but it was not until the Flavians actually destroyed the Second Temple in 70 CE, about 40 years after the death of Jesus, that they abolished the payment of this tax altogether by faithful Jews across the Empire. Therefore, it seems that Jesus himself is predicting the demise of this tax within a generation—by exempting “the children” from it—just as he elsewhere famously predicts the destruction of the Temple itself will happen within that same period. (Referring to his second coming, Jesus states in the Gospel of Mark (13): “Truly I tell you, this generation will certainly not pass away until all these things have happened.”)


  There are many more fish references in the New Testament. Jesus transforms a mere five loaves of bread and “two fishes” into enough food to feed a multitude of 5,000 men plus women and children, with twelve baskets of leftovers, according to all of the Gospels (14). According to Mark (15), Jesus fed a multitude with seven loaves and “a few fish,” leaving seven baskets of leftovers. The Gospel of Matthew (16) specifies that 4,000 people were fed fish on that miraculous occasion.


  The fish symbolism is significant in a number of ways. Just as early Christians considered Christ to be “the Bread of Life,” as Jesus describes himself no less than three times in the Gospel of John (17), Jesus is also said to be the “Water of Life” according to John (18). Just as Jesus is the fish that he feeds to the multitudes, so is he the bread and the water, the satisfaction for those who “hunger and thirst for righteousness.”


  Jesus’s feeding miracles also foreshadow the Last Supper, where he feeds his disciples (at least symbolically) with his flesh and blood. Jesus claims of the bread on this occasion, “[t]his is my flesh (or body),” and of the wine, it is “my blood” (19).


  Although not a direct part of the Eucharist, as the bread and wine are, a fish became symbolic of Jesus himself. We can see the fish directly symbolizing the Eucharist in the Sacraments Chapel of the Catacombs of St. Callixtus (one of the very first artistic depictions of the Last Supper):
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  Eucharist depicting fish on the table, 3rd Century


  One of the earliest Christian writers, Tertullian (c. 160-225 CE) argued for baptism by saying (and here we can see all of the fish allegories brought together in one conceit): "But we, being little fishes, as Jesus Christ is our great Fish, begin our life [in Christ] in the water, and only while we abide in the water are we safe and sound." (20)


  The first historical naming of the fish as an official visual symbol of Christianity is by St. Clement of Alexandria (whose full name was Titus Flavius Clemens, c. 150-215 CE). In his work, Christ, the Instructor, St. Clement advises Christians to use a dove or a fish or an anchor among other symbols as their identifying “seal”:


  And let our seals be either a dove, or a fish, or a ship scudding before the wind, or a musical lyre, which Polycrates used, or a ship's anchor, which Seleucus got engraved as a device; and if there be one fishing, he will remember the apostle, and the children drawn out of the water. (21)


  

  It is interesting that the “Polycrates” mentioned by St. Clement here was a pagan tyrant of the Greek island of Samos who flourished around 530 BCE and who especially revered the god Apollo, to whom the lyre was sacred. This tyrant’s execution by the Persians (probably by being impaled or crucified) was foreseen in a prophetic dream by his daughter, who saw him “washed by Zeus [rained on] and anointed by Helios [sweated out under the sun].” (22)
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  Seleucus I Nicator (ca. 358-281 BCE)


  The Seleucus curiously mentioned by St. Clement of Alexandria was a Macedonian general of Alexander the Great. As a founder of the Hellenistic “Seleucid Empire” following the division of Alexander the Great’s conquests, he chose to use the symbol of an anchor and fish, as on this 2nd Century BCE silver bowl (produced by one of his descendant-successors):
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  Silver-gilded Seleucid bowl with dolphin-and-anchor


  We must ask ourselves: why would St. Clement recommend using symbols with pagan origins as Christian seals?


  Fully aware of the Crucifixion, St. Clement of Alexandria instead nominates images closely associated with the Greek god Apollo and certain pagan rulers. He does not even mention the Cross at all in his list of appropriate Christian symbols, though he is writing in the late 2nd/early 3rd Centuries.


  Of course, as a literary metaphor, at least, the Cross can still be counted in the earliest Christian symbolism. According to the Gospels, Jesus himself used it allegorically even before he was crucified: “Then he called the crowd to him along with his disciples and said: ‘Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up his cross and follow me.’” (23) Therefore we know that the earliest Christians were clearly aware of the symbolic importance of the Cross. And St. Clement himself refers to the Cross in a literary context. Yet he does not suggest using it as a graphic Christian symbol. (24) Why not?


  Many symbols in the New Testament recur again and again: bread, water, wine, rocks/pillars, etc. Fish are among the most common. Why, then, would Clement refer to pagan sources like Seleucus for a fish symbol instead of sourcing his suggestions to the New Testament itself? While he is clearly aware of the Bible stories, St. Clement seems to cite the “fishing” of the “apostle” in order to justify using the earlier pagan precedent.


  To explain why the first Christians used symbols like a fish instead of the Cross, Christians often suggest that a secret symbol—a so-called “crux dissimulata”—had been necessary in the first centuries because Christians were being persecuted by the Roman Empire.


  According to this explanation, Christians used the fish as a means of recognizing a fellow Christian by quickly scratching it into the sand without any fear of discovery by Roman authorities. And, certainly, Christians who refused to worship Roman state deities could be subject to criminal prosecution and even execution.


  Yet, while it may have been convenient at certain times to have a secret code, it is not clear at all that pagans would have recognized the Cross as a Christian symbol during the first two centuries of Christian history. According to The Catholic Encyclopedia, not more than 20 examples have ever been found of the Cross being used as a Christian symbol during the entire first four centuries.


  It would seem that an outsider would need the same knowledge of an insider to recognize a cross as a Christian symbol at all considering how rarely it was ever used. An outsider had a much better chance of recognizing a fish as a Christian symbol at this time since it was far more commonly used. How could the Cross be so recognizable during this period that disguising it would be necessary? And were these early Christians really in danger of discovery and persecution by the Roman government?


  We now know much more about the treatment of Christians by the Roman Empire. Recent scholarship, such as that of Candida Moss, has revealed that traditional claims about Christian persecution have been greatly overstated. (25) The first Christian catacombs in Rome, dated to the early 2nd Century, were burial sites—not hiding places—just as the Jewish catacombs in Rome were before them. The symbols used by early Christians at their gravesites do not appear to have been any secret, but quite the opposite. They were used to identify the occupants as Christians. And the symbols they used most predominantly were fish and anchors, the same symbols stamped on the Emperor Titus’s coins.


  We will take a close look at these earliest Christian symbols later. First, we need to consider why our modern understanding of Christianity’s origins makes it so difficult to believe that Romans, let alone Roman emperors, could be involved in the creation of Christianity. Our modern impression of persecuting Romans and oppressed Christians has built in a natural aversion to any such possibility.
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  Christians fed to lions, “The Triumph of Faith,” by 19th Century painter Eugene Thirion


  The new discovery of this coin’s link to Christianity proves that within a decade or so of Flavian rule, starting in the early 2nd Century, Christians were publicly memorializing their faith on tombs, with no fear of imperial persecution, even as they used symbols associated with the emperor himself. And prominently buried in one of these tombs, indeed the oldest Christian catacombs, was the granddaughter/niece of three Flavian emperors. Today they are named after her (the Catacombs of St. Domitilla, although her remains were later moved to the basilica of Santi Nereo e Achilleo in Rome).


  Facts like these already cast extreme doubt on the idea that Romans were persecuting Christians in the 1st Century. However, we know that some instances of Christian persecution by Roman authorities did in fact occur. According to our ancient sources, the late 3rd-4th Century Roman Emperor Diocletian and, later, Julian (the notorious “Apostate” from his family’s Christian faith) were explicitly and harshly anti-Christian emperors. Yet, before them, only Decius in 250 CE had enacted any law against Christians. And even under Diocletian, the evidence tells us that by the end of his second year of rule "the ferocity of the persecution [of Christians] had eased off again, and the earlier tradition of tolerance had begun to reassert itself.” (Emphasis added) (26)


  More and more, the evidence suggests that the persecution of Christians was not at all common before the Christian faith started to become the official state religion of the Roman Empire under the Emperor Constantine in the 4th Century. By the reign of Emperor Gratian (359-383) paganism would be vigorously suppressed by the Roman Empire. There is simply no evidence that Christians were driven underground, as commonly depicted in movies and novels—at least not for any extended periods of time.


  The first and only existing documentation of official Roman policy on Christians, dating prior to the brief reign of the hostile Emperor Decius, is this correspondence between Pliny the Younger, governor of the Roman province of Pontus-Bithynia (in modern-day Turkey), and the Emperor Trajan in 111 CE.
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  Pliny the Younger, façade of the Cathedral of St. Maria Maggiore


  Pliny the Younger to Emperor Trajan:


  It is my custom to refer all my difficulties to you, Sir, for no one is better able to resolve my doubts and to inform my ignorance.


  I have never been present at an examination of Christians. Consequently, I do not know the nature or the extent of the punishments usually meted out to them, nor the grounds for starting an investigation and how far it should be pressed. Nor am I at all sure whether any distinction should be made between them on the grounds of age, or if young people and adults should be treated alike; whether a pardon ought to be granted to anyone retracting his beliefs, or if he has once professed Christianity, he shall gain nothing by renouncing it; and whether it is the mere name of Christian which is punishable, even if innocent of crime, or rather the crimes associated with the name.


  For the moment this is the line that I have taken with all persons brought before me on the charge of being Christians. I have asked them in person if they are Christians, and if they admit it, I repeat the question a second and third time, with a warning of the punishment awaiting them. If they persist, I order them to be led away for punishment; for, whatever the nature of their admission, I am convinced that their stubbornness and unshakeable obstinacy ought not to go unpunished.


  There have been others similarly fanatical who are Roman citizens. I have entered them on the list of persons to be sent to Rome for trial.


  Now that I have begun to deal with this problem, as so often happens, the charges are becoming more widespread and increasing in variety. An anonymous pamphlet has been circulated which contains the names of a number of accused persons. Amongst these I consider that I should dismiss any who denied that they were or ever had been Christians when they had repeated after me a formula of invocation to the gods and had made offerings of wine and incense to your statue (which I had ordered to be brought into the court for this purpose along with the images of the gods), and furthermore had reviled the name of Christ: none of which things, I understand, any genuine Christian can be induced to do.


  Others, whose names were given to me by an informer, first admitted the charge and then denied it; they said that they had ceased to be Christians two or more years previously, and some of them even twenty years ago. They all did reverence to your statue and the images of the gods in the same way as the others, and reviled the name of Christ. They also declared that the sum total of their guilt or error amounted to no more than this: they had met regularly before dawn on a fixed day to chant verses alternately amongst themselves in honor of Christ as if to a god, and also to bind themselves by oath, not for any criminal purpose, but to abstain from theft, robbery, and adultery, to commit no breach of trust and not to deny a deposit when called upon to restore it. After this ceremony it had been their custom to disperse and reassemble later to take food of an ordinary, harmless kind; but they had in fact given up this practice since my edict, issued on your instructions, which banned all political societies. This made me decide it was all the more necessary to extract the truth by torture from two slave-women, whom they call deaconesses. I found nothing but a degenerate sort of cult carried to extravagant lengths.


  I have therefore postponed any further examination and hastened to consult you. The question seems to me to be worthy of your consideration, especially in view of the number of persons endangered; for a great many individuals of every age and class, both men and women, are being brought to trial, and this is likely to continue. It is not only the towns, but villages and rural districts too which are infected through contact with this wretched cult. I think though that it is still possible for it to be checked and directed to better ends, for there is no doubt that people have begun to throng the temples which had been entirely deserted for a long time; the sacred rites which had been allowed to lapse are being performed again, and flesh of the sacrificial victims is on sale everywhere, though up till recently scarcely anyone could be found to buy it. It is easy to infer from this that a great many people could be reformed if they were given an opportunity to repent. (Emphasis added.)
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  Emperor Trajan


  What we appear to be witnessing in this correspondence between the emperor and his governor is the first formulation of a Roman response to New Testament Christians. Here is Emperor Trajan’s reply to Pliny the Younger:


  You have followed the right course of procedure, my dear Pliny, in your examination of the cases of persons charged with being Christians, for it is impossible to lay down a general rule to a fixed formula. These people must not be hunted out; if they are brought before you and the charge against them is proved, they must be punished, but in the case of anyone who denies that he is a Christian, and makes it clear that he is not by offering prayers to our gods, he is to be pardoned as a result of his repentance however suspect his past conduct may be. But pamphlets circulated anonymously must play no part in any accusation. They create the worst sort of precedent and are quite out of keeping with the spirit of our age. (Emphasis added.) (27)


  

  Pliny’s ignorance of an existing policy concerning Christians is clear, along with his personal hostility toward them. Interestingly, Pliny thinks the Christians’ meetings are properly forbidden under Trajan’s ban on political groups. But Pliny clearly does not know what the emperor will think about this new problem.


  Any sacrifice or prayer in the presence of pagan images would have been a form of idol worship forbidden in the Hebrew scripture, including the Ten Commandments’ famous prohibition against “making” or “bowing down” to the graven images of polytheistic deities. In this way, Gentile Christians could be detected immediately, Pliny presumes. Jews had been exempted from the requirement to worship Roman state deities. However, as such worship was required of Roman citizens and officials, the failure to do so restricted their social mobility within the Roman world.


  It’s unclear, however, whether these early New Testament Christians would have had
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