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      “Combining some of my ideas—such as Paul as Herodian and Josephus’s “Sadduk” as John the Baptist—with his own theory, Dan Unterbrink suggests a new and much earlier timeframe for Christian origins, claiming that the historical Jesus was actually Judas the Galilean, a rebel leader who came on the scene in 4 BC with the beginning of the Zealot movement.

      “As he sees it, Christian scholarship as a whole has been searching for characters such as Jesus and Paul in the wrong places. Not only does he claim that Jesus was a literary stand-in for Judas the Galilean, but that Paul may have been an active participant in the composition of the Gospel of Mark.

      “Detailing the similarities between the gospel Jesus and Paul’s own life and teachings, Unterbrink claims the former to have been simply a clever blend of Judas the Galilean and Paul. In so doing, he gives his readers much to consider while at the same time challenging what they have always taken to be ‘the Gospel Truth’ and their traditional views.”

      ROBERT EISENMAN, PROFESSOR EMERITUS AT CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY–LONG BEACH AND AUTHOR OF JAMES THE BROTHER OF JESUS AND THE NEW TESTAMENT CODE
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      Foreword

      By Barrie Wilson

      Professor Emeritus and Senior Scholar,

Religious Studies, York University, Toronto

      Scholars have spent years investigating the problem of the historical Jesus. That is, how can we now reliably know what the Jesus of history said and did when Jesus himself wrote nothing, and the gospels were written at least forty to seventy years after his death, composed in light of Paul’s mythologized Christ of faith? The problem becomes compounded when we also realize that the gospels themselves disagree on key elements: What was Jesus’s genealogy? Did he undergo John’s baptism for the remission of sin? Did he teach strict Torah observance? What were the charges against him? Who was responsible for his execution? What were his last words on the cross? Moreover, there are also gospels not included in the New Testament, those from the Gnostic as well as the Ebionite Christian traditions.

      Dan Unterbrink’s insightful book argues that scholars have been looking for Jesus in all the wrong places. Jesus really is a composite figure, a strategic blend of the historical, revolutionary Judas the Galilean with the Christ figure, a divine-human who spoke in and through Paul. This reimagined figure, “Jesus of Nazareth,” was created for polemical purposes in the late first century CE as Judaism faced the task of reconstruction after 70 CE; as Jewish revolutionary messianic movements waned; and as Paul’s religion of faith in the Christ succeeded. Far removed from a Jewish milieu, the gospel authors needed to paint a picture of Jesus more relevant to potential Roman, non-Jewish converts than a Torah-observant Jewish freedom fighter. Many of these would have ventured into Gentile Christianity from pagan backgrounds, from the worship of Mithras, Dionysus, or Isis, for instance. For them Paul’s Christ figure would have been immediately recognizable. So the Jesus of the New Testament is a real person, rooted in early first-century messianic fervor, but covered over with a mystery-religion veneer. No wonder the historical Jesus has been so difficult to uncover.

      Follow Unterbrink’s skillful detective work, honed as a forensic auditor for many years. He is experienced in looking behind complex and sometimes confusing documents to the truth they cover over. Just like financial records the real meaning of the historical Jesus lies hidden beneath the writings of the gospels, the book of Acts, and Paul’s letters. All it takes is a suspicious investigator with a nose for the truth—and for documents that deceive or deflect. Consider the independent testimony of Unterbrink’s outside expert, the Jewish-Roman historian of antiquity, Josephus, whose writings are often overlooked by students of the New Testament. Dan Unterbrink’s block-by-block building of evidence will take you on an exciting intellectual journey into the real identity of Jesus.

      If Jesus is modeled, in part, on the Jewish revolutionary Judas the Galilean, then an earlier dating is required than the one presented in the gospels. Instead of the conventional birth of Jesus around 5 or 4 BCE, before the death of Herod the Great, and a death around 30 CE, this book argues that the dating has to be backtracked by more than a decade. This would place Judas the Galilean/Jesus within the 25 BCE to 19 CE time frame and would position him alongside other messianic figures, such as Simon of Perea and Athronges. Clearly these were troubled times and Jews everywhere longed for the overthrow of the Roman regime and the establishment of the kingdom of God. That yearning built upon ancient Jewish hopes for a better world, one in which God would be worshipped by all humanity, the Messiah king would rule over Jerusalem, peace would be enjoyed, and the righteous rewarded with everlasting life. That was the dream, and many Jewish leaders emerged to help God bring about this new world order.

      Judas of Nazareth starts by orienting the reader in the political and revolutionary world of Judea in the early first century CE, tracing what we can reliably know about Judas the Galilean and his revolutionary movements from Jewish and Roman sources. It is within this context that we can now understand what Josephus calls the Fourth Philosophy, the complex mix of radicals who went by different names—Zealots, Sicarii, members of the Dead Sea Scroll community, and the Essenes, and, yes, the first Jewish followers of Jesus, the group some scholars call the Jesus Movement. All these groups hoped for—and worked toward—a transformed world, one in which they’d enjoy freedom from Roman rule and colonization, liberated from Roman taxation. It would be a time when the worship of the one true God could be carried out without fear of compromise.

      The book then moves to Paul’s perspective, his political connections and his pro-Roman stance. Paul’s was a different religion from that fostered by the Jewish revolutionaries. Just how different Paul’s Christ Movement was from Jesus/Judas the Galilean and his radical followers, Unterbrink makes clear. The thoughtful reader will wonder how and why these two quite different movements ever became associated with each other in the minds of subsequent generations.

      Most importantly Judas of Nazareth shows for the first time the extent to which the four gospels in the New Testament were written in light of the success of Paul’s Gentile religion. While this has been recognized for some time now, no one has demonstrated where and how each gospel is dependent upon Paul’s perspective, his theology, and, to some extent, his experiences. This sleuthing clearly establishes that the gospels cannot be treated as transcripts or as actual history but should be viewed as creative works of historical fiction. They are products of Paul’s mythologized Christ theology and their agenda is intended to serve the interests of the fledgling Gentile Christian communities. Not only is Jesus’s Jewish heritage muted, but these writings are at pains to distance him from fierce anti-Roman messianic fervor. Gone is the messianic excitement, replaced by a perspective that sees Jesus as the savior of all humanity.

      So, according to Unterbrink, Jesus is not just Judas the Galilean but Judas rewritten. He is a messianic pretender, at odds with Rome, a strong advocate of Torah observance, and a revolutionary bent on overthrowing the Roman government. He is presented in the gospels, however, as the anti-Torah, pro-Roman Christ of faith, along the lines envisioned by Paul, with only a thin substratum of the revolutionary, political Judas the Galilean/Jesus of history lurking underneath. The composite figure in the gospels gives us a sanitized hero fit for Gentile consumption. It’s a remarkable creation, but one that the historically oriented reader should treat with extreme caution and skepticism.

      Simultaneously this portrait of the gospel Jesus both complicates and simplifies the quest for the historical Jesus. It complicates the task by rendering the gospels themselves suspect documents in reconstructing the actual sayings of Jesus. They have been overwritten by the Pauline perspective of the Christ as a divine being, a savior come to rescue humanity, so a large portion of what they say can be dismissed as nonhistorical or even antihistorical. On the other hand this portrait simplifies the task of searching for the historical Jesus by allowing us to discount this whitewashed perspective as alien to the Jesus/Judas of history, who attempted to galvanize the Jewish people behind his vision of the coming kingdom of God.

      Unterbrink’s argument proceeds by way of similarities: X is similar to Y. This methodology represents interesting logical analysis. If there were only a few similarities, we could say with confidence that these are coincidences, X being sort of similar to Y. But when the similarities begin to multiply, then a pattern emerges. And that’s where the intrigue of the argument lies. What are we to make of these compounded similarities? Perhaps we will say, X and Y are somewhat the same. Even more radically, perhaps we will agree with Unterbrink and contend that X and Y are, in fact, not just somewhat the same but actually the same.

      Judas of Nazareth is a catalyst for discussion. Some readers will agree with Unterbrink that the problem of the historical Jesus has been solved . . . finally! Others may find that Unterbrink has overstated the case. But even these readers will discover some insightful parallels and a wealth of history. At the very least readers will come to see how radically different Paul was from anything resembling the Jesus of history and his revolutionary movement. Agree or disagree, the reader who investigates alongside Unterbrink will discover much that is new and worth pondering.

      Those who like to explore, who value quests, who enjoy discovery, and who want an evidence-based faith—these are the readers who will find this book engaging and beneficial.

    

  
    
      A Brief Explanation of the Major Political-Religious Movements

      Herodians—This ruling family in Israel collaborated with the Roman occupation. It was founded by Herod the Great in 37 BCE. Paul is a member of this family.

      Fourth Philosophy*1—An anti-Roman religious and political movement, founded in 4 BCE by nationalistic Pharisees Matthias and Judas the Galilean. The movement is also referred to by Josephus as the Zealots, the Sicarii, and the Wonder Workers. They breathe their last at Masada in 73 CE, when Eleazar, the grandson of Judas the Galilean, leads a mass suicide, cheating the Romans of a great slaughter. (See time line in appendix A.)

      Jewish Jesus Movement*—This first-century religious movement of so-called “Jewish Christians” is led by a Jewish Messiah figure. Its leaders include Peter (Cephas)†2 and James the Just. They are Torah-observant and perish during the Jewish war with Rome (66–73 CE). The Jewish Jesus Movement is also known as the Way of Righteousness, or the Way.

      Christ Movement—This Gentile movement springs from the imagination of Paul, through revelations from the Risen Christ. It was antinomian, stressing faith over the Law. Paul’s Christ Movement is ousted from the Jewish Jesus Movement at Antioch, around 44 CE. (See the time line in appendix A.) Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles, is also known as Saul. He was the cousin of King Agrippa I and probably experienced his “revelations” in response to Agrippa’s great successes. This is detailed in part two.

      Jesus of Nazareth Movement—Through this post–70 CE movement, the actual Jewish Messiah is shaped into the likeness of Paul. It evolves from the Christ Movement and survives to this day. (See time line in appendix A.)

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      
        The Scholarly Mistake
      

      Misinformation and improper use of sources have long hampered the search for the historical “Jesus.” I intend to address these scholarly shortcomings by presenting a new thesis about the historical Jesus, focusing primarily on the writings of Josephus, which are often overlooked by scholars who favor the gospel time line.

      I am not trained as a religious scholar and am therefore independent of the scholarly biases. In fact, I spent most of my life as a Medicare auditor. That outsider background may provide an important advantage for me over the religious community of scholars. A good auditor independently assesses information, ferreting out what makes sense and what does not, seeing through purposeful smoke screens. A mediocre auditor simply follows the work of previous auditors. If the previous auditor made a mistake, then the mediocre auditor will make the same mistake. Isn’t this a pitfall of modern scholarship as well? What if earlier scholars are wrong? Should we blindly follow them, just as the mediocre auditor follows his predecessors?

      
        
          ABOUT THE SOURCES
        

        Much of the confusion over the historical Jesus stems from which sources scholars consider most reliable. For the purpose of this book I returned to the primary sources (as noted on the following page), identifying secondary and tertiary sources as such and recognizing these as sources of supplementary information, not historical record.

        
          
            Primary
          
        

        Josephus—Antiquities of the Jews (abbreviated as Antiquities),
The War of the Jews (abbreviated as War), The Life of Flavius Josephus, and Testimonium Flavianum (abbreviated as TF)

        Tacitus—The Annals and The Histories

        Suetonius—The Twelve Caesars

        Pliny the Younger—Letter of Pliny the Younger to Trajan

        Paul’s Letters*3

        Epistle of James

        Philo of Alexandria—The Works of Philo

        The Dead Sea Scrolls

        In part one we examine the histories of Josephus, Tacitus, Suetonius, and Pliny and even touch on the Dead Sea Scrolls. In part two the emphasis is on the letters of Paul and the letter of James. These primary sources all point toward two separate movements: the Jewish Jesus Movement, centered in Judea with James in control, and the Christ Movement, centered on the teachings of Paul throughout the Roman Empire.

        These primary documents are also used to ascertain the accuracy and reliability of the secondary and tertiary sources. This represents an important methodological shift from those who would use the canonical gospels as primary. The rationale for this decision rests on the fact these sources were written by historians with nothing to gain from promoting Christianity.

        
          
            Secondary Sources
          
        

        Gospel of Mark†4

        Gospel of Matthew†

        Gospel of Luke†

        Gospel of John†

        Book of Acts*5

        Pseudoclementine Recognitions

        Book of Revelation

        Slavonic Josephus, War (distinguished from the primary source version as SJ War†6)

        In part three we will dissect the gospels and Acts, using information gleaned from the primary sources. The picture of Jesus of Nazareth must be compared to the one that emerges from the messianic movement described by Josephus, called the Fourth Philosophy, as well as that depicted by Paul. Any secondary source material that conflicts with the primary source material may indicate that the stories being told are more fiction than history.

        The secondary sources flesh out the picture of Jesus of Nazareth (while the Jesus of Nazareth Movement is not cited at all in the primary sources). In the earliest phase of what became Christianity the Jewish Jesus and Christ Movements vie with each other, the Jewish Jesus Movement being one of many Jewish messianic movements. As we shall see out of Paul’s Christ Movement emerges the Jesus of Nazareth Movement, a creation of the late first century CE.

        
          
            Tertiary Sources
          
        

        Justin Martyr (100–165 CE)—as cited by Eusebius in The History of the Church, from Christ to Constantine

        Hegesippus (90–180 CE)—as cited by Eusebius in The History of the Church, from Christ to Constantine

        Irenaeus (130–200 CE)—Against Heresies

        Origen (185–254 CE)—as cited by Eusebius in The History of the Church, from Christ to Constantine

        Eusebius (260–340 CE)—The History of the Church: From Christ to Constantine

        Epiphanius (320–403 CE)—Panarion

        Sulpicius Severus (363–425 CE)—Chronica

        The majority of the tertiary sources support the gospels and Acts (secondary sources). However, even these supporters of the gospel time lines sometimes supply information helpful in constructing the true picture of events in the earliest days of the Messianic Movement.

        The tertiary sources are used sparingly, but they may help clarify and expand on the primary sources. For example, Sulpicius Severus quotes a passage that may have come from a lost chapter of Tacitus. If so, then this tertiary source may provide real information concerning the early Jewish Jesus Movement.

      

      
        
          THE CONTROVERSY SURROUNDING THE SLAVONIC JOSEPHUS
        

        The Slavonic Josephus is a Reader’s Digest version of Josephus’s War. The controversy concerns thirteen passages that relate to the early church, which are not included in War’s original, Greek version. These passages have been labeled as late forgeries by most scholars as they tell a very different story of Christian origins.

        For example, in the traditional Christian story, John the Baptist comes on to the scene in 29 CE. However, the Slavonic Josephus introduces John in 6 CE, right before the introduction of Judas the Galilean. If one believes the traditional story without question, then the Slavonic Josephus version must be wrong. However, if the thirteen passages in the Slavonic Josephus are matched with Josephus’s Antiquities, then we can deduce that the Slavonic Josephus’s John the Baptist matches a figure known as Sadduc, the second-in-command to Judas the Galilean.

        I contend that the thirteen passages are not written by Josephus but by a very early follower of the Jewish Jesus Movement. No medieval scribe would have conceived a different dating for the life of John the Baptist or that Jesus, not Barabbas, is released or that the chief priests give thirty talents of silver to Pilate, not even mentioning Judas Iscariot. In short the Slavonic Josephus has many elements that appear more historical than the gospel accounts. For more on this see appendix D.

      

      
        
          BUILDING ON PREVIOUS SCHOLARSHIP
        

        In my study I have been most impressed by the work of Robert Eisenman, Hyam Maccoby, and S. G. F. Brandon. These scholars worked outside the consensus box. Their viewpoints have been largely ignored, not due to any flaws in their arguments but rather because their arguments rock the boat. I have used their amazing command of the facts in arriving at my own conclusions.

        Robert Eisenman published James the Brother of Jesus in 1997. In that book Eisenman argues that whatever James was, so was “Jesus.” He then meticulously examines the life of James. The conclusion he arrives at is diametrically opposed to the traditional scholarly viewpoint. “Jesus” did not preach against the law of Moses, but, like James, vehemently upheld the Law. In a later book, The New Testament Code, Eisenman connects the Dead Sea Scroll concepts to early Christianity, another scholarly “off-limits” zone.

        The late Hyam Maccoby envisioned a nationalistic “Jesus” who sided with the Pharisees. His 1973 book, Revolution in Judaea, presents excellent background material and attempts to make sense of the “Jesus story” using the historical constraints mixed with common sense. He even makes sense of the Transfiguration and Barabbas episodes, hardly easy subjects to tackle. In 1986 he wrote The Mythmaker, in which Paul is credited with the invention of Christianity.

        In the 1950s and 1960s S. G. F. Brandon published Jesus and the Zealots and The Trial of Jesus of Nazareth, closely connecting the Jewish Jesus Movement with that of the Zealots. He emphasizes that the two groups have much in common. Why more scholars did not follow his lead is beyond comprehension.

        Other current scholars are also working outside the box. Professor James Tabor, author of The Jesus Dynasty, has revisited the Messiah’s family background, so maligned by the gospels. He claims that “Jesus” was not a lone actor but was part of a larger family movement, including his cousin John the Baptist. In this seminal work he traces Jesus’s lineage through several generations: Jesus, James, Simeon, and some later family members. Tabor is chair of the Religious Studies Department at the University of North Carolina, Charlotte, and has participated in some high-profile archaeological digs in Israel relating to early Christianity.

        Professor Barrie Wilson outlines his viewpoint of early Christianity in How Jesus Became Christian, tracing how a Jewish, human teacher and possible Messiah became a Gentile, divine-human savior, all within the space of some one hundred years. He argues that not one church existed in the early years, but rather two: the Jewish Jesus Movement, led by James and Peter, and the Christ Movement, championed by Paul. This insight helps explain much in Paul’s letters, presenting potential answers to very difficult questions about why Paul and James were so much at odds with each other. Wilson also acknowledges that there may be more forms of early Christianity—the Gnostic Movement, for instance—whose existence is difficult to discern today. These might be groups associated with Thomas, John, and Mary Magdalene.

        Independent scholar Margaret Starbird has written many books on Mary Magdalene, including Mary Magdalene: Bride in Exile. According to her the evidence within the Bible points to a married Jesus and that his marriage represents a sacred union. Her research dovetails nicely with Professor Tabor’s theory of Jesus’s family dynasty. If Jesus was married and had children, then the Messiah’s story may be much more complicated than the gospel picture. Barrie Wilson, along with the investigative reporter and acclaimed filmmaker Simcha Jacobovici, has written a new book, The Lost Gospel, that investigates ancient manuscript evidence for a married Jesus and his political connections to the power brokers of his time, including those in Rome itself, the capital of the Roman Empire.

        Finally, Bart Ehrman, a highly respected professor of New Testament at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, says the following in his latest book, Did Jesus Exist?:

        
          	The gospels are filled with discrepancies and contradictions (pp. 182–183).

          	The gospels contain nonhistorical materials, such as the stories about Barabbas and the census (pp. 184–185).

          	Many traditions about Jesus were colored by legend, showing a Christian bias (pp. 185–190).

          	Ehrman believes that Jesus came from Nazareth but even if he did not, that does not prove his existence or nonexistence (p. 191).

          	Many details of Jesus’s life were shaped by Hebrew scripture*7 heroes. For example, the birth of Jesus bears a striking resemblance to the birth of Moses (pp. 198–204).

          	Christians did indeed shape their stories about Jesus in light of other figures similar to him, such as Apollonius of Tyana (pp. 207–209).

        

        Many contemporary scholars of the New Testament would agree with Ehrman. This represents standard teaching in many North American colleges and universities, where the teaching of religion and the Bible are not hampered by faculty bound by denominational faith oaths.

        Ehrman does not deny that a “Jesus” actually existed. His point is that it is difficult now to know what the Jesus of history actually said and did because of the numerous portraits of him developed by later authors for polemical purposes. It is hard to move beyond the mythical Jesus back to the real Jesus who roamed the Galilee and who met a tragic end in Jerusalem.

        I agree with the above-cited scholars on many points. Like Ehrman I contend that the Jesus of history was reinvented by the Christ of Paul and, as we shall see, by much more. Jesus, as portrayed in the New Testament, is really a composite figure, an individual shaped by many differing agendas, combining the actual life of Judas the Galilean with Paul’s life and theology. I also concur that the historical Jesus was married and had important family ties. He followed the Law—the Torah—just like his brother James, and would not have condoned the teachings of Paul. He was an apocalyptic teacher, but was not the Jesus of the gospels. In short we all believe that “Jesus” was a human being and not a god.

        Where do I disagree with most scholars? The fundamental scholarly mistake assigns a primary role to the gospels and Acts. For example, if one believes the chronology of Luke, then Jesus and John the Baptist must have come on to the scene around 29 CE. Since Josephus mentions no Jesus figure in writing about events in 29 CE, scholars claim that Jesus was not an extraordinary figure, excusing Josephus’s omission. However, if we examine the writings of Josephus without being prejudiced by the gospels and Acts, a messianic movement emerges much different from the one found in the traditional picture.

        By placing the emphasis of New Testament scholarship on the gospels and Acts, most scholars have assumed that one uniform brand of Christianity existed in the first century. Sure, problems existed, but any disagreements were resolved according to the account of Acts. However, the primary sources (Josephus, Paul, and the Roman historians) suggest that two early “Christian” movements coexisted, one led by James and the other by Paul. Without understanding this any attempt to find Jesus in actual history is impossible. I suggest that many scholars will never find the historical Jesus due to their inherently flawed methodology.

        So did Jesus really exist? In his latest book, Did Jesus Exist?, Ehrman clearly proves that a Messiah figure existed in the first century CE. However, mythicists*8 can rightly argue that the gospel Jesus did not exist. Even Ehrman admits that much of the gospel Jesus cannot be accepted as fact.

        My viewpoint, which will be argued throughout this book, is that a Messiah did preach the kingdom of heaven to the Jews. So, yes, there was a historical Messiah, but his teachings were absorbed into what we now know as Jesus of Nazareth, reconstructed along lines that would resonate with a late first-century Gentile audience. So, in a sense, my viewpoint is a middle ground between the extremes, between the historical Jesus promoted by the above-mentioned scholars and the nonhistorical savior-god envisioned by mythicists.

        This “Jesus” was the Messiah known to the earliest disciples. He was not part of Paul’s fertile imagination. Ready yourself for the discovery of Judas of Nazareth.

      

    

  
    
      PART ONE

      
        
          The Life and Times of Judas the Galilean and Jesus of Nazareth
        

        
          [image: image]
        

        
          
            THE ROAD TO THE FOURTH PHILOSOPHY
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          1
        
      

      
        Hellenistic and Roman Influences
      

      Throughout Israel’s history, other larger powers invaded and conquered the Holy Land to secure trade routes and to extract great sums of money through taxation. Some individuals welcomed this as a means of procuring wealth for themselves, while others petitioned God to eradicate the foreign influence. This is the world where we must search for the Jesus of history, concentrating on the period from 200 BCE to 70 CE. Before tracing this history an example of Jewish resistance may be enlightening.

      In 2 Maccabees, written in the second century BCE, a powerful story is told concerning a woman and her seven sons. Antiochus Epiphanes, a Greek king wishing to impose his authority on the locals, asks a woman and her sons to eat pork to show their allegiance to the new order. They refuse to disobey the food purity laws given to them by God through Moses. The first son says, “We are ready to die rather than to transgress the laws of God, received from our fathers” (2 Maccabees 7:2).

      In response to their refusal and the first son’s impertinent tone, the king orders that the first son should have his tongue cut out and his extremities chopped off. He then commands that the young man be fried alive in a frying pan. The other brothers and his mother say, “The Lord God will look upon the truth and will take pleasure in us” (2 Maccabees 7:6).

      One by one the first six sons are put to death in front of their mother. To the seventh and last son Antiochus offers great wealth and happiness if only he will turn from the laws of his fathers and eat the forbidden pork. When the last son does not yield to the bribe Antiochus asks the mother to intercede. She responds, “My son, have pity upon me that bore thee nine months in my womb, and gave thee suck three years, and nourished thee, and brought thee up unto this age. I beseech thee, my son, look upon heaven and earth and all that is in them and consider that God made them out of nothing, and mankind also, so thou shalt not fear this tormentor, but being made a worthy partner with thy brethren, receive death, that in that mercy I may receive thee again with thy brethren” (2 Maccabees 7:27–29). The last son stands steadfast, as does the mother, and they die a noble death.

      Seven sons and a mother all die because of the purity laws; they refuse to eat pork. To us this seems absurd, but the Law is not something to be so easily dismissed.

      
        A SHORT HISTORY OF HELLENISM

        To place the people and events from the first century CE in perspective, we must understand the social and cultural milieu in the Middle East in the first two centuries BCE. Jesus, Paul, and James all fit into a broader context and a preoccupation with Jewish identity and survival within a colonized society. Some of this history may be unfamiliar to many readers, but without this background, much of the impact of the New Testament is lost.

        From 196 to 142 BCE Israel is occupied in varying degrees by the Seleucid Kingdoms, Greek in culture and ruled by absolute monarchs. The most famous of the Seleucid kings is Antiochus Epiphanes, who in 167 BCE installs an idol in the Temple and orders all Jews to follow Greek customs. A rebel, named Mattathias, organizes a resistance movement to this Greek presence, and he and his five sons successfully drive the Greeks out of Israel. Mattathias’s five sons are Judas, Simon, John, Jonathan, and Eleazar, of whom the most famous is Judas Maccabee, responsible for the cleansing of the Temple, an act still celebrated by Jews today in the festival of Hanukkah. Maccabean rule lasts until 37 BCE, when Herod the Great assumes power.

        At the very beginning of the Maccabean rule, holy men of that time, known as Hasidim (meaning “godly ones”), support the movement. Many of those supporting the rebellion are poor, creating class warfare that ultimately leads to sectarian division.1

        After the rise of the Maccabees three distinct sects arise across Israel. The first, the Sadducees, originating around 160 BCE, are a small group of aristocratic priests who oppose Maccabean rule. They are much more comfortable with the Greek rulers than with the Maccabean usurpers. However, in time, the Sadducees align themselves with the Maccabean movement, where they can better influence public policy.2 While this may not have been a principled stance it does keep these aristocrats near the center of power. In short the rich co-opt a movement that originally represents the poorer elements of society.

        A second sect arises in opposition to the Sadducees. Called Pharisees this group is of middle-class origin and represents the masses. Their rise dates from the Hasidim’s break with the Maccabean regime because of its secular character around 150 BCE.3

        Pharisees believe in an evolving relationship between God and humanity and are much more likely to be nationalists and social critics of their time. Many early Jewish “Christians” come from the ranks of the Pharisees

        A third sect, known as Essenes, may have been born of a reactionary opposition to Jonathan, who rules after his brother, Judas Maccabee, from 160 to 143 BCE. Many Dead Sea Scroll scholars claim that the Essenes frame this Jonathan as the wicked priest. There may be some truth in this, since Jonathan is constantly forging alliances with different kings and may have been seen as untrustworthy. Even if it were true the purpose of the Essenes is to place Israel on the right path before God, back to the time when the Hasidim supported Mattathias and Judas Maccabee.

        As an offshoot of the Hasidim the Essenes have contempt for the Hellenistic and worldly Sadducees. The Essenes feel that they alone are the true representatives of the high-priestly tradition.4 They hold as their prime goal the pursuit of righteousness. According to Josephus two types of Essenes survive to his time: the main group does not marry and chooses a chaste lifestyle, while a smaller group prefers marriage, arguing that without reproduction the group will soon perish.

      

      
        ROMANS, HERODIANS, AND THE FOURTH PHILOSOPHY

        These three groups—the Sadducees, the Pharisees, and the Essenes—grapple with the political realities that seem to be constantly changing. Shifting alliances are part of the Maccabean strategy to stay in power. Their final alliance is with Rome in 63 BCE. Once allied with Rome a client kingdom does not easily stray to another power. Israel chooses Rome, and Israel suffers the long-term consequences of that decision.

        Rome views client states as a tax resource. In the case of Israel it is deemed prudent to install a client king, who will collect taxes and be a buffer between the people and Rome, the power behind the king. This puppet king is Herod the Great, who rises to power in 37 BCE. One of Herod’s first acts is to capture and execute Hezekiah, the grandfather of Judas the Galilean. From this early time the Herodian family and the family of Judas the Galilean struggle for control of Israel.

        With Herod comes the end of the Maccabean reign.*9 According to Josephus Herod introduces foreign (Greek and Roman) ways to Israel and is vehemently opposed by more Law-abiding citizens. The whole Maccabean movement is swept aside by Herod. While the Maccabees were successful in preventing the encroaching Greek culture from overtaking the law of Moses, Herod was now intent on reintroducing Greek culture to the Jews. Athletic contests and theater productions are just part of this Hellenizing process. What is viewed positively by the Romans (and by modern-day standards) is anathema to religious Jews around the turn of the first century.

        So, with the arrival of the new power, Rome, a new dynasty emerges. The Herodian family works with Rome to gather tax revenues and to bring “civilization” to Israel. Herod the Great builds new cities and even rebuilds the Temple. One would think that the new Temple would pacify the opponents of change, but Herod’s Golden Eagle on the Temple gate (a sign of fealty to Rome) enrages the fanatics and cannot be allowed to stand. Shortly before Herod’s death in 4 BCE two freedom fighters, Matthias and Judas, convince their followers to tear down the Golden Eagle. Herod captures the leaders of this opposition and has Matthias put to death while Judas languishes in prison, awaiting his own death sentence.

        Herod the Great has been in power for thirty-three years (37–4 BCE) and his paranoia borders on psychopathic. He has important men arrested throughout Israel and plans to have them executed on the day of his own death. In that way all Israel will mourn the death of Herod.

        On the day of Herod’s death the insane plan is not carried out. Herod’s advisors know that the murder of good, honest men will forever taint the Herodian family and would probably prompt an uprising. So, at the crowd’s request, Herod’s son, Archelaus, grants tax relief and also releases Herod’s prisoners.

        This may have been the origin of the Barabbas legend: In Mark 15:6–15 Pilate offers to release a prisoner to the crowd, either Jesus or Barabbas, a man connected with an earlier insurrection. The Jewish crowd prefers Barabbas over the gospel Jesus. After the Golden Eagle Temple Cleansing Archelaus releases insurrectionists to the crowd, including Judas the Galilean, to the joy of his followers. Also, in the Slavonic Josephus, the wonder worker is released, not someone named Barabbas. And in some manuscripts Barabbas is known as Jesus Barabbas, which points to Barabbas and Jesus/Judas being one in the same. So the Barabbas legend had a historical background: the release of Judas the Galilean in 4 BCE. This prisoner release is integral to Judas’s story and is invariably woven into the story of the gospel Jesus.

        During the shaky reign of Archelaus (4 BCE–7 CE) many Messiah figures attempt to capitalize on Archelaus’s unstable government. However, backed by the power of Rome, Archelaus captures most of these self-styled Messiahs and has them put to death. Only Judas the Galilean survives (Antiquities 17.269–285).

        In 7 CE Archelaus is stripped of power and the Romans appoint their own man as governor. Coponius arrives in Israel, along with the tax census of Cyrenius, the tax census Luke refers to in his birth scenario for Jesus of Nazareth. Two men, Judas the Galilean and John the Baptist (whom Josephus calls Sadduc), rally the Jews against the tax census, preaching a message of nationalism, where only God would be their Lord and Ruler. As such the rule of Rome cannot be tolerated.

        According to the book of Acts (5:37) Judas the Galilean’s tax revolt ends in total defeat. But according to Josephus Judas’s anti-Roman message resonates with the people and eventually leads to the Jewish war against Rome (Antiquities 18.9–10). So does Judas die in 7 CE, as suggested by Acts, or does he continue his war against Rome for many years? Since Judas’s movement continues to grow, his death at the very beginning of his resistance against Rome does not appear credible. Certainly Judas and John the Baptist continue their resistance movement for many years after the census.

        In 18 CE Pontius Pilate becomes governor. (Josephus places Pilate’s accession to the governor’s office among many events that occur in 18–19 CE.) Pilate does many things to enrage the Jews: he brings his standards, Roman banners or flags bearing Caesar’s effigy, into Jerusalem and also uses Temple funds to underwrite projects (Antiquities 18.55–62). Immediately after these inflammatory acts by Pilate the text of Antiquities describes the death of Jesus of Nazareth. Most scholars reject this Testimonium Flavianum (TF) as a later Christian insertion into Josephus’s text. However, I contend that the passage by Josephus was originally about the death of Judas the Galilean. Earlier in his eighteenth book of Antiquities, Josephus goes to great lengths to explain the importance of Judas the Galilean and his movement. But, according to our current text, Josephus fails to record the death of Judas the Galilean, the greatest of all Jewish resistance fighters. To give Josephus some credit, he must have recorded the death of Judas. This death was simply rewritten as the death of Jesus of Nazareth, a person not previously mentioned in Josephus’s narrative.

        With the death of Judas the Galilean (19–21 CE) Sadduc seizes control of the Jewish Jesus Movement against Rome. Little is known about Sadduc; Antiquities introduces him as Judas’s second-in-command but fails to detail his death. However, noted in appendix B, the Slavonic Josephus equates Sadduc with John the Baptist. If Sadduc is really another name for John the Baptist, then we know that he dies in 36 CE at the hands of Herod Antipas. Afraid of John’s great influence over the masses Antipas puts John to death, hoping to stem any rebellion against his rule. Josephus states that John practiced righteousness and that his baptism was not for the forgiveness of sins, but rather for the purification of the body, as the soul had already been cleansed by righteousness (Antiquities 18.117). This attitude concerning righteousness is consistent with the Fourth Philosophy and mirrored in the Dead Sea Scrolls.

        Shortly after the death of John the Baptist in 36 CE Agrippa I is appointed king over Israel by his close friend, the emperor Caligula. In fact, Agrippa I is a trusted advisor to both Caligula and to Claudius. This tie to the Roman emperors gives Agrippa I great influence, power not wielded by the Herodians since the death of Herod the Great in 4 BCE.

        For many Jews Agrippa I appears as a Messiah figure and is accorded the title “king of the Jews.” In 40–41 CE he tries to persuade Caligula to forgo plans to install a statue of himself in the Temple. Agrippa knows that that would incite a rebellion among the Jews, led by the radical Fourth Philosophy. He fails to convince Caligula to abandon this policy, but shortly thereafter, Caligula is assassinated and the plan is scrapped. Agrippa I then helps install Claudius as the next emperor and becomes Claudius’s trusted advisor. All this time Agrippa amasses more and more power.

        In 44 CE Agrippa I is assassinated with poison. Who is behind this plot to kill the king of the Jews? Certainly the Fourth Philosophy has much to gain by the power vacuum created by his death. Just as Matthias and Judas orchestrated the Golden Eagle Temple Cleansing on rumors of Herod the Great’s imminent death, the Fourth Philosophy now pushes its own agenda. Theudas, a miracle worker who leads his followers out into the countryside and promises to part the River Jordan, is captured and beheaded (44–46 CE). Shortly thereafter James and Simon, the sons of Judas the Galilean, are crucified under Tiberius Alexander (46–48 CE).

        After the death of Agrippa I in 44 CE conditions deteriorate in Israel. Since Agrippa’s son, Agrippa II, is only a child, Rome sends its governors to collect the taxes, and their rule often rankles the native population. It was one thing to be ruled by a client-king, quite another to be ruled directly by Rome. Roman soldiers burn the Torah (Antiquities 20.115–117) and some make lewd gestures to the most religious of the Jews (Antiquities 20.105–112).

        In response to Roman rule the Fourth Philosophy’s tactics change. Instead of peacefully awaiting the return of their Messiah, they take up arms. Some renamed Sicarii by Josephus, so described because they carry a short knife, or sica, under their garments, to be used in assassination attempts.

        By 62 CE the Fourth Philosophy is splintering. Many hope to defeat Rome with arms while others, led by James, the brother of Judas the Galilean, insist on waiting for the Messiah’s return. In 62 CE James is stoned to death on accusations made by the high priest, Ananus, son of the gospel Annas. Enraged by the death of James the Sicarii exact revenge upon Ananus. Interestingly, in his entire chronicle of this period of Jewish history, Josephus never mentions a Jesus of Nazareth Movement.

        With the death of James conditions quickly deteriorate. Within four years war breaks out with Rome. And as one would expect Rome wins the war and the insurgents are summarily slaughtered.

        In this short history we must recognize the major players or groups. The Herodians place their trust in Rome and help rule Israel from 37 BCE to 70 CE, a dynasty lasting over a century. This was a party and a political movement composed of forceful leaders, such as Herod the Great and Agrippa I. For them, Rome represents civilization, advancement, and modernity, and they see Jewish life as compatible with Roman rule.

        Aligned against the Herodians are the followers of Judas the Galilean and John the Baptist, a movement called the “Fourth Philosophy” by Josephus. This group had its beginnings around 40 BCE and survives until its last gasp at Masada, in 73 CE. Eleazar, the leader at Masada, is the grandson of Judas the Galilean. So the Fourth Philosophy is a dynasty and includes Judas the Galilean’s brothers, sons, and grandchildren. Put simply Josephus’s Fourth Philosophy is just another name for the Jewish Jesus Movement.

        The battle between the stalwart Jewish supporters of Rome—the Herodians—and the political activists or extremists—the Fourth Philosophy—dominates the political landscape of first-century CE Israel. The individuals and events in this period cannot be understood without reference to this political dynamic.

      

      
        THE FOURTH PHILOSOPHY’S PLAN OF ACTION

        The Fourth Philosophy does not create new beliefs, but rather incorporates existing ones. As mentioned earlier three other philosophies predate it in Jewish society—the Essenes, the Pharisees, and the Sadducees. Judas the Galilean shows his genius by combining the best of competing movements to his own advantage. Of the three earlier philosophies Judas intertwines the beliefs of the Pharisees with the practices of the Essenes. Since the Sadducees are few in number, oppose the belief system of the Pharisees, and support foreign invaders (Rome), they are left out of this strange mixture.

        The Fourth Philosophy of Judas the Galilean may have had its beginnings prior to the Golden Eagle Temple Cleansing (4 BCE). Before Judas the Galilean teams up with John the Baptist in 6 CE, he is an important and well-respected political activist working with Matthias; their message and struggles parallel those of the earlier freedom fighters Judas Maccabee and his father, Mattathias. Based on their actions, Judas and Matthias may have been associated with either the Essenes or the Pharisees. And a later passage by Josephus concerning the census of Cyrenius (6–7 CE) also leaves us with a mixed picture of Judas’s movement. To pinpoint the exact date of the Fourth Philosophy’s birth may be impossible, but to examine the beliefs and practices is well within our abilities.

        The Essenes have several practices in common with the Fourth Philosophy. Josephus claims that the Essenes are “despisers of riches . . . [with no one among them that] hath more than another” (War 2.122). This dovetails perfectly with the picture of Judas fighting Roman taxation and with later Sicarii burning the debt records to “enable the poor to rise with impunity against the rich” (War 2.427). This love of perfect, communal living is also found in the Dead Sea Scrolls (Community Rule). Jesus preaches a similar message and his disciples practice this in Acts 2:44: “All the believers were together and had everything in common.”

        Although the Essenes are not a majority party, having only four thousand followers (Antiquities 18.20), they have colonies in every city (War 2.124). This seems to be a contradiction, since the number of Essenes cited in War appears much larger than the mere four thousand noted in Antiquities. Josephus possibly conflates the Essene and Fourth Philosophy movements, attributing the popularity of Judas’s movement to the Essenes. But even if the Essenes do have colonies in every city, this would have supplied the Fourth Philosophy with a large pool of possible adherents throughout Israel. When Jesus sends the Twelve Apostles out to proclaim his kingdom (Mark 6:7–13), surely each city has an Essene or Fourth Philosophy community that either supports him or holds him in high esteem. So the spread of the Fourth Philosophy may have been made possible by an existing network of like-minded communities.

        Joining the Essenes is no easy task. In the first year the initiate is excluded from the group, his temperance tested. If he passes the test, two more years of character testing occur within the community. Only when he is deemed worthy, is he then accepted into the fold (War 2.137–138). This is consistent with the Dead Sea Scrolls book Community Rule, which also bears some similarities to early Christian practice. In addition, Paul claims a three-year gap between his conversion and his first meeting with the pillar apostles. This three-year absence may have been his testing period (Galatians 1:18).

        To the Essenes, “Obedience to older men and to the majority is a matter of principle” (War 2.146). I mention this point because it emphasizes the place of high regard held by elders in first-century Jewish society. Unlike our own society, where the elderly are often shunted aside or placed in nursing homes, apart from the everyday troubles of this world, the elders of first-century Jewish society are the teachers and well respected by all. I think it very unlikely that the Messiah was only thirty-three by the end of his career. Judas the Galilean may have been the junior partner with Matthias, but this coupling with an older, wiser mentor would have added to his prestige. By the time of his final push to Jerusalem, Judas would have been in his mid-forties, respected by the masses for his long fight against Rome.

        Of the Essenes Josephus states: “They neglect wedlock, but choose out other people’s children, while they are pliable and fit for learning; and esteem them to be of their kindred, and from them according to their own manners” (War 2.120). The Essenes were so dedicated to following the Law that they viewed sex and marriage as a stumbling block to Torah observance. However, to perpetuate their own views, they had to indoctrinate other people’s children and raise them as Essenes. This may explain why Judas and Matthias teach young men at the Temple. These students are eventually convinced to help tear down the Golden Eagle. This may be a case where the Fourth Philosophy copies a trait from the Essenes, but in pursuit of a different agenda, wishing to build an army of Torah-observant fanatics.

        In many ways the Fourth Philosophy resembles the Essenes. However, in describing the Fourth Philosophy, Josephus compares them with the Pharisees, writing that they “agree with the Pharisaic notions” (Antiquities 18.23) and that Judas the Galilean’s co-teacher Sadduc is a Pharisee (Antiquities 18.4).

        The main thrust of Josephus’s description of the Fourth Philosophy is their insistence on freedom from Roman rule. This thirst for liberty is not the sole province of any one group. Members of both the Pharisees and the Essenes could have been attracted to this freedom message. So, in that sense, Judas’s message may have played quite well with both groups. But Josephus is clear in his identification of Judas and Sadduc with Pharisaic notions. What exactly does that mean?

        [The Pharisees were] esteemed most skillful in the exact explication of their laws. . . . [They] ascribe all to fate, and to God, and yet allow, that to act what is right, or the contrary, is principally in the power of men, although fate does cooperate in every action . . . [and] the souls of good men are only removed into other bodies, but the souls of bad men are subject to eternal punishment. (War 2.162–163)

        When Jesus prays in the garden he believes it is within the power of men to assist God in His triumph over Rome. Although God is the ultimate force in the universe, men are not mere pawns to be moved against their free will. For example, if Jesus believes that humanity cannot assist God, then he and his disciples would not have been fervently praying in the garden. Certainly Moses believes that he can bargain with God. After the people cast a golden calf and anger God, Moses says, “But now I will go up to the Lord; perhaps I can make atonement for your sin” (Exodus 32:30). Certainly the Fourth Philosophy (much like the Jewish Jesus Movement) owes much to the Pharisees concerning these beliefs.

        [The Pharisees] live meanly, and despise delicacies in diet; . . . and what they prescribe to them as good for them, they do. . . . They also pay respect to such as are in years; nor are they so bold as to contradict them in anything which they have introduced. . . . [They believe that] souls have an immortal vigor in them, and that under the earth there will be rewards and punishments, according as they have lived virtuously or viciously in this life, and the latter are to be detained in an everlasting prison, but the former shall have power to revive and live again. (Antiquities 18.12–14)

        The diet prescribed by James and his followers is very strict, as noted by Paul in 1 Corinthians 8. In this respect Jesus’s followers adhere to the dietary laws, as opposed to Paul’s more liberal (non-Jewish) stance. So we have specific teachings that tie together the Fourth Philosophy, Pharisaic teachings, and the Jewish Jesus Movement. In addition, these groups all respect their elders and hold similar views concerning the rewards and punishments accorded to the good and evil. Unlike Paul’s concept of grace, Pharisees and the Fourth Philosophy count heavily on one’s righteousness. As James writes, “Faith without deeds is dead” (2:26). To top it off, the early disciples of Jesus are known as the Way (Acts 24:14) or the Way of Righteousness.

        It is important to realize that this community represents a faction within Judaism. A solid link connects the Pharisees, the Fourth Philosophy, and the Jewish Jesus Movement. Note that both Judas the Galilean and Jesus are called rabbi or “teacher,” a Pharisaic designation. Josephus calls Judas the Galilean a clever rabbi (War 2.433) and Peter refers to Jesus as rabbi in Mark 9:5 (the Transfiguration) and Mark 11:21 (the withered fig tree). We also know that Jesus teaches using parables, as do many other Pharisees. And Judas the Galilean’s second-in-command (Sadduc) is denoted as a Pharisee by Josephus. Thus, the tie between the teachings of Judas and Jesus becomes more evident.

        An interesting passage in the New Testament may help clarify this strange mix of beliefs and practices.

        “Master,” said John, “we saw a man driving out demons in your name and we tried to stop him, because he is not one of us.”

        “Do not stop him,” Jesus said, “for whoever is not against you is for you.” (Luke 9:45–50)

        Such a saying by Jesus is not consistent with traditional Christian beliefs espoused by Paul. “But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let him be eternally condemned” (Galatians 1:18). Yet the attitude by Jesus dovetails perfectly with that of Judas the Galilean, the teacher who brings all types of men together. In terms of the Fourth Philosophy, anyone who shares a desire for freedom from Rome constitutes an ally.

        The unifying factor of foreign occupation makes the Fourth Philosophy powerful and widely embraced. Both Essenes and Pharisees are drawn to this belief system because it takes the best of their practices and adds a touch of hatred for Rome, popular among the masses and among the teachers as well. Judas the Galilean must have been a very charismatic teacher to keep these disparate groups together, but he is helped in this effort by continual Herodian and Roman oppression. Every time the Romans step near the Temple or display their standards, Judas had a ready-made disturbance at hand, reinforcing his new philosophy among the masses. In Acts 21:20, James and the elders say, “You see, brother, how many thousands of Jews have believed, and all of them are zealous for the Law.” Are these followers of James part of the Fourth Philosophy? If so, then the historical Jesus is really the founder of the Fourth Philosophy, or, rather, he is none other than Judas the Galilean, and Judas’s second-in-command, Sadduc, is John the Baptist.
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        Primary Text References to Jesus
      

      In the quest for the historical Jesus, we must first examine the primary sources for any evidence of his existence, seeking out independent witnesses to the Jesus of history, rather than relying on Paul’s Christ of faith, created by the four gospels. To be honest, only a few primary source passages point toward this messianic figure. But any mention is important. Critics of the historical “Jesus” concept confidently state that no such Messiah roamed the Earth during the reign of Pontius Pilate. In their minds the paucity of primary source materials proves their point.

      But how much primary source material should we expect to find concerning this Messiah? Certainly, Josephus should have had extensive knowledge of this Messianic Movement. He is born in the 30s and eventually fights for the insurgents against Rome in the 60s. Josephus would not have excluded “Jesus” from his history of the Jewish nation. After all “Jesus” is a very important first-century religious leader. As such we should expect much from Josephus in our search.

      On the other hand the Roman historians Tacitus and Suetonius, as well as Pliny the Younger, would have had no firsthand information about the early years of the Jewish Jesus Movement. In addition, the Jesus Movement would have held little importance in their worldviews. Rome is the center of the universe, while Judea is a lonely outpost in the vast Roman Empire. At best any mention of the Messiah would have been woven into the narrative, but only as an aside. The “Christian” movement has no hold on them and is not central to their thinking. Anything we can glean from these Roman historians should be considered golden, as their biases are very different from the gospel perspective.

      In addition to these historians, we have the Dead Sea Scrolls. Do the Scrolls mention Jesus of Nazareth or do they point to another messianic movement?

      In our search for the historical Messiah, we will first look to Josephus, then to the Roman historians, and finally to the Dead Sea Scrolls.

      
        
          JOSEPHUS
        

        Three passages from Josephus help determine the identity of the elusive Jesus when analyzed in light of Josephus’s surrounding passages and his time line.

        
          
            Passage 1: The Testimonium Flavianum (TF)
          
        

        Now, there was about this time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a man, for he was a doer of wonderful works—a teacher of such men as receive the truth with pleasure. He drew over to him both many of the Jews, and many of the Gentiles. He was [the] Christ; and when Pilate, at the suggestion of the principal men amongst us, had condemned him to the cross, those that loved him at the first did not forsake him, for he appeared to them alive again the third day, as the divine prophets had foretold these and ten thousand other wonderful things concerning him; and the tribe of Christians, so named from him, are not extinct at this day. (Antiquities 18.63–64) (Emphasis mine)

        In the TF, Josephus supposedly calls Jesus a “wise man” and “a doer of wonderful works,” the “Christ,” and nearly calls him a god by saying, “if it be lawful to call him a man.” In fact, the TF also attests to the resurrection and to the fulfillment of scripture. Did Josephus really write this or was this added by a later Christian? If Josephus actually wrote this, then he was a closet Christian.

        Most scholars dismiss this passage as a later interpolation, not coming from the pen of Josephus himself. First, the tone of the TF is unlike other writings by Josephus; the TF praises Jesus as a doer of wonderful works. By contrast, later in Antiquities, Josephus claims that Wonder Workers are the most dangerous of all the insurgents. This utter disdain for Wonder Workers is absent in the TF.

        Second, Josephus never mentions Jesus before this passage and only once afterward, and this later reference is most likely an interpolation as well. If Josephus considers Jesus to be the Christ, then why does he ignore him completely, aside from this passage? You would think that the Messiah, or Christ, would merit much more attention.

        Very possibly Josephus does mention a Messiah figure at this point in his narrative. He attributes the founding of the Fourth Philosophy to Judas the Galilean, confirming that Judas’s movement thrives in the early first century. Would Josephus have forgotten to relate the death of this great Jewish teacher? Perhaps the TF is simply a later rewrite of an original passage about the death of Judas the Galilean.

        Third, according to Origen (185–254 CE), Josephus “did not receive Jesus for Christ.”1 By the early third century Christian historians know that Josephus never wrote the pro-Jesus TF. However, the TF becomes accepted Christian propaganda by the time of Eusebius in the fourth century.

        And finally, the TF is situated among passages discussing events that occur in 19 CE. This certainly does not accord with Christian traditions, but it does ring true concerning the death of Judas the Galilean.

        In short, when searching for the historical Messiah, we can only conclude that the TF is a rewrite of material relating to a real messianic contender, Judas the Galilean. Other than that nothing in this passage supports the gospel Jesus of Nazareth.

        
          
            Passage 2: The Stoning of James, the Messiah’s Brother
          
        

        And now Caesar, upon hearing the death of Festus, sent Albinus into Judea, as procurator; but the king deprived Joseph of the high priesthood, and bestowed the succession to that dignity on the son of Ananus [Annas], who was also himself called Ananus. Now the report goes, that this elder Ananus [Annas] proved a most fortunate man; for he had five sons, who had all performed the office of the high priest to God, and he had himself enjoyed that dignity a long time formerly, which had never happened to any other of our high priests.

        This younger Ananas . . . was also of the sect of the Sadducees, who are very rigid in judging offenders. . . . [Ananus] thought he now had a proper opportunity [to exercise his authority]. Festus was now dead, and Albinus was but upon the road; so he assembled the Sanhedrin of judges, and brought before them the brother of Jesus, who was called Christ, whose name was James, and some others, [or, some of his companions]; and when he had formed an accusation against them as breakers of the Law, he delivered them to be stoned.

        . . . But now the Sicarii went into the city by night, just before the festival, which was now at hand, and took the scribe belonging to the governor of the temple, whose name was Eleazar, who was the son of Ananus the high priest, and bound him, and carried him away with them; after which they sent to Ananus, and said they would send the scribe to him, if he would persuade Albinus to release ten of those prisoners which he had caught of their party.

        . . . Costobarus also, and Saulus, did themselves get together a multitude of wicked wretches, and this because they were of the royal family . . . but still they used violence with the people, and were ready to plunder those that were weaker than themselves. (Antiquities 20.197–200, 208–209, 214) (Emphasis mine)

        Only the most ardent mythicists claim that James is not the brother of a Jewish Messiah figure. After all Paul twice mentions James as the brother of the Lord (1 Corinthians 9:5 and Galatians 1:19). In addition, many early traditions praise James, which goes counter to the gospel treatment of James and the family of the Messiah. And finally, the book of Acts uses this passage to frame its own version of the stoning of Stephen.

        James, the brother of “Jesus,” actually existed and died. In Josephus’s account, several pieces of information help further our understanding about the Jewish Jesus Movement. First, Ananus, the son of Annas, leads the charge against James. The elder Annas has been chief priest from 7 to 15 CE and directs the arrest and questioning of Jesus, according to the Gospel of John.*10 In addition, this Annas has five sons and a son-in-law who also claim the title of chief priest. That a son of Annas has James put to death is most revealing. The families of the Messiah and of Annas have been enemies from the census of Cyrenius in 6–7 CE. If the elder Annas is behind the crucifixion of the Messiah figure, then Ananus’s attack on the brother (James) can now be fully appreciated.

        Second, after the stoning of James, the Sicarii begin attacking Ananus’s family, kidnapping Ananus’s son and offering him in exchange for ten of their members held in prison by Albinus. Josephus mentions Sicarii and not “Christians” as those avenging the stoning of James. This is important because it helps identify the Jewish Jesus Movement as fanatical nationalists, a far cry from the traditional gospel picture.

        Third, Paul†11 attacks the poorer priests in the Temple after the stoning of James. This too is incorporated into the story of Paul in the book of Acts. However, in Acts, Paul’s attacks are pre–Jewish Jesus Movement, while Josephus has Paul attacking the poor in 62 CE, long after Paul’s ouster from the Jesus Movement at Antioch in 44 CE.‡12

        The passage in question surely depicts the death of James, the brother of the Lord. However, two points must be questioned. First, the passage states that James is the brother of Jesus. This reference to Jesus can only be seriously entertained if Josephus had written about Jesus in an earlier account. As noted above, the TF is a later interpolation. Josephus would not have described James’s lineage by using a totally unknown person (Jesus). Josephus probably does write that James is the brother of someone, replaced by the name Jesus by a later interpolator.

        The second questionable reference relates to this “Jesus, who was called Christ.” Josephus may have written that James’s brother had messianic followers. That would explain why Ananus took action against James, trumping up charges that the Torah-observant James broke the Law. The murder of James is clearly illegal, part of Jewish infighting. However, nothing suggests that James’s Messiah is Jesus of Nazareth. Any such connection is made by a later interpolator.

        
          
            Passage 3: The Conversion of King Izates
          
        

        And when he [King Izates] perceived that his mother was highly pleased with the Jewish customs, he made haste to change, and to embrace them entirely; and as he supposed that he could not be thoroughly a Jew unless he were circumcised, he was ready to have it done. But when his mother understood what he was about, she endeavored to hinder him from doing it, and said to him that this thing would bring him into danger; and that as he were a king he would thereby bring himself into great odium among his subject, when they would understand that he was so fond of rites that were to them strange and foreign; and that they would never bear to be ruled over by a Jew.

        . . . [Ananias, a Jewish teacher, said that King Izates] might worship God without being circumcised, even though he did resolve to follow the Jewish Law entirely; which worship of God was of a superior nature to circumcision. He added that God would forgive him, though he did not perform the operation, while it was omitted out of necessity. So the king at that time complied with these persuasions of Ananias.

        But afterwards, as he had not quite left off his desire of doing this thing, a certain other Jew that came out of Galilee, whose name was Eleazar, and who was esteemed very skillful in the learning of his country, persuaded him to do the thing; for as he entered into his palace to salute him, and found him reading the law of Moses, he said to him, “Thou dost not consider, O king, that thou unjustly break
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