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The Unauthorized Version is a historian’s view of the Bible. It is a book about evidence and historical truth, not about faith. It is unauthorized because it addresses questions which the Bible itself obscures: its authors, historical growth and historical truth. It is not an unauthorized version because other people have authorized their own version and wish to suppress the truth in mine. Those for whom the Bible is a book of faith wish to discover the truth, too. I write as an atheist, but there are Christian and Jewish scholars whose versions would be far more radical than mine. They will find this historian’s view conservative, even old-fashioned, but there are times when atheists are loyal friends of the truth.

My subject is both Hebrew and Christian scripture, and so I have written with Christian readings most often in mind. I have cited Christians’ responses and commentaries more often than Jewish ones because the Bible is a Christian creation. Throughout, I have been aware that its Hebrew texts have had an older life which has not been lived as a Christian Old Testament. That life continues, but it is not the main perspective of my book.

I write, none the less, as an ancient historian who is accustomed to reading the biblical narratives like other narratives which survive from the ancient past. For many readers they are more than that, but they are also that too. I look back on them from outside some of their modern traditions, but my version has evident heroes who have taken on a clearer shape and life as I have written: Israelite piety in the age of Solomon, an unnamed Jewish author in the mid sixth century BC (the Deuteronomist) and Jesus’s ‘beloved disciple’. Others believe that we know next to nothing about the first of them, nothing about the second, let alone about his work or its revisions, and that the third is not the author of a Gospel. I have weighed the contrary arguments and I disagree.

I do, however, have debts to others whose existence is certain, and I do not wish to be credited with originalities which are theirs, not mine. Most of the points I discuss have been discussed with learning and subtlety by many specialists before me. With their help, I have reached and picked my conclusions with care, aware that I know Greek but not Hebrew. I have not set out all my reasons for rejecting the many alternatives of which I am aware. I have cited some of them in the notes to each chapter, but here, too, there are limits, not only to an outsider’s capacity.

When I had almost finished, a friend reminded me that I had once remarked to him that I believed in the Bible but not in God. I had long forgotten this remark, but it must have remained latent in me. Twenty-five years later, this book has turned out to be an explanation of what I meant.
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My views of the early history of the Hebrew Scriptures have been formed by the insights of J. Wellhausen, more than a century ago. Modern attempts to depart from their main principles have mostly confirmed me in the widely shared acceptance that Wellhausen was right. Like many ancient historians, I have gained much from the distinctive approaches of David Daube and Arnaldo Momigliano, scholars who have moved with authority between the Hebrew and the classical worlds. My final chapter owes an evident debt to published work by the former and my chapters 11 and 12 to the life-long interests of the latter. I am also one of the many beneficiaries of the revised edition and translation of Emil Schuerer’s great History of the Jewish People, enriched by the scholarship of F. G. B. Millar, G. Vermes, M. D. Goodman and others. My deepest debt, however, is to the clear vision and the exceptional harmony of style and detail in the writings of E. J. Bickerman on so much which I have chosen to discuss. His Four Strange Books of the Bible remains an envied example, but my chapters on biblical authorship, Judaism after the Exile and especially the trial of Jesus begin from scholarship and arguments which are his.

Ancient historians sometimes write as if all theologians are an inferior species: I have not shared this belief, least of all while writing this book. There are theologians who can alert ancient historians to a strand of fundamentalism in their own writings and too simple a faith in ancient set texts. The second part of the book, chapters 3–10, is a reflection of what I have learned from them, especially from the writings of J. Barr and E. W. Nicholson. The historical chapters in the third part, especially chapters 14–19, have benefited from Oxford colleagues who spoke to a seminar in 1988 on the Bible and History. During it, P. R. S. Moorey, E. P. Sanders, D. M. Lewis, S. P. Brock and M. D. Goodman acquainted me with evidence which I would probably have missed otherwise. Later, P. R. S. Moorey criticized the chapters on biblical archaeology in the spirit in which they were intended and M. D. Goodman coped perceptively with a penultimate text of the entire book. Jeremy Hughes made acute criticisms of the chapters which mainly concern Hebrew Scripture and argued for plausible alternatives which I had dismissed; the general and particular comments of Tessa Rajak pointed me to many of the places where a sense of perspective had been lost. I owe a special debt to Mark Edwards whose insights, criticisms and grasp of the relevant scholarship have guided me away from my more tenuous or ill-thought views. I was also fortunate in the help of William Eaglestone with the index and the criticisms of my publishers, Peter Carson and Charles Elliott. Without Anne Robinson, there would have been no text at all: she has typed my manuscript in its various forms with exemplary skill and patience.

When I quote the Bible in my text, I usually use the King James version, for reasons outlined in my chapter 10. Where a mistranslation or use of inferior manuscripts seriously affects my argument, I have usually cited the Revised Standard Version instead.


PART ONE
1
As It Was In The Beginning
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I

In John’s Gospel, Jesus tells Pilate, ‘To this end was I born, and for this cause came I into the world, that I should bear witness unto the truth. Every one that is of the truth heareth my voice.’ ‘What is truth?’ asks Pilate and does not receive a reply.


The question is the last of four, none of which Jesus answers directly. On the modern stage we are familiar with dialogue in the discontinuous style in which neither party replies to the other’s words. Although there is a wide gap between Pilate and Jesus, their conversation is not quite of this type. Pilate tries three times for a plain answer, but Jesus questions him too, and retains control of the exchange. A direct question about the King of the Jews ends with an open question about truth itself. ‘Jesting Pilate,’ wrote Francis Bacon, ‘would not stay for an answer’ St Augustine suggested that Pilate’s mind had already moved on to the custom of releasing a prisoner at Passover, which he then proposes to the Jews. His question is not a jest, but it bears on himself and his predicament. Pilate puts it to the person who has already described himself as the truth (John 14:6); confronting the truth, he goes out to the Jews and prefers their falsehood.

The question leads us on, but it is not truth itself. It is not so much that the dialogue probably involved a third person: Pilate did not know Hebrew or Aramaic and it is highly unlikely that Jesus spoke Greek. It is likely that an interpreter would have been needed, although the Gospels do not mention one. The problem, rather, is that each Gospel gives a different version of what was said and done. An unknown interpreter, or Jesus himself, did not give the authors the exact words of the meeting: the fourth Gospeller’s are his own invention.

The final question which Pilate asked Jesus has not lacked answers since and is very far from being settled. Philosophers have taken it to levels of ever increasing subtlety, but two types of answer still underlie most of their arguments. On one view, truth consists in correspondence to the facts, the theory of correspondence; on another, truth consists in coherence with a general system of beliefs, the theory of coherence. I intend to take Pilate’s question and turn it back on the Bible itself. First, I will explore the view that the Bible’s very nature and origin give it a coherence which answers Pilate’s question. Then I will explore its narrative to see if there is a level at which it corresponds to fact.

Explorations do not give full answers, least of all through texts as varied as the scriptures. Parts of them would be badly misread if explored only for factual statements: the psalms, the proverbs, the books of Job or Ecclesiastes, parts of the Christian epistles. Here, thought Matthew Arnold, we find ‘words thrown out at an immense reality, not fully or half fully grasped by the author, but even then, able to affect us with indescribable force’. They do not refer to factual truth: ‘the Bible is literature, and its words are used like the words of common life and of poetry and eloquence, approximately, and not like the terms of science, adequately’. These parts may affect us, still, with an ‘indescribable force’ but its causes are not so obvious. Is there an ‘immense reality’ for which they are somehow straining? Or is it that we enter into what they say because of how they say it, and because we can share as fellow humans in what they are putting into words?

For many people, an answer rests on faith: it does not depend on factual truth. With or without faith, it would be absurd to read these parts of the Bible literally, marking down each sentence for exact truth or falsehood and ignoring its metaphors and wonderfully approximate words. However, the Bible is not always a text of this type. It does also refer to events and persons, from the origin of the world to its imminent end. Here, too, it often interprets what it describes; here, too, its language can be marvellously approximate; but it also narrates, refers, and prophesies. It therefore invites the question of truth. It is as a historian that I will explore it, accustomed to putting Pilate’s question to written evidence from the distant past.

Hebrew scripture, the Christian Old Testament, begins with the Creation of the world; two Gospels in Christian scripture, the New Testament, begin with the story of Jesus’s Nativity. These beginnings have their own rich histories, both a history of their origins and a history of their changing interpretations by artists and readers. Nowadays, they conflict with scientific knowledge, which rejects the idea of a virgin birth or a Creation, not evolution, in only six days. Yet without this knowledge they had already engaged historians and careful readers who were testing for truth’s two pillars: coherence within the story and correspondence with facts outside it.



II

The Bible begins with two distinct stories of Creation. From Genesis 1 to 2:4, God creates the world in six days and rests on the seventh. By his word of command, he separates light from darkness, heaven from earth; grass and trees emerge; sun, moon and stars begin to shine; birds and great sea-monsters begin to breed and multiply; the earth brings forth animals and creeping things; God creates human beings in his own image and divides them into man and woman. They are to be fruitful and multiply, rule over the animals, fishes and birds, and eat all the herbs, fruits and trees of the earth. The first Creation is to be vegetarian and remains so until God’s orders to Noah in Genesis 9:1–3.


This text does not give a detailed account of how God did it. Like God, it moves mysteriously, from the separation of light to the subsequent creation of stars, from the ‘Spirit’ which moves, or disturbs, the void to the creation of man in God’s image, phrases whose Hebrew meaning is still not pinned down, perhaps because it was never precise, not even to the author himself. Already, approximate language confronts us, thrown out at ‘immense reality’: the ‘Spirit’, perhaps, is a wind, not a brooding presence poised above this void. Its movement is almost certainly like the flapping of wings, according to its latest scholars, yet it is not winged itself; it is a moving, unseen force which is left for us to envisage as either gentle or turbulent. My idea of this wind is an unpredictable gust, rousing the void, then blowing over briefly, a wind which would make doors swing and sand fly.

To us, but probably not to the author, the very first verse can be taken in several ways, as the independent sentence of our Bibles (‘In the beginning God created…’) or as an opening clause which is subordinated to the next two verses (‘In the beginning of God’s creating… the earth was waste and void’). Language alone does not decide between the alternatives, which have different implications. Did chaos exist already when God went to work or, as usually thought, did God create chaos too? What exactly does the Hebrew word for ‘create’ mean? The second day has also seemed problematic. On each day God is said to have approved his work (‘And God saw that it was good’) except on the second, the separation of the waters by a firmament. Here, God is silent in the Hebrew text, a silence which troubled some of his careful Jewish readers. Their answers are known in the early Christian era: God, they suggested, had withheld his approval because the second day was one of division, breaking the unity of the world. The reason was perhaps simpler. At verse 8 the words of approval may have fallen out of the Hebrew text which they used in the second century AD; they are present in earlier Greek translations which perhaps used a better Hebrew manuscript.

On one possible reading of this story, mankind was never solely male but was split into male and female immediately after Creation. At 1:27 Hebrew words which are not specific have been understood as not sexist, allowing a feminist reading in which God first created an ‘earth creature’ and man did not exist before woman in God’s plan. On a separate point, however, the author was quite certain: sabbatical leave, though perhaps not woman, was as old as the history of the world. God, he asserted, did his work in six days and rested on the seventh, blessing it and hallowing it. He was pleased with his work (‘behold, it was very good’). He gave mankind some simple orders but no prohibitions. Nothing confused their relationship.

Readers other than Jews, Christians or feminists took a critical view of this story long before Darwin refuted its details. Philosophy was a Greek, not a Jewish, invention, and when its thinkers became aware of Genesis in a Greek translation, they found its Creation quite unconvincing. True Greeks, they complained that the text showed no interest in the materials with which God must have worked and which must have existed before he made them into his world: they agreed with our Bibles’ usual Hebrew translation of the book’s first verse. The famous doctor and philosopher, Galen, referred in the mid second century AD to objections which Greek thinkers would naturally raise: the author of Genesis ‘believes everything to be possible with God, even if he wishes to make a bull or a horse out of ashes’. The more we discover about other stories of Creation in ancient texts from the Near East, the less unusual this ‘creation by word alone’ has come to seem. This knowledge has not made it any more credible.

The story, however, is widely believed to have impressed one pagan reader on other grounds. We have an anonymous book of literary criticism, On the Sublime, which was written in Greek by a pagan author, ‘Longinus’, under the Roman Empire, probably in the later first century AD. This book quotes a version of God’s opening words in Genesis (in antiquity, texts of it varied) and praises them for their sublime style. ‘Let there be light, and there was…’ This noble imperative suited the noble work of God. Since the seventeenth century, and especially in the eighteenth, this comment has been prized as an outsider’s tribute to the power of the Bible as literature. ‘The Bible is being ranked among the classics on purely secular grounds,’ wrote C. S. Lewis: ‘it would be difficult to cite strict parallels from the ages that follow.’ However, the passage breaks up the flow of ‘Longinus’s’ text and intrudes oddly between two connected allusions to Homer’s poetry. It is arguably a later addition, made by a Christian reader in the text of this pagan book and then passed down, as often happens, in the surviving manuscripts by later copyists. If so, the first praise of the Bible as literature would itself be a cautionary tale: it is an insertion into another man’s text.

At Genesis 2:4 scripture’s author refers to his own handiwork: ‘these are the generations of the heavens and the earth when they were created’. On the usual view, these words refer back to the seven-day Creation which the author has just described, but elsewhere in Genesis, nine times in all, this wording refers to what follows. If they look forwards here, too, they would help to connect the seven-day story to a second story of Creation: from the second part of 2:4 the author gives a second account of Creation which goes on to tell us about Adam and Eve.

Whether the words in 2:4 look forwards or, more probably, backwards, they cannot conceal that this next stretch of narrative flatly contradicts the first. The world exists, we are now told, but as yet there are no plants or herbs or rain (2:5). God takes earth, the ‘dust from the ground’ (in Hebrew’ adamah), and fashions man (‘adam), as if the similarity of two words points to a real connection between two objects. Unlike the Creation at Genesis 1:27, this Creation is specifically male; here, man exists before vegetation, but at 1:12 the grass, herbs and trees had been created on the third day and mankind had had to wait until the sixth.

In a beautiful image, God animates his handful of dust by breathing into it, a puff of divinity which later thinkers connected with each human being’s awareness of an inner conscience, our guide from God. God places his animated clod in Eden, whose luxuriance includes two particular trees, the tree of knowledge and the tree of life. God then speaks his first words to his gardener, a genre with a long history; he gives him a command and a prohibition, and he backs them up with a warning of death: ‘Of every tree of the garden thou mayest freely eat: But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not eat of it: for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die.’ Nothing is said here about the tree of life.

Noticing that man is alone, God creates the birds and beasts, and brings them to man for naming: he creates woman to be man’s helper from one of his ribs; man calls her ‘wo-man’ (‘out of man’); the text connects her creation with subsequent childbirth and sexual union (‘one flesh’). The pair are naked until the serpent tempts the woman by distorting God’s prohibition, perhaps in a leading question: ‘yea, hath God said, ye shall not eat of every tree of the garden?’, as if every tree had been banned, not one or two. In reply, the woman refers to one tree only and strengthens the command: ‘God hath said, ye shall not eat of it, neither shall ye touch it, lest ye die’, although God had forbidden only eating. The serpent correctly assures her that death will not follow if she disobeys. The human couple eat and are enhanced, and God does indeed go back on his warning. Having threatened his gardener with the death penalty, he relents and expels his couple to a life of hard labour. Like man and woman, God has his freedom and exploits it: when first used as a deterrent, so the Bible tells us, the death penalty fails and deters nobody.

The first story of Creation divides time, from the first day to the seventh; the second story divides space, a garden from the world and two particular trees from the rest of God’s arboretum. More than the first story, the second is an Eden of unanswered questions. In Hebrew, its puns proliferate like Eden’s greenery, but their plays on words support the story, as if similar names are pointing to connections in the world; the sequence of events raises problems of timing and motive, relations between the sexes, sexuality and death. What exactly was the status of the first woman as man’s helper: was she equal or subordinate until they disobeyed? How are we to imagine our first parents’ first hours? Were they naked but immortal, so long as they stayed in innocence: childlike, perhaps, as we nowadays so easily picture them, until they discovered the facts of life and fell upwards into adult life? Or were they mortal from the start and always sexually active in their first garden of bliss, as many Jewish rabbis and John Milton presented them? What, then, of the timing: if Adam and Eve had sex in Eden, was Cain, their wicked child, conceived in Paradise? Surely not, but events must then be packed into a single day. April 22 was once a favourite candidate: if Creation occurred at noon and the Fall before dusk, there was not much chance of conception meanwhile. Sex, like the serpent, rears its head behind so many of the details. What exactly was the knowledge which the fruit of the tree bestowed: was it moral, universal or sexual? Why was the serpent so bothersome? On one view, he was thought to be jealous because he had watched the human couple making love in the garden.

Adam’s predicament, too, is unclear. If God wished to give him a helper, why did he create a woman? St Augustine wondered why he did not create a helpful male gardener instead. Woman was not even God’s first production: when ‘for man there was not found a helper’, God’s first response was to create the birds and beasts. Did he think that an animal might have sufficed? When he did create Eve, Adam welcomed her: ‘At last, this…’ One Jewish scholar suggested that the animals had to come first, so that the sight of them mating would fire Adam to realize what he was missing: ‘At last, my turn.’ God also brought each beast to him for naming: does not naming presuppose a more intimate ‘knowing’? ‘And you, I think, shall be called “hedgehog”…’

The two stories, the seven-day sequence and Genesis 2:5–3:24, tell of two different Creations, both of which cannot be true because their details contradict each other. Man, beasts and plants are created in two different sequences, and man and woman are made in two different ways. Alert readers in antiquity did notice the contradictions, and in the Christian era we know of educated Jews who tried to explain them. Like many readers afterwards, they assumed that great problems in scripture must point to a meaning beneath the text which bound it into an inspired whole. Gardens, serpents and double Creations were pointers to a deeper set of hidden truths: Jews who knew Greek philosophy believed that the first Creation of man ‘after God’s image’ was an ideal Creation in God’s mind, whereas the second, from earth, was his Creation in the visible world. Some even believed that the first Adam had been a hermaphrodite, and that division into the two sexes had had to wait until God’s second attempt.

Literal readers still held to the text’s story and opposed these hidden meanings, but many Jewish scholars and readers, many Christian thinkers in the early Church and philosophers in the Renaissance took their nonexistent presence for granted. Their reasoning was straightforward: the contradictions in Genesis 1–3 were so obvious that they must be deliberate. The alternative was to believe that the two stories referred to two different Creations, and that both could be true. In the mid seventeenth century, a French Protestant scholar, Isaac La Peyrère (1594-1676), argued that the first Creation had been the work of the non-Jewish peoples, and the second of Adam’s particular race, the Jews. This idea of pre-Adamite people made brilliant sense of contemporary problems. It explained the conflict between the Bible’s chronology for Adam and the much older and longer chronology of world events which was given in Greek and Egyptian authors and was newly reported in Indian and Chinese texts. It explained why people other than Adam’s family were mentioned in the story of Cain and his punishment (Genesis 4). It also solved the origins of life in the Arctic and the Americas which the new age of exploration had recently discovered. Americans, it emerged, were not long-lost children of Adam, tugged west from Eden by continental drift; like the Eskimos, they were pre-Adamites, descended from the first Creation of multiple races who were made in God’s image at Genesis 1:27. This pre-Adamite theory was passionately discussed throughout Europe and had a far-reaching impact on theories of history and race. If scripture’s story from Eden onwards was only the history of Adam’s Jews, the earliest histories of other peoples could be reconstructed and criticized without detracting from the Bible’s authority. If there were two Creations, one for the Gentiles, one for the Jews, it was natural to ask which Creation was superior. Moulded to and fro, La Peyrère’s idea of two Creations helped to liberate historians. Despite its author’s intentions, it became a support for racial slavery and anti-Semitism which lasted into the nineteenth century.

In fact, the two Creations arose from a much simpler cause: they had been written by two different authors at different times. The truth was first published by a German minister, H. B. Witter, in an academic study in 1711. Nobody paid any attention, and credit usually goes to Jean d’Astruc, doctor to Louis XV, who diagnosed two sources for the opening chapters of Genesis in 1753. Moses, he argued, had edited the book from four separate texts which could still be ‘decomposed’ by attentive readers. Refined and enlarged, the idea became common currency among scholars by the end of the century.

Since then, we have seen through the belief that Moses wrote or edited the text. The first story, we now know, was the second in time. It was written by a Jewish priestly writer who took the sabbatical view of Creation; other parts of his work are components of Genesis and its succeeding books, Exodus, Leviticus and Numbers. The date and possible revisions of his work are still disputed, but the likeliest view is that it was written as a unity in the later sixth century BC: most of the Jews had been in exile from their homeland, and the Sabbath, their holy day, took on a particular prominence in religious texts of this period. The day which they saw as a focus of Jewish life was seen by the priestly author as a focal point in God’s Creation. The second story tells of the Garden, Eve and the Fall, and was written much earlier, probably during the eighth century BC, although some interpreters still look fondly back to an origin c. 930–900. Its Jewish author, too, is an identifiable source for other parts of Genesis and its succeeding books. As his work shows no direct knowledge of a great catastrophe, the fall of Israel’s northern kingdom in c. 722 BC, he probably wrote before it happened. If so, his story of Creation and the Fall belongs in the same age as a famous neighbour, just to the west of it. The first pagan Greek writings on the origins of gods and human hardship survive in the poetry of Hesiod (c. 730–700), where they owe an ultimate debt to myths and stories which Greeks had learned through Phoenicians, neighbours to our Creationist’s Israel. In Hesiod’s poetry, too, a story of origins is combined with a myth of the first woman, Pandora, as the origin of mankind’s miseries. In the history of women, the eighth century BC is a dark and all too inventive era.

The achievements of the two authors in Genesis have been variously assessed. On one view, the tale of a seven-day Creation is not story but doctrine, ‘ancient sacred knowledge, preserved and handed on by many generations of priests, repeatedly pondered, taught, reformed and expanded’. The author did not create Creation: he simply wrote down what qualified people had been telling each other for years. The special importance of the Sabbath, however, suggests that the story was also a child of its sixth-century times. Unlike the language of Homer’s Greek poems, there is nothing in the two stories’ language or style which points to their oral composition. For all we know, each story could have begun as the personal version of a single author, writing at odds with many of his contemporaries.

These stories were heirs to other stories, traces of which (especially to great German scholars) show up like secret writing between the lines of what we now read. As heirs, the authors must (on this view) have been self-conscious about this debt: how, then, could they have thought they had written the final truth on their subject when they used or knew older stories which disagreed with them? The author of Genesis 1, being later, was surely aware of the earlier story of Eve and Eden: the story in Genesis 1 is not so detailed, and so ‘we have a very clear indication of a gradual development towards extreme reservation about how the process of Creation took place’. This reservation is even claimed to have consequences for ourselves: ‘the whole account is permeated by the wish to approach in awe the secret of Creation which is not accessible to the human mind, so we too can research into it, provided we respect this ultimate secret’. But we might know better than an author of the sixth century BC.

Neither of the stories is a straight narrative. They use direct speech; they tell us what God said and thought; their persons utter praises and speak of the future. Did the authors themselves believe that everything happened as they described? It is we, not they, who try to save their credit by calling their stories myths, as if they aimed only to express a general truth, God’s involvement in Creation, perhaps, or his gift of moral freedom to humans. The first story and its seven days are not a myth, but a remarkably unmythical beginning, quite different from the myths of gods, creations and battles with chaos which were known in other Near Eastern cultures: God does it all without any struggle or opposition. The second story is harder to judge. Stories of our first parents and a Creation from earth are well known in other cultures, although we do not happen to know of a specific creation of woman in surviving Near Eastern stories: did the author of the second story believe that almost everything happened just as he described? What is myth to us may not have seemed mythical to him. When the early Greek poet Hesiod told of the origins of the gods, and then of woman, he began by telling how the Muses appeared to him, promising truth, not lies; he then told myths, in our opinion. What we call a myth or story, therefore, could seem true to an early author, even when he raised the distinction of myth and truth himself.

We cannot know the authors’ intentions, but posterity, certainly, took the stories to be true. Some while after the two stories had been written, almost certainly before 400 BC, a third writer combined the two into one. Probably, with time, the two stories had become too well known for either to be excluded; we now emphasize their contradictions, but perhaps their editor was impressed by their dissimilarities. The first story told of the origin of the universe, whereas the second dwelt on man’s predicament, a separate theme. However, their contradictions were blatant; they were even more blatant if the words at 2:4 about the ‘generations of heaven and earth’ already stood in the first priestly version and rounded off its story. Did the editor, perhaps, see the conflict and begin with it for a reason: to warn us that Creation was a matter on which opinion prevailed, but not fact? If so, it took Darwin to make readers perceive the intention. Those who count the contradictions elsewhere in his edited book, and know the habits of editors with what they receive, will prefer the obvious view. The creator of Genesis inherited two stories of Creation whose general themes looked different, and so he put them one after another as if they were complementary. A few chapters later he did the same with two contradictory stories of the Flood.

His edited text has found many readers ever since, but there are few direct references to its stories of Creation in the books which became Hebrew scripture, the Christians’ Old Testament. There is no mention, surprisingly, of Eve’s temptation or the drama of the Fall, although these topics did fascinate later Jewish authors. Not until c. 200 BC, in the writings of Ben Sira (author of our Ecclesiasticus), do we find Eve’s fall cited as the origin of sin and death. It has been pointed out that by Ben Sira’s lifetime Jewish women could have rights which they did not enjoy in biblical times. They were married with dowries; they could inherit and bequeath property; personal contracts of marriage might be drawn up on their behalf, setting out terms which the husband should observe. To Ben Sira, good wives were rare, and women of any spirit were the ultimate root of evil.

Inside the Bible the famous references to the story are all Christian. In Mark’s Gospel, Jesus alludes to verses in the Creation stories in order to go beyond the Jewish law and support his strong stand against divorce: ‘God made them male and female’ (Mark 10:6); ‘For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and cleave to his wife; And they twain shall be one flesh’ (Mark 10:7–8). Mark’s Jesus quotes from the two contradictory stories as if they hung together and relates them to a topic to which they had not referred. ‘God made them male and female’ – but why should they therefore not divorce each other? It has even been suggested that Mark’s Jesus agreed with those of his Jewish contemporaries who thought that God’s ‘earth-creature’ was a hermaphrodite, uniting both sexes in one. Later, the Christian author of the First Epistle to Timothy cited the Eden story to justify status for Christian women. ‘I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the man’ (I Timothy 2:12). Adam was superior because he was formed before Eve; Eve was deceived, whereas Adam was not. Here, the author quoted only from the second story; in the other, it is not clear that man was created first. He also distorted it: Eve was deceived first, but, on a reasonable view, she beguiled Adam, who transgressed too. According to the epistle, woman could be saved through childbearing. However, Genesis does not say anything comparable. Rather, it describes the pangs of childbirth and fertility as a punishment for Eve’s disobedience.

These texts were creating new scripture by constructive abuse of the old, a process which reaches a climax in the letters ascribed to Paul. At Ephesians 5:31–2 the author inclined to believe that the union of man and woman (‘one flesh’) was a mysterious reference to the union of Christ and his Church; this hidden meaning is not at all in Genesis. At Romans 5:12–18 Paul himself tells his Roman Christians how through one man, Adam, sin ‘entered into the world’ and by the sin of one man death reigned too. These famous verses have inspired whole theories of sin and original sin which have changed many Christians’ perspective on human nature. It seems clear that the Fall of Adam and Eve was not just the moral tale of a single couple’s fate: the story was meant to be the origin of a change for all subsequent humans. It is not, however, stated that what originated was sin or sinfulness, words which occur nowhere in the Hebrew text. It was St Augustine who ended by arguing that original sin had been transmitted to each of us through Adam, a view which he backed up by Paul’s language in Romans 5. However, he followed a mistranslation of it, based only on a Latin version of the text. Paul’s Greek had merely said that ‘death passed upon all men, because [in that] all sinned’; Augustine followed an author who mistook it to say ‘death passed upon all men because of Adam, [in whom] all sinned…’ Original sin was read unnecessarily into Genesis and was then forced on to Paul by a wrong translation of his writings.

In Genesis, nothing prevents us from thinking that Adam and Eve from the start of their lives had been expected to make love, reproduce and eventually die. After sentencing them, God tells Adam that he will sweat for a living until ‘thou return unto the ground; for out of it wast thou taken: for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return’. Toil, not death, is to be his punishment; death had always been part of the couple’s dusty nature, and even now, it befalls them only after long years outside Eden. Through Adam toil is added to man’s work, the toil of hoeing, weeding and back-breaking labour on every plot of ground. Through Eve come woman’s pains of childbirth. The two of them transgress by disobeying and eating from the tree of knowledge: ‘disobedience: man’s original virtue’, remarked Oscar Wilde. They are expelled from Eden not in order to die, but so that they will not go on to further crimes and taste the tree of life (Genesis 3:22). Through Adam and Eve’s misconduct, we are not condemned to death. We are condemned to hard gardening and painful childbirth; we are also denied the chance of stealing eternal life.

‘Every commentator,’ remarked Voltaire, ‘makes his own Eden.’ In Christian hands, the story looks forward from Adam’s sin to Christ’s redemption or the parallelisms which are expressed in Christian art, between Adam’s naming of the beasts and early Christian miracles, or Adam and Eve’s expulsion and the Annunciation to Mary, the modest second Eve. Sexuality, however, has continued to slip falsely into the story’s gaps. The fruit of the tree was an aphrodisiac, in Augustine’s opinion, and caused sexual lust to conquer our will. Many artists, including Dürer, placed a cat, about to pounce, beneath the tree from which our parents ate; cats (respected by Muslims) had become symbols of sexual desire in early Christian literature. We have to think away long centuries of later theology to see Adam and Eve in Eden as Rembrandt drew them: earthy, rugged humans, not childlike creatures without any sexual knowledge.

When pressed to the letter, the story is unfair to serpents and women, let alone to cats and apples (the fruit is not specified). ‘Who sinned?’ wrote John Donne, aware of the paradox, ‘T’was not forbidden to the snake/Nor her, who was not then made’ (God’s prohibition to eat of the tree is not addressed to the serpent; it also occurs before Eve has been created from Adam’s rib). Yet a woman’s subordinate desire for her husband is one of the punishments for the Fall. In seventeenth-century England, women were encouraged to ask forgiveness in their prayers for the sins of Eve. A similar prayer is still demanded from Jewish women by one minority group in Israel.

The opening chapters of Genesis do not meet the requirement that truth should cohere: they are made up from two contradictory sources. They do not correspond to the facts, for we now know more of the age of the world, the fact of its evolution and the process which stretched beyond six days of work or a garden of greenery near the Euphrates River: our Eve has been traced back to Africa, while Adam is imagined as a pygmy. Totally untrue, the stories have been cited untruly to make yet more scripture, but they continue to be an arena for the imagination. In the sixteenth century Canterbury’s cathedral was emptied of its relics and lost its handful of the dust from which Adam was created. But the stories still speak to modern interests, to the relation of mankind and the animals, the rights of men and women, the explanation of stories round pivotal or underlying themes. Ecology, feminism and the structuralist study of myth: each new intellectual interest finds matter in Genesis. For the Bible never says that Eden was destroyed: somewhere, it may be out there, alive in gardens of the mind. In India there is a tree known as Eve’s apple which bears yellow fruits with a dent in them, as if someone has taken a bite, then stopped. Gardens, meanwhile, require constant weeding, and childbirth can still be extremely painful.



III

The Creation of the world was an old and uncertain subject, but the New Testament begins with the birth of Jesus, the start of a new era which is very much nearer to its Gospels’ date. The details of the first Christmas seem very specific. We hear them each year as Christian lessons, Herod, Bethlehem and that seasonal nightmare, a ‘decree… that all the world should be taxed’: the taxing included a poll tax. The little town of Bethlehem has grown as a place of pilgrimage, and in many Churches the story is read out as the ‘word of the Lord’.


The story is not present in every one of the Gospels. Mark’s begins with Jesus’s baptism and omits any story or dating of the Nativity. John’s is equally reticent. Of the other two, Matthew’s connects Jesus’s birth with the later years of King Herod the Great and locates it in Bethlehem, while Luke’s connects the Annunciation with the reign of King Herod and the Nativity with Bethlehem and a specific event. ‘And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus, that all the world should be taxed. And this taxing was first made when Quirinius was governor of Syria.’

King Herod and Quirinius, Augustus and the taxing of the world, are people and matters which relate to the contemporary Roman Empire and the evidence of its non-Christian histories, coins and inscriptions. Whereas scientists have tested the stories of Creation to see if they correspond to the facts, it is for historians to test the stories of the Nativity to see if they correspond to historical truth. It is not that there was no Nativity or that Jesus was not a historical person. The question is merely whether the Gospels’ stories knew when and where he was born. This question was decisively answered by a Christian minister, Emil Schuerer, in his massive History of the Jewish People which began to appear in 1885. What Schuerer demonstrated still underlies all informed discussion of the truth. There have been many attempts to evade it since 1885, but when Schuerer’s great work was revised in a new English edition in 1973, its two eminent revisers answered these attempts in their supporting notes and correctly left his main discussion of the Nativity unchanged.

The difficulty begins on one small point but spreads from it, like dry rot, to bring larger constructions to the ground. Quirinius, the governor of Syria whom Luke’s Gospel mentions, is known from a careful history of affairs in Judaea which was compiled by Josephus, an educated Jew, writing in Greek at Rome between c. 75 and c. 80. Josephus had his own prejudices and areas of interest, but he worked with a framework of hard facts which were freely available for checking and which he had collected responsibly. According to Josephus, Quirinius was governor of Syria with authority over Judaea in AD 6, when the province was brought under direct Roman control. The year was a critical moment in Jewish history, as important to its province as the year 1972 to Northern Ireland, the start of direct rule. On such a fact, at such a moment, Josephus and his sources cannot be brushed aside. There is, however, an awkward problem. Luke’s Gospel links Jesus’s birth with Quirinius and with King Herod, but in AD 6 Herod had long disappeared. He had died soon after an eclipse of the moon which is dated by astronomers to 12–13 March 4 BC, although a minority of scholars have argued for 5 BC instead.

The Gospel, therefore, assumes that Quirinius and King Herod were contemporaries, when they were separated by ten years or more. There is no doubt about the Herod in question. When the great King Herod died, his kingdom was split between his sons, two of whom did add Herod to their names. Herod Antipas ruled locally in Galilee as a tetrarch until 39, but Luke 1:5 connects the Annunciation with Herod ‘king of Judaea’: when he refers to Herod Antipas at 3:1, he correctly calls him tetrarch, not king. Herod Archelaus ruled Judaea until AD 6, but only as an ethnarch: like Matthew 2:22, Luke might have misdescribed him as king, but, like Matthew, he would have called him Archelaus or Herod Archelaus. At 1:5 the Herod must be the great King Herod, just as Matthew’s Gospel describes. In Matthew the Nativity coincides with the great Herod, Massacrer of the Innocents, whose death is a reason for the return from the Flight into Egypt.

Luke’s Gospel, therefore, assumes that King Herod and the governor Quirinius were contemporaries, but they were separated by ten years or more. The incoherent dating is only the start of the problem. Luke’s Nativity story hinges on its ‘decree from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be taxed’. ‘Caesar Augustus’ was the Roman Emperor, but if the Nativity took place in the reign of King Herod the Great, the Jews were still Herod’s subjects, members of a client kingdom, not a province under direct Roman rule. The status of client-kings in the Roman Empire left them responsibility for their subjects’ taxation. Relations between the Emperor Augustus and King Herod had often been stormy and had even led to threats of Roman interference which Herod and his envoys had had to avert. However, their conflicts never caused the removal of Herod’s royal status, although this was the only way in which his kingdom could have been taxed on the Roman model in accordance with orders from the Roman Emperor. It is not just that Herod the Great never coincided with Quirinius the governor: he never coincided with a Roman taxing of Judaea.

It is even doubtful if the Emperor Augustus ever issued a decree to Rome’s provinces that ‘all the world should be taxed’. Certainly, Romans did take censuses in individual provinces which were ruled directly by their governors. They were not, however, co-ordinated by an order from Augustus to all the world, at least so far as our evidence goes. As that evidence extends through histories, local inscriptions and the papyrus returns of tax-payers in Egypt, it is immensely unlikely that a new edict of such consequence has escaped our knowledge. In AD 6 we do know that Augustus was enacting a new tax on inheritance to help pay for his armies; however, the tax affected only Roman citizens, not Jews of Nazareth, and there was no need for a worldwide census to register their names.

In Judaea under Quirinius, we know from Josephus’s histories of something more appropriate, not a worldwide decree but a local census in AD 6 to assess Judaea when the province passed from rule by Herod’s family to direct rule by Rome. Although this census was local, it caused a notorious outcry, not least because some of the Jews argued that the innovation was contrary to scripture and the will of God. According to the third Gospel, the census which took Joseph to Bethlehem was ‘the first while Quirinius was governor of Syria’. Quirinius’s census was indeed the first, but it belonged in AD 6 when King Herod, the story’s other marker, was long since dead.

Since the nineteenth century, there have been attempts to evade the meaning of the third Gospel’s Greek: ‘This census was the first, while Quirinius was governor of Syria’ is twisted into ‘This census was held before the one which Quirinius, governor of Syria, held’. Nobody has ever entertained this translation for non-doctrinal reasons: it is not true to the Greek, let alone the clear Greek of the third Gospel. An alternative is to try to impugn Josephus. However, he is certainly correct to date Judaea’s first census in AD 6: we know independently from the well-informed historian Dio (a Roman senator, writing c. 200–220) that the last Jewish ruler in Judaea, Herod’s son Archelaus, was banished in that year; the province passed to direct rule by Rome and a census belongs properly with this change in a region’s status. Josephus’s most detailed account of the census of AD 6 is in his massive work on Jewish Antiquities (18:1), a book of great erudition which was published in 93/4 and was not distorted on this detail for any known personal or political end.

The error, so far, might seem rather marginal. The third Gospel has confused a local census in Judaea with a worldwide decree from Augustus; it has tried to date the story by an obscure Quirinius, whereas elsewhere, like Matthew’s, its story takes place under Herod the Great. In fact, the trouble goes very much deeper. There is a contradiction in Luke’s story: if Quirinius was governor, the Roman census is credible but Herod is a mistake. There is also a contradiction with Matthew’s story: if Quirinius or the Roman census is correct, Herod was not king and Matthew’s stories of the Wise Men, the Massacre of the Innocents and the Flight into Egypt are all chronologically impossible. If Herod was king, there could have been no census according to Caesar Augustus. Even if there had been such a census, the third Gospel’s view of it runs into further problems.

Its decree from Caesar required registration (apographé, in Greek). Exactly this word is used for a tax census in contemporary documents which have survived from Egypt under Roman rule. An emperor would not be imagined to have registered his Jewish subjects for any other purpose. He was certainly not planning conscription: Jews were exempt from military service in the Roman army. Tax, certainly, caused the census, but the practices of Roman taxation do not agree with the Gospel’s narrative. Correctly, it begins by explaining that ‘all went to be taxed, every one into his own city’ (Luke 2:3). Joseph’s ‘own city’ is defined in the Gospel by his supposed ancestry, not by his residence and ownership of property. In the Gospel’s view, Joseph was descended from David, and so he went to Bethlehem, the ‘city of David’, a proper birth-place for a future Messiah. However, Roman censuses cared nothing for remote genealogies, let alone for false ones: they were based on ownership of property by the living, not the dead. As the Gospel has already stated at the time of the Annunciation (Luke 1:26), Joseph and Mary were people of Nazareth in Galilee, the home town which later rejected its prophet, Jesus. A Roman census would not have taken Joseph to Bethlehem where he and Mary owned nothing and were therefore assumed to have needed to lodge as visitors at an inn. There was a sound reason for the Romans’ type of registration. The census was their base for at least two types of tax: a poll tax and a tax on property of various kinds. There was not even a legal need for Mary to go and register with her betrothed husband. We know from the evidence of Roman tax censuses in Egypt, still surviving on papyrus, that one householder could make the return for everyone in his care. Mary might have chosen to go anyway, in order to give Joseph support, but it was not a necessary journey for a wife who was terminally pregnant.

Above all, it was not a journey which a Galilaean, a man of Nazareth, would have been required to make. In AD 6 Galilee, unlike Judaea, had remained under its independent ruler and would not have been bound by a Roman census or taxing. This ruler’s existence is known from Josephus, other histories and his own coins: as a Galilaean, Joseph of Nazareth was exempt from the entire business.

The scale of the Gospel’s error is now clear. The first census did occur under Quirinius, but it belonged in AD 6 when Herod the Great was long dead; it was a local census in Roman Judaea and there was no decree from Caesar Augustus to all the world; in AD 6 Joseph of Nazareth would not have registered at Bethlehem: as a Galilaean he was not under direct Roman rule and was exempt from Judaea’s registration; his wife had no legal need to leave home. Luke’s story is historically impossible and internally incoherent. It clashes with his own date for the Annunciation (which he places under Herod) and with Matthew’s long story of the Nativity which also presupposes Herod the Great as king. It is, therefore, false.

Luke’s errors and contradictions are easily explained. Early Christian tradition did not remember, or perhaps ever know, exactly where and when Jesus had been born. People were much more interested in his death and its consequences. As the Messiah, Jesus was connected to the line of King David, a connection which was known before the writing of any of our Gospels, as it is mentioned by the Apostle Paul (Romans 1:3). In the Hebrew scriptures, Bethlehem was famous as the home of the young David, the future king; the town was also the subject of a prophecy by Micah in the later eighth century BC: ‘But thou, Bethlehem, though thou be little among the thousands of Judah, yet out of thee shall he come forth unto me that is to be ruler in Israel’ (Micah 5:2). After the Crucifixion and the belief in the Resurrection, people wondered all the more deeply about Jesus’s birthplace. Bethlehem, home of King David, was a natural choice for the new Messiah. There was even a prophecy in support of the claim which the ‘little town’ has maintained so profitably to this day.

It is easy to sympathize with the third Gospeller’s plight. He had not been present at the earliest days of Jesus’s mission, as he admits in his opening sentence. He was writing from what he had heard perhaps thirty years or so after Jesus’s death, although many scholars would date his books even later. He knew that Joseph and Mary were people of Nazareth, but there were Christians who said that Jesus had been born in Bethlehem, according to the scripture. Why would a man from Nazareth be visiting Bethlehem with his heavily pregnant wife? Somebody, perhaps the Gospeller himself, assumed that the cause was that universal culprit, personal tax. The census of Quirinius was a landmark in Jewish history, and so the Gospel attached the birth in Bethlehem to this well-known fact. The idea had its advantages: the Christian story could begin with Joseph and Mary meekly obeying the orders of Roman government. This origin showed the true nature of a religion which people in the Roman Empire had since misunderstood as a revolutionary movement. The decree, the Gospeller assumed, was not just the edict of a local governor: it was the worldwide decree of the Caesar himself, an exaggeration which was not out of keeping with his misuse of words like ‘all’ or ‘everywhere’ at other points in his books. He was writing for a highly placed Gentile, Theophilus, in the Roman world. It was good to begin with connections between his story and Roman government; a higher truth was served by an impossible fiction.

Matthew’s Gospel took a different course. Like Luke’s, it reported the birth in Bethlehem, but it confined its dating to King Herod’s reign and reconciled the story of the birth at Bethlehem with Jesus’s known origin in Nazareth by a tax-free route. Joseph, Jesus and Mary, it said, fled into Egypt to escape Herod’s Massacre of the Innocents; when they returned, they avoided Bethlehem and Judaea because these places were too unsafe. Instead, they went north into Galilee, took up residence in Nazareth and conformed to the tradition that Nazareth was Jesus’s home town. The story is coherent in itself, although it conflicts hopelessly with Luke’s. It has, however, attracted historians and scientists by its mention of a curious Star: can we support its birth-date under King Herod by appealing to astronomy and working backwards from the probable date of Jesus’s death?

Jesus was crucified under Pontius Pilate, who governed Judaea between 26 and late 36. According to Luke, the ‘word of God’ came to John the Baptist in 28/9, a date which is given precisely: the Gospel does not, however, say that this year was the beginning of Jesus’s own ministry. Rather, it tells how John the Baptist was imprisoned by Antipas, ruler of Galilee: the Baptist had criticized Antipas’s marriage to Herodias, his sister-in-law. It was after this arrest that Jesus’s ministry began (Mark 1:14 agrees).

The marriage of Antipas and Herodias, therefore, is a key date in Jesus’s career. Josephus wrote about it in some detail in his Jewish Antiquities. Antipas’s brother Philip died in 33/4; Josephus then tells of Antipas’s journey to Rome (probably to plead for Philip’s territory) and his entanglement en route with Herodias, who can be calculated to have been a mature woman in her forties (Mark’s Gospel informs us that Herodias had been married to Philip, a point which Josephus ignores). On Antipas’s return, he planned to dismiss his existing wife, a daughter of the powerful King Aretas IV who ruled from Petra beyond the Jordan. The girl fled to her father and told him of Antipas’s intention; King Aretas gathered an army, invaded a part of the territory of Philip (presumably because Philip was dead) and won a crushing victory over the army which Antipas sent to oppose him. Reports of the defeat reached Rome, perhaps in dispatches from Antipas himself. Eventually the Emperor Tiberius ordered reprisals against Aretas which were under way in early 37.

Josephus’s story assumes that Antipas’s marriage followed Philip’s death, an event which he dates firmly to 33/4. His account of its sequel is coherent, and its importance has recently been stressed by a historian of Herod’s family, Nikos Kokkinos, who has also explored its effects on the dates of Jesus’s career. Conventionally, Jesus’s Crucifixion is either put in 30 or, more usually, 33. However, if Josephus was right, John the Baptist cannot have been arrested until late 33/4; Mark and Luke connect the arrest with the start of Jesus’s public ministry; Jesus, therefore, began to teach early in 34. The fourth Gospel mentions three Passovers during Jesus’s ministry, on the third of which Jesus was arrested: we can now see that these three were the only three. Jesus was crucified on Friday, 30 March AD 36 (Passover was fixed by the new moon, and in 36 the dates for it are not an obstacle).

How old was he at the time? According to Luke, Jesus was ‘about thirty’ when he began his ministry (in AD 34, we now infer). However, John 8:57 suggests something else. After the second Passover of the ministry (AD 35) Jews in Jerusalem reprove Jesus because he implies that he has seen Abraham: ‘Thou art not yet fifty years old, and hast thou seen Abraham?’ they ask. The number had no special meaning (people over fifty were no more likely to see Abraham than anyone else): here John’s Gospel hints that Jesus was aged between forty and fifty, perhaps nearer fifty, in AD 35.

The two suggestions of Jesus’s age are contradictory; Luke’s also conflicts with a birth-date under Herod (in AD 34, the ministry’s first year, Jesus would not be ‘about thirty’ but at least thirty-eight or ‘about forty’). What if John’s Gospel is well informed? Then the birth-date would go back to a point between 14 and (say) 10 BC: is there a place here, perhaps, for Matthew’s Star? According to the Gospel, it guided the Wise Men and appeared to stand over Bethlehem. It was a single star, therefore, and not a conjunction of planets; it was not strictly a new star, because it was moving, not fixed. If we take Matthew’s language literally, it could refer to a single comet, a phenomenon which the ancients observed quite often. In 12 BC we know independently that a comet was seen over the city of Rome during the autumn when Marcus Agrippa, the famous Roman commander, died. We also have Chinese astronomical records which date back to the first century AD and refer to observations in previous years. Here, too, the appearance of a comet has been adduced for 12 BC. Comets can be large and bright; astronomers have fixed the comet of 12 BC as a large and bright appearance of Halley’s comet, which was last seen in 1985/6.

In 12 BC Herod’s Temple was finished; Halley’s comet appeared brilliantly and was seen in Rome; the fourth Gospel (8:57) assumes that Jesus was well into his forties in a year which we can fix as AD 35. Should we, perhaps, equate the Star with the comet, place the Nativity in 12 BC and explain the Wise Men as envoys from Parthia who were visiting Jerusalem for a celebration of the new Temple? At John 2:21 the Jews appeal to their Temple, now forty-six years old: they did not realize, the Gospel tells us, that Jesus had been referring them to his own body. The date was AD 34: was Jesus, like the Temple, aged forty-six at the time?

These attempts are seductive, but they rest on a false view of Matthew’s story: it has not grown up from history, and it is not bringing a genuine comet and genuine Eastern envoys on a diversion to Bethlehem during the year of their real appearance in Judaea. The Star was not a comet but a miraculous phenomenon which travelled before the visitors and stood over one ‘little town’. Bethlehem was not Jesus’s birthplace but was imported from Hebrew prophecies about the future Messiah; the Star itself had a similar origin. At Numbers 24:17 the prophet Balaam predicts that ‘a star shall come forth out of Jacob, and a sceptre shall rise out of Israel’. We know that this prophecy was a famous text for a new Messiah: in the 130s a prominent Jew used it to acclaim the Jewish leader in a war against Rome. Nobody had sighted a comet then. Matthew’s story is a construction from well-known messianic prophecies (Bethlehem; the Star), and the Wise Men have been added as another legend.

We are left with an uncertain birth-date, an exact day for the Crucifixion and a Jesus who may have been middle aged when he began to teach. Already in the mid second century there were Christian elders in Asia who agreed with the implications of John’s Gospel and put Jesus’s age nearer fifty than forty: if Jesus was born under Herod, Luke’s notion that he began his ministry when ‘about thirty’ is wrong. Instead, before Jesus’s first miracle at Cana stretch long decades of youth and maturity. On our present knowledge, it was most unusual for a Jew to have remained unmarried in his mid forties, except in the inner group of one known sect, the Essenes, who idealized celibacy. Did Jesus’s sense of mission dawn on him rather late, and if so, what had he done with the best years of other men’s lives? The forties, it seems, are a fertile decade for religious history: it was then, outside Mecca, that an angel began to speak to Muhammad.

A middle-aged Jesus, crucified in his late forties, an expulsion from Eden not for sex but for fear that humans would steal eternal life: these readings are true to texts in the Bible, but they challenge many centuries of contrary interpretation. Yet as they stand, the stories of the Creation and the Nativity are untrue: they do not correspond to the facts or cohere between themselves. We can argue with renewed confidence for the date when Jesus died (March 36), but, like early Christians, we do not know exactly when or where he was born. By c. 200 there were
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