
[image: Cover-Image]





They Suffered under Pontius Pilate



They Suffered under Pontius Pilate

Jewish Anti-Roman Resistance and the Crosses at Golgotha

Fernando Bermejo-Rubio

LEXINGTON BOOKS/FORTRESS ACADEMIC

Lanham • Boulder • New York • London




Published by Lexington Books/Fortress Academic

Lexington Books is an imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706

www.rowman.com

86-90 Paul Street, London EC2A 4NE, United Kingdom

Copyright © 2023 by The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Bermejo Rubio, Fernando, author.

Title: They suffered under Pontius Pilate : Jewish anti-Roman resistance and the crosses at Golgotha / Fernando Bermejo-Rubio.

Description: Lanham : Lexington Books/Fortress Academic, [2023] | Includes bibliographical references and index. | Summary: “The Gospel reports about several men crucified under Pilate seem to have a reliable core. Taking seriously into account the collective nature of that execution, this book carries out a bold reconstruction of Jesus of Nazareth’s story in the framework of Jewish anti-Roman resistance, thereby making sense of that crucifixion”—Provided by publisher.

Identifiers: LCCN 2023020710 (print) | LCCN 2023020711 (ebook) | ISBN 9781978709577 (cloth) | ISBN 9781978709584 (epub)

Subjects: LCSH: Pilate, Pontius, active 1st century. | Bible. Gospels—Criticism, interpretation, etc. | Bible. Gospels—History of Biblical events. | Government, Resistance to—Religious aspects—Judaism—History. | Judaism and state—History. | Religion and politics.

Classification: LCC BS2555.52 .B48 2023  (print) | LCC BS2555.52  (ebook) | DDC 226/.06—dc23/eng/20230731

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023020710

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023020711

[image: ] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.













To Henry Innes MacAdam,

as a token of gratitude and friendship










Contents

List of Figures	xi

Acknowledgments	xiii

Introduction: Looking at Golgotha Otherwise	xv

Abbreviations	xxi

Part I: The Gospel Story as a Historical Problem	1

Chapter 1: Why a Historian Cannot Trust the Gospel Story: Deconstructing Common Wisdom	3

Chapter 2: Ways of Responding to the Textual Problems	31

Part II: Looking to the Real World: The Historical Context	57

Chapter 3: Palestine under Roman and Herodian Rule	59

Chapter 4: Jewish Resistance under Roman and Herodian Rule	79

Part III: Etiology of a Collective Execution	109

Chapter 5: Unraveling the Gospel Story: Individual versus Community	111

Chapter 6: Jesus’ Royal-Messianic Claim	137

Chapter 7: What Jesus and His Group Proclaimed and Did	159

Part IV: From Gethsemane to Golgotha: Thinking outside the Box	197

Chapter 8: Glimpsing the Meaning of the Arrest	199

Chapter 9: The Golgotha Scene: A Tale of (at Least) Three Men	219

Chapter 10: Again on Gethsemane and Golgotha: Toward the Most Likely Historical Reconstruction	235

Epilogue: How (Not) to Change a Paradigm	251

Appendix A: Is Jesus Research Nothing but Hermeneutical Ventriloquism?	259

Appendix B: Was Jesus Misunderstood?  An Ancient and Modern Fiction	263

Appendix C: The Intertwining of “Politics” and “Religion” in the Gospel Story	269

Appendix D: Were the Disciples Left Unmolested? The Case of James, the Son of Zebedee	277

Bibliography	283

About the Author	325




No man is an island entire of itself;

every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main.

—John Donne, Devotions upon Emergent Occasions, 1624










Figures

3.1	Inscription by Pontius Pilate	62

3.2	Map of Palestinian Military Sites	63

7.1	Roman Sword (Mainz-Type)	176




Acknowledgments

The fact that a European scholar, whose native language is not English, is invited by a senior acquisitions editor of an American publishing house to contribute a book can only be experienced as a rare opportunity and an honor. I was fortunate enough to get this experience some years ago. I am most grateful to Neil Elliott for his kindness, his trust, and for having been at the beginning and at the end of this adventurous enterprise.

Every academic work builds on the labor of others, and this one is no exception. For centuries now, savants coming from very different ideological and cultural backgrounds have dared to put question marks on the inherited wisdom about the crucifixion accounts contained in the canonical Gospels, and they have done their best to reconstruct their underlying story. By challenging deep-rooted assumptions, they have often risked their reputation, their academic careers, and even their lives. I have benefited greatly from the groundbreaking work of these courageous pioneers, whose works match up to the definition attributed to Edwin Percy Whipple: books are lighthouses erected in the great sea of time.

Several colleagues have read early drafts of this work, in whole or in part, and have commented on it (always gently). I gratefully acknowledge John Curran, Paula Fredriksen, Henry MacAdam, and Christopher Zeichmann (as well as my friends Ramiro Moar and Franco Tommasi) for committing themselves to carefully proofing an entire manuscript. Jonathan Birch, Jonathan Bourgel, Neil Elliott, and Robert P. Miller read one or more chapters, and I warmly appreciate their remarks (including Bob’s most skeptical ones). Morten H. Jensen kindly discussed with me the sections devoted to Herod Antipas. All of them gave invaluable feedback that was at once encouraging and helpfully critical to improve my text. Of course, none of them can be held responsible for the ideas put down here, which they do not necessarily share.

Some thoughts conveyed in the present book were first aired in seminar papers at European universities and international conferences, and they have benefited from the lively discussions on those occasions. I am indebted to too many scholars to name, but at least I would like to acknowledge those whose goodwill I cannot fail to mention: Ory Amitay, Luca Arcari, Michael Daise, Tobias Hägerland, Andrea Nicolotti, Juanjo Palao, Meron Piotrkowski, and Emiliano Urciuoli. Jodi Magness, Christian Miks, and Fernando Quesada kindly and helpfully answered my queries on ancient Roman and Jewish weaponry. My gratitude goes also to Melanie Herget, curator of the Roman collection at the Historisches Museum der Pfalz Speyer (Germany), for the kindness with which she treated my requests.

Although this book has been conceived and written as a whole, several arguments have been anticipated in my earlier published work. My sincere thanks go to the publishers and editors of Journal for the Study of the New Testament, Klio: Beiträge zur alten Geschichte, Scripta Classica Israelica, Svensk Exegetisk Årsbok, and Journal for the Study of the Historical Jesus for the permission to reproduce some material taken from some of my articles, and to Ediciones Akal for the authorization to reword a few sections of the second part of my lengthy volume La invención de Jesús de Nazaret: Historia, ficción, historiografía.

I am first and foremost indebted to my friends Diego Corral, Raúl González Salinero, Federico Marri, Ramiro Moar Calviño, Julio Suárez Briones, and Franco Tommasi. They are always ready to hear, to read, to provide help, and to make stimulating remarks for all my research endeavors. I heartily appreciate the patience and understanding I have enjoyed, all the way through, in my relationship with Gayla Freeman at Rowman & Littlefield. Arantxa Fuentes deserves special mention, as I simply cannot imagine having completed this work without her unremitting help and love.

One of the greatest gifts I have received in my scholarly research has been the friendship of Henry Innes MacAdam. Despite being himself overloaded with a lot of engaging projects, he has always found the time to read my texts, improve my English, make insightful comments, and have encouraging words. We have never personally met (and I am not sure we ever will), but his generosity, patience, and kindness mean a lot to me. Without his sustained interest in my work and his unwavering support, the present book would probably not exist, so it is fairly dedicated to him.










Introduction

Looking at Golgotha Otherwise

As even the most casual reader will have immediately noticed, the title of this book is a variation on a central statement of the Christian creed: “He suffered under Pontius Pilate.” This sentence focuses on the pain of a single man, Jesus of Nazareth, born under the aegis of the emperor Augustus and who, according to common wisdom, was crucified under Tiberius. By itself, that assertion reflects a very simple and hardly controversial truth: assuming—with the permission of the so-called mythicists, who think that Jesus never existed—the historicity of the Galilean teacher, the surest fact we know about him is that he was indeed crucified. Crucifixion was, as is well known, a terrifying and exceedingly cruel form of execution, causing a slow, anguished death.1 Roman authors, like Cicero and Seneca, showed the deepest horror in the face of this kind of punishment, and it is understandable why they did, given the excruciating pain that people condemned to such punishment must have undergone. The Jewish historian Flavius Josephus called it “the most pitiable of deaths.”2 So, even skeptical and cautious savants will see nothing objectionable to the creedal assertion that Jesus suffered under Pontius Pilate.

But this is not the whole story. To begin with, the canonical Gospels are adamant that Jesus was crucified along with other men, and in their midst. Mark, presumably the earliest preserved writing of this kind, states: “And with him they crucified two bandits, one on his right and one on his left” (Mark 15:27). The execution portrayed in the Gospels is accordingly not that of a single man, but a collective crucifixion. If the Passion accounts deserve credit in this respect, there are good reasons to make a most elementary inference: those men crucified along with the Galilean also suffered under Pontius Pilate.

Needless to say, the Gospels are works obviously interested in exalting Jesus over his contemporaries, and they have an unmistakable propagandistic purpose: he is their main character and their indisputable hero. His fate is accordingly the only issue that really matters to the evangelists and the addressees of these writings, to the extent that they have been called “passion narratives with extended introductions.”3 The Gospels do indeed refer to Jesus’ undergoing a violent beating and all sorts of mockery by Pilate’s soldiers, while they simply overlook any particular injuries inflicted to his companions on the cross, as if they had not also endured such cruel behavior by the executioners.

That striking imbalance has been underpinned along the centuries by Western art. Painting and sculpture, but also film and theater, have focused on Jesus as the only actual victim of the execution at Golgotha. This is so to the point that he has become “the Crucified” par excellence in Western consciousness. The figures of the other executed men are frequently absent from representation, as if they had no substance, and as if their deaths were irrelevant. When they are not lacking, they are usually represented in a very different way, despite the fact that the Gospels afford no hint that the punishment was visited on those men and on Jesus by different methods. For instance, while he is typically nailed to the cross, the nails are very often absent from the side figures, their place being taken by ropes. Their suffering tends to remain a neglected or downplayed piece of information.

Scholarship has both fueled and reflected this state of affairs, by nurturing Christian “Jesus-centrism.” Thousands of books and articles have been written, thousands of lectures have been given, on the topic of Jesus’ death, by historians as well as theologians. But, time and again, both the titles and the contents of these works convey an incomplete and skewed approach, as far as the only question authors pose is “Why did Jesus end up on a cross?,” without paying heed to the other men crucified together with him.4 The elementary datum of the collective nature of the Golgotha scene is thereby overlooked and forgotten. Those men have thus undergone a kind of unfair damnatio memoriae. After having suffered such a terrible death on their crosses they have, as it were, suffered the second death of oblivion.

The problem with such neglect is at least twofold, epistemologically and ethically. On the one hand, disregard of those men irretrievably distorts the understanding of the Golgotha episode, and accordingly Jesus’ own death. From a historical perspective, the prevailing approach makes no sense at all. The execution of a single man and that of a group (as, incidentally, most Roman crucifixions were) is obviously not the same thing. Any historian worth the name—all the more so the historian of antiquity, whose sources on the distant past are desperately scanty—must pay attention to every piece of evidence they can confidently use, so overlooking data is an arbitrary and even meaningless procedure.5 The presence of those men along with Jesus must have been highly significant, and it might be even more revealing if their crosses—as the Gospels claim—were placed on either side of him. In any case, the intriguing systematic neglect of their presence prevents us from grasping the possible true meaning of the episode. Not surprisingly, countless authors have labeled the Galilean a perpetually elusive figure, and his death a “riddle,” a “mystery,” a “puzzle,” an “enigma.”

On the other hand, the oversight of the pain suffered by those other men entails a worrying ethical flaw, as disregard of deep sorrows like those endured by crucified men betrays a disturbing insensitivity. There is indeed no reason at all to think that they too were not beaten before being led to execution, or that they were not racked with pain on their way to the crosses, or that on their crosses they suffered less than Jesus.6 Turned into insignificant shadows, those men are reduced to mere narrative furniture. The fact that a religious tradition that presents itself (and vaunts itself) as being all about humaneness and love has taken such an insensitive and unloving stance toward them speaks volumes. It gives pause for serious reflection.

In the light of the foregoing remarks, it should be crystal-clear that the modification introduced in the statement of the Nicene creed—“[T]he[y] suffered under Pontius Pilate”—by replacing the singular pronoun with the plural one, and paying heed to “crosses” instead of focusing on just a single cross, has not at all a playful character nor aims at merely shocking the reader—even less at mocking the faith of Christian believers. What is at stake here is an extremely serious issue, which leaves no room for fun or scorn. The replacement of “he” with “they” and of “cross” with “crosses” is not only, and not primarily, a provocative move: it works a perspectival shift that is vitally necessary for the historian’s task, and more generally for any person aspiring to understand the Golgotha event and its underlying story.

The goal of this book is to have a fresh look at the Gospel narratives and at other sources, and to take seriously into account all the evidence we have at our disposal, thereby redressing the abovementioned curious neglect. In the last decades, many deeply rooted notions have been debunked as theological prejudices and hoary howlers: that Judaism was a sterile and legalistic religion, that Pharisees were the sworn enemies of Jesus, that the Galilean opposed the ritual purity system, that his message conveyed an egalitarian stance and was friendly to women’s rights, that he was a universalistic thinker who transcended and superseded the fundamentals of Judaism, and so on.7 The disheartening reality is that even those scholars who have lucidly recognized the untenable character of these hackneyed ideas go on uncritically to repeat many other standard assumptions, such as that Palestine was an idyllically quiet place in the first half of the first century, that the Galilean was misunderstood by his disciples in key respects, that he was an exquisitely religious figure with little or no engagement in the politics of his time, that his death was the outcome of a Jewish plot (and not of Roman power), that the men who were crucified along with him at Golgotha were common criminals, or that he had nothing to do with them. I am not convinced at all of the reliability of these assumptions—which I deem just Christian theology masquerading as historical quest—and I hope in the following pages to challenge a wider audience with my doubts. Compelling reasons will be put forward to think that historical verisimilitude goes contrary to virtually all of those contentions.

As a historian, I aim at recovering the memory of a group of men who—as such a group—have been virtually canceled from History. In this sense, my goal is simultaneously modest and ambitious. It is modest, since it refers to a single episode that took place two millennia ago in a corner of the Roman Empire. But it is vastly ambitious, since that episode has left, through an extensive and ceaseless campaign of indoctrination, a deep imprint on the collective memory. My point is that such an episode has been remembered in a way that, as I will argue in the book at hand, is biased and, in all probability, wildly wrong.

The perspectival shift introduced cannot fail to produce a substantially different reconstruction of the past. This is possible because the past is not a fixed entity back there in time, but is transformed by the historians’ work, depending on the new information they can get and on the attention they want to pay to a certain place, time, or people. My aim is to shed light on a blind spot of our collective memory, caused by the exclusive focus on a single man. This restriction has been due to the specific interests of Christian communities, but the worrying aspect is that those interests have conditioned, and even determined, the view of so many generations up to the very present. The time has arrived to make every effort to get a more lucid and rigorous approach to what happened at Golgotha, just outside Jerusalem, some two millennia ago.


Notes

1. On this punishment in Antiquity, see Samuelsson, Crucifixion; Cook, Crucifixion.

2. Cicero, Verr. 2.5.165; Seneca, Ep. 101; Josephus, B.J. 7.203. On the cruelty of the crucifixion, see, e.g., Hengel, Crucifixion, 22–32. On the date of the Golgotha crucifixion, see Bond, “Dating.”

3. Kähler, Jesus, 80, n. 11.

4. Even Richard Horsley, who has insightfully advocated a “relational approach” and fought the individualism typical of standard modern constructions, has written quite a few books on Jesus without—as far as I know—tackling his possible relationship with the other men crucified at Golgotha.

5. In a recent monograph on violence in Judaea before the Jewish War, the author declares himself prepared to consider “historical (or quasi-historical)” references and allusions in the later rabbinic texts, but at the same time he decides to eschew the material contained in the Gospels, despite the fact that these writings contain several reports of violent episodes. At least, this author acknowledges: “My eschewing this material is to an extent artificial” (Rudich, Religious Dissent, 37).

6. According to Christian dogma, Jesus by definition suffered more than anyone else in history because he was bearing all the sins of the world. Moreover, the notion that no one has ever suffered like him is a key piece of piety for millions. Nevertheless, this notion seems to be, from a historical standpoint, clearly false: he was, according to the Gospels, given anesthetic and his death artificially accelerated, kindnesses not usually offered to others; and the Gospels state he was dead in an afternoon, so he didn’t linger for days like many other victims.

7. For some works criticizing these kinds of widespread beliefs, see, e.g., Sanders, Paul; Sanders, Jesus; Elliott, “Jesus”; Corley, Women; Levine, Misunderstood Jew; Thiessen, Jesus.
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Part I

The Gospel Story as a Historical Problem










Chapter 1

Why a Historian Cannot Trust the Gospel Story

Deconstructing the Common Wisdom

History of religions, and social psychology more generally, offer many examples of how readily human imagination enhances the careers of figures of the past with fictional embellishments. People who have somehow had an impact on groups are often remembered by their members by being mythicized, sometimes connected with certain well-known patterns. Irrespective of whether their real features and exploits are completely disregarded or not, popular imagination provides those figures with a legendary biography that turns them into extraordinary heroes, and even into supernatural or god-like beings. They are accordingly presented as exemplary from a moral and a spiritual standpoint, and are sometimes conceived as endowed with matchless power and as wonder-workers. Jesus of Nazareth is no exception.


Obvious and Not So Obvious Fiction: Gospels as Unreliable Religious Propaganda

Regardless of whether the evangelists believed that they were reporting a true story or not, it is an indisputable outcome of critical scholarship that the Gospels are largely fictional accounts of their main character, Yeshua bar Yosef. These writings were intended to create a life-enhancing understanding of this Galilean teacher, and they were accordingly composed as propaganda material following his unexpected and shameful death. This means that Jesus is somehow a fictional being, constructed as a kind of spiritual superhero. By “fictional” I do not mean that he did not exist, but rather that to a great extent the Gospel representations of him are fabricated exaggerations, whose purpose is less to describe the past than to affect the present, since they served the vested interests of their authors and the communities they addressed.1 As has been rightly asserted, “the content of the Gospels is frequently not ‘Jesus,’ but ‘what certain persons in the first century wanted us to think about Jesus.’”2

Even the most cursory survey of the canonical Gospels proves that this was the fate of their main character, a Galilean visionary who lived under the emperors Augustus (27 BCE–14 CE) and Tiberius (14–37 CE). He is portrayed as a quite remarkable religious leader whose conception involved no sexual union but was the outcome of a virgin birth. As a youth, with an amazing discernment and wisdom in his twelfth year, he knows both the thoughts of people and the future; he foresees his own death and the fate of others, and performs many signs: he walks on water, stills a storm, feeds thousands of people with just a few loaves and fish, casts out demons, heals the sick, and brings dead people back to life. Moreover, after his death, he rises from the dead, appears to his disciples alive, and then ascends to heaven. The Gospel authors aimed to persuade their hearers that Jesus was the greatest superhero, more divine than any other Greek or Roman hero or god—he is claimed to be the only begotten son of the true God—and they reflect this aim everywhere in their works. He is depicted in the Christian tradition as a timeless Savior coming down from heaven and returning to his blissful homeland after his resurrection.

For historians of religions—and for any reflective observer without theological blinders—this is obviously the result of a mythologizing process, through which the figure of a Jewish preacher was injected with “narrative steroids,” thereby letting him compete with the gods and heroes of the classical world.3 No trained historian, of course, gives credibility to these kinds of notions. In fact, up to this point, almost every scholar would agree. Even the overwhelming majority of biblical exegetes and theologians (excluding fundamentalists) assume that a portion of the Gospel contents is the result of mythologizing Jesus. Most of them, however, immediately vindicate the reliability of the other sections of these works. In their opinion, once the supernaturalistic aspects of the narratives are put aside as legendary enhancement, the bulk of the remaining story deserves credit as historical record. After all, it is claimed, not every character in these sources is an angel or a demon, and not every narrated event is a prodigy. People in the Gospels usually behave like normal human beings, and their actions are meaningful and of the kind that take place in the real world. In this way, the essentials of the Gospel story and the traditional view are widely endorsed as reliable history: Jesus taught an unheard wisdom and a new, higher spirituality; possessed a stunning moral insight—embodying ethical values such as justice, compassion for the destitute, and love; was an exquisitely religious personality, unconnected with the political issues of his time; despite being a Jew, he ultimately opposed Judaism and its “heartless” law observance; although he was crucified along with other people, he had nothing to do with them; he was crucified by the Romans, but only at the behest of the Jerusalem authorities, who plotted against him and were morally responsible for his fate. Both in his life and his death, he stands out among his contemporaries in uniqueness, virtue, insight, and worthiness. This approach transcends internal Christian divisions between progressive/liberals and conservatives and between Catholics, Protestants, and Orthodox.

Nevertheless, the ubiquity of supernaturalistic elements is just the most obvious aspect of the untrustworthy nature of these writings. There are many other assertions and reports that, although seeming straightforward enough, lack historical reliability. An example is the presence of anachronisms: the Gospels sometimes reflect a reality later than the events they supposedly tell. For instance, when the author of the Fourth Gospel writes that Jews get ready to stone Jesus, and that they address him saying, “It is not for a good work that we are going to stone you, but for blasphemy, because you, though only a human being, are making yourself God” (John 10:33), all this does not reflect actual events. The evangelist ascribes to Jesus something that he never claimed, and to contemporary Jews something they presumably never said to him. The whole scene is a fabrication conveying the Christian belief that he had a divine nature, and attributing this fiction to him and to his opponents. John anachronistically reads later categories into the first third of the first century. Likewise, several episodes in the Synoptic narratives that enhance the high priest’s guilt in his death seem to correspond to a stratum composed in Judaea on the eve of the Great Revolt, reflecting facts that actually took place in the sixties.4

Some oddities can be explained away as a mixture of anachronism and theological polemics. For instance, the Jewish authorities are portrayed as hostile toward Jesus from the very beginning of his public life. According to Mark, “the Pharisees” begin to plot how they might kill him, and such murderous intent is ascribed to his performing a healing on Sabbath (Mark 3:6). Such deadly hatred, however, does not make sense, among other reasons because it is hard to understand why a person who is presented throughout as the quintessence of goodness might arouse such incomprehensible malevolence.

Another procedure intended to create a life-enhancing view of Jesus is sheer invention. I refer, for instance, to the dialogue between him and John the Baptist in Matthew. After the narrator states that the former came from Galilee to the latter at the Jordan to be baptized by him, he adds: “John would have prevented him, saying, ‘I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?’ But Jesus answered him, ‘Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness.’ Then he consented” (Matt 3:14–15). Scholars agree that this scene is purely fictitious.5 The baptism of John was “for the remission of sins,” and this implies that Jesus went to the baptism driven by the consciousness of being a sinner. Matthew, wanting to deny that Jesus had anything to do with sin, created the abovementioned conversation to neutralize the evident theological difficulty. Such a procedure should not come as a surprise. As Moses Finley put it, “ancient writers, like historians ever since, could not tolerate a void, and they filled it in one way or another, ultimately by pure invention. The ability of the ancients to invent and their capacity to believe are persistently underestimated.”6

The most convenient way of “constructing” Jesus was, however, the use of literary models available to the evangelists. Since the Gospels were presumably composed in the last decades of the first century CE (or even later) in the Mediterranean basin, both Jewish and Greco-Roman literary patterns seem to have had a bearing on this creative enterprise. Although it is possible to trace the bearing of some classical Greek literature and other cultural influences on the Gospels,7 a study of intertextual references in these writings for the most part leads to the Jewish Scriptures. The biblical provenance of many details that resemble transcript reports and are naturally taken to refer to external reality is overwhelming, going from the infancy narratives to the resurrection accounts: quite a few specialists have shown how story after story in the Gospels has been based on similar stories from the Septuagint, and how their authors are actually creatively appropriating, not reporting.8 A






Implausibilities in the Arrest’s Accounts















Implausibilities in the “Jewish Trial”



Now the chief priests and the whole council were looking for testimony against Jesus to put him to death; but they found none. . . . Again the high priest asked him, “Are you the Messiah, the Son of the Blessed One?” Jesus said, “I am; and ‘you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of the Power,’ and ‘coming with the clouds of heaven.’” Then the high priest tore his clothes and said, “Why do we still need witnesses? You have heard his blasphemy! What is your decision?” All of them condemned him as deserving death. Some began to spit on him, to blindfold him, and to strike him, saying to him, “Prophesy!”














Implausibilities in the Scene before Pilate















Implausibilities in the Crucifixion Scene



And he released the man they asked for, the one who had been put in prison for insurrection and murder, and he handed Jesus over as they wished. As they led him away, they seized a man, Simon of Cyrene, who was coming from the country, and they laid the cross on him, and made him carry it behind Jesus . . . they crucified Jesus there with the criminals. (Luke 23:25–26.33b)



Then he handed him over to them to be crucified. So they took Jesus; and . . . they crucified him, and with him two others. (John 19:16.18)















Provisional Conclusions: The Imperative Need of an Alternative Story
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