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C H A P T E R  5

JESUS’ DEATH IN THE CONTEXT  

OF HIS MINISTRY

For over two centuries, biblical scholars and historians have vigorously debated 
the question of the meaning that Jesus ascribed to his death without reaching 
any type of consensus on the subject. Disagreements exist with regard not 
only to the extent to which Jesus foresaw and foretold the circumstances sur-
rounding his death but also the way in which he believed that it would benefit 
others, if at all.1 As in other areas of historical Jesus research, answers to these 
questions inevitably depend on the presuppositions that those who address 
them take as their starting-point. $is makes it extremely unlikely that any 
consensus regarding how Jesus understood his death can ever be attained.

Even if it were possible to ascertain how Jesus interpreted his death, this 
would not necessarily be relevant to the main question being addressed in this 
work, namely, the manner in which the New Testament writings understand 
the salvific significance of Jesus’ death. Jesus’ first followers may have under-
stood and interpreted his death in ways that he never did or may have forgot-
ten, misunderstood, or altered what Jesus shared with them in this regard. Yet 
it is much more likely that Jesus’ own views on the significance of his death 
did play at least some role in the interpretations his followers later gave to 
what had taken place. $is makes it important to explore the question of how 
Jesus understood his death.

Yet because Jesus’ first followers and perhaps Jesus himself almost cer-
tainly viewed his death in the context of the life and ministry that preceded 
it, any inquiry into the meaning they gave to his death must not ignore the 
question of the meaning they gave to his life and ministry as well. It is pos-
sible, of course, that Jesus’ first followers viewed his death as having a meaning 
or purpose that was fundamentally different from the meaning or purpose 
they ascribed to his life and ministry. Many interpretations of Jesus’ death, 
most notably those based on the notion of penal substitution, in effect see 
Jesus’ death as having a very different objective from his ministry. According 
to those interpretations, it was not in his life and ministry but in his death 

1. For a survey of views regarding the way in which Jesus understood his impending death, see Scot 
McKnight, Jesus and his Death: Historiography, the Historical Jesus, and Atonement !eory (Waco, TX: Baylor 
University Press, 2005), 50-56, 155-56; Rudolf Hoppe, “How Did Jesus Understand His Death? $e Parables 
in Eschatological Prospect,” in Jesus Research: An International Perspective. !e First Princeton-Prague Symposium 
on Jesus Research, Prague 2005 (ed. James H. Charlesworth and Peter Pokorný; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2009), 154-69.
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that Jesus bore and took away the sins of the world, exhausted God’s wrath 
at human sin, or conquered the forces of sin, death, and evil. Although what 
Jesus did and taught prior to his death provides believers with guidance and 
instruction in the way they should live, strictly speaking, one does not obtain 
salvation by striving to follow what Jesus taught and exemplified in his min-
istry, but by trusting in the efficacy of his atoning death. Such views therefore 
tend to isolate Jesus’ death from the ministry that preceded it rather than see-
ing the two as a unified whole.

For the purposes of this work, it is not necessary to attempt an extensive 
reconstruction of the historical details surrounding Jesus’ life and death. It will 
be sufficient to look at certain aspects of his ministry and his final days that 
are widely attested in the sources we have, and thus are broadly accepted today 
as having a historical basis.2 $is will enable us to draw some general conclu-
sions regarding how Jesus viewed his own death and provide the background 
necessary for considering in the next five chapters the question of how Jesus’ 
first followers came to interpret his death after it had taken place.

THE AIMS OF JESUS’ MINISTRY

Biblical scholars and historians have offered a wide variety of answers to the 
question of what Jesus was attempting to accomplish in his ministry. $ose 
who stress Jesus’ apocalyptic and eschatological views tend to see him as a 
preacher of repentance who understood his task as announcing the imminent 
arrival of God’s reign and preparing and gathering others to participate in 
that reign.3 Others see Jesus as a social prophet whose aim was to denounce 
injustice and call people to repentance and obedience to God in order to pro-
mote a more just and egalitarian society.4 $ose who view Jesus primarily as a 

2. For this reason, I will not enter here into any discussion regarding the criteria of authenticity addressed 
by many scholars who have written on the subject of the historical Jesus. In reality, however, I am giving priority 
to the criterion of multiple attestation, since I will be discussing ideas that are well-attested in more than one 
source. I would also add that, as Dale C. Allison Jr. has noted, “even stories that do not reproduce historical events 
may tell us indirectly about Jesus because they incorporate features which his followers knew to be congruent 
with what he was all about” (“Behind the Temptations of Jesus: Q 4:1-13 and Mark 1:12-13,” in Authenticating 
the Activities of Jesus; ed. Bruce Chilton and Craig A. Evans; NTTS 28/2; Leiden: Brill, 1999, 208).

3. For summaries of the diverse views among scholars regarding Jesus’ aims, see especially Mark Allan 
Powell, Jesus as a Figure in History: How Modern Historians View the Man from Galilee (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox, 1998); Ben F. Meyer, “Jesus’ Ministry and Self-Understanding,” in Studying the 
Historical Jesus: Evaluation of the State of Current Research (ed. Bruce Chilton and Craig A. Evans; NTTS 
19; Leiden: Brill, 1994), 337-52; Bruce Chilton, “Jesus within Judaism,” in Jesus in Context: Temple, Purity, 
and Restoration (Chilton and Craig A. Evans; AGJU 39; Leiden: Brill, 1997), 179-201; David S. du Toit, 
“Redefining Jesus: Current Trends in Jesus Research,” in Jesus, Mark, and Q: !e Teaching of Jesus in its Earliest 
Records (ed. Michael Labahn and Andreas Schmidt; JSNTSup 214; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001), 
82-124.

4. According to Richard A. Horsley, for example, Jesus defined his mission in terms of “catalyzing the 
renewal of the people” and bringing about “a historical transformation,” rather than serving primarily as a 
“‘teacher’ of timeless truths or a preacher of cosmic catastrophe....” (Jesus and the Spiral of Violence: Popular 
Jewish Resistance in Roman Palestine; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993, 207-8). According to Sean Freyne, Jesus 
sought to bring others to adopt an alternative way of life based on a set of values distinct from those that 
predominated in the society of his day (“$e Geography, Politics, and Economics of Galilee and the Quest for 
the Historical Jesus,” in Studying the Historical Jesus, ed. Chilton and Evans, 120-21).



 �e Aims of Jesus’ Ministry 281

teacher define his objectives in terms of instructing his followers how to live 
and relate to others.5 Others have interpreted Jesus’ aims in social and politi-
cal terms, seeing him as a social organizer or even a revolutionary. While few 
scholars today believe Jesus sought to lead an armed rebellion against Rome, 
as S. G. F. Brandon argued, many claim that Jesus’ goal was to form some type 
of non-violent resistance movement in response to the Roman occupation of 
Palestine.6 Naturally, these diverse interpretations of Jesus’ aims exist in many 
variations and are not mutually exclusive, but can be combined in various ways.

Rather than evaluating each of these views of Jesus’ aims and arguing in 
favor of one or the other, I will begin by examining several fairly broad and 
uncontested claims regarding Jesus’ ministry in order then to draw some gen-
eral conclusions that will enable us to consider the questions of what led to 
Jesus’ death and how he may have understood his death. To address these 
questions, it is sufficient to consider merely in general terms the possible aims 
or objectives behind the primary activities to which Jesus dedicated himself 
in his ministry.

Jesus’ Proclamation of God’s Reign

Most scholars today would agree that the coming of God’s reign or king-
dom was “the central and governing image in Jesus’ proclamation.”7 Without 
entering into the complex question of how Jesus or the evangelists intended 
hē basileia tou theou to be understood, the use of the phrase itself tells us a 
great deal. Whether it is interpreted primarily as a realm to be established on 
earth or in heaven, as a symbol for some transcendent reality, or as referring 
to God’s act of reigning,8 the fact that in Jesus’ proclamation that reign is 
something that is yet to come is highly significant. If God’s reign had not yet 

5. John H. Elliott, for example, questions the idea that Jesus sought to form a “community of equals,” yet 
nevertheless argues that his goal was to promote “the communal identity, unity, intimacy, and loyalty of the 
believers in relation to God, Jesus Christ, and one another” (“$e Jesus Movement Was Not Egalitarian but 
Family-Oriented,” BibInt 11 [2003]: 205; see 173-210). See also Powell, Jesus, 181.

6. See S. G. F. Brandon, Jesus and the Zealots: A Study of the Political Factor in Primitive Christianity 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1967). Most scholars today would agree with Horsley that, if Jesus 
was in some sense a “revolutionary,” he was “not a violent political revolutionary” (Spiral, 326). However, it is 
common to see Jesus as a “subversive” who presented a “challenge to the structures of society” (Andrew Chester, 
“$e Jews of Judaea and Galilee,” in Early Christian !ought in its Jewish Context; ed. John Barclay and John 
Sweet; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996, 23), or as a proponent of “active nonviolent resistance” 
to Rome (Walter Wink, “Neither Passivity nor Violence: Jesus’ $ird Way [Matt 5:38-42 par.],” in !e Love 
of Enemy and Nonretaliation in the New Testament; ed. Willard M. Swartley; Louisville, KY: Westminster John 
Knox, 1992, 103).

7. John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, Vol. 2: Mentor, Message, and Miracles (New 
York: Doubleday, 1994), 177.

8. On these diverse interpretations of Jesus’ proclamation of the reign of God, see E. P. Sanders, Jesus and 
Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), 123-56; Bruce Chilton, “$e Kingdom of God in Recent Discussion,” 
in Studying the Historical Jesus, ed. Chilton and Evans, 255-80; Mary Ann Beavis, Jesus and Utopia: Looking for 
the Kingdom of God in the Roman World (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2006), 71-83; Norman Perrin, “Jesus and the 
Language of the Kingdom,” in !e Kingdom of God in the Teaching of Jesus (ed. Bruce Chilton; Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1984), 92-106. Reflecting the observations of scholars such as Alexander J. M. Wedderburn, who 
stresses that the kingdom of God in Jesus’ teaching refers not only to a thing to be received or a place to be 
entered but “God’s activity,” here I will speak of “the reign of God” rather than “the kingdom of God,” since the 
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arrived, then whatever realities existed could not be identified with that reign, 
and in some sense even had to be seen as contrary to it.9 

On the basis of several Gospel passages, some have argued that Jesus 
understood the reign of God primarily as something already present in his 
own day, rather than something to be expected in the future.10 $e most 
important of these passages is Luke 17:20-21, where Jesus tells the Pharisees 
who inquire as to the coming of God’s reign, “$e kingdom of God is not 
coming with things that can be observed; nor will they say, ‘Look, here it is!’ 
or ‘$ere it is!’ For, in fact, the kingdom of God is among you.” Even here, 
however, Jesus speaks of the reign as something yet to come in some sense, an 
idea repeated in the following verses, where he speaks of the coming of the 
Son of Man (17:22-37). Furthermore, because it is hidden to the Pharisees, it 
clearly cannot be identified with any of the kingdoms or reigns of the time or 
the political, social, and economic realities that existed in Jesus’ day. In Luke 
11:20 and its parallel Matt. 12:28, a Q saying, Jesus affirms, “if it is by the 
finger/spirit of God that I cast out the demons, then the kingdom of God 
has come to you.” Here, while God’s reign is said to be present, it is associated 
with Jesus’ activity. It is clear, therefore, that in some sense Jesus seems to have 
regarded God’s reign as a present reality, yet at the same time he repeatedly 
spoke of that reign as something that would be established in the future.11

Precisely what Jesus thought God’s reign would look like when it arrived 
in its fullness is difficult to determine. Numerous Jewish ideas were associated 
with the notion of God’s reign, including a variety of eschatological expecta-
tions as well as apocalyptic visions that found acceptance in certain Jewish 
circles.12 $e Gospels attribute many of these ideas to Jesus as well, though 
they also present him as rejecting certain hopes that existed among other 
Jews.13 Today New Testament scholars recognize that Jesus’ proclamation of 

word reign can be understood as a verbal noun (“Paul and Jesus: $e Problem of Continuity,” SJT 38 [1985]: 
195-96; see 189-203).

9. See Meier, Marginal Jew, 2:299: “If, then, Jesus makes a major object of his prayer the petition that God 
come to rule as king, this naturally means that in some sense, according to Jesus, God is not yet fully ruling 
as king.” Warren Carter similarly notes that to use the word basileia and pray for God’s Empire in the midst 
of the empire of Rome is to express profound dissatisfaction with Roman rule (Matthew and Empire: Initial 
Explorations; Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2006, 5).

10. $is view has especially been associated with C. H. Dodd, who is generally recognized as having 
coined the phrase “realized echatology” (see Parables of the Kingdom; New York: Scribner, 1961, 159).

11. Most scholars today would agree that, when Jesus spoke of God’s reign, he had in mind both a present 
and a future reality. $us, for example, Hartmut Stegemann argues that, for Jesus, “the Reign of God was not 
a static force that is either already present in its fullness or is still to come as a whole. It was a dynamic force, 
whose operation begins at a given point and reaches its completion only at a later time” (!e Library of Qumran 
on the Essenes, Qumran, John the Baptist, and Jesus; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998, 241).

12. On the Jewish background to the idea of the reign of God, see Bruce Chilton, Pure Kingdom: Jesus’ 
Vision of God (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 10-12, 19, 23-34, 141; Michael Lattke, “On the Jewish 
Background of the Synoptic Concept, $e Kingdom of God,” in Kingdom of God, ed. Chilton, 72-91; Géza 
Vermès, Jesus and the World of Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 32-35. Vermès notes that “the kingdom of 
God relates to God’s sovereignty itself rather than to the realm over which he governs” (33)

13. Beavis rightly notes: “If, as some interpreters assert, Jesus used the language of kingdom to subvert 
Roman imperialism, he may have wished to disavow Jewish dreams of basiliea as well” (Jesus, 96; see also 
98-99).
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God’s reign must be viewed in the context of the social and political realities 
of the Galilee in which he worked, rather than being understood in some 
abstract, idealized form, as was common among many liberal scholars in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.14 For Jesus, the coming of God’s 
reign no doubt had to do with an end to the suffering and hardships experi-
enced by many, especially in rural areas such as those of Galilee. Although it 
seems unlikely that Jesus and his closest disciples came from a background of 
extreme poverty, according to the Synoptics, the people to whom he reached 
out and directed his message were primarily those in greatest need.15

Numerous scholars have described the harsh realities that existed in 
Galilee in Jesus’ day, stressing the poverty, inequity, and injustices that the 
majority of the population had to endure under Roman governance.16 Our 
modern modes of thinking tend to divide reality up into spheres that are 
considered to be somewhat independent of one another, such as the political, 
social, economic, and religious. In antiquity, however, these different aspects of 
reality all formed part of a unified whole. In his description of Galilean social 
life, Sean Freyne stresses “how interconnected the political, social, economic 
and cultural aspects really were.”17 +e reign of God as proclaimed by Jesus 
therefore embraced all of these aspects. +is means that we cannot isolate 
the social, political, and economic realities that existed in Galilee from their 
theological underpinning. As scholars such as Warren Carter have argued, 
Rome justified its rule over the nations it subjected on the basis of an impe-
rial theology that proclaimed that the system in place was divinely-ordained: 

Basic to imperial theology was the claim that Rome rules its empire because 
the gods have willed Rome to rule the world.... Imperial theology creates and 
reinforces in words and rituals an understanding of a relationship between the 
emperor and the gods. +e emperor as ruler of the Roman Empire is the chosen 

14. On the understanding of God’s reign in liberal Protestant thought in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century, see Helmut Koester, From Jesus to the Gospels: Interpreting the New Testament in Context 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 199-203.

15. On this point, see Jens Schröter, “Jesus of Galilee: +e Role of Location in Understanding Jesus,” in 
Jesus Research, ed. Charlesworth and Pokorný, 36-55; John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical 

Jesus, Vol. 3: Companions and Competitors (New York: Doubleday, 2001), 522, 620.
16. See especially Richard A. Horsley, Galilee: History, Politics, People (Valley Forge, PA: Trinity Press 

International, 1995); Sean Freyne, Galilee and Gospel: Collected Essays (WUNT 125; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
2000), 195-96; James G. Crossley, Why Christianity Happened: A Sociohistorical Account of Christian Origins (26-

50 CE) (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2006), 43-56. Some scholars have questioned the claim that 
the economic and political conditions in Galilee during Jesus’ time were particularly difficult. Ekkehard W. 
Stegemann and Wolfgang Stegemann claim that the economic situation in first-century Galilee was basically 
the same as that which existed in other Mediterranean societies of the time (%e Jesus Movement: A Social History 

of its First Century, trans. O. C. Dean Jr.; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1999, 15-95). Schröter argues that Galilee was 
relatively stable during Jesus’ lifetime (“Jesus,” 46-48). Sanders also questions the reconstructions of Horsley and 
others, yet nevertheless acknowledges that the general populace was “hard pressed” and endured various types 
of oppression (Judaism: Practice and Belief, 63 BCE-66 BC; Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1992, 157-
69). Mark A. Chancey rightly insists on the need to exercise caution when describing the reality of first-century 
Galilee due to the uncertainties that exist regarding social and economic conditions (“Disputed Issues in the 
Study of Cities, Villages, and the Economy in Jesus’ Galilee,” in %e World of Jesus and the Early Church: Identity and 

Interpretation in the Early Communities of Faith; ed. Craig A. Evans; Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2011, 53-67).
17. Sean Freyne, Galilee, Jesus, and the Gospels (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1988), 175.
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agent of the gods.... If he represents the divine rule and will, the imperial system 
over which he rules... is presented as being sanctioned by the gods.18 

In Galilee, as in other parts of the empire, there were a number of shrines 
dedicated to Caesar. Although most Jews did not frequent these shrines, they 
promoted among both Jews and non-Jews the idea that God or the gods had 
placed Caesar as ruler over the region and thus served to perpetuate Rome’s 
power there.19

Many scholars have used the term “restoration” to characterize the hopes 
related to Jesus’ proclamation of God’s reign.20 $is word is employed to bring 
together a number of concepts, including the liberation of Israel from its 
oppressors, its political independence, and a state of social justice. Yet it also 
implies the notion of returning to a situation that existed previously. In this 
sense, its use seems inappropriate, since Jesus does not seem to have envi-
sioned a return to the supposed “glory days” of Israel under King David or 
King Solomon, which were marked by a great deal of social inequality, cor-
ruption, and injustice. Nor does Jesus appear to have conceived of God’s reign 
as involving the re-establishment of conditions that existed during some other 
period of Israel’s history. Instead, Jesus’ vision seems to have transcended any-
thing from Israel’s past. Precisely how Jesus thought that God’s reign would 
be established definitively is also not clear. Some argue that he expected some 
type of spectacular, cataclysmic divine intervention in history, while others 
characterize his hopes more in terms of the establishment of a new society. 
If Jesus spoke of a final judgment, he must have regarded its purpose as that 
of ridding the world of evil so that righteousness and peace might prevail.21

What is clear, however, is that Jesus’ proclamation of the coming reign of 
God implied that the rule of Rome and its allies, such as the Herodian kings 
who served Roman interests in Galilee, were to be overcome and replaced 

18. Carter, Matthew and Empire, 20, 33-34. Koester also contrasts the realized eschatology of Augustus, 
who claimed to have brought a new order of peace and prosperity as Roman emperor, with the alternative 
eschatology of Jesus and his followers (From Jesus to the Gospels, 205-10).

19. On this subject, see Monika Bernett, “Roman Imperial Cult in the Galilee: Structures, Functions, and 
Dynamics,” in Religion, Ethnicity, and Identity in Ancient Galilee: A Region in Transition (ed. Jürgen Zangenberg, 
Harold W. Attridge, and Dale B. Martin; WUNT 210; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007), 337-56. Bernett 
rightly stresses that the Roman imperial cult in Galilee was both a political and a religious phenomenon. See 
also Sean Freyne, Jesus, a Jewish Galilean: A New Reading of the Jesus Story (London: T & T Clark, 2004), 133-
34; Richard A. Horsley, “Introduction. Jesus, Paul, and the ‘Arts of Resistance’: Leaves from the Notebook of 
James C. Scott,” in Hidden Transcripts and the Arts of Resistance: Applying the Work of James C. Scott to Jesus and 
Paul (ed. Horsley; Semeia 48; Atlanta: SBL, 2004), 1-7.

20. For a summary of hopes regarding Israel’s restoration, see Craig A. Evans, “Aspects of Exile and 
Restoration in the Proclamation of Jesus and the Gospels,” in Exile: Old Testament, Jewish and Christian 
Conceptions (ed. James M. Scott; JSJSup 56; Leiden: Brill, 1997), 276-81. Evans also argues elsewhere that 
“Jesus envisioned the full restoration of Israel in every sense, political, economical, and cultic” (“$e Twelve 
$rones of Israel: Scripture and Politics in Luke 22:24-30,” in Jesus in Context, Chilton and Evans, 479). 
For other understandings of “restoration eschatology,” see Horsley, Spiral, 205-7; Sean Freyne, “Jesus and the 
Servant Community in Zion,” in Jesus from Judaism to Christianity: Continuum Approaches to the Historical Jesus 
(ed. Tom Holmén; London: T & T Clark, 2007), 110-13.

21. For this interpretation of Jesus’ proclamation of a coming judgment, see Marius Reiser, Jesus and 
Judgment: !e Eschatological Proclamation in its Jewish Context (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1997). See especially his 
conclusions on 316.
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by God’s reign. Even if Jesus’ message is interpreted as having to do pri-
marily with coming eschatological realities rather than social reform, it was 
politically-charged.22 Since the political reality was inseparable from the social 
and economic realities, the reign of God spoken of by Jesus must be seen as 
involving an entire system rather than only isolated aspects of human exis-
tence. Jesus was proclaiming the coming of a radically different system in 
which God alone would rule as sovereign, while at the same time articulating 
his rejection of the system that was then in place.

Because Jesus’ proclamation of God’s reign embraced religious aspects as 
well, it also implied a rejection of the Jewish leadership, particularly the high 
priestly families who were at the cusp of power in Jerusalem. $eir control 
of the income generated by the temple, which included the temple tax and 
tithes that the Jewish population of Galilee was expected to pay, meant that 
in the minds of some Galileans they were also in large part responsible for the 
difficult conditions of many in Galilee.23 It was common knowledge that the 
Jewish high priests were appointed by Rome and therefore had to be obedi-
ent to Rome and serve Roman interests to remain in power.24 Caiaphas could 
never have lasted from 18 to 36 CE in the high priesthood had he not worked 
in close collaboration with Rome. Many Jews must have seen the high priests 
as servants of Rome who would do whatever was necessary to please Caesar 
in order to remain in power. $e corruption that was commonly associated 
with the chief priests, evidence of which can be found in multiple sources, also 
must have led many to question whether they were truly the representatives 
of the God of Israel.25 

22. As Joan E. Taylor argues, in the context of first-century Galilee, not only Jesus’ proclamation of the 
kingdom but also his call to repentance would have been seen as highly political and anti-imperial, as the 
message of John the Baptist had been (!e Immerser: John the Baptist within Second Temple Judaism; SHJ; Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997, 213-22).

23. Marcus J. Borg rightly notes: “$e high priest and the traditional high priestly families were not 
only the religious elite, but the political and economic elites. During the time of Roman governors, the high 
priesthood was primarily responsible for domestic political rule” (Conflict, Holiness, and Politics in the Teachings 
of Jesus; Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1998, 13-14). Borg also stresses the role of the temple as 
“the center of an economically exploitative system legitimated in the name of God” (15). On this point, see also 
Horsley, Spiral, 323-25. It is important to note, however, that many Galileans remained attached and loyal to 
Jerusalem and its temple, as Freyne has argued (Galilee and Gospel, 73-85).

24. In this regard, Edwin K. Broadhead notes that, when the Romans conquered Palestine, they originally 
named the high priests directly. However, “[w]hen the power of appointment was restored to the Herodian 
dynasty, priests were appointed from wealthy, influential families who formed a Sadducaean oligarchy. $e 
Talmud (b. Yom. 18a; b. Yeb. 61a) says the high priests bought the office and were changed each year.... In the 
time of Jesus the office of high priest was a limited appointment subject to the whims of the Herodians or to 
the transactions of the Sadducaean oligarchy. As such, the leading priests would be largely viewed as wealthy 
collaborators. In the eyes of the people, their status could hardly compare with the ideals of Aaron and Eli and 
Zadok” (“Jesus and the Priests of Israel,” in Jesus from Judaism to Christianity, ed. Holmén, 127).

25. For the evidence of widespread criticism of the high-priestly families in Jesus’ day, see especially 
Jonathan Klawans, Purity, Sacrifice, and the Temple: Symbolism and Supersessionism in the Study of Ancient Judaism 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 147-50; Richard A. Horsley, “$e Dead Sea Scrolls and the Historical 
Jesus,” in !e Bible and the Dead Sea Scrolls: !e Second Princeton Symposium on Judaism and Christian Origins 
(ed. James H. Charlesworth; Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2006), 1:45-50; Craig A. Evans, “Jesus’ Action 
in the Temple: Cleansing or Portent of Destruction?,”in Jesus in Context, Chilton and Evans, 408-28, 433-34. 
On the criticisms of the high-priestly hierarchy in the rabbinic literature, see Evans, “Early Rabbinic Sources 



286 JESUS’ DEATH IN THE CONTEXT OF HIS MINISTRY 

$e same conclusions could be drawn with regard to those who repre-
sented the high priests or were loyal to them. $is group would have included 
the Pharisees, if they did in fact have close ties to the high priests, as some 
scholars have maintained.26 While it might be argued that Israel’s God had 
used the Romans to put the current high priesthood in place according to 
his will, the only way the high priesthood could be dissociated from the 
system imposed by Rome would be for the high priests to proclaim a mes-
sage similar to that of Jesus: that the current system was not ultimately the 
one desired by God but had to be replaced by a different system. $ere is no 
evidence that they did so; if they had, they would almost certainly have faced 
reprisals from Rome.

In this context, Jesus’ proclamation of the coming of God’s reign was by 
nature polarizing. One could either accept his proclamation or reject it. To 
ignore it was in essence to reject it. If one rejected it, one was rejecting not 
only Jesus himself but the God proclaimed by Jesus, who had sent Jesus to 
announce the coming of his reign. If one accepted Jesus’ proclamation, then 
one would subsequently submit as well to Jesus’ teaching on other points, 
seeing him as God’s representative. $ose who viewed and followed Jesus in 
that way would inevitably have come to be regarded as constituting a group 
or community that was defined over and against those who rejected or dis-
regarded Jesus’ message of God’s reign. As Jesus is reported to have said, one 
was either with him and the God he proclaimed or against him and that God 
(Matt. 12:30; Mark 9:40; Luke 9:50; 11:23). To be with Jesus was to follow 
him in rejecting the political, religious, and economic system of the time as a 
system over which God was not reigning.

Polarization between those who opposed Roman rule and those who 
did not must certainly have been widespread in Palestine, including Galilee. 
Undoubtedly, there was a wide spectrum of opinions with regard to the preva-
lent system, ranging from strong support to strong rejection. Many Jews in 
Palestine benefited from the system imposed by the Roman emperor and 
his appointed representatives, such as the Herodians and the high priests, 
and therefore would have supported this system. $is would have included 
not only a middle or retainer class but even laborers or peasants who found 
employment within the system or received some other type of benefit or 
advantage from it. $ere must have been sharp divisions among those living in 
poverty and especially in rural areas, as is evident from the fact that, according 
to the Gospels, Jesus’ message concerning God’s reign was rejected by many, 

and Jesus Research,” in Jesus in Context, Chilton and Evans, 31-44. Of course, as Andreas J. Köstenberger 
notes, there is also ample evidence for widespread Jewish support for the Jerusalem temple during this period, 
as is demonstrated by the pilgrimages made to the temple and the monetary offerings presented there (“$e 
Destruction of the Second Temple and the Composition of the Fourth Gospel,” in Challenging Perspectives on 
the Gospel of John; ed. John Lierman;  WUNT 2/219; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006, 83).

26. Anthony J. Saldarini in particular has argued that the Pharisees were in direct contact with the 
Jerusalem leadership and acted in their service in places such as Galilee (Pharisees, Scribes and Sadducees in 
Palestinian Society: A Sociological Approach; Wilmington, DE: Michael Glazier, 1988, 157-73).
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including entire villages whose inhabitants perhaps benefited from the system 
in place (Matt. 11:20-24; Mark 6:1-6; Luke 10:13-15; John 12:37).27

In Jesus’ mind, the God he proclaimed as coming to reign was also the 
God of Israel and of the Hebrew Scriptures. To reject his message regarding 
God’s reign was therefore to reject the God of Israel and the Scriptures as 
well. $is means that Jesus’ proclamation must have led him and his followers 
to redefine Israel in the way that other groups whose proclamation was simi-
lar did. According to Jesus, to believe in the God of Israel was to accept what 
Jesus taught about him; and to form part of the true Israel was to accept as the 
true God of Israel the God proclaimed by Jesus. In this regard, Jesus’ procla-
mation was similar to that of John the Baptist and those who wrote the Dead 
Sea scrolls, who appear to have maintained that not all those claiming to be 
Israel actually belonged to Israel, but only those who lived in conformity with 
their teaching.28 $is aspect of Jesus’ proclamation of God’s reign would also 
have led to tension and polarization. $ose who consciously rejected Jesus’ 
message could be regarded as having excluded themselves from membership 
in the faithful Israel that would share in God’s reign as proclaimed by Jesus. 
$is does not mean, however, that Jesus would have regarded his followers 
alone as the true Israel. Rather, he seems to have thought that all who were 
committed to the values of the reign he proclaimed and conceived of God in 
the way he did could be regarded as belonging to Israel, whether or not they 
identified themselves with Jesus.

In spite of the difficulties involved in defining precisely how Jesus under-
stood the reign of God he proclaimed, on the basis of what we have seen in 
this section, there are a couple of conclusions that we can draw with a consid-
erable degree of certainty. First, Jesus desired that a new social, political, and 
economic order be established and therefore hoped that the existing order be 
brought to an end or transformed into something radically different. He must 
also have believed that if this was to happen, it would need to be a work of 
God rather than of human beings alone. When and how Jesus thought God 
would act to bring this new order about is not entirely clear, yet there can be 
little doubt that he trusted that at some point God would indeed establish his 
reign in definitive fashion.

Second, the nature of Jesus’ ministry demonstrates that, even if he thought 
that ultimately God alone would bring about the reign that he awaited and 
proclaimed, he did not believe that God had called him and others merely to 
await passively and idly the coming of that reign or simply to announce that 
all must be prepared for its arrival at any moment. Rather, through his teach-
ing and healing activity, Jesus dedicated himself to seeking the well-being 

27. As Freyne has stressed, reality could vary a great deal from one village to another in Galilee (Galilee, 
Jesus, and the Gospels, 145-50).

28. On these points, see Markus Bockmuehl, “1QS and Salvation at Qumran,” in Justification and 
Variegated Nomism, Vol. 1: !e Complexities of Second Temple Judaism (ed. D. A. Carson, Peter T. O’Brien, and 
Mark A. Seifrid;  WUNT 2/140; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2001), 390-94; Robert L. Webb, John the Baptizer 
and Prophet: A Socio-Historical Study ( JSNTSup 62; Sheffield: JSOT, 1991), 197-202.
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of others in the present world. He sought to transform the way in which his 
listeners related to one another and to form a community committed to living 
according to the ideals and values of the reign he proclaimed. He also con-
stantly showed a deep concern for the physical, emotional, spiritual, and social 
needs of those to whom he reached out. 

Even if Jesus expected that God would come soon to establish his reign, 
therefore, he believed that in the meantime he was to dedicate his atten-
tion to the immediate needs of others. $is involved leaving up to God the 
question of when God would act to inaugurate his reign. Jesus’ logic appears 
to have been that, if God desired justice, healing, wholeness, and well-being 
for all people in the future, God must also desire these same things for all 
in the present. In what way Jesus thought that the future well-being of oth-
ers depended on their attaining well-being in the present age is not clear. 
However, it is likely that he was convinced that his work on behalf of others in 
the present age would contribute in some way to their well-being and whole-
ness in the age to come as well, when God’s reign would come in its fullness.

Jesus’ Teaching

In addition to proclaiming God’s reign, Jesus devoted a large portion of his 
ministry to teaching. Although some of this teaching was directed exclusively 
or primarily at his closest disciples, the Gospels give many indications that at 
times he also taught publicly and openly to any who wished to listen.

In principle, Jesus’ teaching activity could have been motivated by a vari-
ety of aims. A teacher in antiquity might seek to gain wealth, fame, or power 
through his or her teaching. It seems highly unlikely that Jesus taught in order 
to become wealthy, since all the evidence points in the opposite direction: 
Jesus gave up a great deal and endured many hardships in order to carry out 
his ministry. Whether intentionally or not, he did attain a certain amount of 
fame through his teaching and came to be recognized as a powerful teacher 
who possessed considerable moral authority. $ere is no evidence, however, 
that he used this fame and power for personal gain or political ends. Instead, 
whatever fame and moral authority he attained enabled his teaching to spread 
to others.

In considering the aims of Jesus’ teaching ministry, then, the important 
question is whether Jesus taught for his own sake, motivated primarily by some 
sort of self-interest, or whether he taught for the sake of others. While of course 
these two alternatives are not mutually exclusive, it seems that Jesus’ primary 
concern in his teaching ministry was the well-being of others. Whether Jesus’ 
objective in his teaching ministry was that of making it possible for others to 
attain some type of eschatological salvation or instead that of improving their 
life in the present age, in either case he taught others because he cared for 
them and desired that they obtain some kind of blessing or benefit through 
his teaching. $e fact that he apparently dedicated a great deal of time and 
energy to his teaching ministry, making considerable sacrifices and taking 
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certain risks in order to carry it out, must be seen as indicating that the good 
that he sought for others through his teaching was of great importance to him.

$e content of Jesus’ teaching also indicates that he taught out of a con-
cern for others rather than out of a desire for personal gain or to pursue 
his own interests. A central theme running throughout his teaching in the 
Gospels is precisely the importance of loving others and seeking their well-
being together with one’s own. $ere seems to be no reason to doubt that 
this emphasis in Jesus’ teaching is grounded in historical fact. Not only Jesus’ 
words but his actions drove home time and again the importance of caring 
for the needs of others and seeking their good. He expected and demanded 
from his followers the same loving commitment to the well-being of others 
manifested in his own activity and made that commitment the condition for 
being considered his disciple and forming part of his community of followers.

Yet it is important once more to view Jesus’ teaching about loving others 
in its original context. In Western society today, love tends to be understood 
in individualistic terms having to do primarily with being kind, affectionate, 
generous, and forgiving in relation to other persons. In a context of injus-
tice, oppression, systemic violence, suffering, and social inequity such as that 
which existed in first-century Palestine, however, love for others must also 
be seen in terms of standing in opposition to the system that is generating those 
harsh realities in order to reform or replace that system. $is opposition can 
take the form of resistance, prophetic denunciation, and attempts to form an 
alternative community or society. $e objective is to alleviate the suffering 
of others by identifying and confronting the political, social, economic, and 
religious beliefs and practices that uphold the system or status quo that is the 
root cause of that suffering.29

It is clear that Jesus’ ministry involved all of these things. He called on 
his followers to resist many of the values, practices, and traditions of his day 
in order to adopt other values and practices that often put them in con-
flict or tension with others, including at times their own families.30 He also 
denounced prophetically the injustices and oppressive policies of many of the 
leaders of the people as well as the predominant system in general. $rough 
his teaching he attempted to lay the basis for communities that would prac-
tice solidarity and overcome divisions resulting from greed, selfish interests, 
and a lust for power and recognition. $ese communities would be based 
on bonds that went beyond loyalties to family and friends and at times even 
replaced those loyalties. While Jesus insisted that his followers were to love all 

29. Warren Carter rightly notes that “Jesus’ teachings and actions... promote societal structures, practices, 
and visions that are alternatives to those of the Rome-allied, Jerusalem-centered, elite” (“Love as Societal Vision 
and Counter-Imperial Practice in Matthew 22:34-40,” in Biblical Interpretation in Early Christian Gospels, Vol. 
2: !e Gospel of Matthew; ed. $omas R. Hatina; LNTS 304; London: T & T Clark, 2008, 40). According 
to Carter, seen in the context of an oppressive system, Jesus’ teaching regarding love must be regarded as 
“subversive” and “socially transformative,” aimed at challenging the status quo (31-33, 37-44).

30. Freyne has particularly stressed the notion that Jesus sought to transform the value system of his day, 
including that of the market economy; see Galilee and Gospel, 111-13, 203-6.
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others, including their enemies, this love involved seeking the common good 
by demanding that those who practiced injustice, oppression, and different 
forms of violence change their ways for the good of all, as well as calling on all 
who heard him to seek the well-being of others in concrete ways.31

When this understanding of love for others is seen in the context of Jesus’ 
proclamation of God’s reign, it is clear that, from his perspective, those in 
power were not practicing love by seeking the common good, as they undoubt-
edly claimed to be doing. Instead, they were acting contrary to love and God’s 
will by promoting and sustaining a system that exploited and abused others 
and led to widespread poverty, inequity, and suffering.32 In spite of this, how-
ever, those in power justified their rule by affirming that it brought peace, 
security, justice, and abundance for all. Jesus’ proclamation of the reign of 
God represented a rejection of those claims and called on people to identify 
instead with the God who had sent him to lay the foundation for a different, 
alternative order.33

Jesus, of course, stressed not only love for others but love for God as well 
(Matt. 22:37-40; Mark 12:28-34; Luke 10:25-28; 16:13). Yet once more, in 
Jesus’ thought this love for God did not merely involve personal sentiments of 
affection and appreciation toward God, as love for God is often understood 
in Western culture. Rather, for Jesus, loving God involves assuming a firm 
commitment to doing God’s will. As Jesus repeatedly teaches in the Gospels, 
God’s will is that all people seek the well-being of others together with their 
own. To love the God proclaimed by Jesus is to follow God in loving others 
in the way that Jesus did and therefore to love and follow Jesus as well. To 
love the God proclaimed by Jesus is also to submit to that God as sovereign 
Lord and king, doing what that God commands in the way defined by Jesus. 
Once again, according to Jesus’ teaching regarding what it means to love God, 
those in power were not loving and serving God. $is was especially true of 
the Jerusalem elite, who claimed to be God’s representatives, chosen by God 
to promote and defend his will on earth.

In addition to love for God and others, Jesus’ teaching stressed the need 
to have faith in the God he proclaimed and to accept Jesus’ words as coming 
from that God. $roughout the Gospels, such faith is commonly contrasted 
with fear, which involves a lack of trust in God (Matt. 8:26; 14:28-31; 21:21; 

31. Horsley argues that Jesus’ teaching regarding loving one’s enemies had the purpose of promoting 
cooperation and solidarity among those experiencing hardships in the communities where he worked in Galilee 
and overcoming divisions in that context (Spiral, 255-73). For a similar understanding of Jesus’ teaching, see 
Marius Reiser, “Love of Enemies in the Context of Antiquity,” NTS 47 (2001): 411-27. 

32. As Bruce Longenecker observes, Jesus’ concern for the poor went hand-in-hand with his criticism of 
those in power in Jerusalem and Rome, and ultimately even led to his death (“Good News to the Poor: Jesus, 
Paul, and Jerusalem,” in Jesus and Paul Reconnected: Fresh Pathways into an Old Debate; ed. Todd D. Still; Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007, 64).

33. $ese ideas are reflected in many of Jesus’ parables, some of which bore “a clearly political message,” 
questioning the legitimacy of the ruling classes and their “unjust forms of administering the law” (Annette 
Merz, “How a Woman Who Fought Back and Demanded Her Rights Became an Importunate Widow: $e 
Transformation of a Parable of Jesus,” in Jesus from Judaism to Christianity, ed. Holmén, 79).
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Mark 4:40; 5:36; Luke 8:25, 50; 12:4-7). Jesus insists that his followers are 
to trust God for their daily needs, and especially to hold fast to their faith in 
God in the midst of hardships and persecution (Matt. 6:26-34; 10:24-30; 
Luke 12:4-7, 22-32). $e need not only to love God but to trust fully in God 
therefore seems to have been a central and dominant theme in Jesus’ teaching.

$ese two ideas are intimately related to each other. When people are 
fearful of suffering, dying, or losing the persons and things that are most 
important to them, that fear tends to absorb and paralyze them. As a result, 
they are unable to act out of love and show concern for others. In Jesus’ words, 
their primary concern is to “save their life” rather than losing it (Matt. 10:39; 
16:25; Mark 8:35; Luke 9:24; 17:33; John 12:25). Jesus’ stress on faith over-
coming fear must be seen in the context of the oppressive system that existed 
in Palestine and elsewhere under Roman rule. $en as now, such systems 
remain in place by instilling fear in their subjects, thereby enslaving them in 
a sense.34 $ose systems demand that one dedicate one’s time, energy, and 
resources to serving the interests of those in power rather than serving oth-
ers who are in need and attending properly to one’s own needs and desires. 
Rather than speaking out against the injustice and the oppressive ways of the 
system, those enslaved in this way remain silent out of fear. People are there-
fore constantly forced to make a choice between submitting obediently to the 
system and seeking justice and well-being for themselves and others.

If we look at these various aspects of Jesus’ teaching against the back-
ground of his proclamation of God’s reign, it appears that for Jesus the prob-
lem was that, rather than submitting to God’s reign, out of fear the populace 
was submitting to oppressive political and religious leaders and authorities 
that held them in bondage through their ambition and their desire to control 
and dominate others. $is led Jesus to stress the two basic ideas we have just 
seen in his teaching. First, he constantly insisted that, rather than seeking 
power, wealth, and privilege, his disciples were to seek the well-being of others 
in love through humble service, as he did. Second, he taught that it was neces-
sary to have faith and trust in the God he proclaimed rather than living out 
of fear. From Jesus’ perspective, what was needed was a different kind of com-
munity characterized by mutual love and solidarity as well as faith and trust 
in the God he proclaimed. $ese seem to have been the core values of Jesus’ 
teaching. For Jesus, love for God and others and trust in God were inseparable 
from one another, since one could not love and trust God without dedicating 
one’s life to doing what God desired and commanded, namely, seeking whole-
ness and well-being for all, including oneself.

$e itinerant life-style Jesus led and demanded of his closest followers 
must be seen against this background. In Jesus’ thought, true love for God and 

34. In this regard, Richard Horsley observes: “Roman leaders understood that the two basic motives for 
conformity to the dominant order were fear and consent. Fear, particularly important among the masses, was 
evoked by force or coercion. Consent, on the other hand, was evoked by persuasion” (“Rhetoric and Empire—
and 1 Corinthians,” in Paul and Politics: Ekklesia, Israel, Imperium, Interpretation. Essays in Honor of Krister 
Stendahl; ed. Horsley; Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2000, 77).
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others required that one reach out to others actively. $is stands in contrast 
to the ascetic lifestyle promoted by groups such as the Essenes and those 
at Qumran, who withdrew from society. Jesus’ itinerant ministry also con-
trasted with the form of ministry carried out by John the Baptist.35 While 
John directed his call to repentance to all Jews and thereby can be said to 
have sought their salvation out of love for them, he nevertheless required that 
people come to him. Jesus, however, manifested his love for others and his 
desire for the salvation of all by going out to encounter people with his mes-
sage where they were at, in the villages of Galilee and elsewhere in the region.

$e itinerant lifestyle adopted by Jesus also required that he and his dis-
ciples depend on God and others to provide for their needs. One of Jesus’ 
objectives in requiring that his disciples join him in following an itinerant 
lifestyle must have been to teach them to learn to place their faith and trust 
in God and overcome their fears.36 $is may have been the reason why, when 
Jesus sent his disciples out in pairs to carry out a ministry modeled on his 
own, he prohibited them from taking with them some of the basic necessities 
(Matt. 12:5-10; Mark 6:7-9; Luke 9:1-3; 10:3-8). $at lifestyle also required 
that Jesus’ disciples learn to depend not only on God but also on the solidarity 
and generosity of others. In this way, both Jesus’ disciples and those who pro-
vided support for their ministry learned to give generously as well as to receive 
with a spirit of gratitude. Jesus therefore must have also wished to teach and 
promote solidarity by means of the itinerant ministry he carried out with his 
closest disciples.

$e same understanding of the relation between love for others and trust 
in God mentioned above seems to be behind a number of Jesus’ sayings about 
following him. If Jesus’ call to deny oneself and take up one’s cross is regarded 
as authentic in some form (Matt. 10:38; 16:24; Mark 8:34; Luke 9:23; 14:27), 
then he would have been calling on his followers to be willing to stand up to 
the oppressive structures and systems that crucify those who oppose them in 
order to seek the well-being of others.37 $ey would do so only if they were 
committed to living in love in the way Jesus had taught and if they trusted 
fully in God. Such love and trust would also lead them to abandon the com-
mon way of seeking security, which involved submitting obediently to those 
who possessed the power, resources, and control necessary to make the popu-
lace dependent on them, in order to seek that security instead in God and the 
practice of solidarity with others.

35. Michael F. Bird speaks of Jesus’ ministry as “centrifugal” in comparison to that of John (Jesus and the 
Origins of the Gentile Mission; LNTS 331; London: T & T Clark, 2006, 165-68). See also Meier, Marginal Jew, 
2:169-70. On the parallels and contrasts between John’s ministry and teaching with the ministry and teaching 
of Jesus, see especially Taylor, Immerser, 149-53.

36. See Freyne, Jewish Galilean, 118; Allison, “Behind the Temptations,” 210. 
37. On the authenticy of Jesus’ call to his followers to take up their cross to follow him and the meaning 

of this idea in its original context, see Brad H. Young, “A Fresh Examination of the Cross, Jesus and the Jewish 
People,” in Jesus’ Last Week, Vol. 1 of Jerusalem Studies in the Synoptic Gospels (ed. R. Steven Notley, Marc Turnage, 
and Brian Becker; JCPS 11; Leiden: Brill, 2006), 191-209; Meier, Marginal Jew, 3:64-67; John Dominic 
Crossan, !e Historical Jesus: !e Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 
1991), 353.
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$e strong criticisms of wealth and the wealthy attributed to Jesus in the 
Gospels must also be seen in the context of Jesus’ emphasis on love and trust 
in God. Often Jesus’ teaching has been interpreted as implying that poverty is 
something inherently good, to be valued, as if being poor were a virtue to be 
sought as an end in itself. While Jesus is said to have declared the poor to be 
blessed (Matt. 5:3; Luke 6:20), when he called on his disciples to leave behind 
their family and possessions in order to follow him, his concern was not that 
they adopt poverty as a lifestyle but that they dedicate themselves to serving 
others together with him. Jesus’ stress on solidarity also led him to pronounce 
a blessing on those who rely on God and one another for their needs, in con-
trast to the wealthy who trust in their own riches rather than God and refuse 
to share what they have with others (Matt. 19:23-24; Mark 4:19; 10:25; Luke 
8:14; 12:16-21; 18:25). What Jesus taught, therefore, was not that wealth was 
bad and poverty was good, but rather that, for one’s own good and the good of 
others, it was necessary to practice generosity and solidarity, expressing one’s 
trust in God by sharing with others rather than clinging to one’s possessions 
out of fear or selfishness.38

Jesus may also have chosen to carry out an itinerant ministry in order to 
remain out of the grasp of authorities who might seek to silence him.39 At 
various times, such as after the arrest of John the Baptist, Jesus is presented as 
traveling to isolated places and attempting to avoid the crowds (Matt. 4:12; 
14:13; Mark 6:32; 7:24; Luke 9:10). However, rather than being motivated by 
fear, Jesus seems to have been acting out of concern for his ministry. Had he 
fallen into the hands of the authorities, he would not have been able to con-
tinue proclaiming God’s reign, teaching, healing, and training his disciples. 

Jesus’ itinerancy should thus be seen as an indication that he sought that 
his message regarding God’s reign reach as many people as possible. $e fact 
that he spoke enigmatically through parables and elected only a relatively 
small group of disciples to accompany him wherever he traveled should not 
be interpreted as an indication that he intended his teaching to be only for a 
select few. Had that been the case, Jesus would simply have withdrawn with 
his group of disciples to an isolated location in order to remain there indefi-
nitely and would not have taught openly and publicly. 

All of this brings us back to the question of why Jesus dedicated himself 
to a ministry of teaching. Clearly, his concern was not for himself or his own 
interests. Rather, what moved Jesus to make tremendous sacrifices and even 
put his life at risk by carrying out a ministry of teaching in the way that he 

38. For an analysis of the possible reasons why Jesus chose the lifestyle he did during his ministry and 
required that same lifestyle of his closest disciples, see David A. Fiensy, Jesus the Galilean: Soundings in a First 
Century Life (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2007), 135-45.

39. On this point, see Douglas Edwards, “$e Socio-Economic and Cultural Ethos of the Lower Galilee 
in the First Century: Implications for the Nascent Jesus Movement,” in !e Galilee in Late Antiquity (ed. Lee 
I. Levine; New York: Jewish $eological Seminary of America; Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1992), 72-73. Gerd $eissen notes that Jesus’ journeys outside of Galilee could have been motivated by the 
same concern (“Jesus as an Itinerant Teacher: Reflections from Social History on Jesus’ Roles,” in Jesus Research, 
ed. Charleston and Pokorný, 110).
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did must have been a profound love for others—a love that sought to bring 
others to love in the same way for their own good and the good of those 
around them.

Jesus’ Healings and Exorcisms

Virtually all historical Jesus scholars today acknowledge that Jesus had a repu-
tation as one who healed and performed exorcisms. Most also recognize that, 
at least to some extent, this reputation was probably grounded in historical 
reality. $is does not necessarily involve ascribing to Jesus supernatural pow-
ers, but rather seeing him as one who had a gift for healing, as many persons 
were thought to possess in antiquity.40

If Jesus did in fact perform healings and exorcisms, we may ask once more 
about his possible motives and objectives. According to Matthew and Luke, 
Jesus’ adversaries claimed that his work of casting out demons was carried 
out in collusion with “Beelzebub, the ruler of the demons” (Matt. 12:24-29; 
Mark 3:22-27; Luke 11:17-20). $e implication of this accusation was that 
Jesus was seeking to deceive people into thinking he was ultimately seeking 
their well-being, when in reality his objective was to serve his own interests or 
those of Beelzebub.41 $e Synoptics present Jesus as dismissing this accusa-
tion as absurd and even blasphemous. $ey also provide evidence that he was 
not moved by selfish motives. We have no reports of Jesus seeking or receiving 
any type of personal gain from healing others and casting out demons. On the 
contrary, he seems instead to have been willing to endure the criticism and 
opposition of the leaders of the people and even to have faced rejection from 
some of those he sought to help. While he did gain fame and moral authority 
in the eyes of others as a result of his healings and exorcisms, there is nothing 
in the Gospels to suggest that he used that fame or moral authority for any 
personal ends of his own. 

Seen in the context of Jesus’ teaching and his itinerant lifestyle, which 
stressed and exemplified the need to love and serve others in spite of the 
sacrifices involved, we are left to conclude that what motivated Jesus to heal 

40. Barry L. Blackburn observes that “scholars almost unanimously agree that this Galilean performed 
both cures and exorcisms, the success of which led both to a devoted following and opponents who charged 
him with sorcery” (“$e Miracles of Jesus,” in Studying the Historical Jesus, ed. Chilton and Evans, 392). On 
the historicity of Jesus’ healing activity, see also Meier, Marginal Jew, 2:679-727, 969-70; Craig A. Evans also 
compares Jesus with other ancient figures who had reputations as healers, such as Honi the Circle Drawer 
(Fabricating Jesus: How Modern Scholars Distort the Gospels; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2008, 139-57). 
Nevertheless, as H. Stegemann notes, Jesus’ exorcisms and acts of healing were different from those performed 
by other figures in antiquity in that Jesus did not make use of magical prayers, rites, or objects (Library of 
Qumran, 237-38).

41. As Graham Stanton argued, the accusation that Jesus was working in collusion with Beelzebub was 
undoubtedly due in large part to the fact that his healings and exorcisms led many to see him as “a disruptive 
threat to social and religious order. His claims to act and speak on the basis of a special relationship to God 
were rightly perceived to be radical. For some they were so radical that they had to be undermined by an 
alternative explanation of their source” (“Jesus of Nazareth: A Magician and False Prophet Who Deceived 
God’s People?,” in Jesus of Nazareth: Lord and Christ. Essays on the Historical Jesus and New Testament Christology; 
ed. Joel B. Green and Max Turner; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994, 180; see 164-80).
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others and exorcize demons was once again a deep concern for the well-being 
of others. To recognize this is not necessarily to affirm that his only motiva-
tion was to rid those he healed of their illnesses or the demons that tormented 
them. It is possible, for example, that he desired to communicate some deeper 
truth by means of his healings and exorcisms, making manifest to all the 
nature of God’s reign, or allowing others to experience the blessings of that 
reign in the present. Such a desire would also be rooted in his concern for 
the salvation and well-being of others rather than arising out of some type of 
self-interest on his part.

Jesus’ dedication to the task of delivering others from illnesses, physical 
disabilities, and demon possession inevitably raised the question of why these 
things existed and were so widespread. It was common to see them as punish-
ments sent by God to chastise the people for their sins. Even if the purpose of 
this chastisement was believed to be that of disciplining and correcting those 
who had sinned in order to bring them back to God, such a belief nevertheless 
implied that those who were ill or disabled were themselves to blame for their 
condition, since they were suffering due to the sins they had committed.42 
Had they not sinned, it would not have been necessary for God to discipline 
and correct them. Demon possession could also be interpreted in the same 
way: while God was not believed to be the one who sent demons to torment 
those who sinned, he evidently allowed demons to possess certain people by 
not intervening to protect them from those demons.

Rather than seeing illnesses, physical disabilities, and demon possession as 
punishments sent by God, however, Jesus may have considered them to be the 
consequences of the oppressive rule of Rome and the Jewish authorities and 
leaders, as Carter has argued: “disease results in part from the imperial eco-
nomic (taxation) system that removes adequate nutrition and food supplies 
from much of the population.”43 Seen in the context of the social realities that 
existed, those various ailments would be interpreted as signs that the society 
in general was in a state of crisis and deterioration. According to this way of 
thinking, the problem was not that God was making sinful individuals pay for 
their personal sins by inflicting suffering on them, but that countless individu-
als were experiencing the consequences of the sinful and unjust system that 
was in place.44

While some have argued that Jesus accepted the idea that sufferings were 
divine punishment for sins, there are good reasons for questioning such a view. 
A couple of passages from the Gospels seem to suggest that Jesus rejected the 
idea that those who suffered were being punished for their own sins or those 
of their parents (Luke 13:1-5; John 9:1-3). More important is the fact that, 

42. See H. Stegemann, Library of Qumran, 243; Jonathan Klawans, Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 98-99. 

43. Carter, Matthew and Empire, 5; see also 70-73.
44. According to Horsley, the “rulers’ intensified exploitation of their productivity” left people in Galilean 

villages “poor, hungry, despairing, divided against themselves, and even ‘possessed’ by demonic forces” (“$e 
Dead Sea Scrolls and the Historical Jesus,” in !e Bible and the Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. Charlesworth, 1:51).
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according to the evidence we have in the Gospels, Jesus never asked those 
who came to him for healing to acknowledge their sin or repent of it before 
he healed them. Had he thought that God was chastising them for their sins, 
he would have wanted to make sure that the chastisement sent by God had 
produced its desired effect before reversing what God had done.45 In one sig-
nificant passage, Jesus is presented as simply declaring the sins of a paralytic 
forgiven before the paralytic had said or done anything (Matt. 9:1-8; Mark 
2:1-12; Luke 5:17-26). $is suggests that Jesus saw the suffering of those he 
healed as something that was not in conformity with God’s will, but contrary to 
it. Precisely for this reason, he sought to alleviate their suffering. His healing 
activity was therefore also closely tied to the forgiveness of sins, since those 
healed could no longer be said to be enduring any type of divine punishment 
for their sins.

It is often claimed that Jesus intended his healings and exorcisms to serve 
as proof that he was truly God’s Son or the divine Savior God had prom-
ised to send.46 $is claim is then used as a basis to affirm that, when Jesus 
healed others, his objective was to bring people to faith in him in order that 
they might attain the salvation that truly mattered, namely, that of the age to 
come. Such an interpretation, however, implies that Jesus was in effect using 
those he healed for ends that he considered of greater importance than their 
physical well-being itself. Often this interpretation of Jesus’ activity is related 
to the soul/body dualism that has been predominant in Christian theology 
since patristic times. According to this dualistic manner of thinking, what 
ultimately concerned Jesus was the salvation of souls rather than the healing 
of bodies.

$ere is good reason, however, to reject such ideas and instead affirm that 
Jesus saw the healings and exorcisms he performed as ends in themselves rather 
than as a means toward some greater end. In this case, if Jesus wanted others 
to believe in him, it was for their sake: his desire was that they might con-
tinue to find healing and wholeness through him, both in the present and the 
future. A number of passages from the Gospels provide evidence that Jesus did 
indeed think in these terms. First, he is often reported to have told those he 
healed, “Your faith has saved you” (Matt. 9:22; Mark 5:34; 10:52; Luke 7:50; 

45. As H. Stegemann notes, Jesus’ healing activity would have been seen as subversive in that it challenged 
the notion that the existing reality was in conformity with God’s will: “$e healing of the sick was basically 
regarded as impermissible interference with God’s punishment” (Library of Qumran, 243). Freyne similarly 
notes that Jesus’ healing activity would be considered subversive not only from a religious perspective but from 
a social perspective as well, since it questioned prevalent norms by restoring people to the social world from 
which they had been excluded, supposedly in accordance with God’s will (Jewish Galilean, 148-49). On this 
point, see also Maureen W. Yeung, Faith in Jesus and Paul: A Comparison with Special Reference to ‘Faith that Can 
Move Mountains’ and ‘Your Faith Has Healed/Saved You’ (WUNT 2/147; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2002), 100. 

46. E. P. Sanders, for example, regards the notion that Jesus was motivated by compassion “amusing,” 
claiming instead that Jesus wished to authenticate his status as spokesman for God (Jesus and Judaism, 160-63, 
170-73, 338-39). In that case, what Jesus sought was not primarily to help others but to gain recognition for 
himself; in effect, he was using those whom he helped for his own personal ends rather than acting out of love. 
Such a view is entirely at odds with the view of Jesus that we find throughout all four Gospels.
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8:48; 17:19; 18:42).47 $is indicates that he understood salvation in terms of 
being restored to physical well-being, though no doubt he also considered it 
important to restore others to spiritual and emotional health. Second, just as 
the Gospels do not present Jesus laying down any conditions for granting 
healing to those who came to him, they do not provide any evidence that he 
asked anything of those he healed or freed from demon possession after they 
had been made well. Rather than demanding that they believe in him and 
follow him, in most cases, Jesus is presented as sending them back to their 
families and communities.48 While on occasion those restored to health are 
said to have praised God through Jesus or to have become his followers, they 
are presented as doing this spontaneously. Even when Jesus expected those 
healed to be grateful to God for being restored to health, as the story of the 
healing of the ten lepers in Luke 17:11-19 illustrates, he seems not to have 
demanded any expression of gratitude from those he healed.

$is means that Jesus was not using those he healed for other ends that he 
considered more important than their physical well-being itself. He was not 
trying to gain supporters or manipulate people through his healings and exor-
cisms. Rather, he saw other people as ends in themselves and sought simply 
that they be restored to health. Of course, he probably hoped that through 
his healing activity both those healed as well as others who had observed the 
healing or heard about it would come to believe in him as one who brought 
wholeness, not only in the present age, but the age to come as well.

Jesus’ commitment to restoring others to wholeness in body and soul must 
be viewed in connection with his proclamation of God’s reign. $e God he 
proclaimed as coming to reign was one who sought wholeness for all and thus 
wanted to reign for their sake rather than his own. $e fact that Jesus desired 
that those he had healed be restored to life in communities and a society from 
which they had become isolated, marginalized, or excluded because of their 
illness also indicates that Jesus understood salvation in terms of the restora-
tion of community and the reconciliation of people to one another within the 
communities of which they formed part.

However, the reconciliation that Jesus intended to bring about through 
his healings and exorcisms was not merely a reconciliation among those who 
had become alienated from one another due to illness, physical ailments, or 
demon possession, but also a reconciliation with God. In traditional Christian 
thought, divine forgiveness of sins has generally been regarded as an end in 
itself and as synonymous with salvation. In Jesus’ practice, however, forgive-
ness itself was not the end, as if his ultimate objective were to enable others to 
be acquitted by God at the final judgment. Rather, for Jesus forgiveness was 
a means to the goal of restoring people’s relationships with God and with one 

47. On Jesus’ use of this phrase, see Craig L. Blomberg, “‘Your Faith Has Made You Whole’: $e Evangelical 
Liberation $eology of Jesus,” in Jesus of Nazareth, ed. Green and Turner, 76-82; Yeung, Faith, 59-62.

48. As Horsley notes, Jesus sought to restore people “to regular social interaction in their own communities” 
rather than drawing them away from those communities (Spiral, 228).
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another so that they might experience wholeness not only on an individual 
level but on the level of communities as well. By declaring those whom he 
healed forgiven and accepted by God, whether explicitly or implicitly—that 
is, by freeing them from ailments that were commonly seen as divine pun-
ishment for their sins—, Jesus sought to remove any barriers to their full 
inclusion in the communities to which they belonged. If through Jesus God 
had declared his forgiveness and acceptance of a person who had been ill or 
possessed by demons by restoring that person to wholeness, no one else had 
a right to continue to condemn, marginalize, or exclude that person from the 
community on the basis of the idea that God was punishing that person for 
his or her sins.

When we look closely at Jesus’ teaching and practice, it becomes clear that 
the criterion for forgiveness is not that one repent in the traditional sense, 
but simply that one desire to be made whole and approach God or Jesus 
himself with a sincere heart seeking that wholeness. Only if the people to 
whom Jesus ministered drew near confidently to God or Jesus in that way 
could they receive that wholeness. $erefore, Jesus’ priority was not calling 
others to repentance so that they might be forgiven, but enabling them to 
be restored to health and subsequently live in ways that promoted their own 
well-being, together with that of others. While he undoubtedly wanted to see 
repentance in others, this was because, in Jesus’ thought, for intrinsic reasons 
people cannot be whole if they are not committed to living in accordance with 
God’s will. When he did call on others to repent or rejoiced that people had 
repented, he did so out of a concern that others experience not only divine 
forgiveness but also the well-being and wholeness that he and the God he 
proclaimed desired for them. Even when Jesus forgave sins, he sought to con-
vey to others that the God in whose name he was acting desired above all else 
that people approach that God confidently, without fear, in order to experi-
ence his full acceptance together with his healing power in all aspects of their 
life as individuals and communities.

Jesus’ teaching and practice thus stand in stark contrast to the teaching and 
practice of those who oppose Jesus in the Gospels. Whereas his opponents 
claim that God forgives people on the condition that they submit to his com-
mandments and his sovereignty, according to Jesus, God uses forgiveness as a 
means to make people whole. Undoubtedly, this includes attempting to bring 
about in them a life of obedience to God’s will, since only by living as God 
commands for their own good can people attain the wholeness God desires 
for them. But whereas Jesus’ opponents proclaim a God who is ultimately 
concerned about obedience to his commandments for his own sake and for 
the sake of the law he had given, Jesus proclaims a different God whose ulti-
mate concern is that all come to experience wholeness and well-being.

For the reasons we have seen, Jesus’ healing activity must be regarded as a 
critique of the theology that viewed suffering as divine punishment for sins. 
On this basis, Jesus rejects the God of those who oppose him, a God whose 
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primary concern is to safeguard his holiness and uphold his law and therefore 
constantly acts to punish those who disobey him. In the proclamation of Jesus’ 
opponents, to call sinners to repentance involves threatening them with divine 
punishment. In contrast, the God Jesus proclaims is one who wants sinners to 
repent and change their ways, not for his sake but their own. While Jesus’ God 
undoubtedly allows illness and suffering to exist among his people, through 
Jesus he seeks to draw people to himself in love by forgiving and accepting 
them so that they may experience healing and wholeness and come to live 
in ways that contribute to their well-being and that of others. $erefore, the 
God of Jesus does not inflict suffering on people in this life to punish them 
for their sins, as if retribution were his concern, but rather reaches out to them 
in love and solidarity to save them from living in ways that bring suffering on 
themselves and others. 

When viewed in the context of other aspects of his teaching and ministry, 
Jesus’ practice of healing and casting out demons must have been considered 
subversive. His healings and exorcisms served to authenticate his message of 
the coming of God’s reign, which was a critique of the prevalent reigns and 
systems of his day, and reinforced the notion that he was a savior-figure serv-
ing as God’s instrument to bring a salvation that transcended what Rome 
and the political and religious powers in Jerusalem offered. As his healings 
and exorcisms attracted people to himself, they also served to create a com-
munity of followers who pledged their allegiance to Jesus and the God he 
represented, rather than to Rome or Jerusalem.49 

Jesus was therefore seen as proclaiming a different God, a God who was 
distinct not only from the divinities in whose name the Romans ruled, but 
also from the God represented by the Jewish elites. $e God proclaimed by 
Jesus was a God who was not in favor of the systems and structures of the day. 
Nor was he a God who was using the Romans to punish the Jews for their 
sins. Jesus’ God was also radically distinct from the God of the religious lead-
ers who opposed Jesus and claimed that he was acting on behalf of Beelzebul. 
When he lashes out at them verbally, this is because for Jesus it is they who are 
serving a false God and therefore doing the work of Beelzebul by preventing 
others from coming to Jesus to be made whole.

Undoubtedly, like those who opposed him, Jesus claimed that one day 
the God he proclaimed would judge all people, condemning those who had 
refused to live according to his will, but saving and forgiving those who had 
lived in the way he desired and commanded. While Jesus was concerned 
for the well-being of others in the present world, this did not mean that he 
ascribed no importance to the life to come. On the contrary, he apparently 

49. Some scholars have argued that, by restoring physical well-being to those who suffered from various 
ailments, Jesus in effect fulfilled one of the primary roles of the Jerusalem temple, where many Jews went in 
order to ask God for healing and health. On that basis, they claim that this is one more reason why Jesus’ acts of 
healing and his exorcisms would be seen as subversive and as a challenge to the religious and social order. See, 
for example, R. David Kaylor, Jesus the Prophet: His Vision of the Kingdom on Earth (Louisville, KY: Westminster 
John Knox, 1994), 185-87; Freyne, Galilee, Jesus, and the Gospels, 238-39.
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spoke a great deal of the coming judgment and the world to come. His focus, 
however, was fundamentally different from that of his opponents. For Jesus, 
God’s purpose in establishing a new world and judging all people was that 
of destroying evil and injustice, together with all who aligned themselves 
with evil and injustice, so that those who desired to be made whole might 
finally experience that wholeness in its fullness. According to Jesus’ teaching 
as Matthew presents it, God’s angels will come to “collect out of his kingdom 
all causes of sin and all evildoers” and “throw them into the furnace of fire,” 
thereby enabling the righteous to “shine like the sun in the kingdom of their 
Father,” free from all oppression, injustice, and suffering (Matt. 13:41-43). In 
contrast, for those who opposed Jesus, it seems that the purpose of the final 
judgment and the establishment of the world to come was that of reward-
ing all who had been faithful to the system that the God they proclaimed 
had established in the present world, while at the same time punishing and 
excluding from the blessings of the new age those who had refused to submit 
obediently to that system and the authorities God had placed over it.

To whatever extent Jesus’ eschatology is regarded as apocalyptic, what 
really matters is that the future he announced through his teaching and his 
healings and exorcisms was one in which God would put an end to the pres-
ent, oppressive system in order to replace it with a radically different system 
over which God alone would reign. $is new system or new age would be 
characterized by the wholeness and well-being that results from love, justice, 
and solidarity. $rough both his message and his acts of power, Jesus commu-
nicated to all that it was necessary for them to identify with one or the other 
of these two systems. If they identified with the dominant, oppressive system 
through their way of life and their complicity with its unjust and corrupt 
practices, they would not inherit God’s reign. His hope was that all would 
instead identify with the coming system that God would establish in which 
all would enjoy God’s blessings of wholeness. To identify with that system, 
however, meant adopting the values and ways of relating to God and others 
inherent to that system.

Jesus’ Preparation of Disciples

$ere seems to be no reason to doubt that Jesus formed a group of disciples 
around himself.50 In addition to the group of the twelve, the Gospels speak 
of others who followed Jesus during his ministry, some of whom had a close 
relationship with him. Among these followers were women.51 $e Gospels 
also affirm that during his own lifetime Jesus sent these disciples out into the 
Galilean villages to heal people, cast out demons, and proclaim the coming of 

50. See Meier, Marginal Jew, 3:41-47.
51. On the question of the women who identified themselves as Jesus’ followers during his ministry, see 

especially Freyne, Galilee and Gospel, 282-86; Meier, Marginal Jew, 3:630-31. Kathleen Corley agrees that Jesus 
probably ate and traveled with women, but claims that this was not entirely novel or special in his context (“$e 
Egalitarian Jesus: A Christian Myth of Origins,” Forum 1-2 [1998]: 314).
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God’s reign. $e book of Acts, the letters of Paul, and other early Christian 
writings offer evidence that after Jesus’ death many of these same disciples 
formed the core of Jesus’ group of followers and that at least some of them 
played an important role in the expansion of that group.

For what purpose did Jesus choose a group of disciples and prepare them 
to carry out a ministry that was essentially the same as his own? $e four 
Gospels and Acts imply that Jesus anticipated that his ministry would be 
relatively short-lived, since he would die an early death. If he wanted his fol-
lowers to continue to minister to others in the same way he had, reaching out 
even further to more people to proclaim the coming of God’s reign, teach 
them how to live in that reign, and alleviate the suffering of those afflicted in 
body and soul, he needed to prepare disciples who would be capable of doing 
these things well and could assume a leadership role within the community 
of those who would continue to identify themselves as his followers. Many 
scholars, however, would question the notion that Jesus believed that his min-
istry would be cut short by an early death and doubt that he intended to 
establish an ekklēsia, that is, a “church” or community of followers that would 
carry on his work after his death.52

Jesus’ election of the twelve has usually been regarded as a symbolic act 
related in some way to the twelve tribes of Israel. For many, the symbol is 
that of Israel’s restoration.53 A couple of passages from the Gospels antici-
pate a day when the twelve disciples will judge or govern Israel (Matt. 19:28; 
Luke 22:30). As Richard Horsley notes, this would be understood in terms of 
liberating, redeeming, or establishing justice for the tribes of Israel.54 While 
this implies that Jesus was preparing his disciples for some eschatological 
role, it seems doubtful that this was his only plan for them, since there is 
ample evidence that the instruction he gave them included much more than 
guidelines for some future task of judging Israel; in fact, the tradition never 
speaks of Jesus providing them with any such guidelines. Instead, the Gospels 
in general present Jesus as preparing the disciples for a future role as leaders, 
teachers, and proclaimers of the message of God’s reign in the present age. To 
recognize this does not necessarily require postulating that Jesus foresaw his 

52. For the most part, in the present work I will avoid the term church due to the connotations that it has 
come to have and instead speak of the community of Jesus’ followers. I would agree with the affirmation of Craig 
Evans, who writes: “I don’t think that Jesus originally envisioned the ‘church,’ at least as it eventually came to be. 
Jesus spoke of a community and expected his followers to live and think in certain ways. But the church itself 
was a more or less ad hoc development of this community idea. $e church took on the characteristics that it did 
in order to deal with the new challenges it faced in the years and decades following Jesus’ death and resurrection” 
(“$e Jesus of History and the Christ of Faith: Toward Jewish-Christian Dialogue,” in Who Was Jesus? A Jewish-
Christian Dialogue; ed. Paul Copan and Evans; Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 70. N. T. Wright 
similarly notes that, rather than seeking to establish a “church,” Jesus “intended his people, those who were loyal 
to him in the villages and towns, to form cells, groups or gatherings....” (Jesus and the Victory of God, Vol. 2 of 
Christian Origins and the Question of God; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996, 295; see also 275).

53. See, for example, Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 98-106. On the significance of Jesus’ election of twelve 
disciples, see also Evans, “Aspects,” 281-83; Borg, Conflict, 85; Bird, Jesus, 132-34; Meier, Marginal Jew, 
3:148-63.

54. Horsley, Spiral, 204-5.
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own untimely death, since he may have expected that he would still be alive 
when the disciples carried out the tasks for which he was preparing them.

Jesus’ formation of a group of disciples has led many scholars to speak of a 
“movement” founded and directed by Jesus.55 Because this term is not found 
in the New Testament writings, however, caution must be used in employ-
ing it. Any answer to the question of whether Jesus intended to establish a 
movement depends on how that term is understood. Today we tend to define 
a movement as a group of people united in a common cause, usually guided 
by certain shared principles and objectives. It is not clear, however, that the 
followers of Jesus understood themselves in this way. $e Gospels imply that, 
when his disciples began to follow Jesus at his petition (rather than at their 
own initiative), they were somewhat uncertain about what they would be 
doing, where they would be going, or what Jesus’ objectives and purposes for 
them were. Instead, they seem to have set their hopes on him personally as 
someone who was to carry out some important task or achievement in which 
they would be involved. 

Similarly, it is not clear that what brought the disciples together was merely a 
common commitment to certain shared principles. According to the Gospels, 
whatever principles Jesus’ disciples came to adopt were taught to them by 
Jesus after they decided to follow him. $e evidence indicates that from the 
start their commitment was thus not to some common cause, task, or prin-
ciple but to Jesus himself and the God he proclaimed. In a sense, Jesus was the 
cause rather than anything he taught or represented. $ey were following him 
rather than merely following his ideas or example.

Yet because Jesus’ life was one of service, in another sense it was his min-
istry that was the real cause. $ey saw him not merely as a figure to be served 
and obeyed, but one who wanted them to follow and obey him because he 
was dedicated to serving others and wished for them to do so as well, together 
with him and under his guidance. $eir task was not to promote Jesus person-
ally, as if that were an end in itself, but to promote his work on behalf of the 
well-being of others. During his ministry, the disciples appear to have played 
both a support role for Jesus as well as the role of learners. 

According to the Gospels, however, Jesus was seen as more than an 
instructor or leader. He was also a savior figure. $e Gospels repeatedly speak 
of Jesus as one who gave authority to his disciples. As Dale Allison Jr. has 
noted, “Jesus himself stood outside the symbolic group. He was not one of the 
twelve. He was instead the one who chose the twelve.”56 Since the nineteenth 
century, it has been common to affirm that Jesus did not proclaim himself, but 
rather God’s reign. However, while that reign was undoubtedly central for 
Jesus, throughout the Gospels it is intimately and inextricably tied to Jesus 
himself. $e Gospels consistently stress Jesus’ divine authority and see him 

55. On the use of the term “movement” by scholars and the problems of speaking of a “Jesus movement,” 
see especially Douglas E. Oakman, !e Political Aims of Jesus (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2012), 143-47.

56. Dale Allison Jr., “Jesus and the Covenant: A Response to E. P. Sanders,” JSNT 29 (1987): 67.
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playing a unique role in the redemption of Israel, however that redemption is 
understood. He is presented, not merely as a teacher of divine truths or prin-
ciples, but as a figure in whom others deposited their hopes of salvation. His 
teaching is viewed as authoritative in a way that distinguishes him from other 
teachers or prophets. For the evangelists, Jesus represented God in a way that 
no one else did. 

Of course, many would argue that Jesus came to be seen as a savior figure 
with unique divine authority only after his death, when his disciples became 
convinced that he had risen from the dead, and that all four Gospels are 
unreliable on this point. Such an argument, however, is problematic. As Nils 
Dahl has insisted, in itself, belief in Jesus’ resurrection would not necessarily 
have led to the conclusion that he was a savior figure. Elijah, for example, was 
thought to have been exalted to heaven rather than suffering death, yet he was 
not on that account viewed as the same type of savior figure that Jesus was. 
According to Dahl, “If he was crucified as an alleged Messiah, then—but only 
then—does faith in his resurrection necessarily become faith in the resurrec-
tion of the crucified Messiah.”57 $is suggests that Jesus was seen as a savior 
figure prior to his death. As noted above, he called on others, not merely to 
follow his teaching, but to follow him.

For all of these reasons, if we are to speak of Jesus as one who led a move-
ment, we must exercise caution. $e book of Acts uses the word sect (hairesis) 
to refer to the group of Jesus’ followers after his death, although this designa-
tion is also problematic, especially due to the connotations it has acquired 
in modern English.58 In the New Testament, the term hairesis is not found 
on the lips of Jesus’ followers themselves as a self-designation. It thus seems 
to represent a designation formulated by people outside of their group. $e 
advantage of using this term, however, is that it can be understood as imply-
ing commitment and allegiance to a particular person rather than a cause. Of 
course, this may reflect modern usage of the term rather than ancient usage 
of the Greek hairesis, where allegiance was not always to a particular leader or 
figure. For my purposes here, I will merely speak of Jesus’ community or group 
of followers, though I am conscious that both of these words are also absent 
from the Gospel accounts and may carry certain connotations that are foreign 
to the self-understanding of those who originally followed Jesus. $e use of 
these terms in the singular also implies that there was only one community 
or group, which may be misleading. During his ministry, Jesus may have had 
various groups of followers, at least at a local level, and his community of fol-
lowers should probably be seen as a community of smaller communities.

57. Nils A. Dahl, Jesus the Christ: !e Historical Origins of Christological Doctrine (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1991), 38.

58. On the use of the word sect in biblical scholarship, see especially Robin Scroggs, “$e Earliest 
Christian Communities as Sectarian Movement,” in Christianity, Judaism, and Other Greco-Roman Cults: 
Studies for Morton Smith at 60 (ed. Jacob Neusner; SJLA 12; Leiden: Brill, 1975), 2:1-23; Albert I. Baumgarten, 
!e Flourishing of Jewish Sects in the Maccabean Era: An Interpretation ( JSJSup 55; Leiden: Brill, 1997), 5-15.
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$ese considerations bring us back to the question of why Jesus chose and 
prepared a group of disciples. While we cannot offer any definitive answers 
to this question, we can at least affirm from Jesus’ ministry that he had in 
mind the expansion of the work he was doing, both in a spatial and a tem-
poral sense. He prepared his disciples to go out to other places and, on at 
least one occasion, he actually sent them out for a short time to carry out 
the things he had taught them to do on their own. $e fact that, according 
to Luke, Jesus had them then return to share their experiences and continue 
to receive further instruction from him suggests that he intended that they 
continue in the future the work for which he had sent them out (Luke 9:10; 
10:17-20). Whether or not Jesus foresaw his death in Jerusalem, whatever he 
was preparing his disciples to do, he had them remain attached to himself 
throughout his ministry until his crucifixion, rather than sending them out to 
work independently of himself. Jesus did not have them set up any bases of 
operations in other places. If Jesus anticipated that he might be put to death 
when he went up to Jerusalem with his closest disciples, he must have desired 
to continue instructing and preparing them there until the time in which his 
death would come. 

In addition to those who accompanied Jesus throughout his journeys, 
Jesus had many followers whom he did not ask or expect to follow him from 
one place to another.59 In many of the sayings attributed to him, Jesus also 
calls these other followers his disciples. In a sense, they formed part of his 
community of disciples or followers as well, even when they remained in their 
villages and homes. 

If Jesus did intend to found a community that would continue to exist in 
the future even after his death and would also extend to other places, his elec-
tion and training of a core group of disciples should be seen as an attempt to 
prepare some type of leadership for this community that would also allow it 
to extend elsewhere. Naturally, because this preparation required time, Jesus 
would have sought to avoid conflict with the authorities when possible, as well 
as anything else that might cut that time short. $is may have been one of the 
reasons he stayed away from urban centers such as Sepphoris and Tiberias. 
Because these cities were centers of power and thus were controlled more 
closely by the authorities, there was a greater risk that he might be arrested 
there. $is would have prevented him from accomplishing fully his objective 
of preparing his disciples for the tasks he wanted them to carry out.60

59. Scholars today generally recognize that Jesus had different groups or circles of followers or disciples, 
not all of whom accompanied him in his itinerant ministry. Adriana Destro and Mauro Pesce distinguish 
between Jesus’ “itinerant disciples” and his “sedentary disciples,” who “remain within their own households and 
attend their usual activities” (From Jesus to his First Followers: Continuity and Discontinuity. Anthropological and 
Historical Perspectives; BIS 152; Leiden: Brill, 2017, 14-16). On this point, see also Meier, Marginal Jew, 3:626-
32. As Freyne has noted, Jesus’ band of followers was probably always a fairly small, limited group (Galilee, 
Jesus, and the Gospels, 263).

60. Of course, Jesus may have stayed away from centers such as Sepphoris for other reasons as well, such 
as his opposition to the system those centers represented. On this point, see Sean Freyne, “Archaeology and the 
Historical Jesus,” in Jesus and Archaeology (ed. James H. Charlesworth; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 81-82.
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Jesus’ purpose in establishing this community and planning for its expan-
sion, of course, must be seen in relation to his proclamation of God’s reign. 
What mattered to Jesus was not simply that a community of his followers 
continue to exist, but that those followers be fully committed to what Jesus 
had taught in word and example. $ey were to identify not only with Jesus but 
with the God he had proclaimed, submitting to the reign of that God rather 
than the human reigns that demanded their subjection and loyalty over and 
against the God of Jesus.

THE CONFLICTS GENERATED BY JESUS’ MINISTRY

According to the Gospels, conflict characterized Jesus’ ministry from the start 
and eventually resulted in his death. Nevertheless, we cannot assume that the 
reasons why Jesus was put to death in Jerusalem were related to the reasons 
for the opposition to his ministry in Galilee. $erefore, it is important to 
consider separately the conflicts that are said to have arisen during his time 
in Galilee.

Precisely what was behind these conflicts is a complex question. Most of 
the conflicts are reported to have been with the Jewish scribes and Pharisees. 
However, many scholars have questioned the portrayal of these groups in the 
Gospels and have argued that the Gospel accounts instead address conflicts 
that arose after Jesus’ death between the followers of Jesus and others in the 
Jewish communities in which Jesus’ followers were active. $ere are also diverse 
views regarding who the Pharisees were and what they represented. Some 
have seen them purely as religious leaders, while others have instead stressed 
their ties to the political system in which the rulers and Jewish authorities 
collaborated with Rome.61 

For our purposes here, however, it is not necessary to address these ques-
tions. $e evidence seems strong that Jesus had strong critics during the time 
of his ministry, whether or not they were scribes and Pharisees and whether 
or not those critics represented the scribes and Pharisees as a whole. For that 
reason, I will generally refer to those who entered into conflict with Jesus sim-
ply as his critics, adversaries, or opponents. What is important is not whether 
someone actually held the positions attributed to the scribes and Pharisees 
in the Gospels or who those persons were, but what the passages that relate 
conflict tell us about Jesus’ message, beliefs, and practices. If there was conflict, 
it was because some disagreed strongly with what Jesus said and did. As I have 
argued above, at the heart of these accounts of conflict are different under-
standings of God and God’s will. $e question that interests us here, therefore, 
is how the narratives of conflict found in the Gospels enable us to reconstruct 
the manner in which Jesus conceived of God and defined God’s will.

61. On this discussion, see especially N. T. Wright, !e New Testament and the People of God, Vol. 1 
of Christian Origins and the Question of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 181-203; Roland Deines, “$e 
Pharisees Between ‘Judaisms’ and ‘Common Judaism’,” in Justification, ed. Carson et al., 1:443-504; Meier, 
Marginal Jew, 3:289-340, 549-60.
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If we look at the Gospel accounts as a whole, the stories that mention 
conflict during Jesus’ ministry revolve around three particular themes: Jesus’ 
authority, his relation to those regarded as sinners, and the priority he gives to 
concerns regarding human well-being over against other competing concerns, 
including primarily the proper observance of the Mosaic law. Because these 
three themes appear so frequently throughout the Gospel accounts, we can 
assume with a fair degree of certainty that they did indeed constitute sources 
of conflict during Jesus’ Galilean ministry, even though the identity of those 
who disagreed with Jesus over these matters is unclear.

Jesus’ Authority

Although Jesus undoubtedly believed he had authority from God to say and 
do the things he did, precisely how he understood his relationship to God is 
an extremely difficult question to answer. Inevitably, the presuppositions with 
which one approaches that question will determine to what extent one accepts 
the claims regarding Jesus’ divine sonship found in the New Testament as well 
as the way in which one understands that sonship.

$e question of whether Jesus regarded himself as the Messiah that many 
Jews expected is also extremely difficult to answer. As we observed in Chapter 
2, most scholars now agree that there was no universally-accepted set of 
beliefs concerning the Messiah among the Jews of Jesus’ day. Some Jews, in 
fact, apparently had few if any expectations regarding a Messiah. If Jesus did 
allow others to regard him as the Messiah, he appears to have done so some-
what reluctantly and must have defined the title in terms that were different 
from those that were common among other Jews.62

Similar difficulties must be noted with regard to other titles attributed 
to Jesus in the Gospels, such as Son of Man, Son of God, and Son of David. 
Evidence suggests that Jesus may have attributed to himself only the first 
of these three titles,63 yet scholars remain divided over what Jesus may have 
meant when he spoke of the Son of Man. Many have even doubted that 
Jesus identified himself with the Son of Man.64 Because of the uncertain-
ties involved, it seems problematic to approach the question of who Jesus 
understood himself to be by taking as a starting-point the common beliefs 

62. See James D. G. Dunn, “Messianic Ideas and $eir Influence on the Jesus of History,” in !e Messiah: 
Developments in Earliest Judaism and Christianity. !e First Princeton Symposium on Judaism and Christian 
Origins (ed. James H. Charlesworth et al.; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 372-74.

63. As Aquila H. I. Lee has shown, most scholars agree that Jesus did not see himself as the Son of 
God (From Messiah to Preexistent Son: Jesus’ Self-Consciousness and Early Christian Exegesis of Messianic Psalms;  
WUNT 2/192; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005, 25-30). If Jesus accepted the title of Messiah, of course, he may 
also have accepted the title “Son of David.”

64. For a summary of the scholarly discussion on this subject, see especially Delbert Burkett, !e Son of Man 
Debate: A History and Evaluation (SNTSMS 107; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). Burkett notes 
that many scholars now consider “unsolvable” the question of whether Jesus referred to himself as the Son of Man 
and, if so, how he understood that title (2). Burkett also concludes that most scholars now agree that “no unified 
‘Son of Man’ title or concept existed in pre-Christian Judaism,” that “the titular use of ‘Son of Man’ originated in 
a christological interpretation of Daniel 7.13,” and that there is an increasing tendency “to dissociate the Son of 
Man sayings from Jesus and attribute them to the early church” (121-22, 124).
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concerning these figures in order then to ask which if any of these titles Jesus 
applied to himself or allowed others to apply to him.

What does seem fairly certain, however, is that Jesus believed that the 
authority he had from God was in some way unique and set him apart from 
other authority figures.65 According to all four Gospels, conflicts over Jesus’ 
authority arose repeatedly during his ministry. Although these conflicts are 
especially emphasized in the Fourth Gospel, they are also central to the plot 
of all three of the Synoptics, as Jack Kingsbury in particular has argued.66 
During his ministry, the scribes and Pharisees take offense when Jesus pro-
nounces the sins of a paralytic forgiven and question Jesus’ authority to speak 
and act in other ways (Matt. 9:28, 32-34; 12:22-24; Mark 2:1-12; 3:22; Luke 
5:17-26; 11:14-15; John 5:1-18; 9:1-41). Once Jesus has arrived in Jerusalem, 
they approach Jesus with the express purpose of asking him regarding his 
authority (Matt. 21:23-27; Mark 11:27-33; Luke 20:1-8). Similarly, through-
out the Synoptic passion narratives, the question constantly addressed is 
whether Jesus is truly the Messiah and God’s Son. $e fact that heated discus-
sions over the question of Jesus’ identity and authority are so prominent in the 
Fourth Gospel as well means that there can be little doubt that this question 
was indeed a cause of considerable conflict during Jesus’ ministry.

Even though the Synoptics do not present Jesus repeatedly making explicit 
claims regarding his unique relationship to God as God’s Son in the way that 
the Fourth Gospel does, many of the narratives they contain suggest that he 
did believe that he had divine authority to say and do things that other human 
beings did not. According to the story of the healing of the paralytic, Jesus 
believed he had divine authority to forgive sins and declare who was accept-
able before God (Matt. 9:2-8; Mark 2:1-12; Luke 5:17-26; cf. 7:48). Even 
if Jesus’ declaration to the paralytic that his sins were forgiven is not seen as 
implying that he believed he was divine in some sense, the Gospels nowhere 
affirm that Jesus thought that others could forgive sins in the same way that 
he did, unless they did so with the authority he gave them (Matt. 16:18-19; 
18:18; cf. John 20:23). It is not clear whether Jesus taught that when God’s 
reign arrived he would have the task of judging others, as a number of pas-
sages from the Gospels affirm, yet at the least he appears to have claimed to 
know who would be allowed entrance into that reign.67 Whether or not he 
expressed openly and explicitly in the presence of others his beliefs regarding 
his unique relationship with God, those beliefs inevitably came across in the 
things he said and did. $e healings and exorcisms he performed also seemed 
to authenticate whatever claims he made regarding himself. Others would not 

65. On this point, see especially Lee, From Messiah, 122-201. Dunn notes that, for the evangelists, the 
category of prophet was “certainly not of sufficient weight to embody the significance of Jesus” (“Messianic 
Ideas,” 377). See also Ben F. Meyer, !e Aims of Jesus (London: SCM, 1979), 147-53.

66. See Jack Dean Kingsbury, Conflict in Mark: Jesus, Authorities, Disciples (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989), 
65-69, 86-88; Kingsbury, Conflict in Luke: Jesus, Authorities, Disciples (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 81, 105-7; 
Kingsbury, Matthew as Story, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988), 125-26.

67. On this point, see especially Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 208, 240, 273-74.
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have been offended and angered by Jesus’ teaching and practice unless what he 
did and said communicated at least implicitly that he was acting with divine 
authority as one who related to God in ways that no one else did. 

Jesus’ customary practice of referring to God as his “Father” should also 
be seen as an expression of his belief that his relation to God was unique. 
Scholars have debated to what extent it was common for Jews in antiquity 
to refer to Israel’s God as their Father, yet even if Jesus’ use of this designa-
tion did not distinguish him entirely from other Jews, the way in which 
he used it certainly did. While at times he apparently taught others to call 
God Father as well, his words and actions seem clearly to reflect the convic-
tion that he represented and spoke for God in a way that others did not. 
Although most scholars now agree that Joachim Jeremias overstated his case 
when he claimed that Jesus’ use of the term Abba was equivalent to calling 
God “Daddy,” there can be little doubt that Jesus did see his relationship 
with God as being extremely close and intimate.68 Of course, Jesus appar-
ently also desired that others see God in the same way, though this need 
not be understood as an indication that he believed that others shared the 
same relationship to God that he did. $e fact that Abba was the term Jesus 
preferred to refer to the God he proclaimed underscores once more that his 
understanding of God was distinct from that of other Jewish teachers and 
leaders, especially those who claimed to represent Israel’s God as his media-
tors and spokespersons.

Jesus’ teaching as the Gospels present it also reflects a certain presump-
tion to know God’s will. According to the Gospels, Jesus did not customarily 
base his teaching on the sources of authority recognized by other Jews in his 
day, most notably the Hebrew Scriptures and the Jewish tradition as a whole. 
Instead, he is often presented as claiming to have immediate knowledge of 
God’s will independently of the traditional sources of authority.69 Once again, 
this claim would have generated conflict due to the widespread belief among 
the Jewish people that any authority a teacher or leader had needed to be 
grounded in the authorities recognized as being of divine origin, such as the 
written and oral law, the Hebrew Scriptures as a whole, and the institutions 
God had established, including especially the high priesthood.

For Jesus to claim to have an authority from God that was distinct and 
independent from these traditional sources of authority involved questioning 
implicitly the absolute authority not only of those sources themselves, but 
also of those who opposed him on the basis of those sources. Furthermore, 

68. See James Barr, “Abba Isn’t Daddy,” JTS 39 (1988): 28-47. For different perspectives on Jesus’ 
understanding of God as his Father and his use of the term Abba, see also Lee, From Messiah, 122-80; 
Mary Rose D’Angelo, “Abba and Father: Imperial $eology in the Contexts of Jesus and the Gospels,” in 
!e Historical Jesus in Context (ed. Amy-Jill Levine, Dale C. Allison Jr., and John Dominic Crossan; PRR; 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006), 64-78.

69. As Freyne observes, rather than being based on tradition or the Scriptures, in the Gospels Jesus’ words 
“are deemed authoritative in their own right” (Galilee, Jesus, and the Gospels, 259). Irving M. Zeitlin also notes 
that Jesus’ idea that “he had an especially intimate relationship with God” would have led him to claim a certain 
authority over the Hebrew Scriptures (Jesus and the Judaism of His Time; New York: Basil Blackwell, 1988, 101).
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by rejecting the authority that others claimed to have received from God, 
Jesus also rejected their view of God. $e God whom Jesus proclaimed and 
whom his critics rejected was a God who had given Jesus a special and unique 
authority. $e God whom Jesus rejected and others affirmed was a God who 
called on all to submit obediently to the dictates of the political and religious 
authorities he had established as his representatives on earth. Just as Jesus 
rejected the God that others proclaimed, others rejected the God whom Jesus 
proclaimed and therefore rejected Jesus’ claims to authority as well. While 
both Jesus and those who criticized him believed their God was the true 
God of Israel, at stake were two conflicting views of God and God’s will.70 
Furthermore, because each view of God was identified with a different order 
or system, Jesus was in effect challenging the system in place by proclaiming 
a God who was distinct from the one who had supposedly established the 
status quo.71 $e system to which Jesus’ God had aligned himself was not the 
one that was in place in Palestine and the Roman Empire, but the coming 
reign of which Jesus spoke.

$is understanding of Jesus’ authority and the God he proclaimed provided 
the basis for the claims regarding Jesus that his first followers began to make 
after his crucifixion, once they became convinced that the God he had pro-
claimed and called Abba had raised him from the dead. Jesus’ resurrection would 
be interpreted as demonstrating the truth of everything that he had conveyed 
concerning his unique authority and relation to God. What Jesus had taught 
about himself, both explicitly and implicitly, would explain in large part why, 
shortly after his death, his first followers began to proclaim him as Christ, Lord, 
and especially Son of God. It was not only the use of these terms by Jesus’ fol-
lowers but the way in which they used them that set Jesus apart from other 
authority figures, including not only the political and religious authorities of 
his day and prophetic figures such as John, but the authorities from Israel’s past, 
such as the patriarchs, Moses, David, and the prophets. It is difficult to explain 
how Jesus’ first followers could have come to view Jesus in such terms after his 
death if Jesus’ words and deeds before his death had not laid some basis for those 
interpretations of Jesus and his relation to the God of Israel.

70. While it would be inaccurate to affirm that what distinguished the God proclaimed by Jesus from that 
of those who opposed him was that Jesus’ God was one of love and mercy, I believe there is a certain degree of 
truth in the claim of William A. Simmons that “Jesus’ deeds and words reveal a very distinctive understanding 
of God” and that, even though “such elements [i.e., love and mercy] have always been a part of the faith of 
Israel, the degree to which Jesus pushed these concepts to the forefront was extraordinary for the context in 
which he lived” (A !eology of Inclusion in Jesus and Paul: !e God of Outcasts and Sinners; MBPS 39; Lewiston, 
NY: Mellen Biblical Press, 1996, 36).

71. In this regard, Carter comments that at the root of Jesus’ conflicts with the Jewish leaders as reported 
in Matthew’s Gospel is the fact that those leaders are “part of the ruling elite committed to defending the 
current social order from which they benefit. Jesus and the religious leaders occupy very different places in the 
imperial world. $e religious leaders are part of its power structure. $ey represent its interests.... No conflict 
is ‘just’ or ‘simply’ a religious one. $e conflicts have social, political, and economic dimensions also.... Jesus 
conflicts with representatives of the ruling class, people who want to preserve the current social structure” 
(Matthew and Empire, 35). 
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Jesus’ Fellowship with Sinners

Numerous passages in the Gospels present the scribes and Pharisees tak-
ing offense at the way in which Jesus enjoyed fellowship with certain people 
whom they considered sinners (Matt. 9:10-13; 11:19; Mark 2:15-17; Luke 
5:30-32; 7:34-50; 15:1-32). Once again, scholars have debated extensively 
precisely why Jesus’ practice in this regard was offensive to many, yet there 
can be little doubt that the primary reason was that it called into question the 
social and religious norms of the society of that day.72 As in most societies, 
it was expected that a moral and upright person manifest one’s disapproval 
of those who do not live according to those norms, especially if that person 
is viewed as a leader or authority figure.73 Jesus apparently refused to do this. 
Instead, he entered into various degrees of fellowship with those who violated 
those norms.

Of course, it is possible to regard Jesus’ acceptance of those whom others 
labeled “sinners” as a strategy on Jesus’ part to bring those who did not live in 
accordance with those norms into compliance with them. By initially show-
ing them acceptance, he might gain their trust and then attempt to convince 
them to change their lifestyle so as to live in the way that the predominant 
social norms dictated. Yet Jesus’ practice can also be seen as a rejection of 
many of those norms. It involved questioning the way in which the major-
ity had come to define good and bad, right and wrong, righteous and sinner. 
Jesus’ fellowship with those considered sinners is an indication that he did not 
agree with many of those norms, particularly those that demanded that one 
manifest outwardly one’s rejection of those who behaved in ways that were 
deemed unacceptable. Once again, because the norms that were prevalent in 
the society of Jesus’ day were believed to have been established by Israel’s God 
himself, through his actions Jesus would have been seen as rejecting the God 
that was associated with the system in place in order to proclaim a different 
God—a God who related as Jesus did to those considered sinners and thus 
rejected the social norms that Jesus himself questioned.74

To make this claim is not to affirm the traditional Protestant view that 
Jesus proclaimed a God of grace in contrast to other Jews who rejected the 

72. On these conflicts, see especially David Neale, None but the Sinners: Religious Categories in the Gospel 
of Luke ( JSNTSup 58; Sheffield: JSOT, 1991), 68-95; Crossley, Why Christianity Happened, 75-96. On the 
historicity of Jesus’ fellowship with those labeled “sinners,” see especially Craig L. Blomberg, “$e Authenticity 
and Significance of Jesus’ Table Fellowship with Sinners,” in Key Events in the Life of the Historical Jesus: A 
Collaborative Exploration of Context and Coherence (ed. Darrell L. Bock and Robert L. Webb; WUNT 247; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009), 215-44.

73. On the predominance of the idea that sinners must be treated as outcasts in ancient Jewish thought 
and second-temple Jewish literature, see Tom Holmén, Jesus and Jewish Covenant !inking (BibInt 55; Leiden: 
Brill, 2001), 200-205; James D. G. Dunn, “Jesus, Table-Fellowship, and Qumran,” in Jesus and the Dead Sea 
Scrolls (ed. James H. Charlesworth; ABRL; New York: Doubleday, 1992), 267-68.

74. Jesus’ practice of admitting those considered sinners into the intimacy of his table fellowship, of 
course, also seemed to represent a lack of respect for the Jewish law, since it communicated the idea that it was 
acceptable for people to disregard the commandments God had given. On this point, see William R. Farmer, 
“Reflections upon the ‘Historical Perimeters for Understanding the Aims of Jesus’,” in Authenticating, ed. 
Chilton and Evans, 74. 
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idea of a gracious God and instead taught a doctrine of works-righteousness. 
E. P. Sanders rightly insisted that divine grace was a central concept in first-
century Judaism, contrary to many Christian caricatures of ancient Jewish 
beliefs, and demonstrated convincingly that the idea that it was necessary 
to earn God’s grace and favor was foreign to Jewish thought.75 Nevertheless, 
Sanders seems to have overlooked the fact that God’s grace could be defined 
and understood in many different ways. Clearly, Jesus’ understanding of God’s 
grace differed in important ways from that of his critics. For Jesus, God’s grace 
demanded that he enter into fellowship with those others condemned as sin-
ners, while for Jesus’ critics God’s grace precluded such fellowship. $us Jesus 
was not only proclaiming a God who was different from the God in whom 
many other Jews of his time believed, including those who opposed him, but 
a distinct understanding of God’s grace and God’s will as well.76

In his book Jesus and Judaism, Sanders argued that, if Jesus had called on 
sinners to repent, religious leaders such as the Pharisees would have wel-
comed his efforts to bring others to repentance rather than objecting to those 
efforts or being offended by them.77 $is observation, together with other 
considerations, led Sanders to the conclusion that Jesus did not call on the 
sinners with whom he had fellowship to repent and that repentance was not 
an important element of Jesus’ teaching.78

Numerous scholars have questioned Sanders’s claim that the call to repen-
tance was not a central aspect of Jesus’ message.79 One of the main problems, 
however, is that Sanders simply inquires as to whether Jesus proclaimed the 
need to repent without considering the possibility that Jesus and his critics 
understood repentance in two very different ways. In addition to defining 
repentance differently, it appears that Jesus disagreed with his critics over two 
other issues as well: how sinners should be brought to repentance and who 
was in need of repentance.

Most Jews in first-century Palestine seem to have understood repentance 
in terms of recognizing that one had failed to keep God’s commandments as 
they had traditionally been interpreted and turning back to those command-
ments in order to be committed to obeying them to the best of one’s abilities.80 
One particularly important way of expressing repentance was participation in 

75. Sanders, Judaism, 275-78. 
76. Greg Forbes has argued that several of the parables attributed to Jesus in Luke’s Gospel portray God 

in a way that is in continuity with the understanding of God that appears in the Hebrew Scriptures, yet stands 
in contrast with the view of God found in certain circles of Judaism in Jesus’ day (!e God of Old: !e Role of the 
Lukan Parables in the Purpose of Luke’s Gospel; JSNTSup 198; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000, 261-306).

77. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 200-204.
78. According to Sanders, “Jesus did not call sinners to repent as normally understood, which involved 

restitution and/or sacrifice, but rather to accept his message, which promised them the kingdom” (Jesus and 
Judaism, 210).

79. See, for example, Bruce D. Chilton, “Jesus and the Repentance of E.P. Sanders,” TynB 39 (1988): 1-18; 
Allison, “Jesus and the Covenant,” 57-78.

80. As Daniel Falk notes, knowledge and observance of the Torah were thought to be a prerequisite for 
repentance, though both of these things were regarded as a gift graciously given by God (“Prayers and Psalms,” 
in Justification, ed. Carson et al., 1:22).
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the activities carried out at the temple in Jerusalem, in particular the offering 
of sacrifices for sin and the Day of Atonement rites.

Many scholars suppose that Jesus must have understood repentance in the 
same way as other Jews,81 yet there are good reasons for rejecting such a sup-
position. Consideration of this question is complicated both by the difficulties 
involved in defining what the Mosaic law was thought to command regard-
ing repentance and how obedience to that law was understood. Undoubtedly, 
Jesus desired that sinners return to a life in conformity with the general moral 
principles of the Mosaic law. According to the Gospels, however, rather than 
simply insisting on the need to obey the commandments given by Moses, he 
called on people to believe in the gospel he proclaimed and to follow him. As 
we shall see in the next section, Jesus’ understanding of obedience to the law 
seems to have been different from that of his critics.

On this basis, there seems to be some truth to Sanders’s claim that Jesus 
did not generally call to repentance those regarded as sinners. $e main rea-
son for this, however, seems to have been that most would have understood 
such a call in terms of turning back to a God who was distinct from the God 
proclaimed by Jesus. When Jesus ’ critics condemned as sinners many of those 
with whom he entered into table fellowship, they did so in the name of the 
God of the system and the status quo that they defended and proclaimed.82 
Both Jesus and those “sinners” with whom he enjoyed fellowship would there-
fore have regarded not only the God of Jesus’ critics as oppressive but those 
who proclaimed that God as well. To accept their call to repentance would by 
definition involve accepting at the same time not only their view of God but 
also their definition of who was a sinner and who was righteous.

For this reason, while Jesus seems to have preached the need to repent, 
he apparently did not call others to repent in the sense in which other Jewish 
leaders understood repentance. In fact, he may have avoided to some extent 
the language of repentance precisely because he thought that those hearing 
him would associate that language with the understanding of repentance that 
he questioned. Undoubtedly, Jesus wanted all people to repent in the sense 
of recommitting themselves to living in accordance with God’s will as he 
understood it whenever they had behaved in ways that ran contrary to that 
will. $is would have been true as well for those whom others labeled “sin-
ners.” $e Gospels do, of course, present Jesus calling others to repent and 
teaching on the subject of repentance. Luke also mentions two individuals 
whose actions in response to Jesus’ ministry can be understood as an expres-
sion of repentance: the sinful woman who washed his feet and Zacchaeus 
(Luke 7:36-50; 19:1-10). However, because Jesus proclaimed a God who was 

81. I would question, for example, the claim of Crossley that, for Jesus, repentance involved bringing 
people back to observance of the commandments, at least as they were commonly interpreted at the time (Why 
Christianity Happened, 91-92).

82. On this understanding of Jesus’ practice of table fellowship with those labeled “sinners,” see especially 
Borg, Conflict, 92-134. Borg comments that Jesus’ practices in this regard represented a protest against the 
oppressive structures in place (134).
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distinct from the oppressive God of his critics, when he called on others to 
repent, he sought that they turn to the God he proclaimed and represented 
rather than the God whom his critics proclaimed and represented.83 

According to Jesus’ practice as it is presented in the Gospels, Jesus also 
disagreed with other Jewish groups regarding the way in which sinners were 
to be brought back to God in repentance. From what we know of groups such 
as the Essenes and the Qumran community, it seems that a common practice 
in Jesus’ day was for those who considered themselves righteous to avoid con-
tact with those who failed to conform to their understanding of the norms of 
conduct dictated by God. $is involved shunning and ostracizing those whom 
they regarded as sinners. Jesus’ critics expected him to do the same and on 
that basis rejected his practice of openly receiving those deemed sinners into 
fellowship with himself.84

Jesus’ practice of seeking out fellowship with those whom others labeled 
“sinners” seems to have been something he engaged in intentionally and 
deliberately. Just as he rejected the path of asceticism and chose to reach out 
to the general populace through his itinerant ministry rather than waiting 
for others to come to him, so also he appears to have taken pains to seek out 
actively those whom the society and its leaders had rejected as sinners. $is 
must be seen as an expression of love and concern for others on his part. If 
Jesus wanted those considered sinners to change, he believed that the way to 
make this happen was not to condemn or ostracize them as others did, but to 
accept and befriend them. 

If the words attributed to Jesus in Mark 2:17 (Matt. 9:12-13; Luke 5:31-
32) are accepted as authentic, this would explain in large part Jesus’ attitude 
toward those whom others considered sinners. $ere Jesus says that he came 
“not to call the righteous but sinners,” since “it is not those who are well who 
need a physician but those who are ill.” To speak of sinners as “those who are 
ill” would be to conceive of them as persons who need help and support rather 
than requiring censure and condemnation. When Jesus showed acceptance 
toward those ostracized by others as sinners, he was not condoning any sin-
ful behavior on their part, but viewing them in the same way that a physician 
views those who need to be restored to health. He sought to establish rela-
tions of solidarity with them so that he might help bring them to live in ways 
that contributed to their own well-being as well as that of others.

A second way in which Jesus appears to have differed from his critics on 
the subject of repentance is that he insisted that all without exception were 

83. In principle, I would therefore agree with Tobias Hägerland that Jesus did preach repentance, but did 
not uphold the customary rites of repentance (“Jesus and the Rites of Repentance,” NTS 52 [2006]: 166-87). 
Nevertheless, from my perspective, what Jesus questioned was not so much the customary rites, but the concept 
of God that had come to be associated with those rites among many Jews under the influence of the religious 
leaders.

84. Jesus seems to have believed that, in order for people to turn to God, it was necessary first to show 
them God’s love and acceptance, rather than insisting that they first turn back to God as a condition for 
accepting them. Meyer summarizes Jesus’ “revolutionary contact and communion with sinners” in terms of 
“communion first, conversion second” (Aims, 160-61). On this point, see also Meier, Marginal Jew, 2:148-49.
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equally in need of repentance as he had come to redefine it. $is included espe-
cially those who considered themselves more righteous than others. Whether 
or not Jesus actually told the parable of the Pharisee and the tax or toll col-
lector (Luke 18:9-14), there can be little doubt that it reflects his thought: 
the real sinners were those who looked down on others and rejected them in 
God’s name, claiming to be superior to them, as the Pharisee of the parable 
did. In contrast, those who acknowledged their sinfulness and their need for 
God’s grace, mercy, and assistance as the tax collector did were in reality righ-
teous. $is was because their attitude made it possible for them to receive the 
help necessary to be brought into conformity with God’s will. In contrast, the 
attitude of those who presumed to be already living fully in accordance with 
God’s will, such as the Pharisee of the parable, made it impossible for them to 
recognize that they too needed to change their conduct. From the perspective 
of the parable, it was not only the Pharisee who was unjust and oppressive, 
but also the God in whom he believed and to whom he prayed. His was a very 
different God than the God of the tax collector, who was also the God whom 
Jesus proclaimed.85

Many New Testament interpreters have claimed that Jesus’ saying about 
having come to call not the righteous but sinners should be understood in 
the sense that he believed that leaders such as the scribes and Pharisees were 
not sinful or unrighteous, and therefore were not in need of repentance or a 
“physician.”86 $e simple fact that those who believed Jesus was sinning by 
entering into fellowship with persons whom they considered sinners while 
Jesus believed he was doing what God desired and commanded is sufficient 
evidence that such a claim is untenable. If Jesus believed that it was God’s will 
that one enter into fellowship with sinners, and his critics not only refused to 
do so themselves, but condemned him for doing so, then they were sinning 
by rejecting Jesus and refusing to do God’s will as Jesus understood it. $eir 
behavior was contrary to God’s will, not only because of the way they con-
demned and ostracized others as sinners, but also because they opposed Jesus 
for doing what according to him was God’s will. $is means that, from Jesus’ 
perspective, his critics were also to be included among those who were ill and 
in need of a physician.87 As the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector 

85. As William R. Herzog II notes, a central element of the parable is that, by depersonalizing and 
dehumanizing the toll collector, the Pharisee “participates in the systematic, institutionalized violence 
originating from the Temple” (Parables as Subversive Speech: Jesus as Pedagogue of the Oppressed; Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox, 1994, 191).

86. Craig Evans, for example, interprets Mark 2:17 in the sense that “Jesus understands his ministry in 
terms of a call to those who are truly sick and those who are truly sinners. Scribes and Pharisees who faithfully 
observe the Torah are among the righteous....” (“Who Touched Me? Jesus and the Ritually Impure,” in Jesus 
in Context, Chilton and Evans, 354). Likewise, Taylor affirms that, for Jesus, “Pharisees are among those who 
have not gotten lost or strayed from home” (Immerser, 202). From my perspective, it is astonishing that anyone 
who reads through the canonical Gospels, including especially passages such as Matthew 23, could conclude 
that Jesus did not regard the Jewish religious leaders and teachers as sinners. It is they who consistently bear 
the brunt of his criticisms and accusations of sinful behavior.

87. Borg rightly notes regarding those who claimed to be righteous as God’s representatives, but in reality 
practiced oppression and injustice: “the healthy were not healthy after all. $erefore, one cannot claim that the 
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shows, for Jesus those who claimed to be righteous were in reality sinners, 
whereas those who acknowledged their need for help and were willing to 
draw near to Jesus to receive that help were in reality righteous in God’s eyes.88

Numerous other passages in the Gospels present Jesus condemning the 
scribes and Pharisees for oppressing others and committing injustices through 
their hypocrisy and interpretations of the law.89 $is idea is so widespread 
throughout the Jesus tradition that it seems fairly certain that there were at 
least some scribes and Pharisees whom Jesus condemned as oppressive. Even 
if those Jesus condemned were not representative of these groups taken as a 
whole, Jesus would have expected that other members of these groups con-
cur openly with his views and join him in condemning and denouncing the 
hypocrisy and oppression committed by some within their ranks. It appears 
to be doubtful that this happened, and if it did not, Jesus would probably have 
considered the behavior of those who refused to speak out as being oppres-
sive and unjust as well. $e failure of most of the scribes and Pharisees to 
join Jesus in rejecting openly the teaching and behavior of certain members 
of their groups would therefore also have led Jesus and his first followers to 
condemn the scribes and Pharisees as a whole, even though not all scribes and 
Pharisees acted in the ways that Jesus criticized.

Because Jesus regarded those who opposed him as sinners in need of 
repentance, he treated them differently than other sinners, condemning them 
harshly. $is was not only because, unlike many of the other sinners with 
whom he entered into fellowship, Jesus’ critics believed themselves to be righ-
teous instead of acknowledging their sin. $ey also served as obstacles to the 
repentance of the sinners with whom Jesus entered into fellowship, since in 
the eyes of the God proclaimed by Jesus’ critics, it was they who were righteous 
and those they condemned who were sinners. $is prevented those labeled 
“sinners” from repenting, since to repent in the ways that Jesus’ critics defined 
repentance was to acknowledge them as righteous and as representatives of 
the true God. Such repentance would also require those considered sinners to 
accept the label that had been placed on them, and to acknowledge as well the 
view of God and God’s will that constituted the basis upon which they were 
condemned as sinners.90 $eir failure to acknowledge the God proclaimed by 
the religious authorities would be seen as merely confirming further the fact 

sick were to be made like them” (Conflict, 109). On the idea that Jesus had in mind the Jewish leaders when he 
spoke of those who were ill, see also Ed Condra, Salvation for the Righteous Revealed: Jesus amid Covenantal and 
Messianic Expectations in Second Temple Judaism (AGJU 51; Leiden: Brill, 2002), 319-20.

88. Crossley’s argument that, in ancient Jewish sources, the term sinners generally refers to the rich and 
powerful who exploited others would also mean that Jesus saw the Jewish leaders as those who were “ill” and 
needed to heed his call to repentance (Why Christianity Happened, 75-96, 119-21). Conversely, as Falk observes, 
in the Hebrew Scriptures, “$e righteous are not those who by their effort have avoided sin, but those who 
confess their sins and seek God’s mercy” (“Psalms,” 42).

89. On this point, see especially Moshe Weinfeld, Normative and Sectarian Judaism in the Second Temple 
Period (LSTS 54; London: T & T Clark, 2005), 279-85. Weinfeld notes there that, in the rabbinic sources, 
passages that criticize the Pharisees for their hypocrisy are fairly common.

90. Jon Sobrino captures these ideas well when he writes that, in the Gospels, what Jesus requires from the 
oppressed is “acceptance of the fact that God is not like the image they have introjected from their oppressors 
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that they were sinful and godless. According to the Gospels, all of this aroused 
Jesus’ anger not only against his critics, but also against those who refused to 
join with him in condemning their teaching and behavior.

Reflected in Jesus’ way of relating to both the “sinners” and his critics is 
Jesus’ teaching on love and forgiveness. According to the Gospels, Jesus taught 
that love for others was to be unconditional. Just as the God Jesus proclaimed 
loves all without exception, whether righteous or unrighteous, so also in Jesus’ 
teaching it is necessary for his followers to love others unconditionally (Matt. 
5:44-48; Luke 6:32-36; cf. Matt. 22:10). $is principle is manifested not only 
in Jesus’ teaching but also in his practice.

At the same time, however, Jesus is presented as teaching that, while love 
for others must be unconditional, forgiveness is to be conditional. In this regard, 
his teaching follows ideas regarding love and forgiveness that we have seen 
in Chapter 2. Undoubtedly, he tells Peter that one is to forgive others seventy 
times seven (Matt. 18:22; cf. Luke 17:4). $is seems to imply an uncondi-
tional forgiveness. When Jesus speaks of forgiveness in this sense, he seems 
to have in mind the idea of not harboring hatred or ill feelings toward those 
who have done one harm and refraining from any attempt to take retaliation 
or seek revenge. According to Jesus’ teaching, one is always to forgive one’s 
enemies in the sense of continuing to love them by seeking their well-being.

Yet while in that sense one is always to forgive, in another sense one is only 
to forgive those who have harmed others if and when they repent and commit 
themselves to changing their ways. In the same immediate context in which 
Matthew cites Jesus’ command to forgive an offender seventy times seven 
(Matt. 18:21-22), he presents Jesus’ teaching regarding one who sins against 
one’s brother or sister (Matt. 18:15-17). $ere Jesus affirms that, if an offender 
refuses to acknowledge his or her sin after being confronted first in private, 
then in the company of two or three witnesses, and finally in the presence of 
the entire congregation, he or she should be regarded by the members of the 
community “as a Gentile and a tax collector.” Here forgiveness is clearly condi-
tional. Jesus’ words in Luke 17:3 also reflect this idea: “If another disciple sins, 
you must rebuke the offender, and if there is repentance, you must forgive.”

$e parable of the unforgiving servant that Jesus tells immediately after 
telling Peter that one must forgive an offender seventy times seven illustrates 
the same ideas (Matt. 18:23-35). On the one hand, like the king in the par-
able, God forgives freely those who cannot pay their debts. On the other 
hand, however, God expects those forgiven to forgive others freely as well; 
when they refuse to do so, God revokes the forgiveness he had granted them. 
$e parable thus teaches that one is always to forgive in the way God forgives, 
yet also presents a God who does not forgive those who refuse to forgive oth-
ers: after the king of the parable has the servant who refused to forgive his 
co-servant cast into prison and tells him that he will not be released until he 

and the ruling class culture....” (Jesus the Liberator: A Historical-!eological Reading of Jesus of Nazareth, trans. 
Paul Burns and Francis McDonagh; Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1993, 97).
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has paid his entire debt, the parable concludes with Jesus affirming: “So my 
heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your 
brother or sister from your heart.” 

In other contexts, Jesus repeats the same idea: God forgives those who 
forgive others but does not forgive those who refuse to forgive others (Matt. 
6:12, 14-15; Mark 11:25-26; Luke 6:37; 11:4).91 $erefore, in Jesus’ teaching, 
while God’s love is unconditional, God’s forgiveness is conditional upon one 
treating others in the way God desires and commands. 

$e logic of Jesus’ teaching is not difficult to grasp. To love others uncon-
ditionally is to seek at all times their well-being, together with the well-being 
of others and oneself. Out of love, one is always to forgive offenders in the 
sense of remaining committed to seeking their well-being, rather than desir-
ing or attempting to do them harm in response to the offenses they have 
committed. However, for their own good and the good of others, one is also 
to demand that they stop doing others harm and change their ways in order 
to practice instead love toward all. If they do not do so, steps must be taken 
either to continue to insist that they repent and change or, when necessary, to 
attempt to impede them in some way from continuing to treat others unjustly 
and do them harm. To treat offenders in this way is not to act contrary to love, 
since one remains committed to their well-being, as well as to the well-being 
of others affected by their behavior.

For this reason, when Jesus angrily criticizes and condemns the scribes 
and Pharisees in passages such as Matthew 23, reproaching them for their 
oppressive behavior and for committing tremendous injustices while pretend-
ing to be acting as God’s servants, in reality he is acting out of love (cf. Mark 
12:38-40; Luke 11:37-54; 20:45-47). His purpose is not only to defend those 
affected negatively by the behavior of the scribes and Pharisees, but to pro-
voke a change of behavior in the scribes and Pharisees themselves for their 
own good (Matt. 23:26). In spite of the harshness of Jesus’ words, therefore, 
they are an expression of love and concern both for those whom he castigates, 
as well as others who learn from Jesus’ words not to act as the scribes and 

91. E. P. Sanders is entirely mistaken when he affirms that Matt. 6:14-15 (“For if you forgive others their 
trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you; but if you do not forgive others, neither will your Father 
forgive your trespasses”) “is the clearest single expression... of the view that forgiveness can be bought by a 
good deed” (Comparing Judaism and Christianity: Common Judaism, Paul, and the Inner and Outer in the Study of 
Religion; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2016, 76). What obtains God’s forgiveness is repentance and a recommitment 
to living in accordance with his will. One aspect of this will is that believers are always to forgive in the 
sense of not seeking to harm those who have harmed them. $ose who forgive others are not “buying” God’s 
forgiveness, but manifesting their commitment to doing God’s will, and this makes them acceptable to God, 
who wants all people to live according to his will, not for his sake, but for their own. However, because God 
cannot be manipulated by human beings and always looks into their hearts to see if they are truly acting out of 
love for him and others, any who attempt to put God under obligation to forgive them by forgiving others are 
not acting in conformity with God’s will. $eir act of forgiveness is not acceptable to God because, in God’s 
eyes, forgiveness must arise out of love for others; otherwise it is not truly forgiveness. If the “forgiveness” 
they offer another is an attempt to “buy” God’s forgiveness, it is unpleasing to God not only because such 
“forgiveness” does not arise out of true love for God and others but also because it is motivated by a desire to 
manipulate God in order to obtain his forgiveness. 



318 JESUS’ DEATH IN THE CONTEXT OF HIS MINISTRY 

Pharisees do, and not to submit passively to those who mistreat them. Instead, 
they are to raise their voice to defend themselves and others. $is does not 
involve desiring the wrongdoers ill or attempting to harm them, but demand-
ing that they put an end to their oppressive and unjust ways.92

Like the word “salvation,” “justice” can be understood in many different ways. 
As we have noted in Chapter 2, in the Hebrew Scriptures the stress is gener-
ally on distributive justice: justice exists when the needs of all are met and all 
are able to live full lives instead of suffering. Retributive justice has the goal of 
promoting distributive justice. $is understanding of justice is thus intimately 
tied to the concept of shalom or wholeness, which involves human well-being 
in a general sense. Justice therefore can be said to exist when all enjoy shalom 
individually and collectively.

$is same understanding of justice must be seen as running throughout 
Jesus’ teaching and practice. As I have argued above, Jesus’ ministry was aimed 
primarily at seeking the wholeness and well-being of others. According to the 
Gospels, however, this emphasis led to conflicts with other Jewish teachers in 
that it led Jesus to interpret God’s will in ways that ran contrary to their own 
understanding of God’s will. In general terms, from their perspective, God’s 
will was to be identified with a strict adherence to the commandments given 
by Moses both in their written form and in the form of the oral tradition that 
had been passed down to them. 

In recent decades, scholars have dedicated a great deal of attention to the 
subject of Jesus’ views regarding the Mosaic law. $ey have discussed exten-
sively how Jesus interpreted the law, the extent to which his interpretations 
were in continuity or discontinuity with other interpretations of his day, 
whether Jesus himself was obedient to the Jewish law, and whether he declared 
the law to be abrogated or superseded in some sense.93 For our purposes here, 
it is not necessary to enter into discussions regarding these questions. From 
my perspective, many of those discussions are not only irrelevant and anach-
ronistic, but also misguided in that they assume certain definitions of what 
it meant to observe the Jewish law and on that basis then debate whether 
Jesus was law-observant.94 $e question is not whether Jesus considered the 

92. In general terms, I would agree with Wink that, when Jesus teaches his disciples to respond to 
aggression by “turning the other cheek,” he has in mind not the passive acceptance of injustice, but seeking to 
preserve one’s dignity and neutralize the power of the oppressor (“Neither Passivity Nor Violence,” 102-25). 

93. On these discussions, see especially John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, Vol. 
4, Law and Love (AYBRL; New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2009), 40-47; Klawans, Impurity, 144-46; 
Roger P. Booth, Jesus and the Laws of Purity: Tradition History and Legal History in Mark 7 ( JSNTSup 13; 
Sheffield: JSOT, 1986), 109-12.

94. On the problem of speaking about observance of the Mosaic law in Jesus’ day, see Karin Hedner 
Zetterholm, “$e Question of Assumptions: Torah Observance in the First Century,” in Paul within Judaism: 
Restoring the First-Century Context to the Apostle (ed. Mark D. Nanos and Magnus Zetterholm; Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 2015), 79-90. Zetterholm rightly notes that “Torah observance means different things to different 
groups and people, and, accordingly, different people define a violation of Torah observance differently” (80).
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Mosaic law a valid expression of God’s will and taught that it was necessary to 
observe it, but how he understood the law and its proper observance. In addi-
tion, behind many of the contemporary scholarly discussions on this subject 
are concerns and interests regarding how Jews and Christians today should 
relate to one another.95 It is important to set these aside if we are to attempt to 
understand Jesus’ own views regarding the law and God’s will.

In addressing the question of Jesus’ teaching regarding the Mosaic law, 
from the outset it is important to stress that what we today call the Jewish law 
or Torah did not yet exist in a fixed form in Jesus’ day.96 While this is true with 
regard to its written form, since the biblical texts were still in a fluid state, it 
is especially true with regard to the oral traditions that served as a basis for 
defining and interpreting the law. Simply stated, this means that what the 
different parties and groups in Palestine and the diaspora understood as “the 
law” or Torah varied considerably. For this reason, it is anachronistic to ask 
whether Jesus observed, upheld, or abrogated the law, since no uniform defi-
nition of the law existed. In a sense, there was no Jewish law or Torah, but only 
different interpretations of the commandments found in the Pentateuch and 
different understandings of what constituted God’s will.97

Once this is clear, we can grasp the fact that the debates between Jesus 
and the religious leaders of his day over what was “lawful” were simply debates 
over how God’s will was to be understood. In this case, it matters little whether 
or not activities such as healing and plucking grain on the Sabbath were 
understood by Jews in antiquity as forms of work that were prohibited by the 
law, or whether or not Jesus’ teaching regarding purity ran contrary to other 
interpretations of the Mosaic commandments that were prevalent in his day. 
Ultimately, what matters is not whether Jesus practiced obedience to the com-
mandments as interpreted by others in antiquity and taught others to follow 
his same approach to those commandments, but how he interpreted God’s 
will. $us, for example, rather than debating the question of whether Jesus’ 
practice of healing on the Sabbath was considered a violation of the Sabbath 
commandment, we must ask how and why his understanding of God’s will in 
that context differed from those who criticized him.

95. On this point, see John P. Meier, “$e Historical Jesus and the Historical Law: Some Problems within 
the Problem,” CBQ 65 (2003): 52-79; see especially 53.

96. In this regard, Meier comments that “the very concept of Torah, even the written Torah of Moses, was 
still in flux at the time of Jesus,” and that “the Hebrew text of the Mosaic Law circulating in Palestine around 
the turn of the era contained variant readings....” (“$e Historical Jesus,” 55-56). $ose groups that held the law 
in esteem even felt free to rewrite certain laws to coincide with their practices, considered their own traditions 
normative, and claimed that “the written Law of Moses contained important commandments that, from our 
historical perspective, simply are not there in the text” (57-58).

97. Richard Horsley notes that different views and practices regarding the law existed not only in Judaism 
in general or Palestine, but in Galilee itself: “no standardized Jewish Torah or Law would have been known 
in Galilean villages at the time of Jesus’ mission and the development of early Jesus movements” (Hearing the 
Whole Story: !e Politics of Plot in Mark’s Gospel; Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2001, 156-60). Evans 
also observes that in Jesus’ day “differing interpretations of the purity laws of Torah set one faction, or one 
individual, apart from another” (“Who Touched Me?,” 356).
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$is brings us back to the question of Jesus’ authority and the concern for 
the well-being of others that lay at the heart of all of the different aspects of 
his ministry. Whatever view Jesus had of the Mosaic commandments, and 
whatever authority and validity he ascribed to them, ultimately what mattered 
to him was justice in the sense just defined above. For Jesus, to do God’s will 
was to seek the wholeness and well-being of all. It was this definition of God’s 
will that placed Jesus in conflict with those who defined God’s will differently 
on the basis of their understanding of the Mosaic commandments.

$roughout the Gospels, what constantly occupies Jesus’ attention is not 
discussions regarding the law, but his proclamation and teaching with regard 
to God’s reign as well as his concern for the well-being of others, which derives 
from his understanding of God’s reign. In fact, outside of the sermons attrib-
uted to Jesus in Matthew 5–7 and Luke 6:20-49, Jesus rarely brings up the 
subject of the law at his own initiative. Instead, it is his opponents who direct 
questions to Jesus related to the interpretation of the law and accuse Jesus of 
acting in ways that represent a violation of the Mosaic commandments. 

When Jesus discusses obedience to God and the commandments God 
has given and responds to the objections and criticisms of his adversaries, 
the Gospels consistently present him as emphasizing above all else the need 
to be concerned for human well-being. $is principle lies at the heart of his 
interpretation of the law and overrides all other concerns.98 What matters 
for Jesus is practicing justice, mercy, love, truth, compassion, and solidarity. 
Fulfillment of the commandments that prohibit murder and adultery involves 
not only obeying those commandments in a literal sense but refraining from 
harming and offending others or seeing them as objects to be used for one’s 
own selfish desires (Matt. 5:21-30). Love for others involves speaking the 
truth without having to swear oaths and not pronouncing judgment on others 
(Matt. 5:33-37; 7:1-5; Luke 6:37-38, 41-42).99 At the heart of the law are the 
commandments to love God with all of one’s being and to love others as one 
loves oneself (Matt. 22:37-40; Mark 12:28-34; Luke 10:25-28). $ose who 
claim to adhere strictly to the law but fail to practice justice, mercy, faith, and 
love of God are in fact disobeying the law (Matt. 23:23; Luke 11:42).

According to the Gospels, for Jesus the Sabbath is properly observed 
when it serves to meet human needs and one seeks to do good and to save life 
rather than to do harm or to kill (Mark 2:23—3:6).100 Human beings were not 

98. Numerous scholars have stressed this point. See, for example, Borg, Conflict, 6-8; Steven M. Bryan, 
Jesus and Israel ’s Traditions of Judgement and Restoration (SNTSMS 117; Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002), 177; Richard Bauckham, “$e Scrupulous Priest and the Good Samaritan: Jesus’ Parabolic 
Interpretation of the Law of Moses,” NTS 44 (1998): 475-89; see especially 484-85; Robert J. Banks, Jesus and 
the Law in the Synoptic Tradition (SNTSMS 28; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 99, 242-44.

99. On Jesus’ teaching regarding oaths and its relation to Jewish practice in antiquity, see especially 
Holmén, Jesus, 170-87; Meier, Marginal Jew, 4:188-206. 

100. As numerous scholars have stressed, in Jesus’ mind, he was not violating the Sabbath or setting 
aside Sabbath observance, but interpreting differently what proper observance of the Sabbath consisted of; see 
Zeitlin, Jesus, 73-77; Dale Allison Jr., Resurrecting Jesus: !e Earliest Christian Tradition and its Interpreters (New 
York: T & T Clark, 2005), 160-61, 183-84, 195; Horsley, Hearing, 166; $omas Kazen, Scripture, Interpretation, 
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created for the sake of the Sabbath, but the Sabbath for the sake of human 
beings, since the purpose of the Sabbath is to promote human well-being 
(Mark 2:27). According to Jesus, what makes one truly impure is not what 
one eats or drinks, but the evil intentions that proceed from one’s heart and 
lead to violence, falsehood, injustice, and the mistreatment and abuse of others 
(Matt. 15:10-20; Mark 7:14-23).101 Here as elsewhere, Jesus does not reject 
the distinction between pure and impure, but merely insists that any concern 
for purity must have at its root a concern for human well-being, which is what 
ultimately matters.102 Similarly, for Jesus it is acceptable to enter into physical 
contact with those who according to the law are impure when one is seeking 
to restore them to health and wholeness (Matt. 8:1-4; 9:20-22; Mark 1:40-45; 
5:25-34; Luke 5:12-16; 8:43-48).103 While it is right and proper to tithe and 
present offerings to God, those who do so must first concern themselves with 
being at peace with others and not use their observance of those command-
ments as a pretext to justify the failure to fulfill their responsibilities in relation 
to their parents and others (Matt. 5:23-24; 15:3-6; Mark 7:9-13).104 Marriage 
is to be held in respect as something God has ordained for human well-being, 
and men are not to mistreat their wives by dismissing them unjustly (Matt. 
5:31-32; 19:1-12; Mark 10:1-12; Luke 16:18).105

or Authority? Motives and Arguments in Jesus’ Halakic Conflicts (WUNT 320; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 
105-9. Jesus’ claim to be “Lord of the sabbath” (Matt. 12:8; Mark 2:27; Luke 6:5) also communicates the idea 
that he was in some sense above the Sabbath commandment and had authority over it, yet it is not clear to what 
extent such an idea actually goes back to Jesus.

101. Many scholars have pointed out that Mark 7:15, 19 provides no evidence that Jesus himself 
abrogated the Mosaic commandments regarding food. Rather, he simply interpreted these commandments 
against the background of his overall understanding of what proper observance of the law consisted of; see 
Klawans, Impurity, 147; Holmén, Jesus, 221-51; Peter J. Tomson, “Halakhah in the New Testament: A Research 
Overview,” in !e New Testament and Rabbinic Literature (ed. Reimund Bieringer et al.; JSJSup 136; Leiden: 
Brill, 2010), 264-68. Most scholars would agree with Fiensy that the notion that “Jesus is discarding ritual 
purity altogether” in Mark 7 is “Mark’s conclusion as he interprets these words for his community years later. 
Jesus, himself, did not ever say that all food was clean or kosher” (Jesus, 184; see 181-86). 

102. Fiensy has argued that Jesus must have kept ritual purity as commonly understood in his time, 
especially if he entered the temple, since all those entering there had to purify themselves by bathing (Jesus, 
177-78).

103. In this regard, Jesus’ practice once again stresses that concerns for human well-being override or even 
fulfill concerns for purity; see Holmén, Jesus, 232-35; Evans, “Who Touched Me?,” 365-70.

104. While on the one hand Jesus does not appear to have been greatly concerned about tithing, as 
Holmén has argued (Jesus, 127-28), he may also have opposed the practice among those he served in Galilee 
because it impoverished them and instead contributed to the enrichment of the Jerusalem elites; see Horsley, 
Hearing, 170; Herzog, Parables, 181-82.

105. I would argue that the use of the term divorce to discuss Jesus’ teaching in passages such as those 
indicated from the Synoptics is anachronistic. $e Greek speaks of dismissing one’s spouse or putting one’s 
spouse away. $is is quite different from divorce practices and laws today. For a background on Jewish beliefs 
and practices in this regard and Jesus’ teaching on the subject, see especially Meier, Marginal Jew, 4:102-28; 
Peter J. Tomson, “Divorce Halakhah in Paul and the Jesus Tradition,” in !e New Testament and Rabbinic 
Literature, ed. Bieringer, 289-332. Some scholars have argued that Jesus’ prohibition of dismissing one’s wife 
was based on a concern for the abusive practices of men in relation to their wives (see, for example, Phillip Sigal, 
!e Halakhah of Jesus of Nazareth according to the Gospel of Matthew; SBLSBL 18; Atlanta: SBL, 2007, 105-43). 
Many scholars reject such an idea, however. Others such as Horsley have argued that the “divorce question” was 
really political, since the peasantry was affected adversely by the maneuvering for position and power that took 
place among the elite through marriage and remarriage (see Hearing, 173).
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Once again, for our purposes, there is no point in discussing in detail here 
to what extent the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ teaching on these points and 
the conflicts that arose between Jesus and his critics are historically accurate. 
What matters is that, taken as a whole, these passages provide abundant evi-
dence that Jesus was remembered as one who was in disagreement and often 
in conflict with the Jewish leaders of his day over questions pertaining to the 
law. Furthermore, in all of the passages just mentioned, Jesus’ understand-
ing of God’s will is consistently seen as being based on a concern for justice as 
defined above, that is, the well-being of all, and particularly those in greatest 
need. When seen against the background of the social, political, and economic 
system of the time, Jesus’ words must also be understood as expressing a con-
cern not only for just and loving relationships between individuals, but also 
for an alternative order or community based on the notions of love, justice, 
and solidarity.

Many of the ethical demands that Jesus made on others were not derived 
from the Mosaic law. $e most important of these was the demand to follow 
him. $is demand implies that those who obey Jesus’ command to follow him 
are doing God’s will, while those who consciously reject Jesus are at the same 
time rejecting God’s will.106 As Sanders has argued, Jesus even seems to have 
regarded the command to follow him as overriding other obligations that 
were considered sacred, such as obeying one’s parents under every circum-
stance and burying a parent who had passed away.107 It should be remem-
bered, however, that because Jesus was committed to serving others and seek-
ing their wholeness and well-being, when he commanded others to lay aside 
other concerns and obligations in order to follow him, he was demanding 
from them his same commitment to the wholeness and well-being of others. 
$erefore, in calling others to follow him, his concern once more was not for 
himself, but for others, and particularly for justice and human well-being, 
which took precedence over everything else.

106. Banks, for example, has argued that Jesus’ command to follow him is unparalleled in the Judaism of 
his day. He contrasts the reverence displayed for the “teacher of righteousness” reflected in some of the writings 
from Qumran with the way in which Jesus defined the relationship of his followers to himself: “there is no 
parallel to the type of ministry exercised by Jesus or the kind of allegiance demanded by him.... Most significant 
is the culmination of Jesus’ instruction in the command to follow him, a call to a life of discipleship for which 
no real parallel can be found in the rabbinic writings” (Jesus, 261-62). Bruce Chilton and Jacob Neusner have 
similarly stressed that discipleship to Jesus was not to be equated with discipleship to the Torah (Judaism in 
the New Testament: Practices and Beliefs; London: Routledge, 1995, 159). Some scholars have argued that Jesus 
placed following him above all else, not because of his views regarding his own identity, but primarily out of a 
concern for the urgency of the mission in which he was involved with his followers; see Markus Bockmuehl, 
“Halakhah and Ethics in the Jesus Tradition,” in Early Christian !ought, ed. Barclay and Sweet, 273.

107. For Sanders, Jesus’ command to “let the dead bury the dead” was based on the idea that following 
him was more important than observing the law. Jesus thereby challenged “the adequacy of the Mosaic 
dispensation” (Jesus and Judaism, 255). Other scholars, however, have claimed that Jesus’ words to the man who 
wished to bury his father before following Jesus were not intended in a general sense as applying to all people, 
but were merely a response to a particular situation in which the man was attempting to justify a lack of full 
commitment to following Jesus; see Géza Vermès, !e Religion of Jesus the Jew (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 
27-29; Allison, Resurrecting Jesus, 169-70.
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Of course, Jesus was in no way unique in giving emphasis to the principles 
underlying the commandments, including especially the commandment to 
love others. $e same emphasis ran throughout Jewish teaching regarding 
the law. As we saw in Chapter 2, it was generally acknowledged that the 
commandments themselves were an expression of God’s love for the people, 
designed to promote their well-being, and that they needed to be interpreted 
on the basis of that concern.108 $is means that those who insisted on a strict 
literal observance of the commandments as they understood them could also 
appeal to the same principle.109 If God had commanded that people rest on 
the Sabbath for their own well-being, then it was important to obey that law 
strictly, rather than to make the type of exceptions that Jesus was making and 
justify them on the basis of the same principle that lay behind the law.110

$erefore, whether Jesus called into question some of the interpretations 
of the Mosaic law of the Jewish leaders with whom he came into conflict or 
merely refused to accept the validity of their oral tradition, clearly Jesus defined 
God’s will in a way that distinguished him from them.111 $is becomes par-
ticularly clear when we compare other Jewish writings of the time with the 
way in which the Gospels present Jesus. Many of the writings from Qumran, 
for example, contain extensive rules and regulations regarding all sorts of legal 
questions, including especially those having to do with purity. While it is not 
clear how much of the material in the Mishnah goes back in some form to 
Jesus’ day, the tone of the discussions is entirely different from what we find in 
Jesus’ teaching as it is presented in the Gospels.112 One can hardly imagine Jesus 
propounding anything such as the Community Rule of Qumran or the detailed 
regulations found in the Mishnah. $e later rabbinic idea that one should obey 

108. See, for example, Scot McKnight, “Jesus’ New Vision within Judaism,” in Who Was Jesus?, ed. Copan 
and Evans, 90: “Jesus’ teaching on love is fundamentally and thoroughly Jewish. He may have given love a 
centrality not otherwise attested in Judaism, but what he says about love is from Judaism.” Although Jesus 
can be said to appeal to “higher principles” in his disputes with others regarding law-observance, Bockmuehl 
rightly stresses that these were “‘higher principles’ within the Torah....” (“Halakhah,” 267). Nevertheless, Serge 
Ruzer has argued that, while there are points of agreement between Jesus’ teaching and other Jewish sources 
that also stress love as fulfillment of law, there are also significant differences (“$e Double Love Precept in 
the New Testament and the Community Rule,” in Jesus’ Last Week, ed. Notley, Turnage, and Becker, 81-104).

109. Weinfeld rightly points out that the insistence that the letter of the law needed to be observed strictly 
and meticulously was also derived from the notion that love for God and neighbor was at the heart of the law 
(Normative and Sectarian Judaism, 293). $e point in question, therefore, was not whether love constituted the 
fulfillment of the law, but what forms that love was to take. 

110. As James Dunn observes, the debate between Jesus and his critics was not about whether the Sabbath 
should be observed but only how (!e Parting of the Ways Between Christianity and Judaism and !eir Significance 
for the Character of Christianity; London: SCM, 1991, 114).

111. Scholars have expressed the difference between Jesus’ understanding of the law and that of other 
Jews in various ways. Meyer speaks of Jesus’ “scandalous view that the Torah as it stands does not suffice” and 
his “radicalization of Torah prescriptions” (Aims, 144). Sanders alludes to Jesus’ “sovereign freedom” over the 
law, which he did not consider “final or absolutely binding” (Jesus and Judaism, 267). Banks claims that Jesus’ 
view of the law “moves in a different realm” and that his teaching “transcends the Law” (Jesus, 141, 233). Meier 
characterizes Jesus’ approach to the law as “ad-hoc” and “freewheeling” (Marginal Jew, 3:525; 4:655).

112. Meier outlines the significant differences between Jesus’ interpretation of the law and the 
interpretations found in the writings of Qumran, noting, for example, Jesus’ lack of interest in details of 
halakah, the minutiae of the law, and questions related to the Jewish calendar (Marginal Jew, 3:522-32).
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each commandment of the law faithfully even if one does not understand its 
purpose would have also been entirely foreign to Jesus’ thought.113 

Many scholars have argued that during his lifetime and ministry Jesus 
was careful to observe the law as it was commonly understood, including 
the commandments regarding purity, and expected his disciples to be fully 
law-observant as well. According to these scholars, if certain passages from 
the Gospels present Jesus as disregarding the law or even abrogating certain 
commandments, this is because those passages represent the practices of some 
of the communities of his followers several decades after Jesus’ death, rather 
than those of Jesus himself. However, if we look at the rest of the writings 
collected in the New Testament, we find essentially the same approach to 
the law that we find in the teaching and practice attributed to Jesus in the 
Gospels. $is approach to the law seems to be rooted in the Jesus-tradition, 
where we repeatedly encounter not only a certain flexibility with regard to the 
literal observance of certain commandments, but also an almost total lack of 
interest in entering into debates and discussions regarding legal questions, as 
noted above.114 $ere is good reason, therefore, to suppose that these general 
tendencies found throughout the early Christian tradition derive from the 
teaching and practice of Jesus himself.115 

At the heart of the conflicts between Jesus and other Jewish leaders over 
questions related to the Jewish law are once again two very different visions of 
God and God’s will. $e God proclaimed by Jesus approved of Jesus’ actions 
that were rejected by Jesus’ critics, while their God rejected Jesus’ actions as 
unacceptable and as a violation of the commandments he had given through 
Moses.116 $ese conflicting visions of God also represented different visions 
for what society should look like and how people should relate to one another. 
If the Jewish leaders who were critical of Jesus’ actions were recognized as 
authorities in the society of that time, then they would probably have main-
tained that God had determined that Jewish society should look as it did. $is 
would involve supporting and maintaining the status quo. Even if they were 
critical of the social reality as it existed under Roman rule and rejected it as 

113. On this idea in rabbinic thought, see Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns 
of Religion (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977), 120.

114. On the relative indifference that Jesus shows with regard to matters of the law in the Gospels, see 
Holmén, Jesus, 102-5, 249-51. Crossan has also written that Jesus “did not care enough about such ritual laws 
either to attack or to acknowledge them. He ignored them, but that, of course, was to subvert them at a most 
fundamental level” (Historical Jesus, 263).

115. It has been common for scholars to point to Matt. 5:17-19, where Jesus says that he has come not 
to abolish the law but to fulfill it and claims that not a jot or tittle of the law will pass away in the present age, 
to argue that Jesus taught that the whole law must be observed carefully. Nevertheless, as a number of scholars 
have shown, the words attributed there to Jesus can be interpreted in other senses that do not imply that Jesus 
was insisting on a strict, literal observance of each of the commandments of the law. See, for example, Sigal, 
Halakhah, 24-27; Serge Ruzer, Mapping the New Testament: Early Christian Writings as a Witness for Jewish 
Biblical Exegesis ( JCPS 13; Leiden: Brill, 2007), 17.

116. As Evans notes, Jesus’ failure to observe the rules of purity as these were commonly interpreted in the 
Judaism of his day would have been seen as implying that he had “little regard for God” and even was failing 
to respect God (“Who Touched Me?,” 357). $e same could be said regarding other aspects of Jesus’ practice 
and teaching regarding the law.
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divinely ordained, the basis for their criticism of that reality and their proposal 
for a different reality nevertheless represented a vision that was distinct from 
that of Jesus. Jesus would also have regarded their interpretations of the law, 
not only as mistaken, but as oppressive.117

JESUS’ FINAL DAYS IN JERUSALEM

Why did Jesus go up to Jerusalem at the end of his ministry? Albert Schweitzer 
posited two possible answers to that question: to work or to die. Schweitzer 
himself argued in favor of the latter alternative.118 In reality, however, a wide 
variety of answers are possible. Jesus may simply have desired to visit the city 
or the temple, perhaps to celebrate Passover there.119 While it is highly doubt-
ful that he planned to lead an armed uprising, his motivation may have been 
to carry out an act of prophetic protest in the temple, confront the Jerusalem 
leadership in some way, or carry out a mission related to his work for justice 
and equity. Some have thought that his intention was to renew or reform the 
sacrificial cult as practiced in the Jerusalem temple, or even to establish there a 
system of worship that would constitute an alternative to that practiced at the 
temple.120 It is possible that he wanted to continue his ministry of preaching 
and teaching and even healing there, particularly since Jerusalem was regarded 
as the spiritual and symbolic center of Israel. Jesus may have considered his 
work in Galilee as completed, either because he had accomplished what he 
desired there or because he felt it would not advance any further.121 In that 
case, he wanted to move on elsewhere. He could have gone up to Jerusalem 
hoping to gain more followers or to be acclaimed king or savior. It is even pos-
sible that he felt drawn by God to Jerusalem without knowing why. In theory, 
any of these or other motivations are possible.

All four of the Gospels affirm that Jesus knew that he would be put to 
death in Jerusalem and even saw this as part of a plan preordained by God. 
Many scholars and historians question this possibility, yet it seems likely that 
Jesus was at least aware that his life would be in danger there, especially in 
light of what he intended to do at the temple.122 Some have thought that 

117. If, as Brigitte Kahl claims, “the dominant interpretation of Torah was linked to temple and high-
priesthood, both tightly controlled by Rome,” then of course Jesus’ interpretations of the law would have been 
regarded as opposed to both the Jerusalem temple and its hierarchy (Galatians Re-Imagined: Reading with the 
Eyes of the Vanquished; PCC; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2010, 217, echoing the ideas of Seth Schwartz).

118. Albert Schweitzer, !e Quest of the Historical Jesus: A Critical Study of its Progress from Reimarus to 
Wrede, trans. William Montgomery (New York: MacMillan, 1950), 388-92. For a survey of views regarding 
the reason why Jesus traveled to Jerusalem with his disciples shortly before his death there, see Kim Huat Tan, 
!e Zion Traditions and the Aims of Jesus (SNTSMS 91; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 4-22.

119. On this idea, see McKnight, Jesus and his Death, 89-93. McKnight also considers there other 
possibilities regarding Jesus’ purpose in going up to Jerusalem.

120. On these ideas, see Freyne, Jesus, a Jewish Galilean, 152-63; Chilton, Pure Kingdom, 124-25. Klawans, 
in turn, argues against the notion that Jesus rejected the Jerusalem temple and intended the eucharistic meal 
he instituted as a replacement for the temple (Purity, 213-45).

121. For Jesus to believe that his work in Galilee was done does not necessarily mean that he regarded his 
work there as for the most part unsuccessful, as Reiser claims (Jesus, 229).

122. As Tan mentions, Jesus may have expected to be stoned to death rather than to be crucified (Zion 
Traditions, 108).
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Jesus actually wished to die in Jerusalem for some reason, primarily because 
he thought his death would bring about salvation for others.123 $e Gospels 
also claim that Jesus expected to be raised from among the dead shortly after 
his death, yet although some scholars argue in favor of the historicity of this 
claim, most historians find it highly problematic.124 

Ultimately, all of these possibilities involve speculation. We simply cannot 
know what Jesus thought or why he decided to go to Jerusalem. $e presup-
positions with which one approaches that question will also define what one 
considers possible or not. Because those possibilities are so numerous and dif-
ficult to evaluate from a historical perspective, I will not enter into a detailed 
discussion of them here. However, similar to what I have done in the previ-
ous sections of this chapter, I would like to look at certain of the occurrences 
related to Jesus’ last days in Jerusalem that are widely accepted as historical 
in order to draw some general conclusions that will be important for the 
remainder of this study.

Jesus’ Ministry in Jerusalem

$e Synoptic Gospels all report that Jesus was active teaching on the tem-
ple precincts in the days preceding his arrest. Matthew also speaks of Jesus 
effecting healings (Matt. 21:14). $is suggests that Jesus’ purpose in going to 
Jerusalem was to continue to carry out there the same ministry he had been 
carrying out in Galilee. Since Jews from all over the world came to the tem-
ple, especially during the festivals, Jesus could expect that those who became 
acquainted with him and what he represented and proclaimed would share 
what they had seen and heard with others when they returned to their places 
of origin. $us it is likely that the trip to Jerusalem was part of a strategy to 
extend his message and ministry further, and perhaps expand his circle of fol-
lowers as well.

123. Ben Witherington III, for example, affirms, “$ere is some justice in the assessment that Jesus saw 
his task in life to come and die, enduring God’s overwhelming wrath.... Jesus saw it as God’s will that he die in 
Jerusalem to provide a ransom for many” (!e Christology of Jesus; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990, 259, 262). See 
also Wright, Jesus, 608-10. In contrast, C. F. D. Moule argued: “Such evidence as we have suggests that Jesus... 
did not seek death; he did not go up to Jerusalem in order to die; but he did pursue, with inflexible devotion, 
a way of truth that inevitably led him to death, and he did not seek to escape” (!e Origin of Christology; 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977, 109).

124. It has been common for scholars to repeat the affirmation made by C. K. Barrett that, if Jesus 
did “predict and interpret his passion, the interpretation must have included the prediction of some kind of 
vindication beyond the passion. It is inconceivable that Jesus simply predicted the complete and final failure 
of his mission” (Jesus and the Gospel Tradition; London: SPCK, 1967, 76). See, for example, Marinus de Jonge, 
God’s Final Envoy: Early Christology and Jesus’ Own View of his Mission (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 19. 
McKnight argues that for Jesus to predict his death but not his resurrection would have involved “predicting 
the dissolution of his movement” (Jesus and his Death, 229-30). Such claims, however, are unconvincing. Many 
figures in history who have been involved in a struggle for a cause they consider just have foreseen and predicted 
their own violent death, yet have nevertheless hoped and expected that the cause or movement for which they 
would die would continue and even grow and be strengthened in spite of their death. $e same could have been 
true of Jesus as well: for him to predict only his death and not his resurrection would therefore by no means 
have involved predicting “the complete and final failure of his mission” or “the dissolution of his movement.”
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However, given the content of his proclamation and teaching regarding 
God’s reign, Jesus must have been aware that his life would be in danger if 
he went to Jerusalem and taught publicly on the temple precincts. Whatever 
objective he had in going into the area where commercial activities related 
to the sacrifices were carried out in order to turn over tables there and drive 
out those selling and buying, he could hardly have believed that this action 
would not put his life even more at risk. Neither the Roman nor the Jewish 
authorities would view such an action lightly, especially at the time of the 
Passover. It is possible that Jesus was willing to put his life at risk through 
these activities because he was convinced that they would further his cause 
by expressing more clearly and emphatically the convictions he wished to 
communicate to others. He may have believed that, even if something bad 
did happen to him, his disciples had received sufficient preparation and 
would therefore be able to continue on in the work for which he had pre-
pared them. Jesus may even have regarded the trip to Jerusalem as necessary 
to solidify or complete the preparation of his disciples. It seems likely, there-
fore, that Jesus’ trip to Jerusalem had the purpose of furthering his ministry 
in some way.125

It also seems likely, however, that Jesus expected that he would be put to 
death in Jerusalem, especially given the actions and activity he intended to 
carry out there. If this is the case, then his decision to go up to Jerusalem must 
also be seen as a decision to embrace the death that awaited him there. $ose 
who adhere to the traditional interpretations of Jesus’ work tend to argue that 
Jesus wanted to die because he believed that his death would save others by 
atoning for their sins, propitiating God’s wrath, delivering others from Satan’s 
power, revealing the enormity of his love and that of his Father for human 
beings, or triggering the arrival of God’s reign. For reasons we have seen and 
will also see further on, I believe we must rule out all of these possibilities. 
One of the things such proposals fail to explain is why Jesus initially dedicated 
his time in Jerusalem to teaching on the temple precincts and perhaps healing 
others there as well. It seems doubtful that his purpose in teaching and heal-
ing was merely to provoke the authorities to have him arrested and put him 
to death. In fact, for the most part, it is not Jesus who provokes the polemical 
discussions in which he engages with the Jewish leaders at the temple, but 
those who approach Jesus in an attempt to entrap or discredit him or provide 
them with some basis upon which they may accuse him before the authorities. 
In his responses to their questions, however, Jesus seems to take great care to 
avoid saying explicitly anything that might give his opponents grounds for 
bringing charges against him.

$ere is one other possibility that may be considered, however. Rather than 
seeing his death as having an objective that was distinct from his ministry in 
the way that traditional views of his work maintain, Jesus may have embraced 

125. Tan, for example, notes that that “it is reasonable to suppose that Jesus’ aims during his last days in 
Jerusalem were in continuity with his aims in his ministry prior to that fateful event....” (Zion Traditions, 4).
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the death that awaited him in Jerusalem precisely because he believed that it 
was the best or only way for the objectives he had pursued in his ministry to 
be fulfilled completely. In this case, Jesus’ desire was not to die, but to carry 
on his ministry on behalf of others, and see it strengthen and expand further. 
At the same time, however, he realized that the only way in which his min-
istry could continue and expand in the way he desired was for him to go up 
to Jerusalem and carry out that ministry even more boldly and openly there, 
knowing full well that the consequence of doing so would eventually be his 
arrest and in all likelihood his death as well. $is is the possibility I would like 
to explore here: Jesus saw his suffering and probable death in Jerusalem as 
necessary for the objectives he had sought from the very start of his ministry 
to be accomplished.

Jesus’ Entry into Jerusalem

All four Gospels affirm that Jesus entered Jerusalem riding on a donkey or colt 
while crowds of people received him enthusiastically. According to Luke and 
John, they explicitly acclaimed Jesus “king” or “king of Israel” (Luke 19:38; 
John 12:13). Matthew and Mark also associate messianic expectations with 
the crowd’s acclamations (Matt. 21:1-11; Mark 11:1-10). Although Matthew 
and John see Jesus as the one who takes the initiative to enter Jerusalem in 
this fashion in fulfillment of the prophecy of Zech. 9:9 (Matt. 21:5; John 
12:15), all four Gospels present the acclamation of the crowds as a spontane-
ous reaction on their part.

A number of problems exist regarding the historicity of these diverse 
accounts of what is presumed to be the same event. $is makes it difficult to 
evaluate to what extent they are historically accurate. Jesus is presented not 
only as being conscious of his identity as the Messiah whose coming was 
prophesied by prophets such as Zechariah, but also as acting in a way that 
encouraged the multitudes to acclaim him as such.126 $is presents a stark 
contrast with Jesus’ behavior elsewhere in the Gospels, since at no other time 
before or after this event does Jesus publicly encourage others to view him 
as a messianic or kingly figure. $e crowds also are presented as grasping 
immediately the messianic implications of Jesus’ act of riding on a donkey by 
acclaiming him king and son of David, even though the Gospel accounts do 
not affirm that Jesus or his disciples told the crowds to interpret Jesus’ actions 
in that sense. Yet while there are reasons for doubting the historicity of the 
Gospel accounts, the fact that the event is so strongly attested makes it dif-
ficult to see those accounts merely as later fabrications.127

126. According to Tan, for example, Jesus deliberately managed his “triumphal entry” in order to 
communicate the idea that he was the divinely-appointed agent and king sent by God to bring about the 
promised restoration (Zion Traditions, 137-57).

127. On the historicity of the account of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, see especially Brent Kinman, “Jesus’ 
Royal Entry into Jerusalem,” in Key Events, ed. Bock and Webb, 383-421; Tan, Zion Traditions, 138-43.
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If the event is historical at least in general terms, it raises the question of 
whether Jesus saw himself as Messiah or king.128 All of the Synoptics present 
Jesus as being reluctant for the most part to accept any messianic or kingly 
title. A number of explanations for this are possible. Jesus may simply have 
rejected outright the idea that he was Israel’s Messiah or king. In that case, 
however, it is difficult to see how he could have come to be considered as 
such, not only before his death but after it. If the titulus placed on his cross 
is accepted as historically authentic, it provides support for the notion that 
Jesus was crucified as one who was regarded as a kingly pretender.129 It also 
suggests that, if the Jewish and Roman authorities asked him if he was a king 
or Messiah during the process against him, he did not deny such a claim. 
Otherwise, the authorities would have had to convict Jesus of such an accu-
sation solely on the testimony of witnesses. While the Gospels mention a 
number of persons testifying against Jesus, they never present those witnesses 
affirming that Jesus claimed to be a king or Messiah.

One reason why Jesus may have been reluctant to accept any messianic or 
kingly claims regarding himself may have been that he rejected many of the 
common conceptions associated with such figures.130 $is does not necessarily 
mean that Jesus was apolitical, as if he were indifferent to Roman domination 

128. To ask whether Jesus saw himself as Messiah, of course, raises the question of how he would have 
understood the title. As we have noted in Chapter 2, in second-temple Judaism a wide diversity of beliefs and 
expectations regarding the Messiah existed.

129. David R. Catchpole comments: “If Jesus was crucified as a messianic claimant with the Roman 
definition of his offence defined by the titulus on the cross, then some earlier encouragement of the view that 
he was messiah must have occurred” (“$e ‘Triumphal’ Entry,” in Jesus and the Politics of His Day; ed. Ernst 
Bammel and C. F. D. Moule; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984, 328). Similarly, Martin Hengel 
argues that “Jesus conducted himself with ‘messianic’ authority, and was executed as a messianic pretender. 
Only thus are the development of post-Easter Christology, the accounts of his Passion, and his efficacy, 
historically comprehensible” (“Jesus, the Messiah of Israel: $e Debate about the ‘Messianic Mission’ of Jesus,” 
in Authenticating, ed. Chilton and Evans, 348).

130. $ere has been a great deal of discussion among scholars on this question. Craig Evans argues that 
there is “evidence that Jesus held to messianic ideas, even if he did not assert his messiahship explicitly (which 
would have been inappropriate, according to Jewish expectations)” (“$e Jesus of History and the Christ of 
Faith: Toward Jewish-Christian Dialogue,” in Who Was Jesus?, ed. Copan and Evans, 69; see 64-69). According 
to Dunn, Jesus reacted against some messianic conceptions, yet drew on and adapted others: “Jesus was as much 
shaping the messianic ideas of the time as being shaped by them... redefining the categories either by deliberate 
teaching or simply by the very shape of his ministry....” (“Messianic Ideas,” 380-81). Ernst Bammel writes 
that the “messianic question must have posed itself to Jesus,” yet for various reasons he would have probably 
responded ambivalently (“$e Feeding of the Multitude,” in Jesus and the Politics of His Day, ed. Bammel and 
Moule, 231-40). After considering different possible interpretations of the title “Messiah,” John J. Collins 
concludes: “Jesus appears reticent about his own claims, but unwilling to contradict claims made in his behalf ” 
(“Jesus and the Messiahs of Israel,” in Geschichte–Tradition–Reflexion: Festschrift für Martin Hengel zum 70. 
Geburtstag, Band 3: Frühes Christentum; ed. Hermann Lichtenberger; Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1996, 299; see 
287-302). Elsewhere Collins observes that there was “little correspondence between Jesus’ career and the kind 
of role that the Davidic messiah was expected to play” (“What Was Distinctive about Messianic Expectation 
at Qumran?,” in !e Bible and the Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. Charlesworth, 2:85). Condra affirms that the diversity of 
messianc expectations in Jesus’ day “would make it necessary for Jesus to define his messianic role in the light 
of messianic conceptions similar to or different in varying degrees from his own messiahship” (Salvation, 200). 
If Jesus accepted the title of Messiah, the question would be what kind of Messiah he was (227). For Condra, 
it was “not so much that Jesus had to radically reinterpret the messianic role, but that he had to avoid a strict 
identification with any role and redefine the role by stretching his audience’s understanding” (279). 
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in Palestine and elsewhere and had no vision for a new political and social 
order. $e words that the Fourth Gospel attributes to Jesus before Pilate, “My 
kingdom is not from this world” ( John 18:36), should not be understood in 
the sense that Jesus was concerned only with an other-worldly salvation in a 
heavenly sphere. Rather, these words reflect his conviction that God was to 
transform the present world into a different one, at which time Jesus would 
be installed as king or ruler. When that happened, a new political, social, and 
economic order would be established as well. $e Synoptics also suggest that 
this was how Jesus understood his future role in God’s reign.

At first glance, the notion that Jesus desired to be established as a king 
or ruler would seem to run contrary to certain aspects of the teaching the 
Gospels attribute to Jesus. Particularly in the Synoptics, Jesus continually 
insists to his disciples that they are to avoid seeking positions of power or 
privilege for themselves. At the same time, Jesus is remembered as one who 
often claimed that those who are little or humble themselves in order to serve 
others will be exalted, and that those who are truly great are those who dedi-
cate themselves to serving others. In Luke’s Gospel, at the beginning of his 
ministry Jesus associates himself, not with the Davidic king or the Messiah 
figure mentioned in a variety of passages from Isaiah, but with the servant fig-
ure described in Isa. 61:1-2 (Luke 4:16-21). $e itinerant ministry to which 
Jesus dedicated himself in Galilee also seems to indicate that he was not seek-
ing glory or power as a messianic figure, but simply wished to dedicate him-
self to proclaiming a message of justice and hope and laying a foundation so 
that the work he had begun there might continue and flourish in the future. 
In fact, the Gospels are consistent in presenting Jesus as one who dedicated 
himself to serving others humbly throughout his ministry, rather than seeking 
any position of power or authority for himself.

It would seem, then, that Jesus did not actively seek to be acclaimed as king 
or attain a position of power over others. In fact, on the one occasion in the 
Gospels in which the crowds intend to make him king by force, Jesus imme-
diately goes off into seclusion to prevent them from doing so ( John 6:15). Yet 
this makes it difficult to explain why Jesus decided to enter into Jerusalem 
mounted on a donkey in royal fashion and seems to have accepted, though 
somewhat reluctantly, the claims of others that he was a king or messianic 
figure. $is problem seems to disappear only if we affirm that Jesus wanted to 
attain a position of power, not for his own sake, but for the sake of others. For this 
reason, he refused to let others make him an earthly king and instead awaited 
the time when he hoped that God would establish him as king or Messiah.

Power and authority, of course, can be used to seek the well-being of oth-
ers rather than to pursue one’s own self-interests. If this is what one seeks, 
then in principle, the greater the power that one attains, the greater the abil-
ity one will have to promote the well-being of others. $e fact that Jesus had 
a deep and ardent desire to serve others is evident from the great sacrifices 
he made and the hardships he endured during his ministry, in which he left 
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everything behind to reach out to those in need and called others to join him 
in doing the same. On this basis, then, it is perfectly logical that Jesus would 
seek greater power in order to be able to use that power to serve others even 
more than he had in the past.

$is understanding of Jesus’ actions and aims would explain his appar-
ently contradictory or conflicting attitudes toward kingship. In fact, both his 
commitment to serve others humbly and his desire to be placed in a posi-
tion of power are reflected in his decision to enter Jerusalem in kingly fash-
ion, receiving the acclamations of others while nevertheless riding on a lowly, 
humble donkey: Jesus saw himself as a king or Messiah who was fundamen-
tally opposed to the common conceptions and models of kingship. He truly 
sought the well-being of others, contrary to other rulers and powerful figures, 
who were accustomed to claiming that their only interest was that of serving 
the people, when their actions made it evident to all that in reality they were 
pursuing instead their own selfish ends. Jesus’ conflicting attitudes toward 
kingship would therefore explain his hesitancy to accept the kingly and mes-
sianic claims others made regarding himself, since he did not want to be the 
type of king others expected. $ose conflicting attitudes are also reflected in 
his paradoxical statements about the need for those who desire to be first, 
greatest, or most important to make themselves last and lowliest by serving 
others and becoming like slaves or children (Matt. 18:1-4; 20:16; 23:11-12; 
Mark 9:34-35; 10:31; Luke 9:46-58; 13:30; 22:26-27; John 13:13-15). It is 
worth noting that Jesus does not tell his disciples that it is wrong to want to 
be first or great, but that in order to be first or great, one must dedicate oneself 
to humbly serving all.

Such a self-understanding on Jesus’ part is also in accordance with his 
critique of the rich and powerful of his time, including the Roman and Jewish 
authorities and those who benefited from the system over which they ruled. 
It would also explain why Jesus did not reject wealth and power outright, 
but only the pursuit of wealth and power as ends in themselves. While he 
is presented as denouncing wealth, he also enters into fellowship with those 
who are wealthy and accepts their support under certain conditions. For Jesus, 
wealth, like power, is to be used for seeking justice and the good of all.

Jesus’ enigmatic use of the title “Son of Man” may also be seen as an 
expression of this same self-understanding. As several studies have shown, 
this phrase is used in the Gospels to stress Jesus’ suffering, humiliation, and 
violent death, as well as his future role as a glorious savior figure and judge.131 
If Jesus used the title in both of these ways, it was because he saw himself as 
one imbued uniquely with divine authority in relation to others, yet at the 
same time as one who would endure many hardships and humiliations due to 
his commitment to serving others with the power and authority given him. In 

131. Meier indicates that scholars generally divide the Son of Man sayings in the Gospels into three main 
categories: those that refer to his public ministry, those that predict his sufferings and death, and those that 
look forward to his future role as eschatological witness, judge, and savior (Marginal Jew, 4:285).
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fact, I would propose that the reason that Jesus spoke of the Son of Man in 
the third person and at times seemed to be referring to someone other than 
himself is that he believed that he first had to show himself worthy of that des-
ignation by being faithful to the end in carrying out the task that he believed 
God had given him to accomplish.132 In Jesus’ mind, until he had completed 
that task, it would have been presumptuous on his part to declare himself Son 
of Man. No one but God could establish him as the Son of Man who would 
come on the clouds to establish God’s reign, and for that to happen, Jesus had 
to prove himself deserving of such a position of power and authority. $e only 
way for him to do this was to dedicate himself fully to serving others in obedi-
ence to God’s will, even if that meant facing a violent end.

If the general outline of the account of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem is 
regarded as historical, therefore, it appears that Jesus saw himself as some 
type of alternative ruler figure who stood in contrast to the other rulers of 
his day and wanted others to see him in this way as well. If this was the case, 
however, then he must have been aware that his actions would be seen by the 
authorities as provocative and potentially subversive.

Jesus’ Action in the Temple

Biblical historians widely accept as historical the general details of the account 
of Jesus’ action in the temple (Matt. 21:12-13; Mark 11:15-19; Luke 19:45-
46; John 2:13-22).133 $ey have differed greatly among themselves, however, 
on the question of what Jesus intended to accomplish through that action. 
Most scholars today agree that Jesus’ intention was not to effect some type 
of actual purification of the temple area, since what he did would have had a 
very limited and temporary effect on the trade there.134 $us it is much more 
common to see Jesus’ action as a protest against what was taking place at the 
temple, or some other type of symbolic or prophetic act pointing to some-
thing such as the future destruction of the temple, and perhaps its replace-
ment by a new temple as well.135

132. $is idea is suggested by Marc Turnage, “Jesus and Caiaphas: An Intertextual-Literary Evaluation,” 
in Jesus’ Last Week, ed. Notley, Turnage, and Becker, 165. Contrary to Turnage, however, I would insist that 
the idea was not simply that Jesus had to die in order to be exalted as Son of Man, as if his violent death 
were merely some fate he had to endure, but that he had to fulfill faithfully the work on behalf of others that 
his Father had given him. Only in this way would he be exalted as the Son of Man so as to bring about the 
salvation of others.

133. Klawans, for example, notes that among scholars “it is generally accepted that something happened in 
the Jerusalem temple shortly before Jesus’ death” (Purity, 224). Similarly, Timothy C. Gray writes: “Very few 
scholars doubt the authenticity of Jesus’ actions in the temple” (!e Temple in the Gospel of Mark: A Study in its 
Narrative Role;  WUNT 2/44; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008, 31). On this point, see also Klyne R. Snodgrass, 
“$e Temple Incident,” in Key Events, ed. Bock and Webb, 429-75.

134. See Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 90. David Bivin even argues on the basis of Luke’s account that the act 
that Jesus carried out at the temple was not a violent one (“Evidence of an Editor’s Hand in Two Instances of 
Mark’s Account of Jesus’ Last Week?,” in Jesus’ Last Week, ed. Notley, Turnage, and Becker, 213-19).

135. For a summary of the scholarly opinions on this subject, see Fiensy, Jesus, 208-27; Alexander J. M. 
Wedderburn, “Jesus’ Action in the Temple: A Key or a Puzzle?,” ZNW 97 (2006): 1-22; Alan R. Kerr, !e 
Temple of Jesus’ Body: !e Temple !eme in the Gospel of John ( JSNTSup 220; London: Sheffield Academic Press, 
2002), 68-69, n1; Jostein Ådna, Jesu Stellung zum Tempel: Die Tempelaktion und das Tempelwort als Ausdruck 



 Jesus’ Final Days in Jerusalem 333

Scholars have also debated over the question of precisely what Jesus found 
objectionable about what was taking place at the temple. Some have argued 
that Jesus was opposed to commercial activity being carried out at a certain 
place within the temple precincts,136 while others have related Jesus’ action to 
a concern for the participation of gentiles in the temple worship on the basis 
of the passage he quotes from Isa. 56:7, “My house shall be called a house of 
prayer for all peoples.”137 While some scholars maintain that Jesus rejected 
any type of sacrificial worship as contrary to God’s will,138 others have claimed 
that it was not the sacrificial worship itself that he found objectionable but 
the way it was being carried out.139 Disagreements exist among scholars as 
to whether Jesus looked forward to a time when the temple would be puri-
fied of the errors and abuses that he associated with it or instead foretold the 
temple’s destruction, perhaps so that it might be replaced with a new and 
better temple. $ese proposals exist in a wide variety of forms and any type of 
consensus on these questions is far from being achieved.

As noted above, however, there is a great deal of evidence that many Jews 
regarded the temple establishment as corrupt and oppressive.140 $e high 
priestly families who exercised control over what went on at the temple prof-
ited enormously from the wealth generated by the sacrificial worship that took 
place there, which was immense.141 $eir control over the temple also gave 

seiner messianischen Sendung (WUNT 2/119; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000), 332-87. Bivin is undoubtedly 
correct in stressing that the evangelists themselves differed among themselves in various ways in the meaning 
they ascribed to Jesus’ action in the temple area (“Evidence,” 213-24). 

136. Klawans, however, argues against the claim that this was the motivation behind Jesus’ action at the 
temple (Purity, 232-33).

137. For this interpretation, see Bird, Jesus, 143-55. Horsley, in contrast, insists that “Jesus’ concern 
was almost certainly not simply to defend Gentiles’ right to access to the Temple or to open the Temple 
eschatologically to worship by the Gentiles” (Spiral, 297).

138. H. Stegemann, for example, ascribes to Jesus the idea that “sacrificial worship, so important until 
then, had now lost every purpose and function, since God had begun to impose his rule fully independently of 
it” (Library of Qumran, 245). Similarly, Steven Bryan claims that Jesus was “against the operation of the Temple 
as a whole” (Jesus, 217). According to Holmén, Jesus saw the temple cult as promoting the idea that people 
could sin freely and still obtain forgiveness, thereby securing their “criminal way of life” (Jesus, 324).

139. Bruce Chilton, for example, has argued that Jesus was protesting the practice of allowing people to 
offer up animals and goods that were not genuinely their own but had instead been purchased (Pure Kingdom, 
118-23). For arguments against Chilton’s view, see Klawans, Purity, 234-36.

140. See above, note 25. $e writings from Qumran, of course, object to the worship at the Jerusalem 
temple not only on the ground that the high-priestly families who controlled the sacrificial worship there were 
corrupt, but also because those authorities were supposedly not following correctly the prescriptions regarding 
sacrifice found in the Mosaic law and adhered to a calendar that was mistaken. On these points, see Bertil E. 
Gärtner, !e Temple and the Community in Qumran and the New Testament: A Comparative Study in the Temple 
Symbolism of the Qumran Texts and the New Testament (SNTSMS 1; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1965), 4-46; Robert A. Kugler, “Rewriting Rubrics: Sacrifice and the Religion of Qumran,” in Religion in the 
Dead Sea Scrolls (ed. John J. Collins and Kugler; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 90, n1. Other Jewish writings 
reject the legitimacy of the sacrificial cult carried out at the Jerusalem temple for similar reasons; see Michael 
Knibb, “Temple and Cult in the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha: Future Perspectives,” in Flores Florentino: 
Dead Sea Scrolls and Other Early Jewish Studies in Honour of Florentino García Martínez (ed. Anthony Hilhorst, 
Émile Puech, and Eibert Tigchelaar; JSJSup 122; Leiden: Brill, 2007), 509-27.

141. As Bruce Chilton stresses, it is important to distinguish between the “high priests” or “elite priests,” 
who had control of the temple, and the priests in general, who did not ordinarily even participate in the 
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them control over much of the economic life of the entire region.142 Much of 
the income they obtained through the temple system was also thought to be 
the result of their corrupt practices. Many Jews thought that the high priestly 
families took unfair advantage of their privileged position in order to charge 
excessive prices in the sale of animals and the exchange of money at the tem-
ple. On occasion it was claimed that they were taking a larger portion of the 
tithes and offerings than what was due to them, thus not only depriving the 
priests of lower status of what was rightfully theirs, but also contributing to 
the further impoverishment of the general populace. Some Jews also regarded 
the annual payment of the temple tax enforced by the chief priests as unjust 
and illicit.143 $is economic oppression on the part of the high priestly fami-
lies seems to have been an important motivating factor in Jesus’ temple action. 
For this reason, Jesus is presented as calling the temple “a den of thieves.”

Some scholars have questioned the notion that Jesus’ intention was to 
denounce the oppressive and corrupt practices of the high priestly leadership 
who had control over the temple. According to these scholars, if there was 
any corruption, it was on a small scale. Several have also argued that, if Jesus 
had wanted to express opposition to the high priestly leadership, he would 
have carried out some action against them directly rather than going after 
those who were buying and selling and exchanging money.144 However, the 
reason that Jesus may not have directed his actions against the leaders them-
selves may simply have been that it was impossible for him to have access to 
those leaders, who were not generally out and about on the temple precincts. 
Furthermore, it is naïve to think that the buyers and money changers were 
simply acting on their own. Any buying and selling being done in the temple 
area would have been done under the supervision of the high priests, who had 
tight control over the temple. $ose involved in selling and changing money 
would therefore either have been employed by the high priestly families or 
have been expected to give them a considerable portion of what they earned. 
If Jesus considered this commercial activity unjust and oppressive, it is not 
unreasonable that Jesus would have gone after not only those selling but those 
buying as well, since the latter were participating in the unjust temple system 
and contributing to its support through their purchases.

$us it seems fairly certain that the high priestly families who had control 
over the temple area were in some sense the object of Jesus’ criticism. However, 

sacrificial worship at the temple. In fact, according to Chilton, many of the latter even had nationalist or 
revolutionary tendencies (“John the Purifier,” in Jesus in Context, Chilton and Evans, 216-17). 

142. On the economic impact of the Jerusalem temple in Galilee, see Freyne, Galilee, Jesus, and the Gospels, 
178-90; Borg, Conflict, 12-15; Horsley, Galilee, 128-57.

143. On the opposition of many Jews to the temple tax in Jesus’ day, see E. Stegemann and W. Stegemann, 
!e Jesus Movement, 119-23; Horsley, Spiral, 279-84. Horsley claims that the refusal to pay the temple tax 
constituted a “declaration of independence from the Temple and the attendant political-economical-religious 
establishment” (282).

144. For these arguments, see Crossan, Historical Jesus, 357; Catchpole, “Triumphant Entry,” 332-34. 
Klawans argues that at most there would have been isolated instances of corruption by those selling and 
exchanging money (Purity, 236-37, 244). Gray in particular asks why not only the sellers, but also the buyers 
would be the object of Jesus’ demonstration if he were simply protesting unjust business practices (Temple, 26).
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Jesus’ actions must be seen as a critique not only of the chief priests and those 
who were in their service, but of the entire system of which they formed 
part. As mentioned previously, this system had to do not only with religious 
realities but social, political, and economic realities as well. All Jews, includ-
ing Jesus, must have been well aware that the high priests were appointed 
by Rome and thus had to be subservient to the Romans. $e daily sacrifices 
offered up with prayers on behalf of the Roman emperor would have been a 
constant reminder to all Jews of Israel’s servile acquiescence to Roman rule. 
$e cost for those sacrifices was borne by Israelites not only from Palestine 
but from throughout the Empire through the temple tax they paid. $e daily 
sacrifice invoking God’s blessing for the emperor was not a voluntary offer-
ing presented by the Jewish people out of gratitude for the emperor’s benev-
olence, as both the Romans and the Jewish leadership undoubtedly affirmed 
publicly, but an obligation imposed forcibly by Rome. $is is evident from 
the fact that, when the people ceased to offer this sacrifice in the year 66, that 
action in particular was viewed as the definitive declaration of their rebellion 
against Rome.145

Although it was clear to everyone that the temple system bowed to Rome’s 
imperial interests, this does not necessarily mean that all Jews were opposed 
to the sacrificial worship that took place at the temple. Undoubtedly, among 
many sectors of the Jewish population there was strong opposition to both 
Roman rule and the power of the high priestly elites. Yet much of the Jewish 
population in Judea, Galilee, and elsewhere must have supported the system 
imposed by Rome, feeling that it benefited them, or at least that it was bet-
ter than the possible alternatives. No doubt many Jews accepted favorably 
the Roman propaganda that touted the pax et securitas and well-being that 
Roman rule had supposedly brought to the region. $ere must also have been 
large numbers of Jews who believed that the Jewish high priests were fulfill-
ing faithfully their divinely-appointed role as mediators between God and his 
people and as defenders of the Mosaic law. Even those who acknowledged 
that there was corruption in the system may nevertheless have supported that 
system in general terms; no system in antiquity was free of corruption. Many 
other Jews were no doubt afraid of the consequences of any type of resis-
tance to Rome, and thus thought that it was in the best interests of all sim-
ply to submit obediently to those in power and the system they represented. 
Prior to his Damascus experience, Paul seems to have supported the Jewish 
high priesthood, like many other Pharisees and other large sections of the 

145. Bruce Chilton notes that “the Temple in Jerusalem had come to symbolize Roman power, as well as 
the devotion of Israel. Rome guarded jealously the sacrifices which the Emperor financed in Jerusalem; when 
they were spurned in the year 66, the act was a declaration of war (see Josephus, J.W. 2.17.2 §409)” (“$e Trial 
of Jesus Reconsidered,” in Jesus in Context, Chilton and Evans, 495). For the same reasons, Horsley claims that 
Jesus’ act in the temple constituted “a direct, blatant challenge not only to the sacred power base of the rulers 
of Jerusalem but also to the Roman imperial order....” (“$e Politics of Disguise and Public Declaration of the 
Hidden Transcript: Broadening our Approach to the Historical Jesus with Scott’s ‘Arts of Resistance’ $eory,” 
in Hidden Transcripts, ed. Horsley, 76).
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population. Undoubtedly, many Jews benefited from the system personally 
and financially, either because they found employment within the system or 
because they occupied themselves in activities that were profitable as a result 
of the opportunities that the system created or the protection it offered.

According to Matt. 17:24-27, Jesus seems to have had reservations about 
paying the temple tax. When he finally consents to paying it, he does not take 
the money out of his own pocket or from the funds that belonged to his group 
of followers, but sends Peter to get from the mouth of a fish the coin neces-
sary to pay the tax.146 On the one hand, Jesus was no doubt aware that this tax 
would be used to support the temple system and thereby benefit in some way 
the chief priests and help cover the cost of the daily sacrifices, at which prayers 
were offered up on behalf of the Roman emperor. $is may have made him 
reluctant to pay it. On the other hand, however, Jesus apparently did consent 
to its payment, either because it was stipulated in the Mosaic law or because 
he felt that, for the sake of the work in which he was involved and the plan 
he intended to carry out, it was preferable simply to comply so as to avoid 
problems with the authorities. It seems doubtful that what motivated Jesus 
was a desire not to give offense to others, since this never appears to have been 
a cause of concern for Jesus during his ministry.

Jesus’ rejection of the dominant system seems to be much more evident 
in his response to the question of whether it was licit to pay tribute to Caesar 
(Matt. 22:15-22; Mark 12:13-17; Luke 20:20-26). Jesus’ response to that 
question has been interpreted in a variety of ways, yet the fact that he him-
self did not apparently have or use a coin bearing the image of Caesar and 
contrasted giving to Caesar with giving to God clearly implies that, for Jesus, 
living under God’s rule was to be distinguished from living under Caesar’s 
rule. Even though Jesus speaks of giving to Caesar what belongs to him, Jesus 
must have believed that all things ultimately belonged to God alone. While 
Jesus does not seem to have advocated rebellion against Rome or active oppo-
sition to Rome’s rule, he does seem to have viewed faithfulness to God and 
commitment to God’s reign as constituting an alternative way of life in which 
one refused to acknowledge Caesar’s lordship, but instead acknowledged no 
one but Israel’s God as Lord. For Jesus, this alternative way of life must have 
involved living according to the values of God’s reign, rather than the values 
of the system imposed by Rome and supported by a large part of the popu-
lation. Even if Jesus’ rejection of the legitimacy of Rome’s rule was implicit 
rather than explicit, it is not difficult to see how his teaching and practice 
could come to be seen as subversive, and therefore have led to his being cruci-
fied as an agitator and a threat to the system.

146. Among the scholars who regard it as likely that Jesus objected to the temple tax are William 
Horbury (“$e Temple Tax,” in Jesus and the Politics of His Day, ed. Bammel and Moule, 282-86); Craig Evans 
(“Opposition to the Temple: Jesus and the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in Jesus and the Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. Charlesworth, 
242), and Chilton (“Trial of Jesus,” 487). Klawans notes that, if Jesus opposed the tax, his stance in this regard 
was not radical, since opposition was common among many Jews (Purity, 229-31, 237).
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Jesus’ negative attitude toward the Roman system upheld by the Jewish 
authorities and the Herodian rulers must once again be seen as derived from 
a distinct understanding of God. Jesus’ God was not the God associated with 
the system. While Jesus may have believed that God was allowing Rome and 
the high priests to be in the position they were in, he apparently did not 
see them as instruments of God’s will nor call on people to submit to them, 
because for him this would have involved submitting to the injustices they 
perpetrated. His action in the temple illustrates clearly his belief that God 
was being used to promote the interests of certain people and groups. $at 
action, therefore, represented an implicit affirmation that the God who was 
being served at the temple was not the true God, but the God of those in 
power who held in place the oppressive system.147

$e parable of the wicked tenants attributed to Jesus also lends support to 
the idea that Jesus’ temple action was intended as a criticism of the ruling high 
priestly elites (Matt. 21:33-46; Mark 12:1-12; Luke 20:9-19).148 $e parable 
is problematic on a number of accounts. Scholars have debated over which 
form of the parable, including that of the Gospel of !omas (65-66), is closest 
to the original.149 While many accept that in some form it goes back to Jesus, 
it is difficult to reconstruct the original parable, if indeed it was originally told 
in only one way. $e versions we have in the three Synoptics and the Gospel 
of !omas all present a number of differences. Many scholars have doubted 
the authenticity of the parable for a variety of reasons.150 Certain ideas from 

147. In general terms, therefore, I would agree with Horsley, who regards Jesus’ action in the temple as “a 
demonstration symbolizing destruction and directed against the high-priestly establishment.... Jesus attacks 
the activities in which the exploitation of God’s people by their priestly rulers was most visible” (Spiral, 299-
300). $is would have involved an opposition not only to the temple but also to the entire socio-political 
system that it represented. In this case, as Borg argues, Jesus’ act was also “an indictment of the Temple as the 
center of an economically exploitative system legitimated in the name of God,” as well as “an indictment of city 
and temple as the center of the domination system” (Conflict, 14-15). For similar understandings of Jesus’ act, 
see Crossan, Historical Jesus, 360; Evans, “Opposition,” 243.

148. Matthew and Mark explicitly affirm that Jesus told this parable against the high priests (Matt. 
21:45; Mark 12:12), while Luke implies the same (Luke 20:19). Randall Buth and Brian Kvasnica argue that 
the parable is a “stinging criticism against the temple authorities” and a critique of “bribery and fraud that led 
to ‘legalized’ violence and murder” (“Temple Authorities and Tithe Evasion: $e Linguistic Background and 
Impact of the Parable of the Vineyard, the Tenants and the Son,” in Jesus’ Last Week, ed. Notley, Turnage, and 
Becker, 53, 72; see 53-80). See also Evans, Fabricating Jesus, 127-28.

149. On this discussion, see Klyne Snodgrass, !e Parable of the Wicked Tenants: An Inquiry into Parable 
Interpretation (WUNT 27; Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1983), 52-71. Snodgrass lists elements of the parable 
that many regard as questionable, yet then responds to each of these in order to argue for the historicity of 
the parable. Many scholars, however, would disagree with Snodgrass’s argument that Matthew’s version of the 
parable is closest to the original.

150. For a summary of views on the historicity of the parable and its interpretation, see Adela Yarbro 
Collins, Mark: A Commentary (ed. Harold W. Attridge; Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 542-44. 
In two different treatments of the subject, Craig Evans points to parallels to the ideas of the parable in the 
Targums, the Qumran writings, and the rabbinic literature, and also notes that most scholars regard the parable 
as authentic in some form (Fabricating Jesus, 127-38; “Jesus and the Dead Sea Scrolls from Qumran Cave 
4,” in Eschatology, Messianism, and the Dead Sea Scrolls; ed. Evans and Peter W. Flint; SDSSRL 1; Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997, 97-99). John S. Kloppenborg, however, claims that certain theological assertions of 
the parable “cannot reasonably be attributed to Jesus,” and thus that there are “good reasons to suppose that 
an originally realistic narrative was secondarily allegorized” (Tenants in the Vineyard: Ideology, Economics, and 
Agrarian Conflict in Jewish Palestine; WUNT 195; Mohr Siebeck, 2006, 70). George J. Brooke similarly notes 
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the parable seem improbable and unrealistic, such as the owner’s decision to 
send his son to the vineyard after learning that the servants he had previously 
sent had been mistreated and killed there, as well as the tenants’ belief that 
by killing the son they could keep the vineyard as an inheritance. As William 
Herzog has observed, given that absentee landowners such as the owner of 
the vineyard in the parable were viewed by many as unjust and oppressive, 
some of the poor with whom Jesus associated would perhaps have sympa-
thized more with the tenants than the landowner.151 $e parable is also alle-
gorical in a way that is uncharacteristic of Jesus’ other parables. If Jesus told 
the parable as it stands about himself, which is not entirely certain,152 he must 
have believed that he was in some sense God’s Son and thus distinct from the 
prophets who had come before him. Many scholars, however, would consider 
it unlikely that Jesus viewed himself in that way. Questions also exist as to the 
identity of the groups with whom the listeners would have been expected to 
associate the tenants of the parable and those to whom the vineyard is subse-
quently given.153 

However these questions are settled, for our purposes it is sufficient to 
note that the Synoptics concur that the parable was spoken against the chief 
priests. Even if the parable is not regarded as authentic in its present form, or 
the original parable was distinct or intended differently, the Synoptics seem to 
be preserving a tradition according to which Jesus spoke out openly yet some-
what enigmatically against the Jewish leaders in some way. If Jesus’ action in 
the temple is viewed in light of the parable of the wicked tenants, it supports 
the idea that he intended that action as an expression of opposition to the 
high priestly elites.

$e conclusion of the parable of the wicked tenants presents Jesus as antic-
ipating his own death at the hands of the chief priests. $is idea appears 
throughout the Synoptics, particularly in the passion predictions attributed to 
Jesus. Once again, while the historicity of these predictions can be questioned, 
it is significant that the tradition as the Synoptics knew it claimed that Jesus 
expected conflict with the chief priests. If Jesus’ action in the temple was pre-
meditated, as the Synoptics imply, rather than a sudden, impulsive response 
to what he observed happening there, then he must have realized ahead of 
time that his action would contribute in some way to the decision of the chief 
priests to have him arrested and perhaps put to death as well.

that, while many scholars think the parable could go back to Jesus, only a minority hold the view that its 
allegorical features and the use of Psalm 118 would have been part of the original parable (!e Dead Sea Scrolls 
and the New Testament; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005, 257).

151. Herzog, Parables, 98-113.
152. Both Kloppenborg (Tenants, 86-88) and Snodgrass (Parable, 80-82) note that some scholars believe 

that the son in the parable originally referred to John, though both regard this proposal as doubtful.
153. In this regard, Steven Bryan even argues that the referent of the vineyard shifts from the Jewish 

leaders at the beginning of the parable to Israel as a whole at its end (Jesus, 55).
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At the end of the parable of the wicked tenants, Jesus is presented as citing 
Ps. 118:22, which speaks of the stone rejected by the builders becoming head 
of the corner. Once again, many question the possibility that Jesus ended the 
parable with this quotation, in large part because some see it as an allusion to 
Jesus himself being constituted as the new cornerstone for a new temple after 
he had been raised.154 However, the allusion need not be understood as antici-
pating Jesus’ resurrection. If Jesus did cite the words from Psalm 118, his idea 
might simply have been that the consequence of his being put to death by the 
authorities would be that a new community, movement, or reality would spring 
up and grow as a result of his violent death. Both in antiquity and in our own 
day, the slaying of controversial leaders has at times led to the strengthening 
and expansion of the cause or movement to which they were dedicated, rather 
than its weakening or disappearance. $e effect such deaths produce is thus the 
opposite of that which those carrying out the killing anticipated and desired. It 
is therefore possible that Jesus merely had this idea in mind: not Jesus himself, 
but his violent death at the hands of the chief priests would lay the basis for a 
new reality to be constructed that would in some way replace or supersede the 
temple. In this case, the “cornerstone rejected” might even refer to Jesus’ message 
or his ministry rather than Jesus personally.

Scholars have commonly affirmed that the parable of the wicked tenants 
does not view Jesus’ death as salvific. Such an affirmation derives from the tra-
ditional assumption that a death must be atoning in order to be salvific. While 
the death of the owner’s son is certainly not seen as atoning, it does result in 
the salvation of others in two ways. First, it leads the owner to destroy the 
wicked tenants and give the vineyard to others. If the parable is understood 
as referring allegorically to God, Jesus, and the chief priests, it implies that 
Jesus anticipated a confrontation with the chief priests in which he would be 
put to death, but also expected that God would respond to their unjust act 
by destroying the chief priests. In that case, Jesus may have thought that, by 
confronting the chief priests in Jerusalem and calling on them to give to God 
the “fruits of the vineyard” that belonged to God—however these fruits are 
understood—he would bring about their downfall, since they would refuse to 
do so, and would consequently be destroyed by God. In that case, Jesus saw 
his rejection at their hands as having an objective. It would make their oppres-
sive, violent, and unjust ways evident to all and bring down God’s wrath upon 
them so that the “vineyard”—whatever it may have represented—might pass 
into the possession of others. Obviously, this would deliver many from the 
oppression of the authorities and make it possible for an alternative system 
to be established. Ironically, by allowing the Jewish high priestly elites to put 
him to death, Jesus would bring about their demise along with that of the 
corrupt system they held in place at the temple.

154. For the argument that Ps. 118:22 did not originally form part of the parable, see Kloppenborg, 
Tenants, 75-77. Other scholars, however, have questioned this view; see, for example, Buth and Kvasnica, who 
argue that Ps. 118:22 is integral to the original parable (“Temple Authorities,” 76).
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According to the parable as it appears in the Synoptics, the second conse-
quence of Jesus’ death is that it would lead to the laying of a cornerstone for 
a new construction. Whether this new construction is understood as a new 
community or a new temple in either a literal or metaphorical sense, Jesus’ 
violent death would become the basis for some type of new reality. In that 
sense, it would also be salvific.

Similar ideas can be identified in the predictions attributed to Jesus con-
cerning the destruction of the temple in Matt. 24:1-2, Mark 13:1-2, and Luke 
21:5-6. While all of the Synoptics claim that Jesus predicted the temple’s 
destruction, they do not present him giving any reason for this destruction 
explicitly. Because it is the temple itself that is to be destroyed rather than the 
leaders, the cause of its destruction would appear not to be the injustice and 
corruption being practiced there. If Jesus actually predicted that the temple 
would be destroyed, he was no doubt referring to the temple as it had been 
expanded and embellished by Herod. It is significant that the Synoptics pres-
ent Jesus’ prediction as a response to his disciples, who express their awe at the 
grandeur and splendor of the temple. Jesus may have seen the magnificence 
of Herod’s temple as the result not only of a massive and unjust exploitation 
of the people and their resources, but as an attempt on the part of Herod and 
his successors to consolidate and expand their power over the region. $e pur-
pose for which rulers in antiquity constructed and embellished magnificent 
monuments such as the Jerusalem temple was to command the respect and 
admiration of the populace and perpetuate the idea that those responsible 
for building them were also great and powerful. In the case of the Jerusalem 
temple, Herod and his successors would also communicate the idea that they 
were dedicated to serving the God of Israel and that their rule enjoyed his 
favor. $ey were gratefully honoring the God who had put them in power. 

Such enormous and sightly constructions would also lead the populace 
to hold in higher regard the high priestly families who controlled the tem-
ple area, and lead to a greater admiration and respect among the people for 
the offerings presented to God there. In other words, the magnificence and 
splendor of the temple edifice would convey the idea that those responsible 
for building and administering it, those presiding over the sacrifices offered 
there, as well as the sacrifices themselves, were also worthy of great admira-
tion and brought honor, not only to the God worshiped there, but to all who 
participated in that worship. $ese beliefs would have generated even more 
resources for the temple and strengthened further the power and influence of 
the high priests. $erefore, even though Jesus speaks of the destruction of the 
temple itself rather than that of the Jewish authorities, it is very likely that 
he saw Herod’s temple as symbolizing and furthering the oppression of the 
ruling elites.

As in the conclusion of the parable of the wicked tenants, in their accounts 
of the process against Jesus before the Jewish authorities as well as his cru-
cifixion, Matthew and Mark also relate the destruction of the temple to the 
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construction of a new reality. Jesus is said to have claimed, not only that he 
would destroy the temple, but also that he would raise up another one after 
three days (Matt. 26:61; 27:40; Mark 15:29). In Mark 14:58, the temple to 
be raised by Jesus is said to be “not made with hands.” $e Fourth Gospel 
also preserves this tradition and relates it to Jesus’ action in the temple ( John 
2:13-22). $e criterion of multiple attestation would suggest that there is 
some historical basis to Jesus’ words about the raising of a new temple, even 
though he may not have anticipated being raised from among the dead after 
three days.155 While there may be good reasons to question the historicity of 
the prediction attributed to Jesus regarding the temple, if he did prophesy its 
destruction, it is quite possible that he also prophesied the establishment of 
some type of new temple or reality as well.

Due to the conflicts with the Jewish religious leaders that Jesus’ teaching 
in the temple is said to have generated, as well as his action in the temple, it 
would have been natural for Jesus to expect that the authorities in Jerusalem 
would seek to silence or eliminate him in some way. If so, he would undoubt-
edly have hoped that the cause to which he had dedicated himself with such 
great fervor during his ministry would continue after his death. Whether 
or not he expected to be raised from the dead, he might reasonably have 
expected that his violent death would serve to strengthen the resolve of his 
disciples and therefore lead to an expansion of his community of followers. 
Even though in reality his crucifixion seems initially to have had the opposite 
effect on his disciples, driving them into seclusion and fear, if Jesus expected 
that his death would further the cause to which he had dedicated himself, 
then he would have viewed his death as ultimately being salvific or beneficial 
for others by virtue of the new reality to which it would lead. From Jesus’ 
perspective, that new reality might be the result of the way in which others 
would react to his death, perhaps by being outraged or inspired by it, or the 
result of God responding to the injustices committed there by bringing about 
the downfall of those responsible for those injustices, as the parable of the 
wicked tenants affirms. 

$is latter idea, in fact, appears both in Matt. 23:29-32 and in the second-
century Epistle of Barnabas. In the first of these passages, Jesus affirms, “Woe 
to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you build the tombs of the 
prophets and decorate the graves of the righteous, and you say, ‘If we had lived 
in the days of our ancestors, we would not have taken part with them in shed-
ding the blood of the prophets.’ $us you testify against yourselves that you 
are descendants of those who murdered the prophets. Fill up, then, the mea-
sure of your ancestors.” A similar idea is reflected in the Epistle of Barnabas, 
which seems to draw on the passage from Matthew. $ere it is said that God’s 
Son came in the flesh so that he “might bring to a head the sum of the sins 

155. Scholars such as Fiensy have observed that, even if Jesus prophesied the destruction of the Jerusalem 
temple, his words do not necessarily imply that Jesus himself would be the one to bring about that destruction 
(Jesus, 202-8). 
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of those who had persecuted his prophets to the point of death” (Barn. 5:11). 
Behind these affirmations is the idea found in the Hebrew Scriptures that the 
repeated rejection of God’s prophets leads to God’s judgment, which serves to 
cleanse and purge the sins and evil of the people and thus bring about a new 
reality. Jesus may therefore have believed that his death would benefit others 
in the same way.

Some have interpreted Jesus’ action in the temple as having the inten-
tion of establishing some type of worship or cult that would constitute an 
alternative to the temple.156 $is possibility must certainly be given serious 
consideration, especially when it is recalled that the reason for which most 
people went to the temple was to seek God’s favor, forgiveness, healings, and 
blessings. If Jesus saw these things as something that God was now offering 
through him and perhaps the community of disciples he was forming as well, 
it is possible that he intended to establish some type of alternative to the 
temple system. Nevertheless, the evidence we have does not seem to be strong 
enough to affirm this with any certainty.

In any case, it is important to stress that what must have motivated Jesus 
to teach at the temple and take action against the sellers, buyers, and money 
changers there was a concern for others. As was the case throughout his min-
istry, Jesus’ objective was to benefit others in various ways, particularly those 
whom he regarded as the object of oppression and injustice. $is understand-
ing of Jesus’ objective stands in contrast to a number of the interpretations of 
Jesus’ action at the temple mentioned at the outset of this section. According 
to some interpreters, Jesus’ primary concern was to defend the sanctity of the 
temple precincts, question the manner in which the sacrificial worship was 
being carried out, or even insist that the sacrificial worship commanded in 
the law needed to be replaced with some type of purely spiritual worship.157 

$e problem with views such as these is that they present Jesus as being 
concerned primarily with the proper worship of God or God’s holiness rather 
than the well-being of human beings. Undoubtedly, these two aspects can be 
combined if it is maintained that Jesus believed that the well-being of others 
depended on the sacrificial offerings being properly presented or the holiness 
of God being safeguarded in the temple area. Nevertheless, such views seem 
to conflict with what the Gospels affirm regarding Jesus’ ministry and the 
God he proclaimed. As noted above, according to the Gospels, throughout his 
ministry Jesus put the wholeness and well-being of others above any supposed 
concern for the sanctity of God or God’s law. In fact, the conflicts associated 

156. Chilton, for example, claims that, by instituting the Eucharist, Jesus intended the “creation of an 
alternative cultus” (Pure Kingdom, 123-26). Similarly, Wright affirms that “all that the Temple had stood for was 
now available through Jesus and his movement” (Jesus, 436); see also Gray, Temple, 91-92, 161-62. According to 
Dunn, by forgiving sins, Jesus was not so much usurping the role of God but rather assuming the role that God 
had assigned to priest and cult, thus undermining the authority of those whose power rested on the system 
(Partings of the Ways, 46). For both Horsley (Spiral, 296) and Bird (Jesus, 155-61), the new temple of which Jesus 
spoke was the renewed people of Israel or his group of followers.

157. For views such as these, see Fiensy, Jesus, 221-27; Peter Richardson, “Why Turn the Tables? Jesus’ 
Protest in the Temple Precincts,” SBLSP 31 (1992): 521.
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with his ministry are presented as revolving precisely around the question of 
which of these two concerns should be primary. Jesus is consistently presented 
as giving priority to the well-being of others. 

Just as Jesus appears to have been relatively uninterested in discussions 
regarding the proper interpretation of the commandments of the Mosaic law, 
so also he seems to have ascribed little importance to the offering of sacrifices. 
Scholars have debated whether or not Jesus had a favorable view of sacrifice 
or participated in the sacrificial offerings himself. Undoubtedly, the Gospels 
present Jesus at times sending those whom he healed to the priests and order-
ing them to present the sacrifices prescribed by the law (Matt. 8:4; Mark 7:44; 
Luke 5:14; 17:14). In Matthew, Jesus also teaches that one must be reconciled 
to one’s brother or sister before offering one’s gift at the altar (5:23-24), while 
in the Fourth Gospel Jesus participates regularly in the festivals at the tem-
ple.158 Other scholars have argued, however, that these things do not necessar-
ily suggest that Jesus had a positive view of the sacrificial worship offered at 
the temple.159 $e same must be said with regard to Luke’s portrayal of Jesus’ 
first followers as gathering regularly at the temple in Acts (Acts 2:46—3:1; 
5:21, 42). $eir presence at the temple does not necessarily imply that, in 
accordance with what Jesus had taught them, they considered it important to 
continue to offer sacrifices there. As Horsley has argued, they may have gone 
to the temple for other reasons.160 At times the arguments in favor of the 
claim that Jesus viewed the sacrificial worship at the temple favorably seem to 
be circular: since Jesus was a faithful Jew, he must have participated in temple 
worship like all faithful Jews. 

Whatever Jesus thought about the sacrificial worship at the temple, what 
the Gospel accounts repeatedly stress is his commitment to serving others. 
For this reason, his action in the temple must be regarded as having been 
motivated in some way by that commitment. If Jesus believed that the author-
ities would arrest him, imprison him, or sentence him to death as a result of 
that action, he must have been convinced either that the benefits that would 
result from his action for others were worth the cost or risks involved, or that 
the consequences he would endure would contribute to the cause to which he 
had dedicated himself on behalf of others. In either case, just as his ministry 
had been entirely “for others,” his death would also be “for others,” either 
because it would be the result of the activity he had carried out on behalf of 
others, or because it would bring about some new reality or situation that 
would be beneficial for others.

158. On the basis of passages such as these, as well as Jesus’ participation in the Passover celebration, 
Klawans insists that Jesus was by no means “antitemple” (Purity, 217-19).

159. Freyne, for example, argues that there is no clear evidence that Jesus or his followers participated in 
the temple rituals during his lifetime (Galilee, Jesus, and the Gospels, 239-40).

160. Horsley, Spiral, 291-92.
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The Last Supper

From a historical perspective, the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ Last Supper with 
his disciples are problematic on a number of accounts. In addition to the fact 
that we can have no certainty as to what actually took place,161 it is not clear 
whether the Supper as the Gospels present it was some form of Passover 
meal or celebration. John’s account of the meal is almost completely differ-
ent from the Synoptic accounts, which also reflect important differences in 
relation to one another.162 In addition, the Gospels present Jesus as having 
foreknowledge regarding certain details of what was to take place, including 
Judas’s betrayal and Peter’s denial. $e narratives of Jesus’ words and action 
over the bread and wine also raise many questions. If Jesus’ words are accepted 
as authentic, it is not clear precisely what his words originally were, precisely 
how those words are to be understood, and to what extent Jesus foresaw not 
only his impending death, but the continuation of such a meal among his 
disciples after his death.163

Obviously, it is not possible to address all of these questions here. Nor is 
it necessary, however. To address the question of the manner in which Jesus 
interpreted his death, it will be sufficient to consider the words over the bread 
and wine attributed to Jesus at the Supper. In particular, it is important to 
focus on the phrases “for you,” “for many,” and “for the remission of sins,” as 
well as the idea of the establishment of a covenant or new covenant. While 
we cannot be sure to what extent these phrases actually go back to Jesus, their 
significance for the question of the meaning that Jesus ascribed to his death 
cannot be ignored. Even if Jesus never pronounced them or originally did so 
at another moment in a different context, they clearly seem to form part of an 

161. For various perspectives on the historicity of the Gospel accounts of the Last Supper, see James D. 
G. Dunn, Jesus Remembered, Vol. 1 of Christianity in the Making (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 771-73; 
McKnight, Jesus and his Death, 262-64; Tan, Zion Traditions, 198-200; Klawans, Purity, 3-5; Joel B. Green, !e 
Death of Jesus: Tradition and Interpretation in the Passion Narrative (WUNT 2/33; Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 
1988), 192-217.

162. For a summary of the arguments against and in favor of the Last Supper being a Passover meal, 
see Bradley S. Billings, Do !is in Remembrance of Me: !e Disputed Words in the Lukan Institution Narrative 
(Luke 22:19b-20). An Historico-Exegetical, !eological, and Sociological Analysis (LNTS 314; London: T & T 
Clark, 2006), 62-72; McKnight, Jesus and his Death, 264-73; Gerd $eissen and Annette Merz, !e Historical 
Jesus: A Comprehensive Guide (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998), 423-27. On this point, Klawans notes: “While 
few scholars today would endorse without qualification Joachim Jeremias’s identification of the Last Supper 
as a Passover Seder, practically all scholars currently working on these materials consider the Seder ritual to 
be one of a small number of Jewish rites that are viewed as possible backgrounds for the Last Supper” (Purity, 
214-15). David Stacey also observes that, “whether it was a Passover or not, the meal would have taken place 
in the Passover atmosphere” (“Appendix: $e Lord’s Supper as Prophetic Drama,” in !e Signs of a Prophet: !e 
Prophetic Actions of Jesus; ed. Morna D. Hooker; London: SCM, 1997, 90).

163. On these questions, see especially Joachim Jeremias, !e Eucharistic Words of Jesus, trans. Norman 
Perrin (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977), 173-86; McKnight, Jesus and his Death, 275-92; Green, Death of Jesus, 
192-210; $eissen and Merz, Historical Jesus, 405-28; Barry D. Smith, “$e More Original Form of the 
Words of Institution,” ZNW 83 (1992): 166-86; Bruce Chilton, “Ideological Diets in a Feast of Meanings,” 
in Jesus in Context, Chilton and Evans, 60-67. Peter Stuhlmacher concludes that “it remains undecided until 
today whether the oldest form of the words of institution is preserved by Mark (and Matthew), or by Paul 
(and Luke)” (“Jesus’ Readiness to Suffer and his Understanding of his Death,” in !e Historical Jesus in Recent 
Research; ed. James D. G. Dunn and Scot McKnight; SBTS; Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2005, 399). 
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early tradition, as 1 Cor. 11:23-25 attests. In that case, the followers of Jesus 
who attributed them to Jesus must at least have thought that they expressed 
faithfully ideas that reflected Jesus’ own understanding of his death.

In the tradition as it appears in 1 Cor. 11:23-25 and Luke 22:19-20, Jesus 
is presented as telling the disciples as he gives the bread to them, “$is is my 
body for you” (1 Cor. 11:24), or “$is is my body, given for you” (Luke 22:19). 
In the Lukan version, Jesus also speaks of the cup as “poured out for you.” 
In contrast, the version found in Matthew and Mark does not include the 
words “for you” in relation to the bread, and refers to the cup as Jesus’ “blood 
of the covenant, poured out for many” (Matt. 26:26-28; Mark 14:22-24). $e 
preposition used in all of these phrases is huper, with the exception of Matt. 
26:28, where the phrase peri pollōn appears. Matthew also adds the words “for 
the remission of sins” to Jesus’ saying over the cup. In all of these passages, the 
allusion is clearly to Jesus’ death in some sense. 

In the Lukan and Pauline versions of Jesus’ words, the phrase “for you” is 
ambiguous and can therefore be interpreted as referring either to the disciples 
alone or to others as well. In contrast, the versions of Matthew and Mark 
explicitly refer to a larger group of people, the “many.” In 1 Cor. 11:23-25, 
Paul appears to understand the phrase “for you” as including the believers in 
Corinth to whom he writes. It is therefore important not to assume that the 
Synoptic evangelists and Paul were all in agreement as to whom Jesus had in 
mind when he spoke of “you” or the “many.” 

Precisely because the phrases “for you” and “for many” are so ambigu-
ous, it is possible to read back into them virtually any understanding of Jesus’ 
death. Advocates of a penal substitution interpretation of Jesus’ death read 
ideas associated with that interpretation back into these phrases. $is often 
involves arguing that huper humōn can be translated “in your place” and not 
just “on your behalf.” $e phrases can also be understood on the basis of a 
revelational view of Jesus’ work: Jesus’ death is for others in the sense that it 
reveals the extent of his love for them, thus providing them with the knowl-
edge and inspiration they need in order to live according to God’s will and 
attain salvation. If the Christus Victor idea is read back into those phrases, 
they can be understood in the sense that Jesus will overcome the forces of 
evil for others, thereby liberating human beings from their bondage to those 
forces. For reasons seen in the first four chapters of this work, however, we 
can simply dismiss such interpretations here, since they are the product of 
later theological reflection, and are based on ideas that are foreign to ancient 
Jewish thought and to the New Testament. A similar observation must be 
made regarding the notion that, when Jesus spoke of the bread as his body and 
the wine or cup as his blood, he intended for his disciples to understand that 
he was referring to the actual substance of his body and his blood. $ere is no 
reason to suppose that Jesus believed that his actual body and blood would 
be multiplied repeatedly in the centuries following his death whenever his 
words over the bread and the cup would be recited, thereby making it possible 
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for believers to partake of those substances in some mysterious or ontologi-
cal manner. Rather, as Jonathan Klawans has insisted, Jesus’ words should be 
taken primarily in a metaphorical sense.164

Due to the influence of penal substitution views, Jesus’ words over the bread 
and wine are commonly read as conveying the idea that Jesus’ death would 
obtain God’s favor and forgiveness for others and turn away God’s wrath at 
their sins. $e fact that Matthew mentions the remission of sins seems to 
have reinforced this idea even further among interpreters, especially because 
Matthew’s addition is commonly recited in the versions of Jesus’ words used 
in liturgical settings in many churches. Once again, however, there is no clear 
evidence that ancient Jews, Jesus, or his later followers believed that it was 
not possible for God to forgive sins without exacting punishment for them, 
or that suffering and death were necessary to atone for sins. Furthermore, as 
we have seen in Chapters 2, 3, and 4 of this study, the condition for forgive-
ness in ancient Jewish thought was always repentance and a commitment to 
doing God’s will. For these and other reasons, Jesus’ words “for you” and “for 
many” should not be understood in the sense that the giving up of Jesus’ life, 
symbolized by the breaking of the bread and the pouring out of the cup of 
wine, would in itself render God favorable to believers, put away God’s wrath 
at their sins, or obtain forgiveness on their behalf.

$is means that we should interpret Jesus’ words in some other way. In 
order to do this, we may begin by noting that, seen in the context of his com-
mand for the disciples to eat of the bread and drink of the cup, Jesus words 
over the bread and wine would be understood not only in the sense of giv-
ing his life up for others but also giving himself to others—in this case, the 
disciples.165 It is possible, of course, that Jesus anticipated that he would rise 
from the dead and therefore believed he would continue to give himself to his 
disciples and others in some way after his resurrection. However, even if this 
giving of Jesus’ life to others is understood metaphorically rather in a literal or 
ontological sense, perhaps as referring to his ongoing presence in the commu-
nity of believers, many scholars would regard as problematic the notion that 
Jesus foresaw his impending resurrection and intended that all who would 
subsequently become his followers throughout the world celebrate regularly 
the meal he was instituting, repeating the words he had pronounced over the 
bread and wine each time they did so. Here again, one’s presuppositions will 
inevitably determine one’s conclusions in this respect.

Whether or not Jesus anticipated being raised from among the dead 
shortly after his death, there can be little doubt that he had a strong desire 

164. Jonathan Klawans, “Interpreting the Last Supper: Sacrifice, Spiritualization, and Anti-Sacrifice,” 
NTS 48 (2002): 6-7, 15-17.

165. Stacey argues, for example, that the breaking of bread symbolized not violence but pluralization, that 
is, Jesus’ giving of himself to many (“Appendix,” 93). Stacey also claims that “the breaking of the bread was not 
primarily concerned to interpret Jesus’ death. It is concerned with the whole of his teaching and mission.... $e 
bread was broken in order that the body of Christ might be represented, not in the person of the Lord himself, 
but in the persons of those who believed in him and followed him” (92-93).
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to remain among his disciples and continue serving them and others. John’s 
Gospel particularly emphasizes Jesus’ love for the disciples in its account of 
the Last Supper, though the same emphasis is implicit in the Synoptics. Jesus’ 
apparent wish to have a final supper with his disciples also stresses his affec-
tion and concern for them. In addition, it seems logical to suppose that Jesus 
did not want to die. Even if one questions the historicity of his prayer in the 
Garden of Gethsemane, in which he asks God to be spared the cup that he 
was to drink (Matt. 26:39, 42; Mark 14:36; Luke 22:42), it is highly probable 
that his early followers who attributed the prayer to him believed it expressed 
faithfully the way in which he viewed his death.166 

However, if Jesus knew that he was in danger of being arrested and put 
to death by the authorities because of the things he had said and done in 
defiance of those authorities, as well as the impact his work was having on 
many of the people, then he essentially had two options. He could either 
stand firm and embrace whatever consequences his words and actions might 
have, or else try to avoid arrest and death. If he chose the second alternative, 
he might go into hiding, flee to a more secure place, or put an end to what he 
had been doing and saying, perhaps admitting openly that he had been wrong 
or misguided. If in spite of this he was arrested, he could then try to convince 
the authorities not to act against him in a number of ways: by defending him-
self, promising to put an end to his activities, publicly recognizing his errors, 
telling his followers to disband, insisting that he and his followers posed no 
threat to the authorities, or simply begging for mercy. $ere is no evidence 
that Jesus did any of these things. On the contrary, according to the Gospels, 
up until his arrest he continued to teach openly in the temple after boldly car-
rying out his prophetic act there. To back down from the consequences of his 
actions would have been regarded both by Jesus and by others as a denial of 
everything he had stood for in his ministry.

For Jesus to back down would also have had drastic consequences for the 
community that he sought to establish. Jesus had repeatedly spoken of being 
committed to loving others and giving oneself for them. $roughout his min-
istry he had embodied that love. How could Jesus expect total dedication and 
absolute commitment to that type of love for others if, when confronted with 
the possibility of arrest and death, he had turned in on himself, attempting to 
save his own life and putting an end to his work for others? Similarly, Jesus 
had constantly stressed the need to trust fully in God under all circumstances. 
How could he expect others to do so if, when in danger, he had sought to 
run or hide or backed down from his ministry? If Jesus really believed what 
he had proclaimed, taught, and lived, he had no choice but to embrace the 
consequences of what he had been doing, whatever those might be. $is was 

166. On the question of the historicity of the Synoptic accounts of Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane, see 
especially Raymond E. Brown, !e Death of the Messiah: From Gethsemane to the Grave. A Commentary on the 
Passion Narratives in the Four Gospels (ABRL; New York: Doubleday, 1994), 1:216-34. On the content of Jesus’ 
prayer, see 1:165-78.
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the only way he could hope to establish a community of people fully commit-
ted to God and to solidarity with others, a community willing to stand up to 
injustice and oppression and resist the powers in place.

In fact, this may have been the reason why Jesus had decided to go up 
to Jerusalem. If Jesus had been preparing his disciples to serve others and 
had been seeking to establish an alternative community that would practice 
solidarity and resistance in relation to the system in place and its authorities, 
he must have realized as he did so that that the greatest obstacle his disciples 
would face was fear. As had been evident from Jesus’ own ministry, truly to 
serve those in need and stand up for them in love generated conflict with 
those in power. Such service and love required that one denounce the injus-
tice and violence that was inherent to the system that those in power propa-
gated and defended. $en as now, it is not possible to be fully committed to 
seeking the well-being of others if one remains silent and passive in the face 
of the systemic oppression that is the greatest hindrance to that well-being. 
Similarly, a community of the type envisioned by Jesus cannot live in fear and 
seclusion, hoping to evade confrontation and conflict. It must live openly, 
boldly, and defiantly in the way that he did, committed to the well-being of 
all no matter what the consequences. 

Given this reality, if Jesus wished to inspire absolute trust in God and 
overcome fear in others so that they might live as members of a community 
characterized by total commitment to the well-being of all, he had no choice 
but to live in that way himself. Yet, in Jesus’ context, to live in that way inevi-
tably meant conflict, opposition, and in many cases a violent death. $e pow-
ers that ultimately prevented people from living in that way in the context 
of such a community were the Roman imperial authority and the Jerusalem 
hierarchy. Rome threatened those it regarded as subversives with violence 
of various types, particularly physical violence such as crucifixion. For their 
part, the Jerusalem hierarchy and those in their service maintained power and 
inspired fear through their theology—or ideology—and their interpretation 
of the law and of the Scriptures. $ey claimed to be the unique divinely-
appointed representatives of God, the mediators between God and God’s 
people. According to this ideology, those who desired to enjoy God’s favor 
had to approach God through the high priests and the priests in general. $is 
meant presenting their sacrifices through the priests and participating in the 
divinely-ordained system of worship the priesthood represented by offering 
their sacrifices and tithes and paying the temple tax. In this and other ways, 
the high priestly elites propagated the claim that whoever refused to submit 
to their authority refused to submit to God as well, and thus was under divine 
condemnation. Jesus’ action in the temple was inevitably seen as a rejection of 
ideas such as these.

If Jesus truly wished to challenge these beliefs and inspire others to follow 
him, as well as to create the type of community he desired, he may have real-
ized that he had no choice but to go up to Jerusalem. He could not accomplish 
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his purposes in the same way by merely continuing to minister in the Galilean 
villages. Nor could he accomplish those purposes by taking a stand against 
lesser authorities, such as those in leadership roles in the villages or the rep-
resentatives of Rome in the cities of Tiberias and Sepphoris. As noted above, 
this may have been the reason why he had evaded the Galilean cities and had 
sought to avoid danger previously; the right time and place to stand up to the 
authorities had not yet presented itself.167 If Jesus were to be imprisoned or 
executed by a lesser authority, his death would not have the same impact as if 
he died at the hands of the Jerusalem authorities such as the high priest, the 
Sanhedrin, and perhaps the Roman procurator himself. He may have realized 
this after seeing the manner in which John’s death at the hands of Herod 
Antipas had impacted the populace, as well as John’s disciples. 

$is is not to say that Jesus went to Jerusalem because he wanted to die 
there. Rather, what he wanted to do was to bring his disciples and others to 
trust fully in God as they stood firm in all that he had taught and proclaimed. 
Only in this way could he establish the type of community he desired to see. 
For that reason, he had to go up to Jerusalem and take a public stand against 
the system, embodying undauntedly everything he stood for. $ough Jesus 
may have had other reasons for going to Jerusalem as well, it is likely that he 
saw his presence and activity there as vital and indispensable to attaining his 
ends. If Jesus affirmed that it was not possible for a prophet to die outside of 
Jerusalem, as Luke 13:32-33 reports, he may have had in mind the idea that 
only by dying in Jerusalem could one be remembered as a prophet and make 
a powerful prophetic statement through one’s death. In other words, if sooner 
or later he was going to be put to death for his work, he would choose the 
time and place according to his own purposes and objectives, rather than leav-
ing it up to others or to chance.

Jesus must also have truly trusted in God in order to take such a step. 
While he may not have believed that he would be raised after three days, 
he must at least have been confident that God would raise him some day in 
the future. He may also have believed that God would intervene to prevent 
him from dying. His cry of dereliction from the cross may be an indication 
of that belief: he felt God had abandoned him (Matt. 27:46; Mark 15:34). 
Nevertheless, the evangelists Matthew and Mark may have reported Jesus’ cry 
because they saw it, not as a cry of despair, but as a cry of faith.168 Writing for 
others who were experiencing the same persecutions Jesus had endured, both 
evangelists may have wanted their readers to know that God had not actually 
abandoned Jesus, even though he felt that way, since in the end God would 

167. As Richard Beaton notes, this idea is found in Matthew’s Gospel, where “Jesus sidesteps potential 
threats to his life until the time is right for him to advance to Jerusalem to die (16.21)” (“Messiah and Justice: 
A Key to Matthew’s Use of Isaiah 42:1-4?,” JSNT 75 [1999]: 18).

168. So argues Dan Cohn-Sherbok: “Jesus’ words should not be understood as a cry of despair and 
desolation in the face of death, but rather as a prayer for the dawning of the reign of God” (Rabbinic Perspectives 
on the New Testament; SBEC 28; Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen, 1990, 52-53). On the different interpretations 
of Jesus’ cry, see Brown, Death of the Messiah, 2:1043-51.
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raise him from among the dead. In the same way, when the readers felt aban-
doned by God, they should know that such was not actually the case.

Jesus’ Words over the Bread and Wine

All of the ideas just considered provide the background necessary to address 
the question of what Jesus meant when he told the disciples, “$is is my 
body,” after breaking bread and giving it to the disciples to eat. Even if he did 
not add the words “for you” or “given for you,” as Luke and Paul report, the 
context would have indicated that this was what he intended his disciples to 
understand. By breaking and distributing the bread, Jesus was communicating 
to the disciples that, for their sake, he was accepting the consequences of the 
ministry he had carried out for others in Galilee and in Jerusalem by embrac-
ing the suffering and death that awaited him, rather than running away from 
it. While in a sense Jesus’ actions and words over the bread expressed the idea 
of giving himself or his life to his disciples, they also implied that he would not 
resist those who sought to harm and kill him, but would hand himself over 
to them, placing his life and work in God’s hands. Yet he was doing this, not 
for his own sake, but for the sake of his disciples and others. Only in this way, by 
remaining faithful to all that he had lived for, could he continue to be com-
mitted to their well-being and that of others.

While Jesus may also have intended the words he spoke over the bread 
in the sense that his handing himself over to death would in some way result 
in the salvation of his disciples and others in the future at the eschaton, it is 
important to keep in mind that Jesus had constantly exhorted them to be 
willing to give of themselves by serving others as well. Jesus desired this not 
only for the sake of those whom the disciples would serve, but also because he 
firmly believed that one’s own well-being depended on one living out of love 
for others by giving of oneself to and for them in one’s daily life. In this case, 
even if Jesus was addressing his words only to the disciples when he told them 
that the bread was his body “for them,” he must have been concerned for the 
wholeness and salvation, not only of his disciples, but of others as well, who 
would be transformed by the ministry that his disciples would continue to 
carry out in Jesus’ name. Only as they dedicated themselves to serving others 
as Jesus had done could they experience true wholeness.169 $us, while Jesus’ 
primary concern at that moment may have been his disciples, in the context 
of everything else he had done, he must also have been thinking of others, 
including especially those who would come to form part of his community of 
followers after his death.

169. While Jesus’ role as servant is particularly stressed in the Last Supper account in the Fourth Gospel, 
where Jesus washes the feet of his disciples ( John 13:3-17, 34-35), the same idea can be seen in the Synoptic 
accounts. Crossan notes that the act of breaking and distributing the bread was the work of a servant; therefore 
Jesus assumes the role of servant, in addition to that of being master and host. Crossan even argues that Jesus 
took on the role of female as well (Historical Jesus, 404).
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In this context, for Jesus to tell the disciples to eat of his body and drink 
of his blood would be to invite them to commune, not with elements or sub-
stances, but with the way of being that Jesus had manifested throughout his 
ministry and would continue to manifest up to the moment of his death. To 
eat of his body would involve not only receiving Jesus’ gift of his own person 
to them and recalling how he had given himself up in love for them, but also 
assuming the same commitment to give of oneself to and for others together 
with Jesus.170 Similarly, to drink his blood would be to identify oneself as a 
member of the community for which he had poured out his life, as well as to 
share in the same spirit of being willing to give one’s own life to and for oth-
ers, as Jesus had done. $is means that Jesus would have intended his words 
regarding eating his body and drinking his blood to be understood in terms 
of recalling the depth of his love for all and being committed to sharing that 
same love with others.

Jesus must also have desired that the alternative community he had worked 
to establish continue to exist, not only for the sake of the disciples themselves, 
but for the good of others as well. As we have seen above, the only way in 
which this community would continue to exist and take the form Jesus desired 
it to take was for Jesus to be willing to give up his life. By doing so, he would 
not only make the continued existence of this community possible, but also 
place his stamp definitively on that community. $anks to Jesus’ faithfulness 
to death in seeking the well-being of others, by definition, that community 
would be one in which all were willing to give themselves to and for one 
another in the way that Jesus had given up his life for the community. Jesus 
could only expect that community to be characterized by a full commitment 
to the well-being of all if he embodied in himself that commitment by being 
willing to die so that such a community might continue to exist after his death.

Jesus’ words regarding a covenant or new covenant should be interpreted on 
the basis of these same ideas. In ancient Jewish thought, a covenant involved 
a divinely-instituted system of relating to God.171 It contained promises of 
salvation for those forming part of the covenant people, but also expectations 
regarding their conduct. Whether or not Jesus saw the covenant of which 
he spoke as replacing the covenant with Israel,172 he must have interpreted 
it in terms of the establishment of relationships characterized by the same 
commitment to the well-being of all that he had embodied in life and was 
now embodying by giving up his life. He also must have conceived of those 
committed to living in those relationships in obedience to him as constituting 
a community that would be identified with the covenant of which he spoke. 

170. McKnight stresses this idea: “the consumption of that bread and wine entails a similar commitment 
to give one’s life for Jesus and his followers” (Jesus and his Death, 328). 

171. On the notion of covenant in second-temple Jewish thought, see especially Holmén, Jesus, 39-50. See 
also Alan F. Segal, “Covenant in Rabbinic Writings,” SR 14 (1985): 53-62.

172. Scholars have debated whether or not Jesus spoke of a “new covenant,” and if so, in what sense he 
would have understood this designation. For this discussion, see McKnight, Jesus and his Death, 304-20; Tan, 
Zion Traditions, 200-220. 
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Jesus therefore must have intended his giving himself up for others as a foun-
dational act: it would define forever how his followers would relate to God and 
one another, and thus form the very heart and nucleus of the covenant he was 
establishing or ratifying. 

If Jesus intended that his followers continue to break bread and drink a cup 
of wine together periodically after his death, he would have understood the 
act of partaking of the bread and especially the wine or cup as defining one as 
a member of the community living under that covenant. Participation would 
therefore be a means by which one manifested one’s commitment to Jesus and 
the ideals associated with his life and death.173 On the basis of Jesus’ words, 
the cup would remind those who drank of it that Jesus had poured out his life 
or blood so that they might form part of his community of followers by living 
in the covenant established through his self-giving unto death. It would also 
remind them that the same kind of love that Jesus had manifested in life and 
death was expected and required of them. Nevertheless, to live in that same 
love would be seen not as an onerous burden, but as a motive of great joy and 
hope. For that reason, to share in the bread and cup together would serve not 
only to recall Jesus’ death, but to celebrate his love, which thanks to his death 
had come to be the same love of all who ate and drank together.

If Jesus’ allusion to the forgiveness of sins in the Matthean version is 
regarded as historical, that forgiveness must be seen as constituting one of 
the primary promises associated with the covenant Jesus was establishing. 
Jesus would not have intended his words to be understood in the sense that 
he was pouring out his blood or life in order to make it possible for God to do 
something that he previously could not do, namely, forgive sins without com-
promising his perfection, holiness, and righteousness. Such an idea must be 
regarded as entirely foreign to Jesus’ thought. Instead, Jesus would have meant 
that those who would form part of the covenant community he was establish-
ing by offering up his life could have assurance that, as long as they remained 
in that community and lived under that covenant, God would accept them 
and forgive them their sins. In that sense the cup represented the blood of 
his covenant, “poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” In life and in 
death, Jesus had sought to form a community that might live in love accord-
ing to God’s will as defined through him, and had taught that those who 
would live as members of that community would enjoy God’s forgiveness and 
blessings. It is this to which he must have been referring. In other words, in 
Jesus’ mind, the relation between the pouring out of his blood or life and the 
forgiveness of those who would live under the covenant established through 
him is not that his blood or death in itself would obtain the remission of sins, 
but that the giving up of his life would lead to a new, divinely-established 

173. According to Alexander J. M. Wedderburn, “the act of distributing and the shared eating can be seen 
as an action that means fellowship, friendship and solidarity and would have been seen as such in the society 
of that time” (!e Death of Jesus: Some Reflections on Jesus-Traditions and Paul; WUNT 299; Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2013, 83).
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community in which all would enjoy the forgiveness of sins. $e basis for their 
forgiveness would not be Jesus’ death per se, but their living as members of 
the community of his followers for which he had offered up his life or poured 
out his blood.

A number of scholars have argued that Jesus’ words over the bread and wine 
should be understood in the sense that he was attempting to set up an alter-
native to the Jerusalem temple cultus.174 According to this argument, whereas 
previously it had been maintained that forgiveness was obtained by participa-
tion in the sacrificial rites associated with the temple, Jesus was now instituting 
a new means by which those participating might obtain assurance of divine 
forgiveness. $ere may be some truth to this idea, although once again it must 
be stressed that in Jewish thought, God’s forgiveness was not always tied to 
participation in the sacrificial worship carried out at the temple. However, there 
seems to be no question that Jesus sought to establish an alternative commu-
nity and, if some form of the words Jesus is said to have spoken over the cup is 
authentic, he related the idea of a covenant or new covenant with the commu-
nity of those who would identify themselves as his followers. 

Whether Jesus regarded those who would belong to this community as 
forming part of Israel or as constituting the true Israel is unclear. In either 
case, however, he must have believed that outside of his community of fol-
lowers there were others who could obtain God’s acceptance and forgiveness 
merely by living in accordance with God’s commandments, independently of 
any faith in him or relation to him. He might even have believed that this was 
true not only for Jews, but for non-Jews as well. Nevertheless, on the basis of 
Jesus’ interpretation of the law, he would have understood true obedience to 
the law in terms of living in love and practicing justice in the way that he had 
taught. Jesus would therefore see himself and his death as redefining the basis 
upon which people would be forgiven and saved by God. From that point on, 
what would define one as a member of God’s people would no longer simply 
be a literal observance of the Mosaic law, but a life of love and solidarity that 
fulfilled the true purpose of the law in the way Jesus had taught and embod-
ied. It is possible that Jesus even saw himself, not only as the one who defined 
what the proper interpretation of the law consisted of, but also as the one to 
whom the law pointed as its fulfillment.

Jesus’ words over the bread and wine reflect sacrificial ideas as well. 
Although Jesus does not explicitly speak of his death as a sacrifice offered 
to God on behalf of others, this is undoubtedly implied in Jesus’ affirma-
tions that his body would be “given” and his blood would be “poured out” for 

174. See, for example, Chilton, Pure Kingdom, 124-26; $eissen and Merz, Historical Jesus, 431-36; Jostein 
Ådna, “Jesus’ Symbolic Act in the Temple, Mark 11:15-17: $e Replacement of the Sacrificial Cult by his 
Atoning Death,” in Gemeinde ohne Tempel=Community without Temple: zur Substituierung und Transformation 
des Jerusalemer Tempels und seines Kults im Alten Testament, antiken Judentum und frühen Christentum (ed. Beate 
Ego, Armin Lange, Peter Pilhofer, and Kathrin Ehlers; WUNT 118; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1999), 461-
75. For arguments against the idea that Jesus intended the Eucharist as a replacement for the temple cult, see 
Klawans, Purity, 213-17; Dunn, Jesus Remembered, 795-96.
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others.175 If Jesus believed that he would be put to death, it is very likely that 
he saw his death as being comparable to a sacrifice offered for others. In fact, 
given what we have seen, it would have been strange for him not to think in 
these terms. $is does not mean, of course, that Jesus applied to himself all of 
the sacrificial ideas and motifs that later developed among his followers. It is 
probable that Jesus’ followers came to speak of Jesus as paschal lamb and high 
priest and to draw other comparisons between Jesus’ death and the sacrificial 
worship carried out at the temple only later, some time after his crucifixion. 
Nevertheless, it is possible that Jesus saw some correlation between what was 
taking place in his last hours and certain ideas, symbolisms, stories, and fig-
ures that appeared in Israel’s Scriptures and traditions.

$e allusion to the forgiveness of sins may appear to be somewhat out of 
place in Matthew’s account of the Last Supper and his version of Jesus’ words 
over the cup. It seems rather unlikely that in his last moments with the dis-
ciples, Jesus was preoccupied with the question of the basis upon which God 
might forgive his followers their sins. However, if he did believe that he was 
establishing a covenant with his disciples and others who would come to form 
part of his community of followers, he must also have thought that this cov-
enant would be valid and acceptable in the sight of God. For Jesus, this would 
mean that those who would live in the covenant of which he spoke would 
also be acceptable before God. By definition, such acceptance would involve 
the forgiveness of their sins. Furthermore, even if Jesus did not anticipate that 
he would be raised shortly after his death, his words over the cup indicated 
that he believed that the basis upon which his followers would be deemed 
acceptable to God would be their commitment to following in his footsteps 
by dedicating themselves to serving others in love, as Jesus had done. In that 
case, Jesus saw his death as being for his disciples and the “many” in the sense 
that God would accept and forgive all who would come to identify with his 
self-offering on their behalf, responding to what he had done by offering 
themselves up to God’s service as he had and together with him. 

Such an idea also implies that Jesus saw himself in the role of a mediator 
between God and his disciples. Once again, even if he did not expect to be 
raised from the dead in the days following his death, he would have gone to 
his death asking God to accept all who would come to identify with him and 
with the way of thinking and living that he had sought to instill in others 
in obedience to his Father. From Jesus’ perspective, his death would be “for 
others” in the sense that his intercession on behalf of those who would live as 
his followers would constitute a new foundation on the basis of which they 
might approach God confidently to obtain God’s acceptance and forgiveness. 
In other words, by offering his life up to God asking that God accept and for-
give all who would come to follow him by living in the way that he had taught 

175. Klawans notes that “the symbolic value of Jesus’ act of giving (present in all the narrative traditions) 
may well draw its meaning from the presence of the notion of giving in sacrificial traditions,” even though the 
implications of Jesus’ words and act “may not be exclusively sacrificial” (“Interpreting the Last Supper,” 15).
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and embodied, Jesus would attain that acceptance and forgiveness for others. 
Because in Jewish thought sacrifices involved the presentation of offerings 
and prayers to God, Jesus would not only have viewed his death as sacrificial, 
but would have seen himself playing a role similar to that of a priest, who 
served as a mediator on behalf of others by offering up sacrifices and prayers 
on their behalf.

Ultimately, of course, what Jesus must have been seeking as he went to 
his death was not only that God accept, forgive, strengthen, and accompany 
his community of followers in the present world, but also that they might 
some day attain the eschatological salvation he associated with God’s reign. 
According to the Synoptics, in his last moments with his disciples, Jesus told 
them that he would not drink of the fruit of the vine again until he did so 
with them in God’s reign (Matt. 26:29; Mark 14:25; Luke 22:18). While this 
involved contemplating his own future following his death, it also involved 
contemplating the future of the disciples, whom he loved deeply. As he ate 
and drank with them for the last time, his hope and prayer was that they 
might all be together again when the reign of God he had proclaimed became 
a reality. By remaining faithful all the way to the end to the task he believed 
had been given to him by God—namely, that of forming a community of 
followers who would live according to God’s will as God had defined that 
will through Jesus—Jesus would attain not only his own entrance into God’s 
reign, but that of all who would live as his disciples as well. $eir conviction 
that, in spite of the scandalous and shameful way he had been put to death, 
Jesus had indeed been sent by God and had dedicated himself to bringing 
about in others a life of conformity to God’s will throughout his ministry up 
until his very last breath would lead them to live as his followers, dedicating 
themselves to doing God’s will by loving others as Jesus had done. In that 
way, thanks to Jesus’ faithfulness unto death to the task given him and his 
love for them, they would attain the salvation Jesus had sought for them and 
others. Once again, Jesus almost certainly had this idea in mind as well when 
he affirmed that his body would be given or broken and his blood poured out 
on behalf of the “many.”

All of the Gospels also claim that Jesus expected that, after his arrest, at 
least some of his disciples would fail to remain faithful to him and to the mis-
sion in which they had come to be involved as a result of his having called 
them to follow him as his disciples. If this was indeed the case, Jesus may have 
mentioned the forgiveness of sins at the Last Supper in order to assure them 
that, even if they did fall away, they could find forgiveness and acceptance 
before God by identifying themselves once again with Jesus and the love for 
others he would manifest in his death. Of course, this would also involve 
identifying themselves with the covenant he was establishing with them in 
the presence of God. Jesus would therefore have understood himself to be 
offering up his life on behalf of his followers in the sense that he would go 
to his death asking that God always receive his followers favorably whenever 
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they would approach God with a sincere heart, asking him to forgive their 
sins and accept them anew. Once again, this would involve seeing himself as 
acting in the role of mediator on behalf of his disciples in his death and seeing 
his death as sacrificial.

In the end, while it is impossible to know precisely what Jesus said and 
did when he dined with his disciples for the last time, there can be little doubt 
that he understood his death as an act of love for others and prayed that, by 
giving up his life rather than seeking to save it, the community of followers 
that he had worked to establish would be strengthened in their commitment 
to live in the way he had taught so as to attain salvation when God came to 
reign. Just as throughout his ministry he had consecrated himself to the sal-
vation of others out of his deep love for all, so also he must have consecrated 
himself to that same end as he approached his death. 

The Arrest, Condemnation, and Execution of Jesus 

$e interpretations that Jesus’ first followers gave to his death after his cru-
cifixion undoubtedly were influenced greatly not only by what Jesus himself 
communicated to them and others through his words and deeds in the last 
days and hours of his life, but also by what they believed had happened in the 
time between his arrest and his crucifixion. Here again it is virtually impos-
sible to determine to what extent the Gospel accounts are historically reliable. 
$ere are significant differences among the Gospels with regard to what took 
place in Jesus’ last hours. If Jesus’ followers were not present when he appeared 
before the Jewish and Roman authorities, some answer must be given to the 
question of how they later learned what had taken place.176 Scholars continue 
to debate the reasons why Jesus was condemned to die on a cross and to what 
extent the Jewish authorities were involved. Obviously, Jesus was seen as a 
threat, yet why this was so is not entirely clear.177

Most of these questions can be left unaddressed here. Only a few of 
them are relevant for reconstructing how Jesus viewed his death and what 

176. Crossan has argued that “Jesus’ closest followers knew nothing more about the passion than the fact 
of the crucifixion, that they had fled and later had no available witnesses for its details” (Historical Jesus, 375-76). 
Others, however, have questioned such a view, claiming that there are various ways in which Jesus’ followers 
may have been able to discover what happened to Jesus between the time of his arrest and his crucifixion. 
See, for example, Darrell Bock, “$e Son of Man Seated at God’s Right Hand and the Debate over Jesus’ 
Blasphemy,” in Jesus of Nazareth, ed. Green and Turner, 181-84; K. Schubert, “Biblical Criticism Criticized: 
With Reference to the Markan Report of Jesus’s Examination before the Sanhedrin,” in Jesus and the Politics 
of his Day, ed. Bammel, 385-402.

177. For different views on these questions, see Ingo Broer, “$e Death of Jesus from a Historical 
Perspective,” in Jesus from Judaism to Christianity, ed. Holmén, 145-68; $eissen and Merz, Historical Jesus, 
444-69; Nils A. Dahl, “Messianic Ideas and the Crucifixion of Jesus,” in !e Messiah, ed. Charlesworth et al., 
382-403; Gerard S. Sloyan, Jesus on Trial: A Study of the Gospels, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2006), 1-28, 
97-103; Richard A. Horsley, “$e Death of Jesus,” in Studying the Historical Jesus, ed. Chilton and Evans, 395-
422; Dunn, Jesus Remembered, 784-90; D. R. Catchpole, “$e Problem of the Historicity of the Sanhedrin 
Trial,” in !e Trial of Jesus: Cambridge Studies in Honour of C. F. D. Moule (ed. Ernst Bammel; SBT 2/13; 
London: SCM, 1970), 47-71; Ernst Bammel, “$e Trial before Pilate,” in Jesus and the Politics of his Day, ed. 
Bammel, 415-51. Other essays in both of the last two volumes edited by E. Bammel also address many of the 
historical questions surrounding Jesus’ death.



 Jesus’ Final Days in Jerusalem 357

he communicated to his followers through his words and actions after his 
arrest. As noted above, there is no evidence that Jesus sought to avoid his 
death either before or after his arrest. If he knew or expected that he would 
be betrayed by Judas and arrested in Gethsemane, that did not dissuade him 
from going there. Once he had been arrested, he apparently did not attempt 
to convince the authorities that he was innocent, insult them, struggle against 
them, or attempt to defend himself. According to the Gospels, at times Jesus 
simply kept silent, refusing to answer the questions asked of him. If this was 
indeed the case, Jesus may simply have been refusing to participate in a judi-
cial process that he deemed illegitimate or to recognize that those judging 
him had any right or authority to do so.178 He also may have been hesitant to 
answer their questions about whether he claimed to be a king or the awaited 
Jewish Messiah figure because he did not see himself as fulfilling these roles 
in the way that his interrogators defined them. In that case, he did not want to 
affirm plainly that he was the Messiah, since that word carried connotations 
that were foreign to Jesus’ own understanding of his messiahship. At the same 
time, he did not want to deny that he was the Messiah, since that might give 
the impression that he was acting out of fear or attempting to save himself 
rather than boldly proclaiming who he believed himself to be. For that reason, 
he may have responded in a way that was intentionally vague, as the Synoptics 
report: “So you say,” or, “You might say so” (Matt. 26:64; 27:11; Mark 15:2; 
Luke 22:70; 23:3).

In one sense, however, Jesus does appear to have defended himself when 
interrogated about his activities. According to the Fourth Gospel, when the 
high priest asked him about his teaching, Jesus claimed that he had always 
spoken openly and in public, thereby stressing his integrity as well as the fact 
that he had done nothing secretly or surreptitiously ( John 18:19-23; cf. Luke 
22:53). Jesus may also have responded in this way in order to contrast his own 
behavior with that of the authorities, who were judging him in an irregular 
process in secret, out of fear of the reaction of the population (Matt. 21:26, 46; 
Mark 11:18, 32; 12:12; Luke 20:19; 22:2). 179

$ese points would all be significant for Jesus’ followers, since they dem-
onstrated that he was one who always acted with integrity and was willing 
to stand up firmly and boldly for what he believed to be right and true. Had 
Jesus resisted the authorities or attempted to save his life, his followers would 
have had no basis for later affirming that he had given up his life or offered it 
up to God on their behalf. 

$e spirit of love and forgiveness that had characterized Jesus’ behav-
ior from the time that he went to Gethsemane to the moment that he died 
would also have been significant for Jesus’ first followers. If Jesus had been 

178. Following Christopher Bryan, I will avoid the use of the word “trial” to refer to the process against 
Jesus, since it is “not clear exactly how those who conducted such a process would have regarded it” (Render to 
Caesar: Jesus, the Early Church, and the Roman Superpower; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005, 57).

179. On the question of the legality of the Jewish process against Jesus, see Donald Juel, Messiah and 
Temple: !e Trial of Jesus in the Gospel of Mark (SBLDS 31; Missoula, MT: SBL, 1977), 59-64.
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remembered as having cursed or insulted those who acted against him or hav-
ing asked God to take vengeance on them, it is likely that his death would not 
have been seen as an act of love. If he was in any way resisting death, he was not 
offering his life up to God seeking salvation for others. $e Gospels instead 
present Jesus as expressing love and concern for others in his last moments, 
however. In Luke’s account of the Last Supper, Jesus mentions that he has 
been praying for Simon Peter and his “brothers” (Luke 22:31-32). When he 
is arrested, he asks that his disciples be left alone and allowed to leave ( John 
18:8). He does not rebuke Judas for having betrayed him nor act aggressively 
toward those who arrest, judge, flog, mock, and mistreat him (Matt. 26:47-55, 
67-68; 27:27-31; Mark 14:43-50, 65; 15:16-20; Luke 22:47-53, 63-64; John 
18:4-11; 19:2-38). According to Luke’s Gospel, when some of his women fol-
lowers cried out in lament as they observed him walking to his death, he told 
them to weep for themselves rather than for him (Luke 23:27-31). Luke also 
presents Jesus as asking God to forgive those who were crucifying him and 
telling one of those being crucified alongside of him that he would be with 
Jesus that same day in paradise (Luke 24:34, 43). $e Fourth Gospel presents 
Jesus expressing concern for his mother and his beloved disciple while on the 
cross ( John 19:26-27). Even though many scholars would question the his-
toricity of some of these passages, they provide evidence that Jesus’ followers 
remembered him as one who had shown love and concern for others in the 
midst of his sufferings and death.

Finally, to whatever extent the Jewish authorities were involved in having 
Jesus put to death, the fact that they were considered by many to be in collu-
sion with the Romans, who kept them in power, means that Jesus’ death would 
inevitably have been seen as the result of his opposition to the social, political, 
religious, and economical system of his day. $e titulus placed on Jesus’ cross, 
according to which he was being executed for his claim to be “king of the 
Jews,” would have reinforced this idea. Jesus was ultimately put to death by 
the system for opposing that system through his proclamation of God’s reign, 
the ways in which he had taught others to reject that system, and his efforts 
to form a community that represented an alternative to the system. $e fact 
that he was put to death on a Roman cross rather than being stoned or put to 
death in some other way would also serve as a perpetual reminder that Jesus 
had died for standing up against the oppressive system associated with Rome, 
and against the Jewish authorities who remained in power by being subservi-
ent to Rome as well. Furthermore, because Jesus had taken that stand not for 
his own sake but for the sake of others, from the time of his crucifixion onward, 
Jesus’ followers would see the cross as symbolizing their conviction that Jesus 
had given up his life on their behalf and on behalf of others.

In numerous passages from the Gospels, Jesus is said to have foreseen and 
foretold not only his sufferings and death in Jerusalem but also a number of 
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other details regarding what would take place there. Although it would have 
been natural for Jesus to expect to die in Jerusalem, especially if he intended 
to carry out a provocative act at the temple, from a purely historical perspec-
tive, it seems difficult to sustain that Jesus had foreknowledge of many of the 
events he is said to have foretold. 

If Jesus did foresee in general terms what would take place in Jerusalem, 
however, it does seem quite possible that he believed that his sufferings and 
death would not only take place in accordance with God’s will, but also 
formed part of a divine plan. In that case, although it is not clear precisely 
what Jesus thought that plan would involve, it is likely that he viewed it as 
including things that would happen, not only before his death, but after it as 
well. Among these things would have been the establishment of God’s reign 
at some point, and perhaps the growth and extension of his community of 
followers as well. Whether or not Jesus expected to be raised prior to the gen-
eral resurrection, he may also have thought that he would play an important 
or even central role in the events to take place. If Jesus thought that Israel’s 
Scriptures foretold those events and saw them as part of a divine plan, he may 
have believed that those Scriptures spoke of himself as well.180 Nevertheless, it 
is simply impossible to know what Jesus believed would happen in Jerusalem 
and whether he thought that the Scriptures foretold what would take place 
through him.

Once again, the presuppositions with which one approaches these ques-
tions will determine to a great extent the manner in which one responds to 
them. If it is claimed that Jesus had foreknowledge of his death or believed 
that it had been foretold in the Scriptures, however, this should not be under-
stood in the sense that Jesus believed that there was some type of “blind fate” 
that he had to endure for no particular reason. At the very least, Jesus would 
have thought that his death would benefit others in some way and serve some 
divine purpose, even if he was not fully aware of what that purpose might be. 
Otherwise, he could not have conceived of his death as an expression of love 
for others.

If Jesus thought others would be benefited by his death, however, it is 
doubtful that he had no concept of precisely how his death would be ben-
eficial for them. In the Synoptics, outside of the words attributed to Jesus 
at the Last Supper, the passage in which Jesus most clearly ascribes saving 
significance to his death is Mark 10:35-45 (Matt. 20:20-28; cf. Luke 22:25-
27). $ere, in response to the petition that James and John be allowed to sit 
at Jesus’ right hand when he is enthroned in glory, Jesus affirms that he will 

180. On the possibility that Jesus saw his death as the fulfillment of certain passages from the Hebrew 
Scriptures, see especially Ben F. Meyer, “Appointed Deed, Appointed Doer: Jesus and the Scriptures,” in 
Authenticating, ed. Chilton and Evans, 155-76. Richard Horsley’s claim that Jesus was a person who almost 
certainly “did not read texts” would seem to argue against the notion that Jesus saw his death as fulfilling 
passages from the Hebrew Scriptures, although even if Horsley is correct, few scholars would doubt that Jesus 
knew the Scriptures well in oral form (“$e Dead Sea Scrolls and the Historical Jesus,” in !e Bible and the 
Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. Charlesworth, 1:37). 
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undergo a “baptism” and then tells his disciples: “You know that among the 
Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over them, and 
their great ones are tyrants over them. But it is not so among you; but whoever 
wishes to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes 
to be first among you must be slave of all. For the Son of Man came not to 
be served but to serve, and to give his life as a price of redemption for many” 
(dounai tēn psuchēn autou lutron anti pollōn; Mark 10:42-45). 

Like the words over the bread and the wine ascribed to Jesus in the New 
Testament accounts of the Last Supper, this saying has generally been inter-
preted on the basis of ideas associated with the various understandings of 
atonement found in Western Christian theology. Scholars who debate the 
authenticity of Jesus’ words then raise the question of whether Jesus could 
have believed that he would atone for the sins of others by dying as their 
substitute or whether he understood his death as a ransom paid to either 
God or Satan.181 $is means that the question of the historicity of Jesus’ say-
ing is answered on the basis of certain presuppositions regarding what that 
saying means.

On the basis of what we have seen previously, we can dismiss the possibil-
ity that Jesus understood his death in terms of penal substitution. Nowhere in 
the Gospels do we find any hints of such an idea. Jesus is never presented as 
alluding to any “problem of forgiveness” on God’s part or implying that God’s 
justice had to be satisfied before God could grant forgiveness. Nor does Jesus 
ever speak of dying in the place of anyone else or enduring any type of penalty 
or punishment on the part of God. 

$e Greek word lutron has commonly been translated into English as 
“ransom.” Such a translation implies a price paid to free a person or group 
of people from a situation of bondage or slavery. $e one holding the per-
son or people is therefore seen as acting oppressively, either by enslaving the 
person or persons involved or by holding them for ransom in the way that 
a kidnapper would do. To translate lutron as “ransom,” therefore, raises the 
question of to whom the ransom is paid. Traditionally, only two possibilities 
are considered: Jesus offered his life either to God or God’s justice in order 
to deliver sinful human beings from the penalty to which they were subject, 
or else to the devil, who held human beings under his power and subjected 
them to death.

Both of these alternatives are extremely problematic. $ere is no basis 
in the New Testament for claiming that either Jesus or his first followers 
believed that God was holding human beings in captivity, demanding the 
death of some righteous person who could serve as their substitute in order to 
release them from the penalty of death to which they were liable. Such a view 

181. On these discussions, see Peter Stuhlmacher, Reconciliation, Law, and Righteousness: Essays in Biblical 
!eology, trans. E. Kalin (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986), 16-29; McKnight, Jesus and his Death, 159-75; Craig 
A. Evans, Mark 8:27—16:20 (WBC 34B; Nashville: $omas Nelson, 2001), 120-25. Hengel accepts the 
authenticity of Jesus’ saying, yet considers it likely that it was pronounced at the Last Supper (!e Atonement: 
!e Origins of the Doctrine in the New Testament; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1981, 34-36, 73).
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also runs contrary to the concept of God that is attributed to Jesus throughout 
the Gospels. While Jesus did believe that at least some human beings were 
influenced by Satan and perhaps even fully subject to his power, it is not clear 
from the Gospels that he believed that this was true of humanity as a whole. 
Furthermore, when Jesus is presented as casting out demons or saving others 
from Satan or the forces of evil, he does not offer the devil or demons some 
type of ransom payment in exchange for the liberation of those under their 
power, but simply casts them out through his word and the power of the Holy 
Spirit. It cannot seriously be maintained, therefore, that Jesus saw his death as 
a ransom payment made to God or Satan.

In contrast, to speak of Jesus’ death as a price paid to redeem others does 
not necessarily imply that it was paid to someone. Just as today it is common 
to speak of someone paying a price to be successful or to accomplish a certain 
objective without implying that some type of transaction between parties is 
involved, so the original saying attributed to Jesus could have meant merely 
that, by paying the ultimate price—namely, that of his life—, Jesus would 
bring about the redemption of others. It is also important to stress that the 
saying does not speak of Jesus’ death as the lutron but rather the giving up of 
his life. In reality, the saying only affirms some relation between Jesus’ surren-
der of his life and the redemption of others from some situation or condition 
from which they needed to be freed. Furthermore, there is no reason to believe 
that this redemption merely involved the forgiveness of sins, as if the problem 
was one of divine punishment. Rather, the saying should be seen as referring 
to deliverance from some other type of bondage or slavery. 

It is possible that behind the saying is a concept of redemption comparable 
to that which was associated with the deliverance of the Israelites from their 
bondage to the Egyptians in the time of Moses. If so, on the basis of Jesus’ 
proclamation of God’s reign and the age to come, Jesus would have believed 
that, if he remained faithful unto death to the task God had given him, God 
would act to make his reign and that new age a reality. However, because Jesus 
understood his task in terms of bringing others into conformity with God’s 
will rather than simply dying, the reason God would act to fulfill his promises 
would not merely be that Jesus would die, but that his faithfulness unto death 
would lay the basis necessary for others to live in the way God desired so that 
they might participate in God’s reign and the new age. 

If Jesus also expected God to raise him from the dead so that he might be 
God’s instrument to bring to fulfillment the promises God had made, then he 
must have believed that his faithfulness unto death to the task God had given 
him would make it possible for him to bring about the awaited redemption 
once he had been raised. It is important to stress, however, that Jesus would 
not expect God to raise him from the dead simply because he had died, as if 
his death itself were the necessary condition for his resurrection and exalta-
tion. In the thought of Jesus, if God was to raise him from the dead, it would 
be because, by being faithful unto death, he had shown himself to be the 
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servant on behalf of others that God had wanted him to be. Furthermore, 
God’s purpose in raising him from the dead before bringing about the general 
resurrection of the dead would be that Jesus might continue to be active as 
God’s servant until the salvation he had sought for others in life and death 
might be consummated through him. 

Whether or not Jesus expected to be raised from the dead shortly after his 
death, then, he would have seen his death, not as effecting in itself the redemp-
tion of others, but as the means by which others would be redeemed from the 
situation of bondage or slavery in which they found themselves. While many 
scholars have argued that the preposition anti used in the phrase lutron anti 
pollōn implies some type of substitution, it should instead be understood in 
the sense of an exchange. $is exchange would not involve some type of com-
mercial transaction or exchange of goods or property. Rather, the idea is that 
by giving up his life, Jesus would obtain in exchange the redemption of many. 
$is was because his faithfulness unto death would lead to the existence of a 
community of people who would follow all that he had taught and embodied 
and acknowledge him as their leader and Lord so as to be brought to live in 
accordance with God’s will. On that basis, God would redeem them from 
their plight in the present age.

$is understanding of the phrase lutron anti pollōn is consistent with the 
context in which it appears. Among the problems with the penal substitution 
and Christus Victor interpretations of the phrase is that those interpretations 
view that phrase in isolation from its context. Jesus’ emphasis in Mark 10:35-
45 is not on death but on serving others. $e request that James and John 
be allowed sit at Jesus’ right and left hands in his glory reflects an attitude 
like that of those who dominate and rule over the nations, who seek power 
for their own benefit in order to lord it over others and tyrannize them. In 
contrast, Jesus insists that his disciples are to be servants and slaves of one 
another, and then points to himself as an example of one who came “to serve 
rather than be served,” and to give up his life for others. $is means that the 
main subject Jesus is addressing in the passage is not how his death will save 
others, but how his disciples should be willing to serve others even at the cost 
of their lives, following the example of Jesus himself, rather than seeking posi-
tions of power and glory for their own benefit. 

Undoubtedly, when Jesus speaks of laying down his life as a price of 
redemption in exchange for others, he would not seem to be suggesting that 
if his disciples laid down their life out of love for others, they too would bring 
about the redemption of others. It is not out of the question, however, that 
Jesus believed such an idea to be true to some extent. Earlier in the passage, 
Jesus speaks of his death as a “cup” that he must drink and as a “baptism” that 
he must suffer; yet he also affirms that James and John will some day drink 
the same cup and be baptized with the same baptism (Mark 10:38-39). $is 
involves seeing their deaths as analogous to his. 
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If Jesus regarded the giving up of his life as a price to redeem the “many,” 
he may have believed that the deaths of his disciples could also contribute 
to the redemption of others. In this case, Jesus thought that, by remaining 
faithful to his task of establishing a community in which all were committed 
to a life of love and service in conformity with God’s will, such a community 
would indeed become a reality. In that way, he would attain the redemption of 
all those who would form part of that community. In the same way, as his fol-
lowers would dedicate their lives to building up, strengthening, and expand-
ing that community, and at times even surrender their lives for that objective, 
they would also contribute to the redemption of all who would belong to that 
community. $eir faithfulness unto death in loving and serving others would 
also serve to bring others to live and even be willing to die in the same way so 
that they too might participate in God’s reign when it arrived. Nevertheless, 
Jesus’ disciples would be able to live and die in that way and contribute to the 
redemption of others only because Jesus himself had first offered up his life 
for that purpose. Any impact that the life and death of the disciples would 
have on others would be the result of the impact that Jesus’ life and death 
had had on the disciples themselves. $eir life and death would contribute 
to the redemption of others only because they sought to conform themselves 
to Jesus’ life and death. $us, while in one sense Mark 10:35-45 views Jesus’ 
death as unique, at the same time it serves as an example and pattern for the 
disciples to follow in seeking the redemption of others by dedicating their 
lives to the service of others, even to the point of being willing to lay down 
their lives for them.182 

In order to understand this idea, a modern analogy may be helpful. 
Both Martin Luther King Jr. and Archbishop Oscar Arnulfo Romero of El 
Salvador dedicated their lives to fighting in peaceful ways against oppressive 
systems. In both cases, they were well aware that they were putting their lives 
at risk and would probably be killed as a result of their activity. Yet, rather than 
backing down from that activity, they endured steadfastly and as a result were 
indeed killed. Although those who killed them hoped to strike a serious blow 
against the cause for which they were struggling, their violent deaths actually 
led to the opposite effect: they produced such outrage and indignation among 
others that those who were being oppressed lost all fear and began to dedicate 
themselves even more intensely to the objective of changing the dominant 
system and bringing the oppression to an end. $e faithfulness unto death 
of Rev. King and Archbishop Romero to the objectives for which they had 
lived and died thus moved others to be willing to give up their lives in the 
struggle for liberation. $us, while in one sense their deaths were unique due 
to the impact they had on others, at the same time they were not unique in 

182. As Paul Garnet notes, “the aim of Jesus’ statement in Mark 10:45 was not so much to indicate the 
precise benefits of the forthcoming ransom, as to point to the attitude of humble service on the part of the Son 
of Man, which motivated it, as an example for the disciples to follow” (“Atonement: Qumran and the New 
Testament,” in !e Bible and the Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. Charlesworth, 1:372). 
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that others became willing to give up their lives in the same way and for the 
same cause.

While Jesus’ death can be regarded as similar to the deaths of Rev. King 
and Archbishop Romero, in some respects it was also different from theirs. 
Neither Rev. King nor Archbishop Romero claimed to possess the same type 
of divine authority that Jesus is said to have claimed for himself as God’s cho-
sen instrument to proclaim and bring in God’s reign. Furthermore, only Jesus 
formed around himself a community of followers and prepared a well-defined 
group of disciples to serve as leaders of that community.

However, Jesus’ allusion to the tyranny of those who ruled over the nations 
in the saying attributed to him may indicate that he had another idea in 
mind as well. $at allusion would almost certainly be taken as referring to 
the Roman emperor and those who ruled throughout the empire under his 
authority. If Jesus did anticipate conflict in Jerusalem with the Roman or 
Jewish authorities due to his opposition to the dominant system maintained 
by Rome, then the idea behind his words may have been that, by surrender-
ing his life to those authorities, many would be freed from their dominance 
and power. In other words, Jesus knew that the Roman and Jewish authori-
ties would want to kill him because they would see his teaching and actions 
in Jerusalem as fomenting resistance to Rome or even rebellion against the 
system Rome had established in Palestine in collusion with the Jerusalem 
hierarchy it had appointed.

$erefore, Jesus may have believed that, if he let the Roman authorities 
take his life, the result would be that the “many” would be redeemed from their 
bondage and slavery to Rome. $is redemption would either be the result 
of God’s responding to Jesus’ unjust death by removing the authorities from 
power and establishing his own reign as an alternative system, as the con-
clusion of the parable of the wicked tenants implies, or because Jesus’ death 
would embolden the “many” to cease to submit slavishly to the Roman and 
Jewish authorities.183 By seeing how Jesus had trusted fully in God and thus 
had not been afraid to stand against the system in spite of its violence toward 
him, many would cease to cower in fear to Rome. Instead, they would come 
to trust in God as Jesus had done so as no longer to live in bondage and sub-
mission. $is response to Rome’s power would not involve any type of armed 
revolt, but simply the type of resistance to Rome’s demand for absolute loyalty 
that we see among Jesus’ first followers in the decades and centuries follow-
ing his death. It would also include their living in alternative communities as 

183. I would therefore tend to agree with Max Wilcox that “the so-called ‘ransom’-saying in Mark 10:45c 
and Matt 20:28c should be interpreted primarily historically, rather than as though it were some kind of 
theological statement,” yet I would nevertheless question his claim that Jesus saw himself as “the ‘ransom’ paid 
to the Roman authorities” to spare Jerusalem by allowing himself to be taken and executed (“On the Ransom-
Saying in Mark 10:45c, Matt 20:28c,” in Geschichte–Tradition–Reflexion, ed. Lichtenberger, 3:173-86). Jesus’ 
concern was not to save Jerusalem or Israel from destruction by the Romans, but to help liberate others from 
Roman oppression by allowing them to overcome the fear that enslaved them and to grow in their boldness to 
resist the system imposed by Rome.
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followers of Jesus rather than of Caesar. In this case, Jesus’ followers would 
also reject the notion that the rule of Rome and the Jerusalem hierarchy it had 
appointed was in conformity with God’s will and that therefore the Roman 
and Jewish leaders were God’s representatives.

Jesus may even have considered his death as a type of ransom or payment 
in an ironic sense: Jesus would give the rulers what they wanted, yet the result 
would be the opposite of what they expected. Instead of Jesus’ death serving to 
extend and consolidate further their domination of others, it would help bring 
that domination to an end. It is not difficult to see how the church fathers in 
later centuries may have come to develop the same basic idea by claiming that 
Jesus had offered his life to the devil and the devil had unwittingly accepted it, 
thinking that he would thereby establish his dominion over all. According to 
these ideas, the devil did not realize that the effect of taking Jesus’ life would 
be the opposite of what he desired: rather than gaining control over all, he 
would instead lose the control he possessed. A couple of passages from the 
Gospels, in fact, imply that the rule of Rome is the rule of the devil (Mark 
5:1-9; Luke 4:5-6).184 Furthermore, as noted above, the ailments and suffer-
ings of the population were often attributed not only to the activity of Satan 
and the demons, but also to the dominant system imposed by Rome.

If Jesus expected to be raised from the dead, he would probably have also 
intended his affirmation that he would obtain the redemption of many in 
exchange for giving up his life in the sense that his heavenly Father would 
raise him as a result of his faithfulness unto death. In that way, Jesus himself 
would be able to bring about the redemption associated with God’s reign and 
the age to come. $is idea would not preclude the other ideas just mentioned, 
but instead would stand alongside them and complement them. When people 
had learned that God had raised Jesus from the dead in order to give him the 
power and authority necessary to establish God’s reign, they would be liber-
ated from Rome’s dominance by losing their fear of Rome and instead com-
ing to trust fully in the God who had raised Jesus. As a result, they would live 
in solidarity as members of the alternative community that Jesus had given up 
his life to establish.

$is interpretation of Jesus’ lutron saying precludes not only the penal 
substitution interpretations traditionally read back into Jesus’ words but also 
the type of interpretation proposed by scholars such as Albert Schweitzer, 
Dale Allison Jr., N. T. Wright, and Brant Pitre, all of whom have claimed that 
Jesus believed that in his death he would undergo the messianic tribulation 
in the place of his followers, thereby saving them from that tribulation.185 

184. In his discussion of the notion of authority in Mark’s Gospel, Tat-Siong Benny Liew notes that 
there are a number of passages in Mark in which “Mark may be subtly associating Jewish authorities with the 
dominion of the devil” (Politics of Parousia: Reading Mark Inter[con]textually; BibInt 42; Leiden: Brill, 1999, 
74-75).

185. For the views of these scholars, see especially Albert Schweitzer, Quest, 387-89; Dale Allison Jr., !e 
End of the Ages Has Come: An Early Interpretation of the Passion and Resurrection of Jesus (Philadelphia: Fortress, 
1985), 115-41; Wright, Jesus, 565, 570-72, 593-96, 608-10; Brant Pitre, Jesus, the Tribulation, and the End of the 
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Two major problems exist with regard to that interpretation. $e first of these 
is that, in spite of the arguments to the contrary made by these scholars, a 
careful analysis of the New Testament texts reveals that there is nothing in 
them to suggest that Jesus understood his death in that way. Undoubtedly, the 
Synoptic Gospels present Jesus speaking of a time of great tribulation and 
suffering before the end and expressing his hope that his disciples and others 
might be spared that suffering. Jesus also is presented as anticipating that he 
would suffer a great deal before being put to death in Jerusalem, and believing 
that his sufferings and death would contribute in some way to the salvation 
of others. At no point, however, do Jesus, his disciples, or the evangelists com-
bine these two distinct ideas to affirm that Jesus thought that the suffering he 
would endure would be that of an expected great tribulation. Much less do the 
texts imply that he thought that his sufferings would deliver others from that 
tribulation. On the contrary, even after Jesus’ death, his followers expected 
that the tribulations of which Jesus had spoken would come to pass as he had 
predicted. If the Gospels mention the possibility of his disciples and others 
being saved from that time of tribulation, it is not because Jesus would endure 
that tribulation in their place, but because God would show mercy to them, 
because they would flee to the hills, or because Jesus or the Son of Man would 
return to save them (Matt. 24:1-51; Mark 13:1-37; Luke 21:5-24).

$e historicized version of this idea presented by Wright is problematic 
for the same reason. $ere is no reason to suppose that Jesus thought that, 
through his death, he would “create a breathing space for his followers and 
any who would join them, by drawing on to himself for a moment the wrath 
of Rome and letting them escape.”186 If the Romans viewed Jesus as a threat to 
their order, they were going to crucify Jesus independently of what they would 
or would not do to the disciples. Jesus was therefore enduring Rome’s wrath 
at his own actions rather than at the actions of his disciples. Outside of pos-
sibly asking the Jewish or Roman authorities to leave his disciples untouched, 
nothing that Jesus did, said, or suffered led the Romans to refrain from per-
secuting his disciples. If they were spared persecution, it was not because 
Jesus got the Romans to channel onto himself a wrath that would otherwise 
have fallen on the disciples but because, for whatever reason, the Romans 
did not regard the disciples as a threat. In the decades following Jesus’ death, 
the Romans did indeed act against Jesus’ disciples, arresting and even killing 
many of them. $ey also acted against Jerusalem and the Jewish population 
in Palestine when the Jewish revolt broke out. $ere is therefore no reason to 
suppose that Jesus believed that his death would in any way change the reality 
that Rome would continue to seek to extinguish and quell with violence any 
type of movement or activity that they saw as a threat to Roman domination, 
just as the Romans always had done.

Exile: Restoration Eschatology and the Origin of the Atonement (WUNT 2/24; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), 
451-55, 477-78, 505-7, 513-15.

186. Wright, Jesus, 610.
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A further problem with the claim that Jesus believed that he would endure 
the messianic tribulations in the place of his disciples and others is that it 
presupposes a view of God and the way that God works that runs contrary 
to the beliefs of ancient Jews in general, and Jesus himself in particular. If 
Jesus thought that God would channel the expected tribulation onto Jesus 
himself rather than bringing that tribulation onto the people as a whole, then 
apparently he believed that God did not care who suffered the tribulation, but 
only that someone suffer it. God would also accept that Jesus, as one who was 
righteous and innocent, suffer the tribulation in the place of those who were 
sinful. Besides the fact that this would be unjust on God’s part, it would defeat 
the entire purpose of the tribulation, which was to test and purify God’s peo-
ple so that a righteous remnant would be left who would be deserving of the 
life of the new age. $e tribulation was not intended to punish sinners and 
exact retribution for their sins—that would take place in Hades or the place of 
the dead after the end had come. Rather, it would play a vital role in purging 
the earth and its population from evil and injustice, and enable God to deter-
mine who was truly faithful and righteous and who was not. God would not 
be able to do this, however, if that tribulation was channeled onto Jesus alone.

On this basis, we must reject the claims of the scholars who argue that Jesus 
believed that, in his death, he would endure the great tribulation so that oth-
ers would be spared that tribulation and God’s reign might come immediately. 
According to the Gospels, in fact, Jesus did not think that his death would 
deliver others from suffering. On the contrary, he claimed that it would be fol-
lowed by even greater suffering. In his own words, he had come not to bring 
peace but a sword and to set fire to the earth (Matt. 10:34; Luke 12:49). Just as 
the authorities and others had hated and persecuted Jesus and sought his death, 
so also would they treat his followers in the same way, and perhaps even worse 
(Matt. 5:11-12; 10:16-23; 23:34-39; Luke 11:49-52; 21:10-12; John 15:18-25). 
His followers would therefore endure great tribulations of their own.

We must also reject the possibility that any of the other traditional 
Christian interpretations of Jesus’ death examined in Chapter 1 of this study 
reflect faithfully his beliefs. $is means that Jesus did not believe that he was 
dying for the sins of the entire world or that, on the basis of his death, God 
would forgive the sins of human beings of all times and places, including 
those who had lived many centuries before him. Nor did Jesus believe that his 
death would bring about some type of ontological change in human nature 
as a whole or in the created order. Although Jesus undoubtedly believed that 
his death would serve to reveal to others certain truths and exhorted others 
to follow him in giving up their lives for others as he would do, there is no 
evidence that he thought that his purpose in life was to die in order to provide 
some divine revelation to human beings or lay down an example for them to 
follow. All of these views of Jesus’ death see it as having a purpose distinct 
from that of his ministry, and therefore imply that Jesus died for something 
different than what he lived for.
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From Jesus’ perspective, God had not designed or staged Jesus’ death for 
some such purpose or any of the others just described. Rather, in Jesus’ mind, 
God had sent him, not to die, as if that were the objective, but to establish 
a community of followers who would be committed to living in love, justice, 
and solidarity. $e result of his commitment to that task would be his death, 
due to the opposition and conflicts his activity would generate. At the same 
time, his faithfulness unto death would be the definitive and final act on his 
part that would make such a community possible.

*   *   *

In summary, Jesus must have seen his death as the only means by which the 
type of alternative community that he had dedicated his ministry to establish-
ing might be brought into existence, a community in which all would be fully 
committed to the same type of love and solidarity that had been the driving 
force behind all that Jesus had done. While he did not seek death or wish to 
die, he recognized that he could not continue to consecrate himself to serving 
as God’s instrument for bringing salvation to others without actively embrac-
ing the suffering that inevitably awaited him in Jerusalem. Once there, he 
proclaimed his subversive message regarding God’s reign boldly and openly, 
and even carried out an act of angry prophetic denunciation at the temple, 
knowing full well that the consequence of his actions would almost certainly 
be his arrest and probably a violent death as well. Rather than seeking to 
escape such a fate, however, he offered his life up to God, trusting that God 
would act in some way and at some time to bring to pass all that he had 
sought for others throughout his ministry. At the same time, as he faced his 
death, his deep love for others must also have led him to ask God to allow 
him to complete the work he had begun in obedience to God’s will and to 
bring that work to its fullness by enabling people throughout the world to 
come to experience the joy of living under God’s reign. Whether or not he 
knew precisely how he would die or had any idea what might happen after 
his death, Jesus simply placed his life and his work on behalf of others in the 
hands of the Father he loved, confident that his Father would not let his life 
and death be in vain.
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