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Digest 

Determining the motives of Jesus in his first century 

Jewish context is a formidable if not precarious task . 

Demands of objectivity require us to examine not only the 

story of Jesus as recorded in the Gospels , but also , and 

perhaps more importantly, to survey and evaluate the spec

trum of scholarship on this confusing era , and to analyze 

these views in the light of both Jewish and Christian sources . 

This thesis is a study of theories espousing Jesus ' 

role as a Jewish nationalist . The first chapter presents 

the testimony of our sources on first century Jewish 

nationalism-- particularly Josephus , rabbinic literature 

and the Gospels - - and analyzes the exceptionally difficult 

problems they pose for us ; the second chapter treats the 

scholarship on Jesus as a Jewish nationalist (with particular 

attention to the theories of Robert Eisler and S. G. F. 

Brandon) ; and the third chapter advances our critical 

analysis of the evidence and opinions provided in the first 

two chapters . 

Our attempt is not to prove that Jesus was sympatheti c 

to the cause of Jewish nationalism but only to demonstrate 

the plausibility of Jesus' having nationalistic sympathies . 

We believe this to be a distinctive and more sober approach 

than are many of the theories which purport to prove Jesus' 

affinities with any given special philosophy . We will allege 

that Jesus must have been aware of and must naturally have 

resented the oppressive atmosphere of the Roman occupation , 

iii 



that he must have supported the idea of his people achieving 

their independence from the harsh Roman yoke and the hypo 

critical priestly aristocracy, that he very likely did 

approve the political overthrow of the Temple . In this 

secular mission he was unsuccessful and was therefore cru

cified as a political , seditious prisoner of the Roman state . 

iv 
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Chapter 1 

The Emergence of Jewish Nationalism in the First Century C. E. 

During the first century O. E. , Jewish nationalist groups 

emerged in Palestine . These groups , appearing in our sources 

under a variety of titles , generated an active Jewish resis

tance against the Roman occupation, culminating in the great 

revolt against Rome in 66 C. E. The major primary sources , 

wherein these groups are defined and described, are , primarily, 

Josephus (in his Wars , Antiquities and Life) and, secondarily , 

Rabbinic literature and the Gospels . 

The Testimony of Our Sources 

Josephus first mentions a nationalist group or sect in 

his Wars, in connection with the administration of the first 

procurator, Coponius , following the banishment of Archelaus 

in 6 c.E. 
Under his rcoponiusY administration it was 
that a certain Galilean, whose name was Judas , 
prevailed with his countrymen to revolt , and 
said they were cowards if they would endure 
to pay a ~~x to the Romans, and ~ould, after 
God , submit to mortal men as their lords . 
Thi s man was a teacher of a peculiar sect of 
his own, and was not at all like the rest of 
those their leaders . 1 

Since Josephus defines the three existing philosophical sects 

J (phar1·sees, Sadducees , and Essenes) in the 
among the ews 
very next paragraph , 2 it would seem that this sec t of Judas 

was the fourth philosophy which Josephus mentions in the 

Antiquities. 



2 

In this later source. Josephus reiterates the story of 

Judas and his followers, explicitly terming them "a fourth 

philosophic sect," expanding more on its unfavorable aspects 

here than in the Wars . Josephus also mentions a certain 

Sadduc here , a Pharisee who together with Judas became 

"zealous " to draw the Jews into a revolt, and "exhorted the 

nation to assert their liberty.~3 Again Josephus harshly 

describes this sect : 

All sorts of misfortunes also sprang from 
these men, and the nation was infected with 
this doctrine to an incredible degree ; ••• 
the sedition at last increased so high, that 
the very temple of God was burnt down by 
their enemies' fire . 4 

Again referring to Judas' sect as the fourth Jewish philosophy, 

Josephus reveals further important data about this nationalist 

group: 

• •• of the fourth sect of Jewish philosophy , 
Judas the Galilean was the author. These 
men agree in all other things with the 
Pharisaic notions but they have an inviolable 
attachment to liberty and say that God is to 
be their only Ruler and Lord . 5 

In describing a later period in which Felix was pro

curator in Judea, Josephus mentions and defines a series of 

similarly troublesome groups. One he calls simply "robbers " 

(lestai) , followed by "another sort of robbers • • • which 

were called Sicarii . " Felix disposed of the former handily, 

sending "Eleazar the arch-robber , and the many that • •• 

ravaged the country" with him to Rome , and causing many a 

crucifixion. 6 As for the Sicarii, Josephus describes them 

as follows : 



When the country was purged of these , 
~here sprang up another sort of robbers 
ln Jerusalem, which were called Sicarii 
w~o slew men in the day time , and in th~ 
midst of th~ city ; this they did chiefly 
at the festivals, when they mingled them
selves among the multitude, and concealed 
daggers under their garments , with which 
they stabbed those that were their 
enemies •••• The first man slain by them 
was Jonathan the high priest, after 
whose death many were slain every day ••• • 7 

Josephus next recounts still another subversive group : 

There was also another body of wicked men 
gotten together , not so impure in their 
actions , but more wicked in their inten
tions , which laid waste the happy state 
of the city no less than did these mur
derers . These were such men as deceived 
and deluded the people under pretense of 
divine inspiration, but were for procuring 
innovations and changes of the government ; 
and these prevailed with the multitude to 
act like madmen , and went before them into 
the wilderness , as pretending that God 
would show them the signals of ·liberty . 
But Felix thought this procedure was to 
be the beginning of a revolt; so he sent 
some horsemen and footmen both ar~ed , who 
destroyed a great number of them. 

J 

As can be anticipated , charismatic figures with sizable 

followings were bound to be cons i dered dangerous and threatening 

to the Roman government . Josephus shows these fears to be 

justified in his very next paragraph. 

But there was an Egyptian false prophet 
that did the Jews more mischief than the 
former; for he was a cheat, and pretended 
to be a prophet also , and got together 
thirty thousand men that were deluded by 
him· these he led round about from the 
wil derness to the mount which was called 
the Mount of Ol ives , and was ready to 
break into Jerusalem by force from that 
place; and if ~e could but once conquer 
the. Roman gar rison and the people , he 
intended to domineer over them by the 
assistance of those guar~s of .his ~hat 
wer e to break i nto the city with him. 



B~t F~lix prevented his attempt, and met 
him with R?man soldiers , while all the 
people.assisted him in his attack upon 
them , insomuch that when it came to a 
battle , the Egyptian ran away with a 
few others , while the greatest part of 
those that were with him were either 
destroyed or taken alive . 9 

In Antiquit ies Josephus describes another "false" prophet 

named Theudas s 

For he told them he was a prophet , and 
that he would by his own command , divide 
the r~ver , and afford them an easy passage 
over it , and many were deluded by his 
words . However , Fadus did not permit 
them to make any advantage of his wild 
attempt, but sent a troop of horsemen 
out against them ; who , falling upon them 
unexpectedly , slew many of them •••• They 
also took Theudas alive , and cut off his 
head and carried it to Jerusalem.10 

An accurate understanding of the role of nationalist 

groups in t he revolt of 66 begins with a consideration of 

Florus , who earlier that year became procurator of Judea 

and openly tried to induce the Jews to a rebellion . 11 

4 

1 

There occurred an incident of a Gentile sacrificing birds 

before a synagogue , thereby breaki ng Jewish law and poll uti ng 

the place of the synagogue . The Jews retreated to Narbata 

. 1 12 after near vio enceo But Florus aggravated the incident 

by taking 17 talents out of the sacred treasure .
13 The 

people first protested peaceably but Florus slew J600 of 

them . 14 Agrippa (II) t ried to soothe the Jews with a 

magnificent harangue on why the Jews should ultimately pay 

the required tribute to Rome , but the Jews hated Florus 

and not the Romans . 
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The die had been cast however, for the people rebelled 

against Florus . Masada was assaulted and taken by the Jews, 

and Eleazar, the governor of the Temple , persuaded the 

priests not to receive gifts or sacrifices for any foreigner. 

According to Josephus , this prohibition of foreign sacrifices 

was the act which precipitated the great war , for now the 

sacrifice of Caesar was rejected. The men of power tried to 

convince the radicals of the importance of maintaining 

foreign sacrifices but they failed. 17 The two factions 

eventually opposed each other, the men of power taking the 

upper city, Mt . Zion , while the seditious part captured the 

lower city . 18 

The people were later urged on to pursue war by John 

of Gischala. Josephus paints a bleak picture , describing 

seditions everywhere. He r~late~ that the captains of these 

"robbers " gathered together in a "band of wickedness " and 

took over the city by killing the most important men in 
~ 

Jerusalem. 19 Afterwards the robbers took over the job of 

appointing high priests and thus secured control over the 

ff . 20 o ice . Josenhus cal ls these seditionists "zealots," 
.L 

as he tells how Ananus, the high priest, '' encouraged the 

multitude to go against the zealots . ••
21 

1- . 
When Josephus describes the Roman siege of Masada 

..... . . . 
he defines again the Sic~ri~ and Zealots. Eleazar , Josephus 

says , "was a descendant from that Judas · who had persuaded 

abundance of the Jews ••• not to submit to the taxation when 

d to make ~ne. "22 He led the Cyrehius was sent into Ju ea 
' d M d Then Josephus states : Sicarii who seize asa a. 



Th~y ••• cut the throats of the high < 

priests; • • • they thence proceeded to 
destr~y. utterly the least remains of · .. 
a political government , and introduced 
the ~ost complete scene of iniquity in 
all instances, under which scene that 
sort of people that were called z·ealots 
grew up , and who indeed corresponded 
t~ the name ; for they imitated every · 
wicke~ work •••• Accordingly , they all 
met with such ends as God deservedly 
brought upon them in way of punishment . 23 

On the basis of reading Josephus alone, therefore , there 

certainly seems to emerge a wide spectrum of nationalist 

groups operating in the first century C. E. Judas ' sect of 

6 C. E. : the fourth Jewish philosophy ; Eleazar ' s robbers ; 

the Sicarii , who first began by assassinating Jonathan the 

high priest ; wicked men or false prophets ; other seditioni sts 

or robber s or zealots who pursued the war against Rome ; and 

Eleazar ' s Sicarii who were with him in his defense of Masada , 

This activity was , according to Josephus , extensive and 

generally of a violent political temperament ; its vibrations 

resounded throughout the entire country , i nciting the people 

to rebellion and sedition against the Roman government . 

# 

The two most important rabbinic sources attesting to 

Jewish nationalist uprising against Rome are the Talmudic 

tractate Gittin and the Aboth de R. Nathan . In Gittin 56a , 

the word ''Bir jonim" appears . According to the Soncino 

edition, "Birjoni m" refers to "the Zealot bands who defended 
. 24 

Jerusalem." These "birjonim" burned the food supplies 

which had been a l located for the Jewish people of Jerusal em, 

and they adamantly refused to make peace wi th the Romans . 
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Abba Sikra (possibly, "father of the Sicarii") , was the head 

of the "Bir jonim" and , accordi· ng t T l d · · o a mu ic tradition, the 

nephew of Yo~anan b . Zakkai , who counseled surrender to the 

Romans as a means of saving the people . Yohanan's speech • 
to Vespasian, following his escape from Jerusalem, vividly 

evidences the rabbis ' disapproval of the violent, revolu

tionary activity of the "Birjonim." 

In Aboth de R. Nathan, chapter 4, Yohanan b. Zakkai i s 
• 

pictured as a complete loyalist to Rome. Whereas, in Gittin, 

he first predicts Vespasian ' s imperial future , and is then 

rewarded with Yavneh, here the order is reversed. Regardless, 

both rabbinic sources attest to the activity of subversives 

against Rome in the 60 ' s. 

An even earlier such figure, active in the 40 ' s and 50 ' s , 

is mentioned in Mishnah Sota : 

When murderers multiplied the ceremony of 
breaking a heifer's neck was discontinued . 
That was when El eazar b . Dinai, also called 
Tehina b . Perishah, appeared . He ,,was after
wards named ''son of the murderer. 25 

Josephus confirms that a certain Eleazar b . Dineus, a "robber," 

who lived in the mountains, led the Galileans on raids against 

•t 26 the Samari ans . 

are t he maJ'or r abbinic allusions to those These, then , 

to whom Josephus gives such prominence . first century figures 

# 

t testimony relevant to this discussion 
The New Testamen 

Gospel references to lestai (usually rendered 
issues from 

"robbers") . 



In the "Cleansing of the Temple'' scene in all three 

Synoptic Gospels (Mk . 11: 17 ; Mt. 21:13; Lk . 19:46) , Jesus 

cites Scripture (from Jeremiah 7:11 and Isaiah 56 :7) to 

the effect that the Temple has become a "den of robbers . " 

8 

Is Jesus accusing the men of actual thievery?27 or is he 

suggesting that the Temple has become a hotbed for political 

and revolutionary activity?28 Since Jesus is quoting 

Scripture , the usage very likely bears no relation to the 

nationalist groups filling the land during this period . 

Undoubtedly, the word "robbers" in New Testament 

usage almost always connotes what we would normally infer: 

a thief, a plunderer or a highwayman (as , e . g . , in Lk. 10:30, 

36; Jn. 10 : 1,8 ; and 2 Cor . 11:26). But in the "betrayal 

scene" (Mk. 14 :48; Mt . 26:55 ; Lk. 22:52), the Synoptic usage 

could be interpreted along political lines. For when Jesus 

and his disciples are approached by Judas and a crowd armed 

with swords and clubs , Jesus rejects the use of the sword and 

asks rhetorically , "Have you come out as against a robber , 

with swords and clubs to capture me?" This statement sharply 

contrasts with an earlier passage in Luke (22 : 35- 38) in which 

Jesus directs the disciples to arm themselves with swords 

before they go toward Gethsemane. If Jesus intended peaceful 

submission, how are we to understand his instructions to go 

armed? The disciples do first defend themselves against 

Judas and the priests and the elders. They seem poised for 

a fight until Je9us submits without a struggle to his captors . 

Has the image of a pacific Christ been superimposed by the 



tradition on a historical nucleus of a radically different 

tenor? If so , 

a robber ••• ?" 

in Josephus . 

the statement , "Have you come out as against 

may preserve a usage of Ar;crnJ_J akin to that 

9 

Probably the most compell ing evidence in the Gospels of 

political activism against the Romans l ies in the scenes 

where Jesus is sentenced and crucified . In John 18:40 , the 

Jews clamor for the release of Barabbas instead of Jesus , 

Then John adds the redundant words , "Now Barabbas was a 

robber"-- in other words "a political revolutionary , a 

'bandit- patriot '. 1129 If this tradition-- that is , th'at the 

people asked for Barabbas-- is trustworthy, it would attest 

to the nationalist and revolutionary sentiment of the people 

who preferred Barabbas, an activist and a revolutionary 

figure , to Jesus , the man opposed to violence . 

I n Mk, 15:27 and Mt . 27 : )8 , Jesus is crucified between 

two r obbers . JO Apparently , he was grouped with them as if 

he were one of thei r kind . If these two robbers were more 

than simpl y thieves or highwaymen (and it seems obvious that 

in this ser ious a context they must have committed a far 

greater offense against Rome) , then Jesus was , very l ikely , 

d b R a "robber" guilty of seditious similarly consider e y ome : 

and revo l utionary plans. Why then was he reviled by the 

crucified "robbers"? Was i t because he had not truly behaved 

· as a ''King of the Jews" agai nst as a political revolutionary , 

Rome , but had r ather opposed the use of v i olent tacti cs? 
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Problems Occasioned .Qy Our Sources 

Our major sources, as surveyed above , must not be used 

uncritical ly . Each bring to bear its own tendencies or 

biases which we must now examine. 

Josephus presents us with numerous difficulties both 

as a man and an author . There seems to be no question , 

however, that he was an apologist for Rome , a fact definitely 

inf l uencing his attitude toward the Jewish nationalist groups 

who we find are repeatedly denigrated by him. Let us examine 

and evaluate a few of these personal harangues . 

In describing the fourth philosophical sect , founded by 

Judas in 6 C. E., Josephus informs us that they fought for 

liberty from the Romans under God ' s name . Then he states : 

All sorts of misfortunes also sprang from 
these men •••• There were also very great 
robberies and murders of our principal 
men. This was done in pretense indeed for 
the public welfare, but in reality from 
the hopes of gain to themselves •••• For 
Judas and Sadduc , who excited a fourth 
philosophic sec t among us, and had a great 
many followers therein, filled our civil 
government with tumults at present, and Jl 
laid the foundation of our future miseries •••• 

Further on in Ant iquities Josephus states : 

Now as for the affairs of.the Jews , they 
grew worse and worse continually , for 
the country was again filled with r~bbers32 and impostors, who deluded the multitude . 

to hl·s earlier work , Wars , Josephus explicitly In the pr eface 

denigrates the nationalist sentiment in Palestine . He writes: 

I must be allowed to indulge some 
i~;ent~tions upon the miser~es under~on~ . 
b m own country . For ••• i t was.a seditious 

Y Y of our own that destroyed it •••• They 
;:~~e~he tyrants among the Jews ~ho.brought 
the Roman power upon us , who unwillingly 



attacked us, and occasioned the burning 
of our holy temple •••• 33 

Unquestionably, Josephus blames Palestine's troubles 

11 

with Rome on the Jewish nationalist groups. However certain 

contradictions in his works suggest to modern historians the 

role the Jewish nationalists actually did play in the unfolding 

drama. 

A .glaring contradiction emerges, for example, in Josephus• 

two descriptions of his mission to the Galilee in 66 C.E. In 

his Wars, Josephus maintains that he was sent to the Galilee 

for the purpose of organizing the army to fight against the 

Romans . However in his Life he asserts that the authorities 

in Jerusalem, apprehensive of the power of the bandits and 

revolutionaries, sent him to Galilee to dissuade the people 

from revolt. It was in other words, a peace- making mission. 

M. I . Finley,J4 B. Niese,35 and H. St. J . Thackeray36 

all mention this apparent contradiction. However Zeitlin,37 

by contrast, denies that a contradiction exists between the 

Wars , which casts Josephus in the role of a patriot, and 

the Life, which admits his co-operation with the authorities. 

Zeitlin says that both accounts are correct in that Wars 

represents the official version of the government when it 

was under the high priest, and the Life, since it was written 

under Roman auspices, has as its purpose the denunciation 

. t R JS J h ' of the zealots in their revolt a.gains ome . osep us 

different works reflect differing motives by the author. 

to explain Josephus' continued and lancing How are we 

attack on the nationalist movements? Zeitlin holds that 
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Josephus pleaded with the revolutionists not to wage war 

against Rome for he was afraid of defeat for Palestine.J9 

Josephus was probably ''employed" by the Romans to discourage 

Jews from revolt; he wrote as a member of Rome ' s propaganda 

department for the glorification of the Flavian farnily . 40 

S. Gr~yzel calls Josephus a traitor, a Jew who gave 

information to the Romans so they could conquer Jotapata . 41 

Thackeray argues, however, that Josephus , rather than being 

unpatriotic, was actually a pacifist, 42 and this explains 

Josephus• radical opposition to the nationalist groups . 

Thackeray doubts that Josephus had any political ambition 

for leadership for he apparently kept in touch with the 

Jerusalem authorities throughout the Galilee period.43 ~ut 

Zeitlin states explicitly that Josephus did aspire to leader

ship and that his subsequent lamentations over the Jewish 

catastrophe were insincere because he was really grieving 

that his personal ambitions of leadership had never been 

fulfillect. 44 

It is of foremost importance to note that nearly all 

the historians agree that Josephus paints too pejorative a 

picture of the nationalist groups. Thackeray, who supports 

Josephus' patriotism, admits that Josephus ' portrayal of 

John of Gischala , and his only grudging acknowle.dgment of' 

the fortitude of the Zea1ots, are unfair.
4

5 Niese asserts 

that Josephus' chief concern was to prove the real instigators 

of the war were the Zealots who rejected the "generous# 

terms of peace proposed by Titus-- and Josephus did this 

h was a Romanophile. 46 He was horrified at simply because e 
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the role of the Zealots and actually knew more about the 

Roman point of view than b t · 47 a ou the i nsurgents . Zeitlin 

emphatically states that Josephus blamed all the catastrophes 

on the radical groups and thereby falsified history. 48 

We may thus agree that Josephus' portrayal of the Jewish 

nationalists is prejudicial . But how principled, then , were 

these nationalists'? Josephus admits to their perseverance 

and willingness to die for their cause , but only grudgingly 

so . Farmer , however, posits a connection between these 

groups and the Maccabees. The fourth philosophic sect, he 

says , ''was a revival of the Maccabean movement, perhaps 

more fully in its national than its religious aspect."49 

Farmer cites historians such as A. Hausrath, L. Seinecke 

and C.F. Lehman Haupt , who identified the sect of Judas 

and Sadduc as the ''neo- Maccabean party • .. 50 J . Wellhausen 

remarks that these nationalists esteemed patriotism more 

highly than the La.w . 51 H. Ewald and H. Graetz also differ 

with Jos·ephus' description of the Zealots by calling them 

"patriots ."52 

After exposure to these more positive assessments, 

it seems safe to say that Josephus manifests bias . Though 

having leanings towards the Jewish people and £eeling an 

obvious kinship with their struggle, he nevertheless remained 

a loyal i st to Rome , and was therefore critical of any form 

of struggl e against the Roman government . Both the man 

himself, and the predicament which ensnared him, are complex, 

and occasion, as we have noted , a wide variety of assessments 

of his actions. 
It is hard to call him a traitor, but 
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certainly as difficult to call him a patriot . This ambiva

lence about Josephus will probably always remain , but as 

Schffrer points out, there is truth in his documented 

scholarship . 53 

There is certainly no question however that the 

nationalist groups had a ereater concern for the welfare 

of Palestine than Josephus could bring himself to grant . 

They were religiously dedicated to their fight for inde

pendence from Rome . Ironically, while the Maccabees earned 

adulation for heroics of this very type in the second century, 

B. C. E. , the later zealots , condemned by Josephus, Rabbinic 

literature and the Gospels, were consigned to ignominy. 

It is only recently that scholars such as Farmer, Zeitlin 

and Brandon have restored these nationalist groups to their 

rightful and honored place in the annals of first century 

history . Brandon attributes today's more positive assessment 

of the Zealots to a "variety of factors": resistance by 

guerilla groups against the Nazis; the struggle of Israel 

in 1948 to achieve statehood; and the discovery of the 

Dead Sea Scrolls . This new orientation of sympathy toward 

these martyr- like groups has caused historians to evaluate 

Josephus ' accounts of the Zealots more critically. 54 

our earlier examination of Rabbinic sources has shown 

that, during the siege of Jerusalem, Yo~anan b . Zakkai 

urged peaceful rather than vio.lent solutions to the problems 

besetting the nation. But is it not, after all , only to 

be expected that the founder and leaders of Yavneh would 

· ? Clearly traditions formulated after manifest such views. 
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the War and the defeat , after the siege of Jerusalem and 

the terrible civil strife of one faction against another-

such traditions cannot be expected to portray zealotic types 

in favorable terms . Clearly it was also in the interests 

of the Rabbis after 70 to tone down the actual extent to 

which the Pharisees may have been militantly involved in 

the struggle to their people . 

G. Allon has argued that the Pharisees were indeed 

more nationalistically involved and militant than the rabbinic 

sources admit.55 He dismisses the traditionally accepted 

view that the Pharisees were concerned only with the study 

of Torah and were willing to relinquish all power in the 

political sphere . Just as they did struggle and fight 

against the Hasmoneans,56 so also were they militantly 

inclined against Herod , 57 and active participants in the 

great war against Rome . 5
8 

In the war against Rome the Pharisees split into two 

camps: the zealotic movement (..,A '/e-j J7 ..A?S"L)l\), which 

resisted Rome; and the movement which accepted Rome as the 

rightful and legal government in Palestine ( V / /c' ..AC 'l) . 59 

Allon says scholars have ignored the fact that Simeon b . 

Gamaliel opted for the more militant path, but prevented 

Israel from senselessly spilling blood as the true _,AJ 'l<:;)j> , 
60 

zealots , were wont to do . 

Allon feels the best reflection of Pharisaic militant 

spirit was the Bar Kochba rebellion. The majority of 

Pharisees supported Akiba and Bar Kochba against Rome .
61 

However , as was the case in 66- 70 , the Pharisees , once 
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realizing the futility of th . h eir c ances against Rome, ceased 

all outward show of militant ·t· opposi ion, and resisted instead 

with DQ// ~ ~ fJ 1<.Je., • "repressed hatred , " "prophecy" and 

"prayer" until the d f t 62 en o he Roman occupation. 

In Allen's view, from the days of Herod through Agrippa, 

(I) , there is evidence of Pharisaic opposition to Roman 

rule. 6J They fought against Herod 's successor in Judea, 

Archelaus, until he was forced from power . 64 Then during 

Agrippa ' s time, two factions emerged , one loyal to Rome , 

the other more closely aligned with the aims of the Zealots . 

Ultimately, the Pharisees realized they could not conquer 

the Romans by force . 65 

Certainly Allon makes a strong case for the actual 

militant opposition of the Pharisees towards the Romans . 

J. Neusner , by contrast , contending that Allen's recon

struction of events leading to the creation of Yavneh is 

not reliable , argues that there were indeed genuine concilia

tory relations between the Pharisaic party and the Romans . 66 

The Pharisees were actively loyal to Rome and "one may well 

regard the accounts of Yohanan ' s escape from Jerusalem 

~which are certainly loyalist by natur~ as a legendary , 

but ultimately accurate, representation of that recognition. 11 67 

Nevertheless, neither position is conclusive , and the question 

remains open. In the face of pressure to appease Rome after 

70, Rabbinic literature and Josephus himself may have stressed 

the pacific nature of the Pharisees ; and one wonders whether 

the image of Jesus was not similarly treated by the Evangelists. 



Another clue along these lines is afforded by the 

Megillat Taanith, a document composed d . uring the Roman 

period , which listed certain festi·val d ays · commemorating 

Maccabean victories . Farmer contends these dates would 
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remind the Jews of their former freedom accomplished by 

their great fight for independence two centuries earlier. 68 

There remains, however, the question of the origin of the 

document . Zeitlin , citing the Talmudic tradition (Shabbat 

lJb) attributing its composition to the colleagues of 

R. Eleazar ben Hanina ben Hezekiah ben Garon, dates it to 
• • 

a few years before the destruction of the Temple. 69 What 

makes the document supportive of Farmer ' s thesis is that 

the Megil lat Taanith is cited in the Mishnah with the 

expression ~/J\.~ , indicating according t o Zeitlin, that it 

was considered of great authority by the sages of the Mishnah . 70 

It had the practical effect of reminding the Jews of the 

successful revolutionary and nationalist uprising of their 

predecessors , the Wtaccabees . 71 Such argument is supportive 

of Allan ' s thesis that the sages had more than a conciliatory 

interest in the great war; by encouragi ng the observance of 

these days , the sages in effect reminded the people of their 

great heritage and their responsibility to regain what 

renowned freedom fighters had won two centuries earlier. 

As is the case with Josephus and the Rabbinic literature , 

so also do the Gospels manifest bias agains t the poli ticai 

enemies of Rome in Palestine . The latter are made to serve 

as a foil to Jesus , a clear indication of the viewpoint of 
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the Evangelists . In Mt . 21:13 , Mk . 11:17 and Lk. 19:46 , 

Jesus quotes Isaiah 56 :7 as he cleanses the temple . Showing 

how mercenary and unsanctimonious the temple has become , 

Jesus declares it a "den of robbers " (cf . Jeremiah 7:11) . 

Whether lestai is used in the literal or political sense , 

Jesus is clearly made to dissociate himself from them. 

Similarly, in the "betrayal scene" (Mk. 14 :48 , Mt . 26 :5; 

Lk. 22:52) , Jesus is portrayed as dissociating himself 

specifically from the "robbers" as if being called a "robber" 

were anathema to him. Judging from the context , and con

sidering the grave nature of the confrontation, we feel the 

Gospels ' reference to ''robbers " is intentionally disparaging 

to lestai (used her e , we allege , in the political sense) ; 

the Evangelists are trying to clear Jesus from any possible 

suspicion of complicity with subversive groups . 

In the Barabbas incident , there i s little doubt as. to 

the meaning of lestes . Barabbas is a politically active 

sedi tionist : a "notorious pri soner" (Mt . 27: 16); ''a man 

who had been thrown into prison for an insurrection started 

in the city , and for murder•• (Lk . 23 :19) ; one of the "rebels 

in prison, who had committed murder in the insurrection" 

(Mk . 15 :7) . John 18:40 simpl y calls Barabbas a "robber," 

thereby assenting to the more detailed descriptions by the 

Synoptists and adding fire to the thesis that "robber" 

could mean more than just an ''ordinary r obber," but even a 

political subv ersive , a nationalist, a revolutionary. Thi s 

picture of evil Barabbas has elicited the following question 

how Could the Jews cry out for Barabbas ' over the centuries : 
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release instead of Jesus'?. If th · · e incident is historically 

reliable, the answer could very well be that Barabbas was 

an important nationalist leader to the Jews; he had displayed 

physical resistance to Rome, something Jesus ultimately 

failed to do. Whether reliable or not, the episode reveals 

the Evangelists' own perspective on the seditious element, 

for the Gospels set up Barabbas and Jesus as complete 

opposites, Jesus again being completely dissociated from 

robbers, insurrectionists and any movement which might be 

politically opposed to Roman rule. 

Jesus is crucified between two robbers (Mk. 15:27; 

Mt. 27:38). It would seem that these three victims might 

have had some connection with each other, all three perhaps 

as seditionists against the state; but once again Jesus is 

dissociated from lestai, for he is reviled by them (Mk. 15:)2; 

Mt. 27:44; Lk. 2J:J9). Jesus acts as if he has nothing to 

do with these men, for while they have committed grave 

offenses against the Roman government, Jesus is portrayed 

as totally innocent. 

# 

our investigation is rendered more complicated by 

certain difficulties we encounter in terminology. In the 

first place, the word lestes seems to have more than one 

meaning. In Rabbinic literature, as we have seen, lestes 

s type of "robber," 
in its cognate form always mean a 

"plunderer."72 But in Josephus and in 
''highwayman" or 

Wh;le there still are examples of this usage, 
the Gospels, .._ 



the meaning of lestes often is extended to include a 

"political revolutionary, '' a "zealot , " a member of the 

Sicarii , or any seditioni st party against Rome . 

S . G. F . Brandon comments extensively on use of the 
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term by Josephus who , as we have seen, attributes the war 

to the "pernicious activity o:f Sicarii , or Zealots , or 

' brigands ' " (Ant . XVIII . i . 1,6) . 73 These "brigands " are 

lestai and obviously have an association with the other 

subversive groups aforementioned . In the Galilee , Josephus 

clashed with the lestai whom Brandon calls "Zealots or 

members of his .Z-Josephus~ so-called ' fourth philosophical 

sect '."74 

Commenting on Josephus ' two different versions of the 

origin of the Sicarii , Brandon relates that Josephus calls 

the Sicarii who flourished during the reign of Felix 

(52 - 60 c . E. ) "a new kind of brigands" (War II . xiii . J) . 75 

Brandon asserts concerning the term lestai: 

It was evidently- his .Z-Josephus~ favorite 
expression for all forms of .violent 
activity against the establis~ed order 
of the land . However , there is much 
reason for thinkin~ that J?sephu~ 
designedly used this term ~n an in
discriminate manner t? denigra~e 
religio-political action of which he 
did not approve •••• That Josephus chose 
to describe the followers of Judas of 
Galilee as bri gands ( A11.crc:<4-.'- ) als? 
significantly attests his P?int o~ view: 
but it does more, for by using this 
opprobrious term, he wa~ able generally 
to avoid the name by which these man 
called themselves and were knovm ~o the 
mass of their fellow- countrymen. ? 



Brandon quotes M. Hengel ' s work77 remarking: "Hengel 

gives good reason for dismissing the suggestion of K. H. 
78 (' 

Rengstorf that the _p 'Co~ ·of Rabbinic literature derive 

from the A11a-cri.J-, of Josephus . H i79 enge asserts that 
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"Josephus probably took the term A~cr-ux'....0 over from Nicholas 

of Damascus , who used it for the rebels against Herod . 1180 

The revolutionary Zealot leader , Eleazar b . Dineus, is 

termed a lestes , a brigand , by Josephus (Ant . XX .viii . 5) . 81 

This shows that many different groups are categorized by 

Josephus as simply "brigands " or lestai . In Ant. XX.viii . 6, 

Josephus states that the brigands (lestai) incited the people 

to war against the Romans and punished those who did not 

resist. This statement is important, Brandon argues, because 

Josephus thereby admits that "those whom he denigrates as 

'brigands ' were actually patriots devoted to raising their 

compatriots to active resistance against the Romans ...... 82 

Again, in discussing other lestai, Josephus says that Albinus' 

freeing of prisoners filled the country with Zealots 

(Ant. XX.ix.5). 83 

Brandon has documented his case well: lestes did indeed 

become a general term for any subver sive whom Josephus 

encountered and yet did not want to identify more specifically. 

But what of the lestai in the Gospels , particularly the two 

"robbers" crucified with Jesus? Brandon feels they were 

probably zealots, and ends his consideration of the term 

lestes with the comment : 

Jesus met at the hands of the Roma~s the 
same fate suffered by Jud~s of G~lilee 
and his two sons and on either side of 
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the cross that bore his title ~Th K' a 
of the Jews" was crucified a ~ e inc 
as the , Roman~ contemptuously 6~~d'7S , 
Israel s resistance fighters , the Zealots . 84 

Brandon has thus shown that lestai in Josephus and in 

Gospels can certainly mean "subversives, " ''revolu-

tionaries, ,, "Zealots ," "Sicarii ,, or "men of the fourth 

philosophy." Though we have already acknowledged that 

lestes can also mean simply a "robber" or "highwayman," 

as indicated also by the probable connection with the 

Hebrew .-<J 1 Cof , 85 from now on the term lestes shall be 

used here solely with reference to the Jewish nationalist 

groups of the first century. 
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Josephus' indiscriminate use of lestai is thus a source 

of much confusion. Perhaps an even more troublesome chore 

for historians is the task of distinguishing between the 

Sicarii and the Zealots . 

Josephus , according to Brandon , assigns two different 

beginnings to the Sicarii . In describing Eleazar , the leader 

of the Sicarii at Masada , Josephus identifies him as "a 

descendant of Judas '' (~ VII .viii . l) . However in War 

II.xiii.), Josephus assigns the beginni ng of the Sicari i 
86 

to the procuratorship of Felix (52- 60 C. E.). Brandon 

assumes that the Latin- derived term "sicarius ," referring 

to "one who murdered with a 'sica' or ' dagger '," was applied 

by the Romans to "those nationalist extremists who then 

resorted to this method of getting rid of their enemies ."
8

7 

"Sicarii" thus became a general designation for members of 

the Jews . 11 88 
the "extreme action party among 



Zeitlin says the Sicarii were the sect of the fourth 

philosophy which appeared after Augustus Caesar annexed 

Judea in 6 C. E. 89 He remarks also that Josephus later 

calls these Sicarii l estai, 90 but does not comment on the 

two different beginnings Josephus assigns the Sicarii. 

K. Kohler equates the Zealots and Sicarii , and 

identifies Phinehas as the paradigm for these religious 

fanatics . 91 All the "robbers" to whom Josephus refers are 

really Zealots . 92 The years 49-64 C.E. define the height 

of the Zeal ots ' power . 93 

Obviously, confusion prevails among most historians 
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as to the origins of the Sicarii and the Zealots and as to 

how these groups are to be distinguished . M. Smith attests94 

that most scholars identify the Zealots with a party founded 

by Judas the Galilean, an opinion canonized by E. Schfirer . 95 

However, K. La.lee maintains that Josephus never used the term 

Zealots to refer to a political party before 66 C. E., and 

therefore the identification of this party with the fourth 

phi losophy is not justified. 96 J . Klausner claims that the 

Zealots were Pharisees , Hasidim and the fourth philosophy : 
• 

0
0 

•• in fact they were the l eaders of all the revolts in 

all parts of the country . "
97 

In smith ' s view , Josephus merely depicts Judas as one 

who set an example for resistance to Rome; there is no 

indication he founded the Zealot party. Nor does "one 

reference" to the word zealot necessarily mean the individual 

referred to was a member of that specific partys the mere 
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existence of a ''zealot" 
among the apostles thus in no way 

proves the existence of th 
e Zealots as a party before 66 c . E.98 

Smith takes to task both c . Roth99 and M. HengellOO 

who equate Zealots and Sicarii in Rabbinic literature and 

the Gospels with the Zealots and the Sicarii of Josephus . 101 

But in actuality , Josephus explicitly indicates three times 

(War VII . viii.1 , 6) that the Sicarii preceded the Zealots 

and that the Zealots became important only later in the war 

against Rome . 102 

While Hengel holds that the fourth philosophy was the 

single controlling organization behind all the revolutionary 

movement from 6- 66 C, E., 103 Smith argues that the social 

conditions of the land were conducive to the formation of 

local robber bands , and thus would not favor the growth of 

a ''single , organized ideologically motivated party" ; the 

Sicarii "may have numbered several thousand but hardly more .,, l04 

Simply because Josephus sometimes refers to all revolu

tionists as "bri gands " does not mean that all brigands were 

revolutionists and therefore Zealots and Sicarii , Nor does 

the fact that the robbers had the sympathy of the local 

peasants prove anything regarding their ideology . The Sicarii 

probably never had very large support in the country. If 

Josephus , in reporting about the war in the Galilee, did not 

mention the Zealots or Sicarii , it seems evident to Smith 

that neither group had importance in that part of the country.
105 

Smith rejects Zeitlin ' s notion that the Zealots were a 

Jerusalem priestly party , 106 and cites Josephus (War IV . i i i . 

2- 9) for their true origin. In 67- 68, when Vespasian began 
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moving south , conflict arose between advocates of resistance 

and surrender . The former got the upper hand, merged together , 

took over the Temple , and appointed their own high priest : 

"They called themselves the Zealots , th on e pretense that they 

were zealous for good deeds, and not for the worse actions 

possible" (War IV• vi . 9) . Therefore other zealots whom 

Josephus mentions prior to the actual naming of the party 

are individual zealots and not the real Zealot party .1 07 

Smith summarizes his position as follows: from Maccabean 

times, there were instances of zealous individuals resisting 

the Roman government ; the first of prominence was Judas of 

Galilee . The fourth philosophy which survived and led revolts 

against distinguished individuals was the Sicarii party. But 

not every assassin was therefore a party member . The party 

was located in Judea but did not by itself direct all resis

tance groups against Rome . Rather, in 66 , the Sicarii allied 

with that portion of the priesthood which had started the 

revolt and gained control over Jerusalem; the Sicarii also 

overran Masada . .Menahem tried to take command of Jerusalem 
• 

but was slain by the city population and the priests who had 

started the revolution. Then most of the Sicarii fled to 

Masada and were relatively inactive until the Roman siege 

in 73 . 108 

The zealots , the party whic~ came into existence in 

67-68, seem to have had no connection with the Sicarii. 

There were indeed many individual zealots before this time, 

but they did not form a party until late in the war.
109 

Regarding the latter, Smith explains: 



We may therefore plausibly see in the 
Zealot.party the representat ives of 
P~lest1nian , principally Judean peasant 
P~ety , hostile alike to the rich of the 
city , the upper priesthood of the Temple 
and of cou:se the foreign rulers. In ' 
J~rusale~ ;t was a relatively small but 
hi9hly m~litant and effective party , 
whi~h tried to strengthen itself by various 
a~l1ances , ~layed an important and deter
mined rol~ in th~ defense of the city , 
and was finally involved in its destruction. 110 
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Smith has thus not only made a fine and clear- cut 

distinction between the Zealots and the Sicarii ; he has 

explained that many of Josephus' mentions of zealots and 

brigands throughout his works are only references to certain 

zealous and nationalist individuals rather than the actual 

groups themselves . For the first time we can perceive 

actual differences in the make-up and historical origin of 

these respecti ve groups . 

If Smith is correct in contending that the Zealot party 

was late in formation, then S.G.F . Brandon ' s work on Jesus 

and the Zealots is at least wrongly titled . But this hardly 

renders Brandon ' s works any the less compelling • . For even 

if the Zealot party postdates the ministry of Jesus, no one 

would deny the proliferation of Jewish nationalist sentiment 

in Palestine from the days of his youth, with many an indi 

vidual "Simon" girded by this spirit of revolution. The 

possibility must yet be pursued that Jesus was himself a 

-
Jewish national ist . 

# 

Still another problem requires our attenti on , that of 

the Slavonic Josephus . This has a very limited bearing on 
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the general problem of Jewish nationalism but it could affect 

our understanding of Jesus • possible relation to it . For 

the Slavonic Josephus contains passages concerning Jesus 

and seemingly alleging his involvement in political activity, 

~hereas the standard edition of Josephus focuses on Jesus 

only once (Ant. XVIII , iii,J) , 111 and conveys none of the 

political particulars. On the basis of the Slavonic Josephus , 

Brandon concludes : "There is reason to think Josephus regarded 

Christianity primarily as a revolutionary movement against 

the Roman domination of Palestine , akin to the many other 

similar movements which characterized Jewish national life 

during the period from the incorporation of Judaea into the 

Empire in A. Do 6 to the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 . 11 112 

Neither John the Baptist nor Jesus is so named in the 

Slavonic Josephus; rather the one is called the "Wild- Man'J 

and is a leader of a political movement, and the other is 

called "Wonder-Worker" and effects miraculous cures. Of 

the Wonder- Worker we read : "His followers , including 150 

closer disciples, vainly urged him to lead a revolt against 

11:3 the Romans . " 

personality: 

Brandon describes the Wonder-Worker ' s 

His work excites the popular desire ~or 
national emancipati on from Rome, he is 
specially invited to lead an armed attempt 
to overthrow the Roman government a~d he 
is finally executed as a re~el by P~late 
after the forceful suppression of h7s 
followers •••• His perso~alit~ and his 
teaching stimulated natio~al~st fervor , 
and .that his supporters did in consequence 
resort to arms against the Romans , there 
i s no doubt .114 
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Brandon adduces further evidence from the Gospel According 

to John, al l egedly validating the description of the Wonder

Worker in the Slavonic Josephus115 __ even though the Gospel 

admittedly does not inspire confidence as a reliable his 

torical source , it nevertheless "has a real historical 

value in showing what views were current about Christian 

Origins in the sub-Apostolic age • • •• "116 

Zeitlin posits that scholars , including , among others , 

J .S. Kennard , Jr., mistranslated parts of the Slavonic 

Josephus to make Jesus appear to be a rebel when the text 

says exactly the opposite . 117 We are not prepared to argue 

linguistics but , since Kennard himself acknowledges his 

mistranslation, 118 one must presume Zeitlin is persuasive 

on this score at least. But is Zei tlin completely accurate 

when he calls the Slavonic Josephus a 11 hoax 11 ?11 9 

R. Eisler associates the Slavonic Josephus with a work 

Josephus prepared on the capture of Jerusalem, in Aramaic 

(while producing a different edition of the Wars of the Jews 

for the Romans) 120-- and despite Zeitlin's energetic critique , 121 

Eisler feels this work preserves reliable historical data . 

# 

Whatever is finally proved about the Slavonic Josephus , 

there is no question that a ll our major sources attest to 

widespread turmoil in the first century Palestine. It was 

a time of Jewish nationalism, a time of political action 

and a time of revolution. That Jesus lived in this type of 

environment i s undeniably true. Whether it affected him is 

a question which we shall now explore in depth. 
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Chapter 2 

Scholarly Theories on Jesus the Jewish Nationalist 

A number of scholars have espoused, in varying degrees , 

the view that Jesus was a Jewish nationalist . We shall 

examine the most important: Hermann Samuel Reimarus 

(The Goal of Jesus and His Disciples); Robert Eisler 

(The Messiah Jesus and John the Baptist According to Flavius 

Josephus ' Recently Rediscovered "Capture of Jerusalem" and 

the Other Jewish and Christian Sources) : Samuel G. F. Brandon 

(The Fall of Jerusalem and the Christian Church , Jesus and 

the Zealots and The Trial of Jesus of Nazareth) ; William 

Farmer (Maccabees , Zealots , and Josephus) : Joel Carmichael 

(The Death of Jesus) ; and Hugh Schoenfield (The Passover Plot 

and The Jesus Party) . 

Hermann Reimarus 

Hermann Re imarus (1694-1768) developed a rationalistic 

approach to religion at variance with the traditional ways 

of thinking about Jesus and hence irreconcilable with 

orthodox Christianity. 1 He was the first scholar "to form 

a historical conception of the life of Jesus ."
2 

Reimarus 

recognized that the key to solving the problem of Jesus ' 

life called for a "combination of the methods of histori cal 

and literary criticism." It was necessary to recognize a 
. t• 3 

creative element in the t r adi ion. 

Reirnarus characterizes Jesus : 

Jesus practiced nothing else but moral 
obligations, true love of God and of the 



neighbor , in which he based the whole 
content o~ the law and the prophets 
and 0~ w~ich he said rests the hope 
of building the Kingdom of Heaven 
and blessedness . 4 

Jesus was essentially a p t• · rac icing Jew who interpreted 
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t r s h "K" e m sue as ingdom of God," "son of God , " and "Messiah" 

in a Jewish way . Re1·ma t d rus con en s that "Jesus , no more 

than John , said who or what was the Christ , i.e . the Messiah 

or the Kingdom of God and the Kingdom of Heaven or the 

Gospel ."5 The term "son of God " is "nothing else ••• than 

a pious or righteous man whom God loves especially in the 

sense that he might look out for him in a miraculous way. "6 

Reimarus dismisses any divine meaning inherent in the term, 

asserting that the Old Tes tament, the Jews and the Evangelis ts 

did not know such a "son of God ,'' and Jesus certainly did not 

try to give the impression he was such a being.7 

In addition, Jesus in no way brought forth teachings 

new to Judaism. He fulfilled Levitical law . All hi s disciples 

conceived Jesus to be a worldly l eader: it was only after 

his unexpected death that the apostles built up "the system 

of a spiritual suffering savior of the whole human race." 

Therefore , the nature of the goals , teachings and actions 

to be properly ascribed to Jesus were made to undergo an 
8 

essential change after his death . 

There were thus two different systems of salvation set 

forth: one based on the secular salvation of Israel (the 

true one) ; and another system which his followers fabricated 

" f th unfulfilled hope after his /:Jesus:J death .. "9 because o e 

When Jesus proclaimed the coming of the Kingdom of Heaven 
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he thereby stirred the Jews to hope f 
or a secular Messiah . 

Jesus achieved his goal through the mi.·ssi·ons of his apostles , 
who encouraged the Jews then suffering under Roman rule . 10 

Jesus attempted to fulfill the role f o a secular Messiah , 

but his death by crucifixion quashed the temporal hopes of 

his apostles . He was thus 

••• an unsuccessful political messianic 
pretender; ••• the disciples were dis 
appointed charlatans who invented the 
early Christian faith • • • and ••• they 
stole the body of Jesus in order to 
have an empty tomb to support their 
story of a resurrection.11 

Reimarus is the first great contributor to the theory 

that Jesus was a Jewish nationalist , though , to be sure , 

he kept his works hidden--they were published only posthumously 

and the author ' s identity was initially,at least , concealed . 

By recognizing Jesus ' adherence to law and practice , he 

believes he proves quite conclusively that Jesus approached 

his mission, that is , fulfilling the role of Messiah , in a 

secular Jewish context . Thus any change in the Jewish 

Messiah- concept was wrought by his apostles who , following 

the crucifixion, tried to cover up Jesus ' failure as a 

secular Messiah by substituting a new suffering- savior 

concept. Reimarus provides the framework for all subsequent 

historical criticism of the Gospel narratives . 

# 

Robert Eisler 

In Robert Ei sler ' s complex and imaginative work , The 

Messiah Jesus and John the Baptist ••• , Jesus emerges as a 



32 

Jewish nationalist , att h d t ac e o the revolutionary movements 
extant in his day . Eisl · · er specifically attempts to connect 

Jesus to Judas of Galilee's resistance movement . He 
accomplishes this by ingeniously interpreting a passage 

from the Halosis or Slavonic Josephus (ii. 118-119) . 12 

This passage describes Judas as a man who "found a way to 

live in the outside ." Eisler connects "outside " linguisti

cally with the Barjonim , 13 the extremists , and thus claims 

Judas was the founder of this radical group . This is most 

important because, in ~atthew (16:17), Jesus addresses 

Simon Peter as Simon barjona , an adherent of the radical 

party created by Judas . This fact is obscured by later 

manuscripts which render the term : "Bar Jonah" or "Bar 

Johanan"; and which, in a similar way, change "Simon the 
• 

Zealot" to ''Simon the Canaanean. •• This reflects the obvious 

embarrassment of the later church writers with traditions 

that two of Jesus ' disciples were adherents of militant 

Jewish nationalist sects . 14 

Though Jesus retains these two zealotic disciples , 

he himself practices a "higher righteousness" or radical 

pacifism, exemplified by his "Sermon on the Mount . " Jesus 

does not condone reprisal for any evil , even in self-defense . 

He inherits this attitude from nomadic craftsmen, the 

Qenites and Rekhabites , who either brought him up or actually 

bore him. 15 How , then, did Jesus allow Simon barjona and 

Simon the zealot , two violent men , to enter his inner circle? 

If the gospel of quietism, of non-resist~nce 
to evil, could win these hard men of action, 
it must have been because Jesus had shown 



them some way of devoted action which 
would compel the saving interventi·on 
of nod.16 

Jesus was clearly partisan to the Zealots ' struggle, but 

he chose to eschew any active res1"stance . against Rome . 

What he actually desired was a return to the ''nomad life 

of pr ivat ion but of freedom in the desert ••• • .,17 
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This exodus echoes the words of Mattathias ben Johanan 
• 

of Mode in ( l Mace , 2:27) , who cries out for all the "zealous 
ones" to forsake their possessions and dwell in the wilder-

ness . Jesus was advocating a complete withdrawal from all 

economic labor and flight from Israe1 . 18 

Eisler cites Josephus' portrayal (Anto XX , viii . 6) of 

the Rekhabites (under Felix ' governorship) leading the people 

out into the wilderness to show them "signs of liberty. 111 9 

Jesus wanted to return to the Rekhabite life in the desert , 

but his disciples failed to bring in enough recruits for 

the new Kingdom of God because people, especially farmers , 

were reluctant to divest themselves of their economic 

holdings , What few recruits there were , therefore , came 

from the destitute. But unlike the weapon-carrying Maccabees, 

the new disciples were to receive .!lQ. arms and also had to 

endure an i ntolerably strict form of justice . The mission 

f · 1 20 was understandably a ai ure . 

Despite Jesus ' avowed radical pacifism, however, there 

remain in the Gospels passages designated by Eisler as "fire 

Could Jesus have pronounced both the and sword '' sayings. 

d the sayings of war? Eisler answers : 
sayings of peace an 



~en if Jesus himself in th · trusted too confidently 
e miraculous and sea bl h 1 

God , Simon the Zealot ands~~~oneBae.p of 
can have been d rJona dan . un er no delusion as to the 

gers 1nvolved . And Jesus himself . when 
he t~ought over the situation must have -
realized that he was bringing not peace 
b~t 

2
the sword to those prepared to follow 

him . 1 

Jesus was a quietist in his early careero I t is possible 

the Zealots influenced him to become more militant or he 

gave up waiting for divine intervention. Matthew (10:26) 

reveals the transiti on i n Jesus' thinking. 
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In Luke ' s narrative (22 : 35 ff . ) , Jesus actually tells 

his disciples to arm themselves . Eisler assumes the 

passage has been misplaced , noting that it would have been 

foolhardy for Jesus to arm his men af'ter he had already 

been betrayed . He infers rather that the armi ng was for 

another miss i on-- the "Exodus . " Jesus knows he is breaking 

the law , but he conceives this to be the only avenue for 

accompl ishing his goals . 

The burden weighing most heavily on his 
conscience was the tragic necessity of 
breaking that l aw of the "better 
righteousness ," of non-resistance , 
which he had himsel f proclaimed as 
the will and ordinance of God •••• . He . 
now resigned himself to the realization 
that the peaceful kingdom of God could 
only be establi shed through battle . 23 

Jesus and his small army of men went to Jerusalem to 

gather followers f or the proposed exodus into the wilder-

of a successful attack were fair 
ness . Possibil ities 

t . J·oined i n the r evolt . The 
providing the city popula ion 

temple guard was certainly responsive to the 
Levi tical 



)5 

messianic tidings . J esus and his ct· · 1 iscip es , upon arriving 
in Jerusalem, occupied the Temple and entered the holy 
sanctuary; 24 " 1 on y as the messianic ruler could he venture 

to enter the temple itself and vi'ew th 25 e holy implements ." 

Where were the Romans d · uring this occupation? Eisler 

speculates they were garrisoned in the royal palace of 

Herod in the western part of the city rather than in the 

temple - fortress Antonia. Only if the Romans were in this 

western stronghold could Jesus and his band overpower the 

temple guard , march into the Temple , and attack the money

changers . 26 

Jesus and his zealotic followers detested the mammonist 

spirit which pervaded the Temple . The money- lenders exchanged 

coins which bore Caesar's image : their grandios e system of 

sacred traffic in wine , oil , i ncense , wood and animals 

revolted Jesus . He intended to abolish sacrificial law 

when he promulgated his Messiahship . 27 Eisler describes 

the i mminent danger from the sacerdotal aristocracy: 

Jesus does 

Mt . 26 161 ; 

••• the priests . must have . ~ained an _ im
pression from his /:Jesus:_; proceedings 
that the most vital sources of revenu~ of 
the temple and the very means of subsistence 
of the priesthood , the sheqel tax and the 
sacrifices , were most seriously threatened 
by his attack on the tem~le banks and the_ 
cattle-merchants. Even if they were pos~ibly 
·nclined at first to make common cause with 
~he national rising aga~n~t t~e Romans under 
the leadership of ~ Davidic king , they could 
only regard as their deadl y enemy a rule: 
who in this ~ashion d~§troyed the economic 
basis of their class. 

forecast the destruction of the Temple (Mk. 14 i58: 

Jn. 2sl9), and naturally there did exist Jewish 
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antipathies towards the structure upon which had been 
erected a golden eagle . The Zealots considered this adorn-
ment an idol " th b . ' e a omination of desolation in the holy 
place ." J esus wanted a restorati'on of the tabernacle the 

Jews had employed i th w· n e ilderness following the Exodus 

from Egypt-- this · h is w at he promised to build up "in 

three days . 11 29 

Jesus knew what the · repercussions of his attack on 

the Temple would be . H t d d ( e expec e to ie since he did not 

plan to offer resistance or to flee in an armed encounter) , 

but not in the manner of a slave or criminal , i . e . on the 

Roman cross, condemned for sedition. He hoped that his 

followers might be able to start the new exodus, but , 

realistically speaking, knew the chances for escape were 

minimal . JO 

Luke (lJ : l) suggests that Pilate retaliated against 

the Galileans who entered the Temple with Jesus. Jesus 

enjoins the other Galileans to abstain from spilling blood; 

but most certainly Zealots and Galileans , fanatical freedom 

fighters , once provoked would not submit without an armed 

battle . Even disregarding Mark ' s mention of the insurrection 

(15 : 7) , it was obvious men must have lost their lives in the 

attack on the Temple . Jesus must have been horrified : 

What he had wille~ and planned was the. 
exodus into the wilderness , screened, if 
necessary,. by an armed r~arguard defense , 
but no stubborn battle with the Romans. 
for the possession of the temp~e an~ c7ty 
of Jerusalem, which.meant nothing ~o ~im 
and , according to h~s deepes~ c?nv1ct1on, 
ere doomed to inevitable ruin in the 31 

:essianic war of the princes of the world, 



Eisler explains the fall of the tower of Siloam 

(Lk. 13:4) as part of a t wo-pronged attack by Jesus and 

37 

his followers to gain t con rol over Jerusalem. The Galileans 

stormed the Temple while the Br· · a Jonim, inhabitants of the 

city itself , surprised the temple guard and seized the 

tower of Siloam. Thus f t · or a ime the most northern and 

southern fortified points of the city were in the rebels ' 

hands and Pilate had to recon~uer both Antonia and Siloam. 

When the tower did fall Pilate was naturally impelled to 

capture the person responsible for jeopardizing the Temple , 

the man publicly acclaimed as 11King of the Jews . 11 32 

Jesus , though he escaped to the Mount of Olives, was 

defeated , and , despite a "feeble attempt to offer armed 

resistance, 11 surrendered to the enemy. 33 The exchange of 

Jesus for Barabbas34 is made and Jesus is crucified between 

two lestai , probably the commanders respectively of the 

separate attacks on the tower of Siloam and the Antonia 

fortress . 35 

on the cross, one of the lestai asks Jesus: "Art not 

thou the Messiah? save thyself and us" (Lk. 2J:J9) . If 

Were J·ust an ordinary "robber" without any 
the insurgent 

the rebels , his remark would make no sense . 
connection to 
But the words are extremely appropriate if he had fought 

under and followed the will of the man he believed to be 

the Messiah. 
The statement of the other lestes ("Do you 

not fear God since you are under the same sentence of 

· n has done nothing wrong •••• Jesus , 
condemnation? •• • this ma 
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remember me when you 

is also appropriate. 

come into Y K' r our ingdom L Lk. 2J:39-4g.7) 

required the 

for it was then believed that God 

death of the Messiah for the redemption of Israel . 

The contrast is 11 d we - rawn between the rebels ' lawless actions 

and Jesus ' a 'd voi ance of violence and faith in God.36 

Jesus, despite all his efforts to achieve the new exodus 

and to avoid violence , is ironically thrust into the midst 

e is sentenced for the crime of of a bloody insurrection. H · 

sedition and crucified between two fellow lestai . 

his plan of secular salvation had been defeated . 

# 

S.G,F . Brandon 

Surely 

Samuel Brandon offers the most elaborate portrayal of 

Jesus as a Jewish nationalist . He begins with Jesus • youth , 

for Jesus was but a boy when Judea was incorporated into 

the Roman Empire and when the census provoked the rebellion 

by Judas of Galilee . Accordingly, Jesus must then have 

become aware of Judas and his followers , the--O'/c_J!' (zealots) . 

These rebels evoked popular memories of the heroic Maccabees 

and impelled the people of Jesus ' time to hope for the 

overthrow of the Romans . 3
7 

Jesus ' attitude to Rome was also conditioned by his 

visits to Jerusalem. He must have noted the presence of 

Roman troops at the Temple, and witnessed the damages to 

that structure inflicted by them in response to the latest 

In ~11 probability, Jesus was not only opposed 

occupation but looked forward to its termination, 3
8 rebellion. 

to the Roman 
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After the death of John the Baptist-- a 
feared would · . preacher Herod 

incite a rebellion (Ant XV ~· III . v. 2) -- Jesus 
began to proclaim the apocalyptic message (Mk. 1:14- 15) 
which implicitly called for the overthrow f 0 · the present 

political and social order , and the recognition of Yahweh ' s 

sovereign rule . Thus was Jesus l aunched on a career which 

immediately thrust him into the 

nationalist leader. 39 

role of a popular Jewish 

Jesus first preached in G alilee- - where Judas and the 

Zealots were active . Clearly , he must have had contact 

with this nationalist party si· nce h e specifically chose as 

imon the Zealot; Peter members of his inner ci·rcle ·. s· 
o n , whom Mark (3:17) barjona, a terrorist; and James and J h 

calls "Boanerges , '' the "sons of ""h 'd 40 '" un · er." Brandon 

remarks concerning Simon the Zealot : 

Full weight must be given to the signi
ficance of this fact that a member of the 
extreme nationalist party of contemporary 
Jewish life was a close supporter of 
Jesus of Nazareth and that he continued 
to be known for his profession of 
Zealot principles , which would seem to 
imply that he found nothing incompatible 
in holding both l oyalties together . 41 

Jesus never does mention the Zealots , whereas he explicitly 

does condemn the Pharisees and Sadducees . This silence is 

most likely a result of the developing tradition's suppression 

of Jesus ' dealings with a nati onalistic party . The fac ts 

that the name Simon the Zealot exists , and that Mark tried 

to camouflage the incriminating nature of the word ''Zealot" 

by substituting " the cananaean," suggest Jesus ' true attitude 

towards the party ' s members and ideals.
42 

Mark (8134 ) 
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attests to the "zealousness " of Jesus for th , e cross 
(before it 

the symbol 
became the sign of Christian salvation) was 

of Zealot sacrific e . 43 

Jesus ' association with members of the Zealot party 

and with Zealotic principles is clearly revealed in his 

famous remark concerning the payment of the "tribute money . " 

His answer seemingly satisfied the Pharisees , but actually 

he ruled decisively against the paying of the tribute . Jesus 

could never have been acknowledged as Messiah had he sanctioned 

the tax: he was implicitly saying that Yahweh owned the 

land of Israel and thus the paying of the tribute to Caesar 

would be an act of "disloyalty" to Yahweh . The tenability 

of this interpretation of Jesus' statement is confirmed by 

Luke 2J : 2 wherein we learn that Jesus was actually accused 

of "forbidding us to give tribute to Caesar •••• " Therefore 

Jesus adhered to the ideology voiced in 6 C. E. by the ardent 

1 ·1 44 nationalist, Judas of Ga 1 ee . 

Jesus never denies being a ''Messiah-King ~" By accepting 

this appellation , Jesus t hereby tacitly repudiates Caesar ' s 

authority, and must accordingly be considered seditious . 

This denial of the kingship of Caesar was a fundamental 

· Further , when Jesus proclaims the principle of Zealotism. 
of God in addition to his messiahimminence of the Kingdom 

· movement that bodes dangerous ship, he is encouraging a 

political consequences . 
45 

h . h priests because they are pre
Jesus attacks the ig 

of Israel to a state of spiritual 
venting the conversion 

He 
realizes that the high priests are merely 

preparedness . 
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representatives of th R 
e oman government , which has vested 

its power in these sacerdotal leaders . Thus Jesus plans 
a messianic takeover h' h w le he knows will ultimately cost 
him his lif'e . 46 

The most outward d' 1 isp ay of Jesus ' nationalistic 

activity is revealed in th " e Triumphal Entry" and "Cleansing 

of the Temple" scenes . Jesus ' ride into Jerusalem on the 

Messiani c animal and his acclamation as "King of Israel" 

was in essence a ''proclamation of rebellion. ,,47 That very 

day (Mt . 21 :12 J Lk. 19:45) or the very next one (Mk. 11 :12- 16) , 

Jesus attacks the Temple , showing open disdain for the 

authority of the high priest s and the Romans . Did Jesus 

have any support in the "cleansing"? Brandon surmises : 

Surely no man , no matter how dynamic his 
personality , coul d have succeeded unaided 
in driving f r om their place of legitimate 
business a company of traders when engaged 
with their customers, who needed their 
services to fulf i l l their religious duties . 
Moreover there were Temple poli ce , whose · 
duty i t would have been to deal promptly 
with s uch an act . 48 

I t was highly unlikely that Jesus , who had just been escorted 

into the city by an excited crowd of people , would walk 

unsupported into the Templ e . 

There seems to be a genuine connection between the 

insurrection mentioned i n Mark (15:7) and Luke (2J:l9 , 25) 

and the attack on the trading system of the Temple . Though 

the fl ge any traces of v i olence , there was 
Gospels camou a 

. t h c ity during Jesus ' entry and 
obviously blood shed in e 

s· Jer usal em was so small a 
occupation of the Templ e . i.nce 

ll.
. kely t he two events were i nter rel a t ed . 

city , it was v er y 



It is possible that Barabbas , a Zealot , 49 led an attack 

on the Roman- held Antonia fortress on the northwest side 

of the Temple while Jesus himself actually seized the 

Temple . 5° 

Jesus , we may thus presume, i's t ' unques 1onably involved 

in a rebellious assault against the Roman government and 

priestly aristocracy . He manages , after his failure to 

capture Jerusalem , to rejoin his inner group of disciples 

on the Mount of Olives. All the evangelists now agree on 

the following three points: first, the disciples in 

Gethsemane were armed; second, the Roman or Jewish officials 

sent out to arrest Jesus were heavily armed in anticipation 

of violent resistance; and third, armed resistance was put 

forth by the disciples . 51 

Judas Iscariot had previously betrayed Jesus to the 

authorities . Possibly "Iscariot'' is derived fro.m the La.tin 

word sicarius-- which would not only reveal that Jesus had 

selected a political terrorist for an apostle but also that 

this particular revolutionary might have become dis

illusioned by Jesus' failure to effect a Messianic take- over 

of the city. Perhaps Judas was trying to force Jesus to 

use his supernatural powers by placing him in a dire 

. t' 52 si.tua ion. 

Jesus is led to the high priest ' s house where the 

Sanhedrin has assembled . Though the interpolation of 

Peter ' s denial obfuscates the picture , there is an obvious 

discrepancy between the charges made against Jesus in the 

evening, on the one hand , and in the morning , on the other. 
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At the evening meeting J . 

, esus ls def · "t· . . . ini ively charged 
with committing blasphemy (Mk 4 • 1 :64; Mt . 26 :65) b , ut , 
in the morning , the sanhedr· in makes no official charge 
against Jesus before he is sent to Pilate .53 

This inconsistent portrayal reflects a Jewish Christian 

apologia, which set out to gloss over the fact that the 

Sanhedrin was accusinu J f t 
u esus o hreatening the Temple . 

Thus the charge by the Sanhedrin against Jesus is in effect 

negated by "false witness" and Jesus is ultimately instead 

condemned for admitting he is the Mess iah (Mk. 14 :55- 64) . 54 

Echoing Eisler ' s position regarding Jesus' attack on 

the sacerdotal aristocracy, Brandon outlines the Jewish 

authorities ' actual reason for sentencing Jesus . Jesus 

had great support from the masses and thus he threatened 

not only the high priests but also the Roman government . 

Therefore the Sanhedrin assembled at the unusual nocturnal 

hour to discover what Jesus ' real intentions were, since 

his actions had obviously appeared subversive of the established 

order. 55 

The accusation against Jesus that he had foretold the 

destruction of the Temple was not an adequate cause for a 

S h drin 56 It seemed rather that sentence of death by the an e • 

ma;n moti·ve was to learn Jesus ' objective in 
the tribunal ' s .,_ 

1 " The attack , though unsuccess
the ''Cleansing of the Temp e • 

a grave threat to the establishment ." 
ful , had " constituted 

Jesus upset 

information 

the high priest further by refusing to divulge 

. .d t 57 
concerning the inci en • 
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Pilate's first question t J 0 esus , "Are you the King of 
the Jews? " reveals further the true 

nature of the charge the 
Sanhedrin brought to the governor . The phrase , "King of 

the Jews '" is oft repeated by Pilate , the Roman soldiers 

and the Jewish leaders, most likely indicating that this 

charge was prominent in the Sanhedrin's original accusation. 

The title further reveals that indeed the Jewish leaders 

preferred a charge of political pretension against Jesus . 

This attribution impl ies Jesus' dedication to a politically 

free Israel. Its inclusion in the Gospels gives further 

evidence that this was, despite other coverups by the 

Jerusalem Christi ans , an indisputably accurate description 

of the Jewish nat ionalist leader.58 

Jesus does not deny Pilate ' s question, causing him to 

"wonder" (Mk. 15 :5 ; Mt . 27:14) and to open up, because of 

his uncertainty of J esus ' true identity , the possiblity 

for the incredible Barabbas- Jesus exchange . What begins 

as an interrogation of Jesus by Pilate develops into a 

dialogue between Pilate and the crowd about amnesty . 

However , the interpolation of the Barabbas story aside , 

Pilate somehow proceeds to deal with the case presented by 

t J And the conclusive the Jewish authorities agains esus . 
t s Jesus to death as a 

fact that Pilate eventually sen ence 
t• ity of the original sedition 

rebel confirms the authen ic 

charge . 59 
J us' youth his association 

Having led us through es , 

his acceptance of the title of 
with actual Zealots and 

what he claims to be the 
King of the Jews , Brandon draws 
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inevitable conclusion : t hough the Gospel writers apolo-

getically deny Jesus • all d . . ege hostility towards the Temple , 

Jesus was indeed guilty of sedition agai·nst Rome and Pilate 

himself ultimately accepted th" d" is ver ict , for , after 

sentencing Jesus , he had him executed as a political pre

tender . 60 J esus was involved in insurrectionary activity 

against both the Roman government and the priestly aristocracy . 

One can only conjecture how militantly involved Jesus actually 

became , but the reality of his sentencing as a political and 

seditious prisoner in procedures initiated by the Jewish 

authorities and implemented by the Roman government is , 

according to Brandon, undeniable . 

Nowhere does Brandon mention , as does Eisler, Jesus ' 

alleged desire to lead a "new exodus " into the wilderness . 

This was a central concept of Eisler ' s work and its corollary 

was that Jesus had absolutely no desire to remain in the 

Temple or even in the city of Jerusalem which had no meaning 

for him. Brandon , who agr ees in principle with many of 

Eisler ' s theories (for example , he also states that Jesus 

did not want to become violently resistant against Rome, 

bu t was drawn inevitably into the throes of the resurrection) , 

explicitly stresses the importance Jerusalem held for Jesus , 

for , as the center of the Jewish state , it was in the 

greatest need of his secular salvation. 

# 

William Farmer 

attr l.butes the rise of revolutionary 
William Farmer 

and nati onalistic spirit in the Roman period to the fervor 
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initiated by the Maccabees two centuries earlier. 61 Farmer 
asserts : 

••• the Zealots we . 
types the early Ma~e.b . like their proto-
patriotic and mt· ca ees , ••• deeply 
theology of zea~ ~~at~~ by a dynamic 
zeal for the Law . rl de Torah •••• This 
Jerusalem tern le inc u ed zeal for the 
an und · p . •• •and • • • presupposed 

y1ng confidence · G d' of the Land . 62 in ° s promise 

Thus Israel's military endeavors and victories were attri buted 

to the strength of their covenant God , and as long as the war 

against the Greeks or the Romans was a Holy War the Israelites 

were encouraged to believe in ultimate victory despite the 

overwhel ming odds against them. 63 

The Zealots shared this religious belief , and so did 

Jesus, whom Farmer cal ls "a true son of Israel who wrestled 

with and agonized over the political , economic, social and 

religious issues of his own particular people in his own 

particular day.
11 64 

Farmer defines the Pharisees , Essenes and Zeal ots as 

"parties of resistance" which agreed Israel should be a 

separate independent peopl e . These theo l ogical movements 

placed great i mportance upon the Land , Law and Temple , 

and this national i stic theology of Jesus ' time could be 

traced back through the Maccabean period into the pre-

65 
exilic history of Israel . 

· Farmer denies that Jesus can be identified as a Zealot , 

Phari see or Essene, but he is certain that Jesus shared 
· than he did with the Sadducees . 

more with these parties 
Jesus was willing ~o become a martyr for his peopl e s he 
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came to f ulfill the 1 . h 
aw , e possessed a great zeal for the 

Temple; and he affirmed as authori·tat1"ve 
the doctrine of 

resurrection, the book of Prophets , 1 
and the five books of Moses . 66 

ater Jewish writings 

Jesus " transcended " his per1·od ' s nat· 1 · t iona resis ance 

movements but this does not mean he was "detached" from 

Jewish nationalism or out of touch with his people . Gospel 

records reveal that both the elements of nationalism and. 

apocalypticism were important in the understanding of 

Jesus' background . The Dead Sea Scroll , The War of the Sons 

of Light against the Sons of Darkness , proves that the 

Jewish Apocalyptists sometimes shared the militant spirit 

which inflamed both the Maccabees and Zealots . 67 

Jesus ' ability to call upon the Heavenly Hosts for 

protection ( Mt . 26 : 52- 53) reflects this "apocalyptic 

Zealotism . "68 Farmer also cites John 6:15 , which depicts 

Jesus withdrawing from the crowds who want "to make him 

Jesus Cornes alive as a real Jewish patriot King by force ." 

loved by his country. 69 
who loves and is 

the V1.olent , tumultuous and uncertain 
Cons i dering 

nature of the period , Jesus could have commanded the loyalty 

. . 1 b displaying great courage and 
of his disciples on Y Y 

by t he Jewish patriots of his day . 
devotion unsurpassed 

Farmer asserts : 
it quite clear that 

The Gospels mak~ d on the charge of a 
Jesus was ex~cu e The author ities were 
pol i t i cal crime . 1 . tical power . He had 
afraid of J;is d P~Ktng of the Jews ." This 
been acclaime 
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title he never d . d 
nobly to the enden1e ' and he bore it 
the zeal of a Ze;lo~es~s not only matched 
"as a Zealot . "70 ' e was crucified 

However , the "Triumphal Ent 
· ry" and resulting Gospel 

scenes leading to Jesus • crucifixion break the Zealot-

Apocalyptic pattern Jesus had followed throughout his 

career. The throngs looked upon Jesus as the resurrected 

Judas Maccabaeus marching victoriously into Jerusalem. 

But Jesus abstained from the warrior- zealot role and placed 

all his faith in the Lord of Hosts who had promised through 

the prophet Zechariah that the sons of Zion would destroy 

their enemies with any weapons that happened to be available . 

The people screamed "hosanna , " waved palm tree branches 

(the national symbol of Israe171 ) and acclaimed Jesus the 

King of Israel and son of David because they considered this 

act to have more of the "Maccabean-Zealot" meaning than 

Jesus himself actually had ever intended . They failed to 

recognize that Zechariah ' s king was distinctively humble 

and concerned for peace , and did not correspond to popular 

·1·t d 72 
expectations of a victorious mi 1 ary re eemer. 

But the people soon realized that Jesus was not a Judas 

Maccabaeus; this is evidenced by his answer regarding 

73 t J s' true devotion to 
tribute to Caesar. Doubts a~ 0 esu 

Maccabean militancy were soon confirmed by his passive 

Jesus had appa-rently sold out 
acceptance of his arrest. 

and had thereby endangered 
his people without a struggle 

74 
ly false hopes . 

their lives by eliciting on 
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Thus Barabbas, whom Farmer sees as a patriotic Jew,75 

was naturally the choice of the people to be released instead 

of the impostor King Jesus. But in his crucifixion , Jesus 

finally triumphs over Barabbas, the Zealots and the Maccabean 

spirit. For Jesus , on the cross, surpasses the zeal of the 

Maccabees and of the Zealots not so much through martyrdom 

(for they were certainly martyrs) but rather through his 

"compassion, tenderness and forgiving spirit which is quite 

different from the bitter invectives spewed forth by a 

martyred son in II Maccabees (7:J4-J6) ."76 

Farmer critically departs from Eisler and Brandon for 

he theorizes that, fundamentally speaking , Jesus had no 

genuine pretensions of being a secular Messiah . It is true 

that Eisler and Brandon both deny that Jesus wanted to 

become as politically involved in violent resistance against 

the Roman government as he did indeed become; but neither 

author would subscribe to the theory that Jesus would 

deliberately leave his followers for the true Kingdom of 

God in heaven. Farmer , however, while he attributes much 

zealotic, Maccabean and spirit of Torah to Jesus ., neatly 

extricates him from any temporal and nationalistic involve

ment with his people at the end. Farmer adopts the tradi

tional Christian view that Jesus • zeal for his people was 

best expressed through his martyrdom, for through crucifixion 

his religious and forgiving spirit would live on to inspire 

suffering peoples everywhere . Farmer concludes his essay 

with this other- worldly Christian spirit , and therefore 



differs from Eisler and Brandon in their more temporal 

theories about Jesus the Jewish nationalist. 

# 

Joel Carmichael 

Joel Carmichael's explanation of the "Cleansing of 
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the Temple" resembles nearly in its entirety the theories 

proposed earlier by Eisler. 77 After examination of certain 

Gospel passages (Mk. 11:11; Mt . 21 :12; Jn0 2 : 14-15), 

Carmichael concludes that violence was a prerequisite for 

the seizure of the Temple . Not only did Jesus need arms 

to overtake the Temple , but he also employed them in holding 

on in the Temple for some period of time. Jesus ' followers 

carried weapons ( Mk. 14:47-48; Mt. 26 :51-52; Lk. 22:49-50), 

and the fall of the tower ©f Siloam described in Luke (13:4) 

indicates fighting occurred between the insurgents and the 

Romans.78 

Carmichael subscribes to Eisler ' s theory that Jesus was 

influenced to serve the national interest by John the Baptist , 

who was a Barjon, an extremist who lived outside of formal 

civilization (Mk. 1:51 Mt . J:5) , John is depicted as a 

commander of troops and a perpetrator of violence in 

Matthew (11:11-lJ) and Luke (16:16) , In Luke (J:?-14) he 

gives instructions to soldiers for the conduct of a guerilla 

campaign. 79 

Therefore John's baptism meant a "rite of initiation 

into a new Israel''-- an oath of allegiance to the one true 

God and his Messiah . BO Further, Jesus' eulogy of John as 



the greatest man who ever lived meant that Jesus regarded 

him "as the father of the movement exemplified by the 
Zealots ."81 

51 

There were significant differences between John and 

Jesus , however : Jesus did not baptize-- only his disciples 

did (Jn. 4 : 1- J) ; Jesus did not share John ' s views on baptism 

and eventually broke off from him and travelled to the 

Galilee . The d i spute about baptism (given its definition 

above) was really a dispute over military organization and 

strategy . The Baptist remained in the wilderness preac~ing 

his inimitable type of sedition , whereas Jesus went into 

civilization, stirring up the peoples of Galilee . John met 

his death for inciting his followers to secede from the 

state : Jesus was crucified for storming the Kingdom of God 
82 in Jerusalem. 

There are conflicting statements in the Gospels attri

buted to Jesus which Carmichael labels "quietist" statements , 

on the one hand, and "fire and sword" statements, on the 

other. He asserts: 

••• whether Jesu~ was a quietist before 
joining the Baptist , or whether he became 
one after leavi ng the Bapt ist , a~d t~en 
abandoned that too in favor of his final 
onslaught on the citadels of the power~ . 
of this world , he made his fateful d~cision, 
and went on the Jerusalem not on+y like the 
Herald of the Kingdom bu~ a~so ~ike the 
Herald of the Kingdom bringing it about 
in power. 83 

There is no question the Gospel writers intended Jesus ' 

· Jerusalem as a Messianic demonstration . The entrance into 

Hosanna, means "save us ," while i n the Aramaic Hebraic word , 



and Syrian versions it is rendered "free us." Either 

translation has temporal significance to those cheering 

Jesus' entry into Jerusalem, for they wished liberation 
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from Roman rule and worldly oppression. Jesus was a national 

leader, representing a religious ideal.84 

Jesus fulfills the concept of a warlike- Messiah by 

storming the city of Jerusalem, the Kingdom of God. It is 

possible he was induced to violence because of the dese

cration of the Temple by Pontius Pilate and the prophecy 

concerning the ''abomination of desolation'' described in 

Daniel (11:31) --predicting the onset of the last times, 

ending with the death of the Messiah and the destruction 

of the Holy City in the Messianic War. Jesus (in Mk. 13:14-17; 

Mt . 24:1_5} suggests his change in attitude by his warning 

that the end of days is near and the godless are to be wiped 

out by another flood. 85 

Jesus is captured; he clearly is charged with sedition 

against the Roman government; and he undergoes the Roman 

punishment of crucifixion. The charge "King of the Jews" 

is most revealing, especially in an exchange b.etween Pontius 

Pilate and the Jewish priests (Jn. 19:19,21,22). Carmichael 

interprets : 

Pilate's point is clear: when the Temple 
authorities tried to exculpate the Jews 
of disaffection toward the . Romans b¥ 

tting the blame for the insurrection 
~~ Jesus alone, Pilate remin~ed ~hem that 
from his point of view Jesus seizure of 

ower had not merely been an outburst of 
Individual fanaticism but had also had a 
collective character , Jesu~ had bee~ 
acclaimed King , and for a time had, in 



fact , exercise~ sovereignty with the 
consen~ of a sizable portion of the 
community . The brevity of his reign 
was a matter of legal indifference to 
the Roman procuration : the mere notion 
of the Jews having a self- appointed King 
was reason enough for Roman interv:ention. 86 
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Carmichael , despite his dependence on Eisler for many 

of his theories , differs conclusively from him (and thereby 

also concurs with Brandon) in his emphasis on Jesus ' need 

to return to Jerusalem, into civilization, to take the 

Kingdom of God by force . In this way Jesus departed from 

his prototype John the Baptist . Eisler has Jesus follow 

to the letter the idea begun by the Baptist of remaining 

an "outsider ." 

Further, Carmichael also differs from Eisler and Brandon 

in describing the goals of Jesus . Jesus, according to 

Carmichael becomes more the Maccabean hero who tries to 

fulfill completely the role of a secular Messiah- King . Farmer 

also ascribes Maccabean qualities to Jesus, but theorizes 

that he abandoned the Maccabean spirit at the end . Carmichael 

depi cts a Jesus more intense i n his work , a man who fully 

believes in his "fire and sword " sayings . The fact that 

Jesus fails and is tried as a political prisoner thus comes 

as no surprise to this secular leader as it did to the Jesus 

of Eisler ' s study. Jesus ' cry on the cross (Mk. 15 :J4; 

Mt . 27 :46) and the great mourning of the Jewish people for 

their national leader ( Lk . 2) :48) confirm the solidarity 

of Jesus and the Jews . Jesus speaks in the end as a 

national leader , who , despite his failure to bring about 
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a Jewish triumph in battle against the Romans , is loved and 

followed by the masses.87 

# 

Hugh Schoenf ield 

Hugh Schoenf'ield deals with the political implications 

of Jesus ' life and crucifixion. Jesus believed it was his 

destiny to fulfill a messianic role , but the Gospels , while 

asserting Jesus ' Messiahship , choose to disclose him in a 

"light more congenial to Hellenic rather than Jewish concepts .tt88 

The Galilean Jews differed in many ways from the Judeans . 

They were proud and independent-- not as respectful toward the 

Pharisees as were the Judean Jews . Further , the Damascus 

Document of the Dead Sea Scrolls describes "penitents " who 

went out from Judea to observe strict Nazirite traditions . 

These ascetics preserved a more ancient type of the true 

Israelite relig ion. This environment was conducive to 

producing from a society of "Elect Ones " an ''Elect One"--

J es us . By assuming a title such as ''Son of God" Jesus could 

be thought of having a "filial relationship" to God without 

the Jews assuming he was a deity. It was only as Christianity 

developed that the Messiah Jesus became i dentified with the 

Logos, and was assumed to be an incarnation of God . 89 

In this environment Jesus grew up believing he was 

"called,,, but the baptism by John convinced him of his 

messianic role. He changed from the retiring Jesus to a 

man confident of his authority and dominance over his 

followers . 90 
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The death of John the Baptist convinced Jesus to 

reveal himself as the Messiah to his twelve disciples . 

Disregarding the threat of Herod Antipas , of whom Jesus 

speaks disparagingly ( Lk . lJ:Jl- JJ), he girds himself to 

march on Jerusalem with three aims : first , he wants to 

deliver his prophetic call to national repentance at the 

very center of Jewish life; second , he wants to publicize 

his identity to the Jewish authorities ; and third , he wants 

toreveal himself as the Messiah and to fulfill his destiny . 91 

Jesus planned his mission and was aided by the family 

of Martha, Mary and Lazarus , which granted him respite in 

their Bethany village home . Jesus was thus in short walking 

distance from Jerusalem, the Mount of Olives and Gethsemane . 

He began to plan his revelation and martyrdom for Passover, 

taking advantage of that specific season and all its sacri

ficial symbols. 92 

Jesus begins his final operations with the "Triumphal 

Entry"-- an open political display of his Messiahship which 

made him accountably guil ty of treason against Caesar. Since 

there were great crowds of pilgrims in the city and the 

Romans were not interfering with the Jews ' celebration of 

their holiday, the Roman garrison had no particular reason 

to perceive Jesus' real purpose in entering Jerusalem. 

Jesus enters the Temple and overturns the tables of the 

money-changers but the priests are too fearful of the 

"consequences" to call upon the Temple ~olice to restore 

order. 93 
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During his occupation of the Temple , Jesus responds 

brilliantly to the question about the payment of the tribute 

tax , granting money but not love or loyalty to the Emperor . 94 

But how militantly involved does Jesus become in the struggle 

for Jerusalem? Schoenfield suggests : 

While the massacre in the Temple is taking 
place he /:"Jesui} is found with his 
disciples quietly celebrating the Last 
Supper in some remote house away from 
the fighting . Then they go the Gethsemane • ••• 
It is ignored that with the Kedron Valley 
now in Roman hands the chances that Jesus 
could have reached Gethsemane were slim, 
and he would much more likely have gone 
somewhere else . 95 

Luke ' s statements concerning the slaughter of the Galileans 

and the fall of the tower of Siloam must refer therefore to 

an earlier event , perhaps to the peri od of the Roman Census 

in A,D , J4- J5 . 96 

the 

Though Jesus rejec ted any violent means to overtake 

Holy City, Schoenf ield asserts : 

If he /:Jesu§] had not presented himself 
as a claimant to the throne of Israel 
and a menace to national security he 
would have been completely ignored by 
the Sanhedrino 97 

Jesus was aware of the necessity of his being a martyred 

messiah. He thus encourages the perpetration of the final 

scheme , encouraging Judas to betray him. 98 Jesus finally 

does nQ1 tell his discipl es to arm themselves but rather 

t n w do without him, since instructs them what they mus o 
99 

they would be regarded as rebels. 

Jesus was put on trial not because of a religious 

offense but because of his political pretens i ons . By 
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admitting he was the Messiah , J 
esus had "blasphemed" not 

the God of Jewish law but of Tiberius Caesar in Roman law. 

Therefore he was · subJ·ect to Ro · d 100 · man JU gment . 

Pilate beheld a passive Jesus , not a militant Zealot . 
He was set to release the man in accordance with 

amnesty custom but the priests (along with their 
a Passover 

slaves and 
henchmen) cried for Barabbas in~tead , a man who was imprisoned 

for fighting against Rome in an attack against the aqueduct 

demonstrators . 101 

Jesus died a non-violent but political death . Schoenfield 

asserts : 

Never had Jesus been more the Mess iah of 
his oppressed people than when he hung 
there with bowed head at rest, on a cross 
of imperial Caesar bearing a placard which 
announced him poignantly to all the world 
in Greek , Latin, and in Hebrew , as King 
of the Jews . 102 

Schoenfield complexly and in much different fashion from 

Eisler , Brandon and Carmichael , arrives at the same conclu

sion that Jesus was crucified as a political messianic figure. 

He presents a much more peaceful picture of Jerusalem than 

do Eisler and Brandon . His interpretation of the "Temple 

Cleansing" and "Triumphal Entry" scenes seems to follow 

traditional Christianity. He discounts Eisler ' s , Brandon ' s 

and Carmichael ' s theories of the insurrection and attributes 

any violent activity to another time which did not involve 

Jesus . 

But most uniquely, Schoenfield subscribes to the notion 

of destiny in Jesus ' life . Jesus as an Elect One proceeded 

to fulfill this destiny through his death and revivalo He 
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knew he was to be a martyr for his people and relentlessly 

pursued the timetable which would earn him the title of 

Messiah. Eisler and Brandon hint that Jesus knew he would 

not be able to escape punishment, but in their works Jesus 

still possesses the free will to make that fateful decision. 

Jesus always knows his destiny in Schoenfield ' s thesis , 

but though his fate is a planned one he nevertheless remains 

a political pretender, a Jew and a nationalist . 

# 

Each writer discussed in this unit ascribes to Jesus 

Jewish nationalist motives . As we have observed, each 

author differs in his approach to the subject but would 

ultimately agree that Jesus was affected by the religious 

and political nationalism of his time to act as a political , 

temporal Messiah on behalf of his Jewish brethren against 

the priestly establishment and against Roman hegemony. Irt 

this mission-- the quest and purpose of his life-- he failed . 
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Chapter J 

Jesus the Jewish Nationalist 

We have examined various t· compe ing scholarly theories 
on the question : was Jesus a Jewish nationalist? It is 

now incumbent upon us to deal critically w'th thi· s 
.L scholarly 

material in an attempt to formulate our own conclusions as to 

the actual role Jesus did play i·n fi·rst t cen ury Jewish life . 

We shall refer to relevant scenes and passages from the 

Gospels in our examination . 

The Triumphal Entry 

What did Jesus intend by his grand march into Jerusalem 

on a lowly donkey? Was he appealing to the people as a 

neo-Judas Maccabaeus or did they mistakenly view him as a 

political , messianic freedom- fighter?1 Did Jesus actually 

enter Jerusalem to promulgate an "exodus" from that holy 

city , 2 or did he plan to storm Jerusalem, uproot the 

sacerdotal aristocracy and implant within its via.ill .. the true 

Kingdom of God?J 

Cullmann interprets the Triumphal Entry in the light 

of the Zechariah verse (9:9) in its literal senses that is , 

Jesus enters the city as a humble and peaceful monarch . 

Thus , even though the time and desperate situation of the 

Jews seemed to warrant a warrior- like Messiah , Jesus sym

bolically rejects rebellion by employing a donkey on his 

ride . 4 HoE.W . Turner criticizes the political interpretation 

of Jesus ' entry into Jerusalem: " •• o he LBrandon7 does not 
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of Jesus and the response of the crowd ."5 
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These critics would have us believe the unassuming , 

peace-loving Jesus deliberately chose a donkey to fulfill 

the Old Testament prophecy of Zechariah. Can we confidently 

presume that Jesus was willing to rely on the Old Testament ' s 

Lord of Hosts once more to destroy the enemies of the 

children of Israel rather than himself assuming an instrumental 

role? The Synoptic Gospels plausibly record that a great 

uproar accompanied Jesus ' entry into the city-- an uproar 

that cried out to him , "save us! '', "help us !'' . Having been 

called the ''son of David , 11 the "blessed one who is King, " 

could Jesus have been oblivious to how others would perceive 

him in such a scene? If Jesus had not intended to solicit 

this type of support , could he not somehow have avoided the 

"triumph" and managed a more secretive , less obtrusive 

'' entry" into Jerusalem'? In other words , Jesus ' very parti 

cipation in such a scene argues for his willingness to be 

perceived in accordance with the popular expectations . 

The Cleansing of the Temple 

This remarkable scene has engendered much of the raging 

controversy over Jesus ' actual intentions toward the high 

priests , the Temple and the Romans . Eisler emphasizes the 

f th T mple 6 Jesus, by ransacking import of Jesus ' takeover o e e 0 

the Temple , was unquestionably making trouble for the Roman 

f . · 1 Brandon, meanwhile , also as well as the Jewish of icia So 

relates t he "insurrection" mentioned in Mark (1527) and 

· ne ,,7 
) t the ''c l eansing see • Luke (23:19 , 25 o 
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Eisler's theory is cleverly conceived . The ••cleansing 

scene" is credible precisely because it depicts unusual 

open enmity of Jesus toward the establishment and the Romans ; 

it surely has an original ring to i·t . Th G e ospels , beginning 

with Mark , do such an excellent job of creating a pacifist 

Jesus that the "cleansing, " the mention of insurrection in 

the city and the fall of the tower of Siloam become all the 

more compelling . Mark (15:7) and Luke (2J:l9 ,25) mention an 

"insurrection." Persistent scholars like Eisler and Brandon 

felt compelled to ask-- what insurrection? They began to 

search for hints of an uprising in other Gospel passages . 

Could Jesus have been completely oblivious to a recorded 

"insurrection" in Jerusalem? Could he have naively wandered 

into Jerusalem coincidentally at the same time there began 

a Jewish rebellion against the Romans? Knowing the impor

tance of the Temple as a place of business and an institution 

of vital concern to the Roman government , Jesus-- as Eisler 

and Brandon plausibly allege-- must have anticipated that his 

attempt to ••cleanse" the Temple would evoke resistance . 

Surely , moreover, Jesus would not have undertaken such a 

mission alone . He had been greeted and accompanied by great 

crowds during his Triumphal Entryr surely, when he would begin 

to overturn tables in the Temple he would be met with violence , 

and the aroused people would then cause sparks to fly , with 

Roman troops and reinforcements called in to subdue the brash 

rebellion. Clearly the prospects of a full- fledged conflict 

were fully at hand , and Jesus could not have been unmindful 

of such a scenario . 
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Given the theoretical plausib1·11·ty 
of Brandon ' s 

position , how compelling , th 
erefore , are the usual objections 

to Brandon? D c t h 0 a c pole criticizes B randon ' s analysis of 
the Temple Cleansing : '' th ••• e political interpretation 
proposed by Brandon is altogether lacki·ng 8 in textual support ." 
Cullmann draws this conclusion : 

He ~Jesui} was as far removed from a revolt 
~gainst the state as from an unconditional 
inn~r . acceptance of it . Both of these 
p~s1t1ons would have been incompatible with 
his mes9sage of the good news of the kingdom 
of God . 

A.E. Harvey criticizes Brandon for making a statement indicating 

the "possibility" that Jesus wanted to gain control of the 

Temple and to depose the High Priest (Trial , p. 8~) and then 

subsequently asserting that Jes us "decided to attack the 

priestly aristocracy in the Temple " (Trial , p . 145) . 10 

But where is the critical evidence which disproves 

Jesus ' active role in the Temple Cleansing and the possibility 

of his involvement in a simultaneous insurrection of the city? 

There is a certain plausibility inherent in such a recon

struction which is impervious to essentially subjective 

disclaimers that Jesus could have ever been involved in such 

deve l opments. Surely we cannot prove Eisler ' s ·theory of a 

two - pronged attack which culminated in an initial Jewish 

takeover of the vital points of Jerusalem and an eventually 

successful Roman counterattack. But Eisler and Brandon do 

draw support ~rom the Gospel texts for their theories , and 

it must be granted that some of the passages on which they 

focus simply do not readily make sense in the context of a 
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story about a presumably peaceful man who has come to fulfill 

the law. No critic has been able to offer textual proof 

that there was no connection between an insurrection in 

Jerusalem (of which Barabbas seems an integral part) and 

Jesus' march into and takeover of the Temple. 

We know from our historical sources the seriousness of 

daily Temple life and the threat that an outsider like Jesus 

posed , or could be construed to pose , to that sacerdotal 

institution . We know that the preservation of the Temple 

cleansing scene, in spite of the obvious embarrassment it 

caused the later Church , tends to confirm the historicity 

of the Gospel account . We know that the incident would not 

have been treated lightly by the establishment , whether 

priestly or Roman . We know the mood of the Jewish people 

would have been at an agitated state during the pilgrim 

holiday. We know the volatile mood of Jews in Palestine 

during the Roman occupation. We have not seen any reason , 

other than apologetic sentiment, why Eisler ' s theory of a 

city-wide insurrection should be so easily discounted . 

Tribute Money 

Brandon finds in Jesus ' answer to the Tribute Money 

question indication of his Zealotic sympathies: Jesus , in 

Brandon ' s interpretation of the passage, ruled decisively 

against the paying of tribute, for this would be a disloyal 

act to Yahweh. Brandon confirms this interpretation by 

citing Luke 23 : 2 , wherein Jesus is accused of ''forbidding 
,,11 

us to give tribute to Caesar ••• 
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s . Perowne questions the logic of Brandon ' s 
for the Syn t• 

assertion , 
op ic Gospels clearly show Jesus commanding his 

interrogators to give the money back. 
Thus it is "rather 

odd 11 to say that J ,. esus ruled emphatically against the pay-

ment of tribute~' " (Trial, p. 67 ) . P erowne rejects Brandon ' s 
proof text (Luke 23 : 2) , for p·1 t d ' d 

i a e 1 not accept the charges 
made a gainst Jesus . 12 

D. Catchpole agrees with Perowne ' s t commen s , stating 

that •• Mark 12:17 cannot bear the wei· ght Brandon places on 
it ... 13 

a ''no 11 

o. Cullmann asserts that Jesus gave neither a ''yes" nor 

answer to the Tribute Money question . 14 

We cannot prove the legitimacy of Brandon ' s interpre

tation of the ''Render unto Caesar" response . Superficially, 

Jesus seems to be accommodating to Rome . But Brandon , 

operating on the premise that Jesus , given his historical 

context , must have sympathized with the anti- establishment, 

nationalistically inclined Jewish groups of that period, 

interprets Jesus ' words so that they will accord with the 

Zealotic ideology. Our objection to Brandon ' s exegesis of 

the Tribute IYioney is thus on methodological grounds: he 

interprets Jesus ' response in terms compatible with the 

~ priori assumption that Jesus was a nationalist sympathizer. 

This assumption is soundly criticized by Hans- Ruedi Weber, 

who accuses Brandon of this a priori reasoning in other 

relevant Gospel passages as well . 15 We would agree Brandon 

has interpreted the Tribute Money scene prejudicially in 

order to support his theory that Jesus maintained zealotic 

ideals . 
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However, Luke 23 : 2 persists as a problem despite 

Perowne ' s assertion that Pilate cleared away 1 
a 1 the charges 

against Jesus . Re:fusal to pay tribute to Caesar was indeed 

a charge levelled against Jesus . Pilate's alleged rejection 

of the charge is not immediately relevant here; what interests 

us is how this charge could have been lodged in the first 

place . The only Gospel passage that implicitly suggests 

resistance towards the payment of tribute is of course Mark 

12 : 17 f . ( Mt . 22:21 ; Lk . 20:25) . We do know that refusal 

to pay this tax was considered by Rome a criminal , political 

act . We do know Jesus is charged with encouraging the people 

to withhold Caesar ' s tribute money . We do know that Jesus is 

eventually executed for sedition. 

We are not able to determine , even if we accept Brandon ' s 

interpretation, that Jesus ' response was motivated precisely 

by Zealotic principles in particular. But we can assume by 

the later charge against Jesus in Luke that even if Jesus 

did not promulgate the opposition to the tax , he certainly 

did not encourage its payment by his enigmatic answer to the 

Pharisees. Most probably, if we accept the evidence from 

Luke against Jesus and the eventual charge of sedition on 

which Jesus is executed , we may conjecture that Jesus did 

in fact discourage the payment of tribute money to the Roman 

government . 

the 

Arming of the Disciples 

· of Luke ' s singular passage concerning What is the meaning 

arming of Jesus ' disciples (22:35- JB)? Was the passage 



chronologically misplaced?16 Did not the disciples offer 

resistance to a heavily armed party of Roman and/or Jewish 
officials?17 
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There is no denying the Gosp~l accounts mention swords 

and resistance by Jesus ' disciples . The question is : how 

much did Jesus encourage the disciples to offer resistance 

and for whose benefit was resistance offered? Many critics 

are skeptical of the militaristic interpretations of Luke 

22:J5-J8 . A. E. Harvey sarcastically asserts: "••• the 

simple reference in Luke ~to the procuring of sword.§7° 

appears to be decisive for the view that Jesus intended to 

offer armed resistance •••• 11 18 D. Catchpole first interprets 

the problematical Luke passage linguistically . 19 He then 

proceeds : 

The lack of support within the Gethsemane 
complex for Brandon 's theory is reinforced 
by the fact that none but Jesus was arrested 

The ineptitude and incompetence of the . . . . " 
arrest party , if it is true that they 
succeeded in seizing Jesus but in the dark
ness and confused fighting they failed.to 
arrest the disciples who mad~ good their 
escape" (Trial, p . 149) , defies all 
credibility. Such a suggestion is further 
damaged by the unhindered presence .of 
Peter in the neighborhood of.the high 
priest ' s house , • •• a ~appening whose 
historicity is hardly in doubt . 20 

H. E.W. Turner remarks: 

••• .["9the Luke passage i.§7 admitt~dly difficult, 
but to speak of it as Jesus ensuring th~t the 
disciples were armed to prevent a~rest is 

robably over- exegesis •••• The size and . 
P · of the arresting party cannot be admitted arming . t · f J They as evidence of the inten ion o esus •. 
were evidently taking no chances , c;uraid of 

o ular disturbances at Passover.ti~e and 
~n~ertain of the temper of the disciples . 



The .question . of Jesus "Are you come out as 
~~ainst a.thi~f? (perhaps or even probably , 

e word implied a Zealot) marks a shar 
contrast between Jesus and the Zealots . ~1 

We cannot prove Jesus d encourage his disciples to arm 
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themselves for the purpose of offering further resistance 

against the Romans and Jews of the arresting party . Though 

we feel strongly there was good indication that Jesus did 

encourage resistance in the Temple Cleansing (perhaps in 

concert with a simultaneous attack on the Roman fortress 

of Antonia), active resistance on Gethsemane would have been 

a futile gesture . We can readily believe, however, that 

Jesus ' disciples took Jesus ' statement in Luke (22: 35- 38) 

literally and did arm themselves for the purpose of pro

tecting their commander , who had already consigned himself 

to a fate of martyrdom. 

It was evident that at least one of the disciples offered 

resistance by sword as he sliced off a high priest ' s ear 

(Mk. 14: 47 ; Mt . 26 :51; Lk . 22 :50) in order to protect Jesus 

from being seized by the arresting party . This incident , 

we would think, would very likely have set off more immediate 

violence unless Jesus had been quickJy able to smooth things 

out by healing the priest 's ear (Lko 22:51)-- assuming that 

we can accept any of this episode at face value. Perhaps 

Jesus could have stayed the imminent collision of forces . 

More likely, after somehow finally convincing his disciples 

that he must fulfill his scriptural destiny , Jesus let himself 

be seized so that his disciples could escape. Why does 

Catchpole feel Brandon's theory to be so implausible? We 
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would think that indeed it was dark and confusing in Gethsemane 

that night . We would wonder about the efficiency of this 

Roman- Jewish posse , and we would be · d ·r · surprise i this ad h.Q£_ 

arresting party would not indeed be very satisfied with the 

singular capture of Jesus . It also seems plausible that 

Jesus ' passive submission, an act which was so obviously 

disappointing to hi s disciples , would explain why they finally 

"forsook him and fled " (rll1k . 14 : 50; Mt . 26:56) . As for Peter, 

was he so well-known that Catchpole can justifiably expect 

him to have been recognized on sight? Only innocent by

standers sensed he was of Jesus ' party and these people 

apparently felt no danger from the man as they did not call 

out to the proper authorities to arrest him . It is even 

possible they £inally believed his ultimate denial of Jesuso 

Catchpole asserts Peter ' s presence was "a happening whose 

historicity is hardly in doubt ." We do not accept this 

statement especially since the entire story of Peter ' s 

denial is cenfusedly intermeshed with the two meetings of 

the Sanhedrin, and may reflect a tradition of the developing 

Church. 

We do conclude that Jesus ultimately surrendered to 

the arresting party. Resi stance by violent means was no 

f h . He probably never wanted violence longer viabl e or 1m. 

to 1.t as a means of overthrowing the unrighteous but onl y resorted 

Roman and priestly establishments . However , though he 

all owed himself to be taken captive peacefully , his aims 

l ·t · 1 He knew that , with were still purposeful and po i ica • 

hope of the secular Kingdom destr oyed , he could still inspire 
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his people as a martyr who h ad fulfilled the law and fought 
valiantly for the cause of J ewish freedom . 

Jesus ' Nationalistic Involvement-- Textual Contradictions 

If we are to cite Gospel eyidence supportive of Jesus • 

being a para- Zealot, a Jewish t · na ionalist of his age , how 

are we to evaluate the many paci'fi·c and beatific sayings of 

Jesus? Surely they cannot be dismissed outright . How do 

they affect a reconstruction of Jesus and his movement in 

relation to Zealotry? W.H. C. Frend asserts : 

The political aspects of Jesus ' ministry 
are real enough , but they must not be 
overdrawn •. If ~he story of the Temptations 
means anything it means the rejection of 
the J\laccabean ideal with its call for the 
forceful overthrow of the oppressor , in 
favor of that of the suffering prophet 
ready to die for his people . The recorded 
commands of Jesus too , have little of the 
political about them •••• The "pacif ic 
Christ" of the Gospels has a weight of 
evidence to support it that it would be 
foolish to deny , 22 

We find much truth in Frend ' s statement. However , though 

Jesus rejects violence i n many parts of the Gospels , his 

oft- predicted martyrdom indicates he is willing to fulfill 

the higher Maccabean ideals of righteousness and faith in 

Yahweh and his people . In this way Jesus ' passi~ity can be 

seen in a political light . Therefore we make no attempt to 

deny or discredit the .,pacific Christ ," but we do not con

sider it necessarily exc l usive of a political portrait as 

well . J . G. Griffiths seems to concur as he admits there is 

good evidence "for the belief that Jesus differed basically 

from the Zealots in hi s r ejection of armed resistance although 

he shared with them a deep concern for the future of Israel."
23 
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We have seen above that Brandon sometimes offers flimsy 

evidence in support of his theories , J,A , Emmerton criticizes 

his interpretation of Mark 13:14 as an "oracle of zealot 

origin. •J24 0 C 11 · 1 • u mann, wh1 e admitting the existence of 

verses which link Jesus with the Zealots, cites Matthew 

(5 : J9ff . ) as an anti-Zealot text . The concepts Jesus expressed, 

such as loving enemies , not drawing one ' s sword, being faith

ful to the law, are all an "energetic rep~diation of political 

events in his divine mission, which resulted in his viewing 

Zealotism as the great diabolical temptation."2 5 

Again we admit the ample evidence of Jesus ' irenic 

"personality," but we reiterate that his anti-violent views 

did not necessarily divorce him from nationalistically-minded 

Jewish patriots or zealotic groups with whose ideals he 

often was in agreement , We cannot assume that because Jesus 

abhorred violence and preached against it that he would never 

allow himself to be associated with it in order to achieve a 

higher aim-- his lofty goal of bringing in the Kingdom of 

God during his lifetime. 

Jesus' Appeal to All Strata of Society 

Brandon particularly concentrates on the presence of 

a Zealot in Jesus' inner party of disciples . But what about 

other disciples, especially the one identified as a tax 

collector for the Romans? Was not Jesus' association with 

(Mk. 2 :14-16);
26 how tax coilectors' moreover well-known 

of his Zealotic sympathies? does this square with the theory 

D. Catchpole similarly avers : 



·~· ~Zealot ' s membership of the band of 
disciples must be seen in the context of 
~esus ' ~ppeal to all strata of society and 
in p~rticular to those repugnant to both 
Pharisees and Zealots , namely the prosti
tutes and tax collectors.27 

We comply with these critiques of Brandon ' s theory ; that 

is, we agree Jesus had a universal appeal to different 

strata of society and thus a Zealot could be attracted 
J 
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to his messianic message without necessaril~ requiring us 

to find any political implications . A. R. C. Leaney suggests 

that Brandon " ignores the possibility that the twelve were 

called away from what they had been , Does Brandon mean , 

for example , that Jesus called the other Simon to be a 

Zealot or Peter to be a 'terrorist'? 11 28 Leaney ' s point is 

well-taken . Yet if a man like Simon the Zealot were called 

for a peaceful mission would he not naturally change his 

name in favor of a less bellicose one upon initiation into 

Jesus' inner party? Simon ' s retention of his name indicates 

to us that neither he nor Jesus was concerned about the 

impression others would receive upon recognizing an avowed 

Zealot within the group of disciples , 

Confusion of Politics and Religion 

Was Jesus politically motivated in his mission to 

Jerusalem? Can we even separate politics from religion? 

s . Perowne remarks on the sentencing of Jesus: 

on the question of capital pu~ish~e~t, ~he 
question whether Jesus was a polit~cal . 
offender is irrelevant, For one.thi~g, in . 
Palestine, then as now, it is.q~ite impossible 
to separate politics from religion ; for another, 
the power of the procura~or is clear: the 
jus gladii belonged to him •• , . 29 



A. R. C. Leaney condemns Brandon who ... ignores any evidence 
which suggests that Jesus , like the Ph . arisees and other 
contemporaries. looked beyond poli.'ti· cs to God , so that 

John 18:J6, though unhistorical , does summarize the view 

of the historical Jesus ."JO 

H. E.W. Turner concludes: 

That some of the disciples were or had 
been sympathiz.ers is highly probable . 
It would not , therefore , be surprising if 
the messa~e and mission of Jesus became 
con~u~ed in popular imagination with these 
strivi~gs for independence. Any trans 
~~luation by Jesus of concepts like the 
Kingdom of God or Messiahship could hardly 
b~ exe~pt from such misunderstanding which 
might extend even to the disciples them
selves . But that Jesus was a Zealot or 
a para-Zealot with similar intentions 
though a different target , and therefore 
that he was guilty of the charges raised . 
against him is not borne out by the evidence 
taken as a whole. The theory of a Messianic 
cross- purpose, a discrepancy between the 
intention of Jesus and the popular expec 
tation , seems a preferable explanation 
covering more of the evidence . 31 
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Turner speaks of misunderstandings and the inevitable confu

sion resulting from the mixture of Zealots among Jesus' 

disciples . But why, we must ask , is there a need to apologize 

for Jesus ' association with Zeal ots? Turner admits that 

there was a religious as well as a political basis to this 

group of patriots . We can certainly agree that there is no 

factual indication that Jesus was in favor of the violent 

overthrow of the present religious and po l itical establish

ments , but we see, as opposed to Turner , that much of the 

evidence in the New Testament depicts Jesus as a zealous 

individual . His "higher righteousness," his devotion and 
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zeal for the Law , his love for his fellow human beings and 

his Jewish people are all ideals which, though expressed 

peacefully, exist side by side with Maccabean and Zealot 

goals . One can make a salient case against Jesus ' actual 

involvement with Zealot plans to overthrow the Roman govern

ment , but can one disprove as easily Jesus ' abhorrence of 

the Roman occupation and the "puppet priesthood?" We think 

not and thus we believe all the gathered evidence does bear 

out Jesus ' political and religious involvement with Zealot 

goals and ideals . 

Who was Jesus? 

We have observed many critics who deny Jesus was anything 

mo re than a "prince of peace ." Some call for the abrogation 

of Brandon ' s entire theory . D. Catchpole claims: 

Jesus was no Zealot , nor was he . close to 
the zealots . It is altoget~er 1n excess 
of the evidence to regard his movement 
and Zealotism as parallel or in sympathy 
with one another . 32 

J . J . Sullivan argues similarly : 

had little or nothing to do with 
Jesus nd the Zealots had no 
the Zealots a ••• t• 1 Gospel messageo33 bearing on the essen ia 

is M. Hengel , upon whom Brandon However , most critical 

relied heavily for the Z 1 ts He writes: origin of the ea o • 

. h discussed interpretation 
The now again m~~itical , social and re~olu
of Jesus as a P near the Zealots ••• is 
tionary who stood ided and forced inter
based upon a one-:ources and is therefore 
pretatio~ ?f t~e a historical point of 
not just1f 1e~ ~o~ 1 as ects of the 
view. Some individual rn pand of the Passion 

ts in Jerusa e t d last even 'd ed in an isola e way story ••• are consi er 



while the proclamation of Jesus as a whole 
as well as other information on the atti
tudes of Jesus are disregarded , J4 

The commentators discussed above have been severely 

critical of the scholarly theories which score Jesus as an 

active partisan in his country's fight for religious and 

political independence, Unfortunately, we believe these 

commentators have erred by viewing Jesus in just as narrow 

a stricture as the scholars whom they have criticized. We 

readily agree that the theories propounded in this thesis 
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are open to scrutiny. They have glaring weaknesses, and 

often make generalities based on mere threads of evidence . 35 

However , can those who condemn these theories deny what is 

factual, that is, that the Gospels do mention an insurrection, 

and do describe fighting and a political-Messianic proces

sion associated with Jesus and his followers? Can these 

critics deny the likelihood that Jesus was indeed convicted 

of sedition by Roman authorities? Can they maintain he 

neither offended the political nor religious establishment? 

Can they deny the possible political implications of his 

leadership of the masses? We think not and therefore we 

move now, using our best intuition, to reconstruct the 

complex motives of the man Jesus. 

# 

Conclusion 

We reject any interpretation of Jesus which designates 

him to be either a revolutionary or a defender of existing 

institutions . o. Cullmann asserts: 



J~sus ' a~titude towards wordly institu
tions , without being contradictory 
to be compl~x , because his thinking ' P~~~ 
ctheeded en36t1rely from his expectation of 

e end . 

Jesus is a complex figure - - we cannot expound on his "fire 

and sword " sayings with out regarding also hi· s peace- loving 

sentiments . Further , we are not able to prove which 
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character- - Jesus the prince of peace , or Jesus the revolu

tionary-- is more historically accurate . All we can rely 

upon is the material with which the Gospels present us and 

the most objective picture of first century C.E. Palestinian 

history as we can possibly glean from our sources . 

The Gospel portrayal is primarily concerned to demonstrate 

not that Jesus was a Zealot freedom- fighter or a prince of 

peace , but rather that he was the Messiah . On the basis of 

Gospel testimony, we can determine four other things: 

1) Jesus was partial to the poor ; 2) he challenged the 

social structure of his age ; that is , his disciples were 

composed of men , women , members of Jewish resistance move

~ents , tax collectors and Pharisees ; 3) he called for the 

end of religious self-righteousness : and 4) he knew he must 

become a martyr , "a victim of violence for the sake of both 

the oppressed and the oppressors . 1137 
From our investigation of first century C. E. Palestinian 

history , we have determined that the historical figure Jesus 

co uld hardly have been unaware of the general unrest and 

Jewish nationalistic activity which took place in Palestine 

during his lifetime . We have determined that Jesus was 
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affected by this environment and that he acted on behalf of 

his brethren-- the 1::.7/c.5) 'i/'C -- the poor and oppressed 

people of his land . We carmot determine how yiolently he 

opposed Roman sovereignty and the hypocritical sacerdotal 

aristocracy , but there are indications he took some measure 

of rebellious action against the authorities in an insurrection 

within the holy city of Jerusalem. In this messianic mission 

Jesus unquestionably failed . 

If it is historically true that Jesus chose to die as 

a martyr for his people , as a man who was devoted to the 

Kingdom of God and the salvation of Heaven , and that the 

cross was his true goal and not the secular takeover of 

Jerusalem, then he and those who retold his story certainly 

have reason to believe his mission was a great success . We 

tend to believ~ however , that Jesus resigned himself to be 

the messiah of the "world to come " only because he could not 

capture the political messiahship of the world in which he 

actually lived . Ultimately , Jesus was convicted of sedition 

and died , condemned as King of the Jews , between two lestai-

two other political prisoners . Certainly we must conclude 

that Jesus did indeed play an active role i n the development 

of Jewish nationalism in the first century C. E. 
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