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12 Heresies of Christianity
Heresy brings to mind the darkest hours of Christianity. Theological disputes,
excommunication, sometimes physical torture, even death.
Heretics have been hounded, exposed, humiliated – all because they espoused beliefs or a
way of life that opposed the official orthodoxy of the time. When we think of heretics,
our thoughts usually turn to those who are viewed as outside the mainstream of religious
thought and practice. Thoughts of cults, short lived communal and messianic movements,
and wild-eyed revolutionaries.
The history of western civilization is inextricably intertwined with the stories of those
viewed by an orthodox church as heretics. In the early 16th century, the astronomer
Galileo was condemned by the Roman Catholic church for teaching that the earth
revolved around the sun. In 1530, Galileo finished his seminal work, On the Revolutions
of the Celestial Spheres, but publication was delayed by 13 years due to ecclesiastical
opposition.
More severe was the treatment given to English reformers Hugh Latimer and Nicholas
Ridley, burned at the stake for heresy in 1555 at Oxford, England during the reign of
Queen Mary Tudor.
Or consider the earlier Spanish Inquisition of the 13th century. Reaching its zenith during
the reign of Spain’s King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, the church tried persons accused
of being heretics, that is, of revolting against religious authority. The names of witnesses
were kept secret and torture was often used to force confessions of guilt. Penalties ranged
from fines and excommunication to imprisonment for life or even burning at the stake for
incorrigible heretics.1
Not to be outdone, those who were products of the Protestant reformation also went after
their own brands of heretics. Martin Luther condemned, for example, Anabaptists as
“wretched people” who perverted the faith. By 1536, Luther had allowed for the
possibility of executing Anabaptists who disrupt the public order and refuse to stay in
banishment.
Martin Luther also recommended strong measures to deal with the Jewish population as
an “accursed people”. Luther advocated burning synagogues and Jewish schools, forcing
work, razing and destroying homes, confiscating prayer books and Talmudic writings,
forbidding rabbis to preach on pain of loss of life and limb, eliminating safe conduct on

1

Since canon law forbade the clergy to participate in bloodshed, the more severe penalties tended to be
carried out by the state.

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 1

highways for Jews, and prohibition of usury including removal of all cash and precious
metals.
Or consider John Calvin who imposed Christian rule on Geneva, Switzerland. His hand
was instrumental in the conviction and death by fire of Spanish heretic Michael Servetus
in 1553.
An articulate advocate for doctrines such as pre-destination, Calvin vigorously supported
the banishment of those who suggested alternative viewpoints. Sometimes, as with
Michael Servetus, the punishment was more extreme. In 1619, a leading proponent of the
Arminian (free will) viewpoint, Jan van Oldenbarneveldt was beheaded at the behest of
Calvinists in Holland.
Despite these excesses, westerners of the 21st century take comfort in the delusion that
these were aberrations of a medieval era – and are not reflective of the earliest Christian
church. However, the roots of heresy extend back much further to the apostolic era
immediately after Christ’s death and resurrection – if not to the life and ministry of Jesus
himself.
Heresy is neither new nor uniquely western. Even the New Testament apostle Paul
repeatedly warned against what he perceived as ill-founded teaching or heresy. One
example:
Avoid foolish arguments, genealogies, rivalries, and quarrels about the law, for
they are useless and futile. After a first and second warning, break off contact
with a heretic, realizing that such a person is perverted and sinful and stands selfcondemned.2
In both the first and subsequent centuries, the charge of heresy was hurled by Christians
at Jews and vice versa. Paul made the initial case for separating Christianity from
Judaism. After the destruction of Juduaism in 70 AD, the Sanhedrin relocated to Yavneh
and issued a condemnation of those who followed Jesus: “May the minim (heretics)
perish.”3
The 3rd Century theologian Tertullian of Carthage coined the term the “New Testament.”
And it was Tertullian who gave us this definition of heresy: “Whatever savours of
opposition to truth, this will be heresy, even (if it be an) ancient custom.”4 Tertullian
himself would go on to be separate from the orthodox church and join the Montanist sect
to wait for the imminent second coming of Christ.

2

Titus 3:9-11, NASV. While similarly described in the KJV, some bible versions use softer terminology
such as “anyone who causes such divisions” (as in the NRSV) in place of “heretic.”
3
James Carroll, Constantine’s Sword: The Church and the Jews (New York: Houghton Mifflin), 2001, p.
131.
4
Tertullian, On the Veiling of Virgins, as translated by the Rev. S. Thelwall. Tertullian would later be
branded an heretic himself for joining the Montanists – awaiting the imminent return of the Lord.
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Another 3rd century bishop named Hippolytus was a staunch defender of orthodox
Christianity against the Monarchian sect who took the view that Jesus is God the Father.
Subsequently, Hippolytus became head of an exile body and was banished to Sardinia.
And the greatest theologian between Paul and Augustine was Origen, who was expelled
from his home church in Alexandria. His Hexpla compared six translations of the Old
Testament side-by-side. Three centuries after his death, Origen was condemned for
heresy by the Fifth Ecumenical Council at Constantinople
It was the 4th century church historian Eusebius who introduced his treatise on The
History of the Christian Church with the following item as one of five principal topics to
be addressed by his book, to wit:
The names and dates of those who through a passion for innovation have
wandered as far as possible from the truth, proclaiming themselves the founts of
knowledge falsely so called while mercilessly, like savage wolves, making havoc
of Christ’s flock.5
Along with presbyter named Arius, Eusebius would have a hand in a schism that led the
Roman emperor Constantine to convene the Council of Nicaea in 325 AD to decide on
whether Jesus was God or like God or less than God. If not for the challenge, there would
be no creed around which a common view of Christian orthodoxy could coalesce.
And before the Arian controversy, it was a North African bishop named Donatus who,
for promoting the rebaptism of heretics, would be himself declared a heretic by the
emperor and the emerging Catholic church. The death knell for Donatism would sound a
century later with Saint Augustine’s dictum to “compel them to come in,” with
confiscation of property and, in some cases, death for those who would not comply. A
millennium later, Augustine’s logic would serve as justification for the Spanish
Inquisition, persecuting heretics both real and imagined.
Christianity’s Heretics
The purpose of this book is to turn our gaze back closer to home, to those who today are
considered as stalwarts of the faith. It wasn’t always so.
There was a time when those who penned what are now known as the four gospels of the
New Testament – Matthew, Luke, Mark and John – espoused ideas heretical for their
time. A time when the leaders of the early church – Paul and James – bitterly opposed
one another in a struggle for the very soul of Christianity. A time when early followers of
Jesus – Peter, Thomas and Mary – were swept aside because their views proved
unacceptable.

5

Eusebius, The History of the Church, 1.1.
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As the leaders of the apostolic church passed from the scene, others came to the fore
bringing new ideas blended in diverse ways with those of the past. And so, in the fourth
century, a Roman emperor – Constantine – accepted Christianity and effected the union
of church and state. It would be almost 1,200 years before the Constantine heresy would
be exposed by a countervailing force for the pre-emergent modern world – Martin
Luther.
The Lutheran reformation and ensuing counter-reformation have shaped the religious if
not the cultural scene of the last half millennium. And so we come full circle, back to the
one who first pushed out through the shroud of orthodoxy to paint a new if not confused
picture of the kingdom of God – none other than Jesus Christ.
If God is good, how can the world be bad? If Jesus came to “build my church,”6 why is
the resulting religion so fractured? Why has the practice of Christianity wrought both
good and evil?
If these were simple questions, the answers would have been discerned long ago. The
trail of evidence is lengthy, but through it we are led back to a simple solution. The Jesus
of history is the source of Christian heresy.
12 Heresies Summarized
This is a tale of twelve heresies of Christianity. Ideas that were revolutionary when
presented. Some survived to become orthodoxy; a few never quite reached the
mainstream of Christian thought and practice.
For a sneak preview, here they are – what we might term as the dirty dozen of
Christianity:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

6

#1 - The Heresy of Matthew: Prophecy Fulfilled
#2 - The Heresy of Mark: Dimwitted Disciples
#3 - The Heresy of Luke - Social Conscience
#4 - The Heresy of John: Personal Divinity
#5 - The Heresy of Paul: Salvation through Faith
#6 - The Heresy of James: Salvation via Works
#7 - The Heresy of Peter: Compromised Christianity
#8 - The Heresy of Thomas: Mystery & Wisdom
#9 - The Heresy of Mary: Life & Resurrection
#10 - The Heresy of Constantine: Monolithic Christianity
#11 - The Heresy of Luther: Reformation Undone
#12 - The Heresy of Jesus: Conflicted Christianity

Matthew 16:18.
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We start simple – with a users’ guide including definition of heresy. We then proceed to
move through the lives and times of twelve individuals who have reshaped history. With
each heresy, we explore the background of the person(s) involved, major themes of each
individual heresy, attitudes about and toward God, and even a few peculiarities of each of
these selected heretics of the faith.
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Users Guide to 12 Heresies of Christianity
Casual observers as well as committed believers are confronted by paradoxes of the
Christian faith. How can a loving God tolerate evil in the world? Is the Jesus who asked
that we turn the other cheek the same person who overturned tables and with a handmade
whip drove merchants out of the Jerusalem temple?
Those who challenge the orthodoxy of the day risk being labeled heretics. Yet we find
that, beginning with his own disciples, everyone had a different slant on the person and
message of the person, Jesus of Nazareth. Both during the ministry of Jesus and
subsequently, challenges to the orthodox view proved impossible to suppress.
Four gospel writers wrote to articulate distinctive points of view – for the ages. The selfappointed apostle Paul and James the brother of Jesus preached and wrote to push
diametrically opposed agendas for personal and corporate passage to the kingdom of
God.
Some, like Peter, suffer from being caught in the middle. Others, like Thomas and
perhaps Mary, suggest yet another path to spiritual enlightenment – through hidden
knowledge revealed only to the faithful and the persistent.
A Roman emperor turns three centuries of the earliest Christian experience on its head –
by commingling affairs of civil and ecclesiastical government. More than a millennium
later, a protestant challenges the marriage of church and state, only to endorse the tyranny
of a new church order over those who dared to dissent.
Each articulated a unique perspective on the person and mission of Jesus. Each viewpoint
was, for its time, heretical. Yet, with time, major parts of the message of these 12 heretics
became embedded within the mainstream of Christian thought – sometimes in surprising
ways.
Heresy Defined
Before forging ahead, the question pivotal to this discussion is: “What do we mean by
heresy?” Does one become a heretic via actions of a church body? Or does the taking of
new, previously unvoiced positions imply heresy – whether or not the heretic is
excommunicated or physically harmed at the behest of a particular church organization?
The term heresy has been defined as:
her e sy (her i se) n. , pl. -sies [[ME heresie < OFr < L haeresis , school of
thought, sect, in LL(Ec), heresy < Gr hairesis , a taking, selection, school, sect, in
LGr(Ec), heresy < hairein , to take]] 1 a) a religious belief opposed to the
orthodox doctrines of a church; esp., such a belief specifically denounced by the
church b) the rejection of a belief that is a part of church dogma 2 any opinion
12 Heresies of Christianity
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(in philosophy, politics, etc.) opposed to official or established views or doctrines
3 the holding of any such belief or opinion 7
It is instructive to go back to the original Greek meaning of the word. In the Greek,
“heresy” or “hairesis” means “choice, opinion, sentiment.”8 So in naming heretics, the
orthodox church essentially has labeled as heretical those persons (or movements) who
make the wrong choice.
With any of these definitions, one need not be burned at the stake to be identified as a
heretic. The key to this presentation is simply the definition of heresy as “any opposed to
official or established views or doctrines.” Heretics question orthodoxy but remain loyal
to the institution(s) of their faith. By comparison, apostates travel a step beyond heresy –
by renouncing their faith and its institutions.9
With this definition, Matthew was a heretic because he set out to prove Jesus as the
Messiah in opposition to the Jewish religious leadership of the first century. Centuries
later, Martin Luther would be branded a heretic for daring to stand up to papal authority
of the middle ages.
New Testament Precedent
While heretics were never pursued with the same vigor in apostolic as in later medieval
times, early precedent for what was to follow can be found in the New Testament itself.
The term “heresy” (or its plural “heresies”) is found four times and the term “heretic”
once in the King James (KJV) version of the New Testament, four times in statements
attributed to Paul the apostle and once in an epistle attributed to St. Peter:
Paul, upon being charged by the high priest Ananias before the Roman governor
Festus, offers this statement as part of his defense: “But this I confess unto thee,
that after the way which they call heresy, so worship I the God of my fathers,
believing all things which are written in the law and in the prophets…”10

7

Excerpted from Compton's Interactive Encyclopedia. Copyright (c) 1994, 1995 Compton's NewMedia,
Inc. All Rights Reserved.

8

Robert Yound, Analytical Concordance to the Bible, (New York: Funk & Wagnells Company).
In the somewhat different context of defending Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution, Aldous Huxley
drew a similar distinction between heresy and apostasy, noting: “A heretic is someone who sees a truth that
contradicts the conventional wisdom of the institution – and remains loyal to both entities, to the institution
and the new truth. Heretics are not apostates; they don’t want to leave the ‘church.’ Instead they want the
church to change, to meet the truths they have seen halfway.” As quoted by Art Kleiner, The Age of
Heretics: Heroes, Outlaws, and the Forerunners of Corporate Change (New York: Currency Books),
1996.
10
Acts 24:14 (KJV). Other translations such as the NKJV use the term “sect” instead of “heresy.”
9
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Writing to the Corinthians, Paul proclaims: “…I hear that there be divisions
among you; and I partly believe it. For there must be also heresies among you,
that they which are approved may be made manifest among you.”11
Writing to the Galatians, Paul is most direct in condemning: “works of the flesh
are manifest, which are these; adultery, fornication, uncleanness, lasciviousness,
idolatry, witchcraft, hatred, variance, emulations, wrath, strife, seditions, heresies,
envyings, murders, drunkenness, revellings, and such like: of the which I tell you
before, as I have also told you in time past, that they which do such things shall
not inherit the kingdom of God.”12
And writing to Titus, Paul comments: “A man that is an heretick (sic) after the
first and second admonition reject; Knowing that he that is such is subverted, and
sinneth, being condemned of himself.”13
The epistle attributed to St. Peter contains a similarly strident condemnation of
heresy: “But there were false prophets also among the people, even as there shall
be false teachers among you, who privily shall bring in damnable heresies, even
denying the Lord that brought them, and bring upon themselves swift
destruction.”14
In defending Christianity to Jewish and Roman rulers, Paul acknowledges that his own
beliefs might be considered heresy. Heretical but defensible. Clearly, Paul is less
charitable towards those who would deviate from early Christian dogma as defined, for
example, by his epistles.
Our modern era evinces much less comfort in even raising the term “heresy.” For
example, the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) finds a different term for each of
the five KJV uses of “heresy” or “heretic” noted above:
•
•
•
•
•

Paul’s defensive KJV term heresy is changed by the NRSV to describing “the
Way” as a sect.
To the Corinthians, heresies are labeled as “factions”.
Similarly, the operative term in writing to the Galatians becomes “factions.”
Paul’s admonition to Titus is directed to “anyone who causes divisions.”
St. Peter’s condemnation of damnable heresies is altered to “destructive
opinions.”

The approach we have taken is to highlight the controversies stemming from the time of
Jesus through the early Christian church to the modern era. The approach is not to

11

I Corinthians 11:18-19.
Galatians 5:19-21.
13
Titus 3:10-11.
14
II Peter 2:1. All of the above citations are from the KJV.
12
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smooth over the issue, not to re-label the term “heresy” as something that might be more
innocuous to modern ears.
For two millennia, Christianity also has been unduly constrained by the notion that there
must be just one way to truth, to enlightenment, to salvation. An in this modern era, the
Christian movement suffers further from the willingness to smooth over sharp differences
in spiritual interpretation and experience.
Those who read Twelve Heresies of Christianity may be tempted to conclude that we
have overblown the differences. That we have “made mountains out of molehills.” In
truth, we have attempted to diligently adhere to the texts available, evidenced by
extensive footnoting with references to source documents.
However, if we have erred, it has been on the side of revealing tension, disagreement,
controversy – as it appears. The evidence available has been watered down for too long.
So, for this once, let’s accentuate the distinctions, the unpleasantness – and then see what
might be learned. And how it might apply to revitalizing the bedrock of Christian faith
and experience.
Questions of Christian Heretics
Either or both of two questions are also addressed by all of the 12 heretics profiled:
•
•

Who is God?
How is God experienced?

At first glance, it may appear that the first question is the wrong question. Would not this
exploration more appropriately be focused on the question: Who is Jesus?
The answer is both yes and no. Yes, we are interested in the identity of Jesus – as
interpreted uniquely by each of 12 heretics of Christianity.
But, there is a more fundamental issue lurking in the background. The disputes of the last
two millennia are not just about Jesus. They are about the very nature of God. Questions
like:
•
•
•

Is God truly one, three personalities in one, or multiple personalities?
Is Jesus God, divinely appointed by God, or simply human with a personal sense
of divine mission?
Who or what is the Holy Spirit?

The importance of the issue of who God is can be clearly demonstrated by the virtual
cottage industry – of denominations, factions within denominations and sects – that has
played out across the landscape of Christendom over a period of about twenty centuries.
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Of the gospel writers, John was the one where the divinity of God the Father and Son
became intertwined. This is the gospel in which Jesus flatly states: “The father and I are
one.”
Despite declarations such as this, the debate over the nature and identity of God has raged
down through the centuries. The first Roman emperor who converted to Christianity,
Constantine, took action to condemn Arians who argued that Jesus was begotten of and
subordinate to the father, rather than existent from time eternal.
More than a millennium later, it was Martin Luther who dared to claim that God is a
being of grace rather than primarily a judge of human performance. The result of this
claim was centuries of warfare enveloping Europe and reaching beyond to the postindustrial age of globalization in the 21st century.
Immediately following the first question is a second: How is God experienced? It is not
enough simply to know who God is; as humans, we reach toward encounter with the
divine.
As with the first question, our 12 heretics take widely varying routes to addressing this
second question of experiencing God. Matthew depicts this God acting through Jesus as
an earthly king or Messiah – savior of his people. Mark depicts God as a skeptic, Luke as
a social service worker, John as intimate with rich and poor, saintly and sinful.
Paul paints a picture of reaching toward God through faith while and James reveals a
portrait of God pleased via performance. Thomas and Mary portray an experience of
mystery – albeit with strikingly different perspectives of a male versus female
experience.
A central thesis of the 12 heresies of Christianity is that these two questions have been
answered in 12 distinctively unique ways. However, the answers, while often in apparent
conflict, actually converge to yield a diverse and rich faith.
Central Questions of Christianity & Perspectives Offered
Perspective of:
Matthew
Mark
Luke
John
Paul
Peter
James
Thomas
Mary
Constantine
Luther
Jesus

Who is God?
Interactive with humanity
Bearer of “good news”
Merciful
Distant
Power & mystery
One who interacts
God of ancestors & creator of trinity
Imperial ruler
Rational
King, judge & one with Son
Grace
Unclear (depends on the gospel)

12 Heresies of Christianity
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How is God Experienced?
“God with us”
As “Abba” (daddy)
Via intermediaries
Mediated by Jesus
As joint heirs
Drawing near to neighbor as to God
Fear with strength for believers
From self knowledge & persecution
Intimacy (with women)
Through vision & in fear
Anger & vengeance
With familiarity
© jesustheheresy.com
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This more complicated and complete faith offers a path to the divine filled both with
jolting surprises and unexpected treasures. An opportunity to share in the kingdom now
and in the world to come.
Genesis of the Gospel
Before getting started, it is perhaps useful to take care of one other item of business –
understanding how these accounts of Christian heresy reach us. Particular emphasis is on
the time period up to about the century of Constantine – when Christianity became the
religion of the state.
There are two questions important to understand:
•
•

Are the works attributed to various early Christian writers authentic?
How were the books admitted to the New Testament canon selected?

The first three of the New Testament gospels – Matthew, Mark and Luke – are termed the
synoptic gospels, meaning that they appear to be rooted in similar sources, provide a
number of parallel accounts and often (though not always) take a common view. John’s
gospel stands apart, with more accounts unique to this New Testament gospel alone. In
addition, there are a number of gospel accounts that were not accepted within the
orthodox canon, but nonetheless appear to have early dates and offer accounts of the life,
teachings and/or actions of Jesus of Nazareth.
History of the Gospel: Here we use the term gospel (as “good news”) in its broadest
context. Our interest is in ascertaining when and how accounts of the life and teachings
of Jesus came to be.
Unfortunately, many of the details are shrouded in the mystery of history. There is
certainly less to know than one would like. For example, despite competing theories,
there is no empirically verifiable documentation as to which of the four gospels was
written first.
The earliest known Christian manuscripts were written on papyrus. Virtually all of the
early papyrus and parchment documents (pre 500 AD) have been found in Egypt. All
together, there are only perhaps six extensively preserved papyrus documents that predate
AD 300.
There are virtually no known manuscripts of the New Testament (or even significant
portions) that predate the period prior to 200 AD. Interestingly, the earliest known
manuscript of a “near complete” gospel is that of John, a papyrus (known as P66) dating
to the early 200 AD period. A text covering the Pauline epistles from Romans to
Hebrews also dates to this same time period.
There is an even earlier papyrus fragment of John (known as P52 covering chapter 18,
verses 31-33, 37-38) that dates to the period of about AD 125. This is generally
recognized as the oldest manuscript source for any portion of the New Testament – an
12 Heresies of Christianity
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interesting twist since John is viewed by many scholars as being the last of the four
canonical gospels to be written.15
Other papyrus documents for Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, Acts and the Apocalypse
(Revelation) date to the AD 250 period. Manuscripts of Greek portions of the heretical
Gospel of Thomas date to pre-200.16
After about 300 AD there are a variety of more complete New Testament manuscripts
preserved on parchment. The Codex Vaticanus dates to perhaps as early as 300 AD, the
Codex Sinaiticus to about 350 and the Codex Alexandrinus to a similar period extending
perhaps to 400 AD.
Of the three, the Codex Sinaiticus (which currently resides in the British Museum) is the
most complete. This manuscript contains all 27 books of the current New Testament plus
The Epistle of Barnabas and the Shepherd of Hermas.
Other evidence for the early dating of New Testament writings comes from the patriarchs
of the second and third centuries. For example, Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons (now in
France) was martyred about 180. He was a student of Polycarp, who reputedly had been a
disciple of John the apostle. Extant writings of Irenaeus include quotes and references to
Matthew, Mark, Luke, Acts, I Corinthians, I Peter, Hebrews and Titus.
Other second and third century patriarchs who referred to writings of the New Testament
and other works include Ignatius, Polycarp, Marcion, Valentius, Justin Martyr, Clement,
Tertullian, and Origen.
Canonization of the New Testament: We now come to the more difficult but critically
important question of how and why some writings were canonized and some were not.
As early as the first century, there is direct reference to the notion that some post-Jesus
writings could be viewed as “scripture,” from a source reputed to be no less prestigious
than St. Peter himself. In the second epistle of the Petrine tradition, there is this
concluding note:
So also our beloved brother Paul wrote to you according to the wisdom given
him, speaking of this (being at peace) as he does in all his letters. There are some
things in them that are hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist
to their own destruction, as they do the other scriptures.”17

15

A minority of scholars view some fragmentary papryii as being more dated. For example, the Magdalen
Papyrus (with portions of Matthew) has been dated as early as AD 66. Portions of the Dead Sea scrolls
with references to Mark 6:52-53 and I Timothy 3:16-4:3 are dated prior to 68 AD. Other fragments that
may have early dates include the Barcelona Papyrus (portions of Matthew) and Paris Papyrus (two verses
of Luke).
16
From The Nag Hammadi Library, James M. Robinson (General Editor), c1978.
17
II Peter 3:15-16.
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Befitting Peter’s description of Paul, there is this somewhat more ambiguous statement in
Paul’s epistle to Timothy:
… From childhood you have known the sacred writings that are able to instruct
you for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All scripture is inspired by God
and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in
righteousness, so that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, equipped
for every good work.18
The text is unclear as to whether the “sacred writings” merely comprise the Hebrew
scriptures (or Old Testament) as a means to lead one to Christ, or whether such scriptures
are explicitly about Jesus. If the latter, Paul would be implying that there were already
apostolic writings that should be considered as inspired and sacred.
Despite these early apostolic clues, determination of an official list of accepted New
Testament scripture generally was not an early phenomenon.19 With the death of the
apostles, the notion of a canon of authentic, inspired writings did not come back into
vogue until about the middle of the second century.
Two primary reasons emerged for the formation of a definitive New Testament canon.
First, as the church moved from the 1st to the 2nd century, it became obvious that the oral
tradition concerning Jesus and the work of the apostles was ending; the original witnesses
were dying.
Second, a number of sects and heresies had emerged, each laying claim to the correct
interpretation of the Gospel. Of particular note were the debates that “Catholic” churches
had with those heretics labeled as Gnostics and Marcionites.
With the debate came the need to establish a norm of accepted writings, i.e. the norm or
canon. It was in this process that writings such as the Gospel of Thomas were widely
criticized by those who viewed themselves as orthodox, with these works eventually
fading from circulation.
The earliest evidence of a proposed New Testament canon is associated with Marcion,
who was perhaps the leading proponent of an alternative to orthodox Christianity in the
2nd century.20

18

II Timothy 3:15-17.
Even the notion of a definite Old Testament canon was not quick in coming. Perhaps the first definite
picture of an Old Testament canon is provided by the Jewish historian Josephus in Against Apion, written
c. 94-96. Josephus identified 22 books as “rightly given credence.” The current Old Testament has 39
books. There is considerable evidence that the Jewish tradition provided more flexibility for the OT canon
than western Christians.
20
Later branded as a heretic, Marcion believed the God of the Hebrews (Old Testament) was contemptible
and not the same God as that of Christianity.
19
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It essentially took the threat of renegade teachings – Marcionism and Gnosticism – to
force Irenaeus and the more orthodox church to begin the determination of which
writings were to be accepted as authoritative versus spurious. Irenaeus was the first
writer to explicitly identify the four gospels of Matthew and John (as apostles) and Mark
and Luke (as disciples of apostles) as accepted. Irenaeus also accepted the 13 Pauline
letters.
The gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke are termed the synoptic gospels. They recount
many of the same events and may well draw from similar sources.21
The first part of the New Testament to gain general acceptance throughout a wide range
of churches was a collection of the letters of Paul, in circulation before the end of the 1st
century. The four Gospels were widely regarded as canonical by the end of the 2nd
century, although John’s gospel was questioned by some because of its link to
Gnosticism.22
The canonical value of the remaining New Testament books was more slowly received.
An early Roman version of a canon appears to have been accepted around 200. This
Muratorian fragment indicates that the four Gospels, Acts and Pauline epistles were no
longer open to challenge; some of the other minor epistles were still the subject of
discussion.23
By the late second century, efforts were intensified to compile the list of documents that
should serve as the basis for authoritative Christian teaching. There was some emerging
consensus around a nucleus of writings that most seemed to accept – the four gospels, a
number (in the range of 10-13) Pauline epistles, perhaps I Peter and I John and
Revelation. Many writers continued to use what are now termed as apocryphal books and
oral traditions.
Perhaps the greatest theologian of early Christianity prior to Augustine was Origen. He
appears to have divided early Christian writings into three categories: (a) those widely
accepted, (b) books questioned or accepted with reservations, and (c) those rejected.
Books currently in the New Testament but lacking early and continuous attestation
included James, II Peter, II and III John.
Following in the footsteps of Origen (and likely inheriting his library) was the first
church historian, Eusebius of Caesarea. In 325, Eusebius compilation listed most of the
present canon but left a few books on the list as disputed.

21

Current scholarship suggests that Matthew and Luke may draw from a sayings gospel and that all three
synoptics draw from a common narrative – with Mark often suggested as the earliest to be written.
22
The authorship of John’s gospel was attributed some to the Judeo-Christian Gnostic, Cerinthus.
23
The Apocalypses of John and Peter were accepted as well as the Wisdom of Solomon. The supposedly
Marcionite “Pauline” epistles to the Laodiceans and Alexandrians were rejected. The Shepherd of Hermas
might be read (but not in church). There is no mention of Hebrews or I/II Peter.
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Among those eventual New Testament works that Eusebius considered disputed were the
epistles of James and Jude, II Peter, II and III John.24 He may (or may not) have accepted
Revelation; he was uncomfortable with the apocalyptic message because he felt
redemption had been realized in the Roman emperor Constantine’s conversion to
Christianity.
In 367 Athanasius, the bishop of Alexandria, Egypt made an updated canonical list of all
the presently accepted New Testament books. The festal letter of Athanasius (367) is
believed by some to have fixed the canon in the East. A fierce supporter of Constantine’s
Nicene Creed, Athanasius is the first to list all 27 books of the current New Testament,
including the much-disputed Revelation.25
While not having the effect of full Catholic authority, the Third Synod of Carthage (397)
nonetheless is widely viewed as having fixed the canon in the west for the Roman church
(under the influence of Augustine).26 Still, controversy over the Book of Revelation and
some of the so-called Catholic Epistles lasted for at least an ensuing two centuries.
Many of the disputes over the canon fell along an east-west schism. In the eastern Greek
speaking parts of the world and Egypt, there was nearly universal opposition to
apocalyptic writings prior to about the fourth century (when western influence prevailed).
In the West, writings rejected included the more Jewish writings of Hebrews and James.
Hebrews was questioned in the West because of the uncertainty of authorship (nonPauline?) and the book’s emphasis on a harsh penitential system of justice. James was
disputed or viewed by some as of lesser authority, in part, because of antipathy toward
James’ more Jewish form of Christianity.
James was questioned from at least the second century by theologians such as Origen and
Eusebius. This also occurred because of James’ leanings toward Judaism and emphasis
on salvation through works over faith.
Jude along with II Peter, for example, was regarded by the Bodmer papyri (of early third
century) as edifying but not necessarily authoritative. Jude eventually came to be
accepted for reasons not entirely clear – but they may have included this epistle’s strident
advocacy of traditions and condemnation of heretics.

24

Writings considered by Eusebius to be spurious included the Acts of Paul, Shepherd of Hermas,
Apocalypse of Peter, epistle of Barnabas, and Teaching of the Apostles. Writings viewed as heretical
included those put forward in the name of the apostles, such as the gospels of Peter, Thomas and Matthias,
Acts of Andrew and John.
25
While Athanasius was an extremely influential figure in the post-Constantine era, his letter would not
bind even the eastern church.
26
The synods of Carthage (and Hippo) should not be viewed as far reaching decisions of ecumenical
councils, but as decisions affecting only the local sees in which the action was taken.
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II Peter was a concern because it may have introduced too many Greek elements into
Christian thinking. This epistle may have finally been included in large part because the
author identifies himself as also being the author of I Peter.
And the consistency of the style in II-III John with that of I John may have proved
decisive in the eventual move toward inclusion of these epistles.
The authenticity and message of Revelation continued as the most widely disputed of the
New Testament books long beyond the supposed closing of the canon. Revelation was
problematic both because of its disputed authorship (the disciple versus a later church
leader) and its apocalyptic message (most rejected by the church in the East).
Over the course of approximately three centuries, a series of criteria or tests were applied
by the orthodox church to determine which books belonged to a New Testament canon.
These tests were essentially three-fold: (a) authorship attributable to apostles or some
other person of the founding generation whose testimony was believed to coincide with
that of the apostles; (b) acceptance and regular usage by orthodox churches and Christian
writers; and (c) written in the apostolic age, essentially being viewed as inspired
“scripture” as with Old Testament books.27
In the end, the canonized New Testament essentially represents most of the “significant
streams of tradition in primitive Christianity, though it excluded works which were
explicitly gnostic.”28 Unfortunately, none of these original Bible manuscripts exist today.
Rather, the texts that are now in the Bible represent copies of copies that were handed
down in a variety of translations over many generations.29
While doubts regarding the scriptural authenticity of some New Testament books have
continued unabated well beyond the period of canonization, the canon remains
unchanged. A pattern of conservatism has triumphed – despite the periodic objections of
reformers, even Martin Luther. And while not intended by Luther, this sense of
conservatism has come at the expense of a more diverse, eclectic base of potential
spiritual understanding.
An Incomplete Gospel: Two summary observations can be made from this review of the
questions we have posed regarding the genesis of the Gospel:
•

The actual dating of the New Testament remains shrouded in mystery. The lack of
complete manuscripts dating earlier than third century and even partial
manuscripts earlier than 125 AD leaves open the possibility that what we read

27

An example of this canonization formulation is provided by Robert M. Grant, The Formation of the New
Testament, 1965, p. 9.
28
Williston Wallace, et al, A History of the Christian Church, Fourth Edition.
29
The most famous version of the Old Testament is a Greek translation, the Septuagint, made at
Alexandria by about 70 Jewish scholars beginning in the 3rd century BC. Another famous ancient
translation, including both testaments, is the Latin Vulgate (common or vernacular) made by St. Jerome in
about AD 400.
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•

today is not what was originally written. However, there is generally relatively
strong correspondence between the texts that are available – even when translated
from different languages.
The process of deciding the New Testament canon was not tidy and is not
necessarily over. Selections of works to be included were made for reasons both
spiritual and political. As new manuscript discoveries and research findings are
unveiled, there is no inherent reason not to acknowledge the controversies of the
past and not to question the canon as now received.

Clearly, there is some circular reasoning involved in the determination of which books
were included in what we today know as the New Testament canon. Christian faith and
doctrine is supposed to be based on truth as received from accepted writings. However,
the decision as to what works would be accepted driven by what was viewed as orthodox
doctrine. As one Christian scholar writes, the concept of the orthodox leaders “… about
what was or was not apostolic seems to have been based on the general idea that, since
they themselves were maintaining the apostolic faith, whatever was not in harmony with
their understanding of it cannot have been apostolic.”30
Sources of Heresy: For this review, we have drawn from non-canonical works as well as
the now accepted New Testament canon. Within the canon, preference is given to
documents for which there is both greater historical attestation and modern critical
support.
While there is substantial scholarly discussion today about the authorship of the four
gospels, they are generally acknowledged as representing accounts that can be traced to
the first century. There is strong critical support for Pauline authorship of epistles to the
Romans, Corinthians and Galatians. These also provide the clearest explication of Paul’s
theology of salvation. Scholarly support as to actual authorship of other so-called Pauline
epistles is more divided. Consequently, this discussion of 12 Heresies places primary
emphasis on Romans, Corinthians and Galatians.
While both authorship and canonicity of James and the Petrine epistles have been
debated, these are the only writings attributed to pivotal figures (and heretics) of the first
century church. Even if James and/or Peter were not the actual authors of these epistles,
they can be viewed as representing viewpoints of those who may have been followers of
these two patriarchs of the early church.
In this research, we have not devoted significant attention to the New Testament books of
Hebrews and Revelation. Authorship of Hebrews is essentially unknown, that of
Revelation is disputed. The canonicity of both has been questioned through the centuries.
And while Jude is interesting (and attributed to the brother of Jesus), the letter is simply
too short to extract much in the way of a coherent theological viewpoint.

30

Robert M. Grant, op. cit., p. 184.
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In the best tradition of Christian heresy, our research has not been confined simply to
writings adopted into the New Christian canon. Two non-canonical sources stand out –
both for the people they represent and the perspective on Jesus that is provided. These are
the non-canonical and long-lost gospels of Thomas and Mary.
Limitations & Qualifications
Several caveats are important to note at the outset. One refers to authorship of early
Christian writings; a second explains the citation process used throughout this discussion
of twelve heresies. We have been conservative in our use of notations. And this
document is qualified by the on-going nature of the research and interpretation.
Authorship of Early Christian Writings: For some readers, it may be difficult to read
these 12 heresies as representing the actual viewpoints of the people to whom they are
commonly attributed. This is because actual authorship of many of the works cited is not
universally accepted.
For example, if Peter the apostle did not actually write I and II Peter of the New
Testament, how can it be acceptable to describe the views presented in these two epistles
as truly Petrine?
As noted, the approach taken in this heretical review is essentially conservative in nature.
Unlike some modern scholars who challenge authorship without clear evidence, the
viewpoint reflected herein is that written material should most logically be viewed as the
work of the author to whom it is commonly ascribed – whether by direct attribution or by
tradition dating to the early patriarchs.
Despite this assertion, there is the chance that one or more of the heretical works cited
may have been written by a person other than the commonly identified author. However,
even in this case, the most likely alternative is that the pseudonymous author is connected
with a school of thought indicative of the person to whom authorship is attributed.
In other words, even if Peter did not write II Peter, the actual author was most likely
reflecting a viewpoint believed to be Petrine in nature. If Paul did not really write I
Timothy, the book was likely written either by a scribe (taking dictation) or by an ardent
follower of the Pauline tradition. And so on.
Citations: Extensive use of citations from the canonical New Testament and noncanonical gospels are made throughout this presentation. Extensive use of footnotes is
also provided, for purposes of citing a reference and/or providing additional detail.
Except where noted otherwise, the quotations for canonical text of the New Testament
are from the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV). Quotations for non-canonical
gospel texts cited generally are from the Scholars Version (SV).
Italicization occurs for either of two reasons: (a) citation of a non-biblical text; and (b) to
provide emphasis for a key point of the discussion. Words italicized for emphasis reflect
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the perspective of this author only, and are not to be construed as part of any other text
unless so noted.
Generous footnoting reflects our interest in clear documentation and ready referral for the
material provided with these 12 heresies. Footnotes typically are indicated for original
source documents and as more detailed, explanatory text. While footnotes are from
sources generally deemed to be reliable, not all have been fully researched and verified
by this author.
Notations: Recent scholarly and theological works have changed some terminology, but
this work generally applies the more familiar conventions of:
•
•

BC (before Christ) as describing the period before Christ in place of the more
contemporary BCE (before common era).
AD (anno domini) as describing the period from Christ rather than the more
contemporary terminology of CE (common era).

In many places throughout 12 Heresies, the term Hebrew Scriptures is used in place of
the more conventional term Old Testament (OT). This is because the use of OT is viewed
by some as pejorative toward those of Jewish faith.
A variety of bracketing notes are used with some historical references, particularly noncanonical writings that remain fragmentary in nature:
•

<>

•

[]

•
•

[…]
()

indicating a subject, object or other element implied by the original
language and supplied by the translator.
for words that have been restored from a lacuna or emended from an
apparent scribal error.31
as a lacuna or gap in a manuscript that can not be satisfactorily restored.
applied in the normal sense for parenthetical remarks.

Unless noted otherwise, quotations from the Old and New Testaments use the New
Revised Standard Version (NRSV). Quotations from the non-canonical gospels are from
the Scholars Version (SV). Other versions cited on occasion include the New King James
(NKJV) and New International Version (NIV).
Limitations: These 12 Heresies of Christianity represent a work in progress. Information
has been obtained from sources generally deemed to be reliable. However, neither the
accuracy of the source text nor our citation is guaranteed.
Comments, questions, clarifications and corrections submitted to the author are
appreciated. We reserve the right to make corrections or revisions and provide updated
material without notice.

31

A lacuna is a gap or missing part in a manuscript.
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No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner whatsoever unless written
permission is first secured from the author and jesustheheresy.com. An exception is made
for brief quotations provided that this document and the author are clearly cited as the
source for the information referenced. Individuals purchasing electronic copies are
authorized to print no more than one copy for their own personal or professional use;
further reproduction is not authorized.
Heresies Organized
Each of the twelve heresies is organized to cover a similar set of topics:
•
•
•
•

•

Introduction – background of the writing, dating, authorship, traditions of the
author.
The central heresy – and variations.
Personal views of God’s nature – who God is and how the divine is experienced.
Heretical peculiarities – both personal and theological oddities that deepen our
understanding of the primary heresy, also including a discussion of the
personality’s acceptance over time.
The heretic and heresy summarized – for better and for worse.

Supplemental information is provided at the conclusion of some chapters for additional
reference.
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#1 - The Heresy of Matthew: Prophecy Fulfilled
“Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel.”
– Matthew 1:23, quoted from Isaiah 7:14 (Septuagint).

Heresies come in many forms. As lead-off gospel to the New Testament, Matthew’s may
seem the most innocuous – at least from today’s vantage point. But in first century
Palestine, Matthew’s gospel ran head-on into the views of the then religious
establishment – of Judaism.
Most scholars agree that Matthew addressed his gospel to a primarily Jewish audience.
His purpose was to explain Jesus life and message in a way that resonated with the
intended audience. The life, death, and resurrection of one Jesus of Nazareth would be
explainable only as a fulfillment of Jewish prophecy.32
Jesus had been condemned to die because the Sanhedrin believed he was claiming to be
the Messiah. The high priest tore his clothing and proclaimed: “He has blasphemed!” The
others present answered: “He deserves death.” Then they proceeded to slap him, saying:
“Prophesy to us, you Messiah! Who is it that struck you?”33
So Matthew writes an account of the life of Jesus directly to confront a religious and
national leadership that had been directly responsible for his death.
Matthew’s purpose of prophecy fulfilled is made clear right at the outset. The author
begins the gospel story this way:
“An account of the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah, the son of David, the son of
Abraham.”34
The prime thesis of Matthew’s gospel is that Jesus is not a blasphemer intent on
overthrowing Judaism. Rather, Jesus represents the fulfillment of both the “law and the
prophets.”
How does Matthew go about building this case?
•
•

First, by linking Jesus through a detailed genealogy traced back to King David
and the patriarch Abraham.
Second, by repeated references to prophecies of Hebrew scripture that Matthew
claims Jesus has now fulfilled.

32

A wide variety of authors have been quick to note Matthew’s interest in prophecy. An example is Robert
M. Grant, writing in The Formation of the New Testament, First Edition, 1965: “…the evangelist Matthew
depicts important events in the life of Jesus as taking place so that particular prophesies, carefully quoted,
might be fulfilled.” (p13)
33
Excerpted from Matthew 26:65-68.
34
Matthew 1:1.
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•
•

Third, by showing that Jesus intended to fulfill rather than supplant Jewish Torah
law.
Fourth, by identifying Jesus – from start to finish – as the long-awaited Messiah.

These four themes permeate Matthew’s gospel. But, in the zeal to make his case,
Matthew reaches far – perhaps overreaches.
In effect, the opposing case can be made that Matthew has bent and twisted Hebrew
Scripture (of the Old Testament) to fit the life of Jesus. When necessary, prophecies
made for clearly different purposes are forced to complement Matthew’s conception of
the Jesus mission.
More on this subject is yet to come. But first, we turn to a brief review of what is known
and not known about the author, the time when this gospel was written, and the audience.
Background of Matthew the Gospel
While Matthew appears to be addressed to a Jewish audience, all of the currently known
early versions of this gospel were written in Greek. Some early traditions reference a
document that may have been written in a Hebrew dialect. Though scholars feel that the
work contains at least some Semitic (Hebrew or Aramaic) language influence, today the
Greek version Matthew generally is not viewed as a translation.
However, this was not necessarily the early church view. As one of the leading
authorities of the second century church (about 150 AD), Papias proclaimed that
“Matthew organized the sayings in the Hebrew language, but everyone has translated
them as best he could.”35 Similarly the third century theologian Origen states that
Matthew was written in Aramaic for a Jewish audience.36
Papias also described Matthew as the first gospel to be written, a view similarly held by
Irenaeus of the late second century and Origen of the third century. In contrast, modern
scholarly opinion more often centers on Mark as first of the gospel accounts.
Gospel Dating: As with the other gospels, there is no clear consensus as to where or
when Matthew was written. By tradition, Matthew is often viewed to have originated
perhaps in Syria.

35

A twentieth century commentator, Robert M. Grant, The Formation of the New Testament, Fourth
Edition, 1965, has this to say (at p. 71) of the statement of Papias: “This enigmatic sentence (1) refers not
to saying of Jesus (logoi) but to Old testament predictions (logia) and (2) suggests that various Greek
writings similar to one another and probably ascribed to Matthew are in circulation...” The author goes on
to indicated that one of these other writings may be the Gospel of the Hebrews.
36
Origen, Commentary on Matthew, as cited by Eusebius, The History of the Church, 6.25.
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Dates for composition of this gospel that have been suggested range from the early 50s to
a time as late as 80-90 AD, The Bishop Ignatius provides the first documented example
of a person who appears to have cited Matthean passages as early as 110 AD.
Modern scholars including more liberal theologians are more likely to posit a date for the
composition of Matthew’s gospel that is post-70 AD – when Jerusalem was destroyed by
Rome. This is due largely to references within the book suggesting that the author knew
about the destruction of Jerusalem.37 Also noted is that the Pharisees are clearly described
in Matthew as Jesus’ main opponents – even though this Jewish religious sect supposedly
did not achieve ascendancy until after destruction of the Temple.38
More fundamental theologians typically tend toward a pre-70 date of composition. Also
noted is that the first century Jewish historian Josephus independently indicates that
Pharisees were a leading influence prior to Temple destruction.
The fundamentalist position appears to be further supported, at least in part, by available
archaeological evidence. The oldest known manuscript of a portion of Matthew is the
Magdelen Papyrus (P46).39 It has been dated as before 66 AD.
Authorship: Answers to the question of who wrote Matthew also tend to split along
theological lines. More fundamental theologians note that early church patriarchs were
virtually unanimous in holding that Matthew, one of the 12 disciples, was the author of
this Gospel.40 Since at least the time of second century Christian leader Irenaeus, the first
gospel has been ascribed to the apostle Matthew.
If Papias is correct in asserting that “Matthew compiled the Sayings in the Aramaic
language,” one could surmise that there is an early version of Matthew predating predates
the earliest currently available and extant manuscripts in Greek.
Fourth century historian Eusebius wrote that:
Matthew had begun by preaching to Hebrews; and when he made up his mind to
go to others too, he committed his own gospel to writing in his native tongue, so
that for those with whom he was no longer present the gap left by his departure
was filled by what he wrote.41

37

Jesus lament over the prophetic destruction of Jerusalem is found at Matthew 23:37-39.
Another reason that has been given for a later dating of Matthew is that this gospel may have been
written to refute Paul’s dismissal of Torah law. For example, Stephen M. Wylen, writing The Jews in the
Time of Jesus, 1996, observes that: “Matthew speaks for Jewish Christians who believed that every
Christian must first become a Jew and observe all the laws of Judaism.” (p189) If so, this could place
Matthew more clearly into the camp of James, early leader of the church in Jerusalem.
39
The Magdalen Papyrus contains fragmentary text from Matthew 26:7-8, 10, 14-15, 22-23 and 31. Other
fragments of Matthew are found in the Barcelona Papyrus (P67), also dated before 66 AD.
40
In the gospels of Mark and Luke, the tax collector disciple is identified as Levi.
41
Eusebius, The History of the Church, 3.24.
38
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Eusebius also quotes the great third century Origen who had offered a similar view,
specifically that: “First to be written was that of the one-time exciseman who became an
apostle of Jesus Christ – Matthew; it was published for believers of Jewish origin, and
was composed in Aramaic.”42
Recent scholarship tends toward a different view of authorship for this and other gospels
influenced, in part, by dating the time of writing beyond the likely life span of the
apostles. Modern scholarship views authorship as often being claimed in the name of an
early disciple but by a later adherent.
However, some point to the unique calling by Jesus of “Matthew” as a clear indication of
authorship. In comparison, this same calling is of a tax collector named “Levi” in the
gospels of Mark and Luke.43
Those holding this view point out that anonymous works in antiquity were often
attributed to prominent person. This is a convention applied not only to the gospels, but
also to other first century Jewish writings (such as those of Hillel).
With Matthew, the case for a different author is buttressed by the observation that
Matthew appears to depend on Mark for a substantial part of his gospel narrative.
Rejection of Matthean authorship is not just hinted but directly declared by some modern
theologians. For example, the authors of a recent translation of the New Testament
(Scholar’s Version) flatly state: “To refer to the author as Matthew is only a convention.”
The Tradition of Matthew: Matthew (also identified as Levi) was a tax collector who left
a vocation reviled by Jewish society to follow Jesus. His name translated means “gift of
the Lord.” In the gospels of Mark and Luke, Matthew is referred to as Levi.
The fourth century church historian Eusebius of Caesarea articulated the view that
Matthew’s mission was primarily oriented to a Jewish audience. The tradition of Roman
martyrology indicates he died in Ethiopia.44
Jesus as God’s Fulfillment
For Matthew, the crucifixion, reported resurrection and subsequent material departure of
Jesus placed his followers in a tenuous spot. For example, the introduction to the book of
Acts reports that prior to his departure, Jesus ordered his apostles “not to leave
Jerusalem, but to wait there for the promise of the Father.” The disciples had been
through it all but were are still confused about the nature of Jesus mission.
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As quoted from Origen’s Commentary on Matthew by Eusebius in The History of the Church, 6.25.
Contrast Matthew 9:9 with Mark 2:14 and Luke 5:27.
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As noted by Lavinia Cohn-Sherlock, Who’s Who in Christianity, (London: Routledge), 1998.
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They ask: “Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?” Jesus’
answer is curt: “It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by
his own authority….”45
In giving his version of Jesus parting words and subsequent great commission, Matthew
reports that the eleven disciples went to the mountain in Galilee to which Jesus had
directed them (as Jesus was preparing them for his ascension). Tellingly, Matthew
comments: “When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted.”46
It is within this milieu of outright hostility from the Jewish religious leadership and
uncertainty by an emerging band of post-resurrection followers that the message of
Matthew is to be directed. Yes, the gospel was undoubtedly written later, but it still
addressed head-on both these sources of official hostility and friendly doubt.
Matthew’s answer to both: Jesus is properly viewed as the continuation and fulfillment of
God’s plan for Israel.
Certainly, Matthew’s message was heresy to the Jewish establishment. However, to early
leaders of the Christian church such as James, this represented a noble effort at
attemption to keep the Christian movement within the fold of Judaism.
Now, let’s look at four techniques Matthew weaves through his account of the life and
ministry of Jesus the Messiah.
Genealogy of a Messiah: As noted, Matthew begins his gospel with an “account of the
genealogy of Jesus the Messiah…” Matthew and Luke are the only gospels to provide a
description of Jesus birth, and to also outline a genealogy.
Both writers appear to present the lineage of Joseph. Matthew describes the relationship
as “…Jacob the father of Joseph the husband of Mary, of whom Jesus was born, who is
called Messiah.”47
The genealogies of Matthew and Luke do not match up at all. They differ in at least three
important respects:
•

First, Matthew’s genealogy runs from Abraham forward, while Luke starts
with Jesus and works back. This makes a direct comparison of the two
genealogies somewhat awkward.

•

Second, Matthew tracks the lineage starting at Abraham, while Luke takes it
back to Adam.
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Excerpts are from Acts 1:4-7.
Matthew 28:17.
47
Matthew 1:16.
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•

Third and most importantly, the lineages presented by these two synoptic
writers do not list the same individuals as being ancestors. Both end up
showing a connection back to King David, but via different routes. Matthew’s
route remains with Jewish royalty longer.

Matthew divides his genealogy into three symmetrical generation groupings, with 14
generations each between: a) Abraham to David; b) David to the deportation of Judah to
Babylon; and c) deportation to Jesus. This apparent desire for symmetry and order
permeates Matthew’s other perspectives on Jesus as God’s fulfillment for Israel – even
though it required Matthew to skip generations in his genealogy.
From the times of the early church, numerous attempts have been made to reconcile the
genealogies of Matthew and Luke. Most notably, the fourth century historian Eusebius
quotes an earlier letter from Africanus noting that genealogies could be predicated on the
name of a natural father or a legal father as “when another man fathered a child in the
name of a brother who had died childless.” Africanus goes on to state:
These genealogies therefore comprise some who succeeded their actual fathers,
and some who were the children of one father but were registered as the father of
another. Thus the memory of both was preserved – of the real and nominal
fathers. Thus neither of the gospels is in error, since they take account of both
nature and law.48
According to this early patriarch, Jesus’ father Joseph was recorded by Matthew as the
son of Jacob and by Luke as the son of Heli. Jacob was the biological father of Joseph,
the brother of Heli who earlier had been married to Joseph’s mother. So Joseph was the
by nature the son of Jacob, by law the son of Heli. In this interpretation, Matthew was
concerned with biological lineage, Luke with legal ancestry.
Prophetic Fulfillment: The theme that what are now described by Christians as Old
Testament prophecies were fulfilled by the life and message of Jesus is central to
Matthew’s gospel. Of the four New Testament gospel writers, Matthew makes the
greatest use of prophecy. A total of 14 items are quoted by Matthew, most introduced
with a statement to the effect that: “’…all this took place to fulfill …”
Isaiah is the prophet of the Hebrew Scriptures most widely cited by Matthew. There also
are references to Samuel, Psalms, Jeremiah, Hosea, Micah and Zechariah.
The Matthean fulfillment statements typically are followed by an account of Jesus casting
out spirits and healing the sick. The author of Matthew writes: “This was to fulfill what
had been spoken through the prophet Isaiah, ‘He took our infirmities and bore our
diseases.’ ”49

48
49

As quoted by Eusebius, The History of the Church, 1.12.
Matthew 1:17, from Isaiah 53:4.

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 26

Matthew’s drive to demonstrate that Jesus’ life is a fulfillment of prophecy leads this
writer to dangerous (if not erroneous) applications of Old Testament scriptures –
beginning with the virgin birth of Jesus:
“Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him
Emmanuel.”50
Matthew’s first citation best illustrates the far-reaching (and heretical) consequences of
this over-reach – and the resulting insult to those steeped in the traditions of Judaism.
This is because the virgin described by Isaiah is not necessarily a virgin, but simply an
unmarried young woman.51
Matthew’s misquotation of Isaiah comes as the result of a mis-translation of the Old
Testament from the original Hebrew to the Greek Septuagint (in about the third century
BC) While Matthew cites correctly from the Septuagint, in the process this author
misrepresents the words and the meaning of the original Hebrew.
The Greek term used by Matthew and the Septuagint translation of Isaiah is parthenos,
meaning a virgin. However, the word from the original Hebrew of Isaiah 7:14 is almah,
more appropriately translated as maiden, young woman or unmarried woman.52
The term almah is used just a handful of times in the Hebrew scriptures – referring to
women ranging from older children to those being seduced. Perhaps the most graphic
depiction is to be found in the Proverbs:
Three things are too wonderful for me;
four I do not understand:
the way of an eagle in the sky,
the way of a snake on a rock,
the way of a ship on the high seas,
and the way of a man with a girl (almah).53

50

Matthew 1:23, from Isaiah 7:14.
There is some dispute as to who or what the “young woman” of Isaiah 7:14 is referring. Some
commentators suggest that this refers to the mother of the second son of King Ahaz of Judah, some to a
young woman to whom Isaiah was betrothed and who would become Isaiah’s second wife. Yet others
suggest that the woman is intended to be a foreshadowing of the virgin Mary. In any event, this prophecy
comes in the context of the prophet Isaiah delivering a message to King Ahaz about his future in the midst
of enemies from Israel and Aram.
52
A second mistake Matthew makes is to equate the passage in Isaiah to a future rather than present event.
The almah described in Isaiah is most likely a young woman betrothed to Isaiah (or possibly Ahaz) and
Emanuel may be another name for the son that resulted from this union. Speculation regarding the more
immediate person designated as Emanuel is provided, for example, by The NIV Study Bible, (Zondervan:
Grand Rapids, Michigan), 1988 printing.
53
Proverbs 30:18-19. The other uses of the term almah are found in Genesis 24:43 (describing when Isaac
first met Rebekah as a young woman at the well), Exodus 2:8 (referring to Miriam sister of Moses), Psalms
68:25 (referring to girls playing their tambourines), Song of Solomon 1:3 (referring to one whom maidens
51
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In using the Septuagint version of Isaiah 7:14, Matthew was clearly attempting to show a
prophetic link between Hebrew Scripture and the coming of Jesus as Messiah. With a
Jewish audience well versed in the more authentic Hebrew version, this claim missed the
mark.54
Matthew’s misquotation of Isaiah does not necessarily mean that there is no virgin birth.
Luke gives a similar account of a virgin birth without reference to any Old Testament
prophecy. However, the historical precedent cited by Matthew to prove the historical
fulfillment is essentially misconstrued.55
Other prophecies cited by Matthew as being fulfilled through Jesus are also fraught with
problems:
•

Matthew refers to statements in Samuel and Micah that a ruler of Judah will
emerge from Bethlehem. The original citation in Samuel is that of a
forerunner to the kingship of David, not Jesus. It is not clear whether the
subsequent statement in Micah is looking back to David or forward to
someone who is yet to come.56

•

Upon his return from Egypt (after Herod’s reputed slaughter of the innocents),
Matthew refers back to the statement of the prophet Hosea that: “Out of Egypt
I have called my son.”57 However, Hosea’s use of the term son clearly refers
to the entire nation of Israel rather than to a Messiah. The full text of the verse
is: “When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son.”58

•

In describing Herod’s massacre of the young males of Bethlehem, Matthew
recalls Jeremiah: “A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation,
Rachel weeping for her children; she refused to be consoled, because they are
no more.”59 However, Ramah is not Bethlehem (which is south of Jerusalem),
but a town north of Jerusalem on the Israeli side of the boundary between
Judah and Israel. Jeremiah is writing of the exile of the Northern tribes of

love), and Song of Solomon 6:8 (which describes “sixty queens and eighty concubines, and maidens
without number”).
54
A recent writer who has made a similar observation is James Carroll, Constantine’s Sword, op cit. He
suggests this simple result from the misuse of the Septuagint: “To Jews, the Chistian claims could only
appear shallow,” p. 304.
55
This apparent error in biblical translation is noted as early as the second century AD by Justin Martyr
who says to Trypho that “you and your teachers venture to say that in the prophecy of Isaiah it is not said
‘Behold the virgin will conceive’ but ‘Behold the young woman will conceive and bear a son.’ ” From
Dialogue 43.
56
Sources are II Samuel 5:2 and Micah 5:2.
57
Matthew 2:15, from Hosea 11:1.
58
The next verse (Hosea 11:2) goes on to read: “The more I called them, the more they went from me; they
kept sacrificing to the Baals, and offering incense to idols.” Clearly, this second verse relates again to the
nation Israel.
59
Matthew 2:18 quotes from Jeremiah 31:15.
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Israel to Babylon. Ramah was the point of deportation, with those too frail to
make the trip executed in Ramah.60
•

Regarding his use of parables rather than giving a more straightforward
message delivered to the masses, Matthew’s Jesus quotes Isaiah: “You will
indeed listen, but never understand.” Isaiah does not appear to have been
writing of a future time, but of a message that Isaiah was to take to his
contemporaries.61 However, Matthew has Jesus (somewhat erroneously)
suggesting a direct prophetic link, quoting Jesus as also saying: “With them
indeed is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah…”

•

In remorse for betraying Jesus, Judas returns the thirty pieces of silver to the
chief priests. Matthew reports that the priests use the money to buy a potter’s
field as a place to bury foreigners. This is in fulfillment of a prophecy made
by Jeremiah: “And they took the thirty pieces of silver, the price of the one on
whom a price had been set, on whom some of the people of Israel had set a
price, and they gave them for the potter’s field, as the Lord commanded me.”
Matthew is mistaken; there is no such verse in Jeremiah. Rather, Matthew’s
quote appears to be a very loose paraphrase of a verse in Zechariah.62

Fulfillment of Torah Law: Matthew saw Jesus not only as a fulfillment of specific
events foretold by Jewish prophets of the scripture. Jesus was also a fulfillment of Jewish
teaching – the relationship between God and humanity.
In the Old Testament, the most common definition given of law is the term torah, which
can be defined as a direction or teaching. The torah comprised one of the three major
divisions of the Jewish scriptures, the other two divisions being the prophets and psalms.
Of the four gospel writers, Matthew is the only one to refer repeatedly to the “law and the
prophets.” In giving the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus asks the crowd: “Do not think that I
have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have come not to abolish but to fulfill. For
truly I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a letter,
will pass from the law until all is accomplished.”63
On two occasions, Matthew has Jesus pronouncing a version of the Golden Rule. Luke
also has a similar quotation, but only Matthew notes that in doing to others as you would
have them do until you, a person is fulfilling the “law and the prophets.”64

60

This is the Ramah referred to by Jeremiah. There are three other cities in Palestine which have had the
mame Ramah or “hill.”
61
Matthew 13:14-15, from Isaiah 6:8-10.
62
Matthew 27:9-10. Zechariah 11:13 indicates that this prophet “…took the thirty shekels of silver and
threw them into the treasury in the house of the LORD.” Any reference to Jeremiah would be much more
olique, perhasps to Jereimah 19:1-13, or 18:2-12, or 32:6-9.
63
Matthew 5:17.
64
Matthew 7:12 and 22:40.
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More so than with the other gospels, Matthew’s account is particularly critical of the
Jewish sect known as the Pharisees. As a first century movement, the Pharisees were
intent on assuring devoted adherence to all forms of Jewish law – including customs built
up over the centuries – particularly since return from the Babylonian captivity in the 6th
century BC.
While Matthew’s Jesus is highly critical of the Pharisees, the criticism is not focused on
the fine details of the law. Rather, Jesus criticism is that in prescribing detailed rules (for
tithing and other matters), the Pharisees had “neglected the weightier matters of the law:
justice and mercy and faith.”65
Jesus as Messiah: A final theme of fulfillment important to Matthew’s gospel is Jesus’
role as the Messiah or anointed one of God. Matthew makes known his view of the
messiahship of Jesus right from the outset of his gospel. In verse 1 of chapter 1, Matthew
states his purpose as: “An account of the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah…”66
To some degree (though not as paranoid as in Mark), Matthew’s Jesus appears to have
some reservation about being widely known (during his ministry) as a Messiah. For
example, after Peter makes his famous confession of Jesus as “the Messiah, the Son of
the living God, Jesus sternly orders his disciples “not to tell anyone that he was the
Messiah.67
Only after his death and resurrection does the Jesus of Matthew make known his special
role as God’s anointed. In his last remarks and great commission – prior to ascension to
heaven – Jesus says:
“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the
Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have
commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.
Beyond the Obvious: There is one other possible explanation to Matthew’s apparent
misinterpretation of Old Testament prophecy. This is raised by the possibility that Jesus
and other New Testament writers were, in fact, legitimately re-interpreting OT scripture.
The authors of a recent book Beyond the Obvious observe that: “It becomes increasingly
clear the more we pursue this issue that there are several instances where the New
Testament interprets the Old in strange and varied ways, and surely not in a literal way.”
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Matthew 23:23.
Somewhat surprisingly, John is the only one of the four gospels to have one of the participants directly
call Jesus as Messiah. Elsewhere (including Matthew), the King James Version (KJV) contains no direct
reference to Jesus as Messiah, but more often applies the Greek term of Jesus as Christ (or Anointed).
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Matthew 16:16-20.
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In effect, the Spirit of God may have intended a meaning for Scripture beyond (and
different from) that of the original author.68
Matthew & the Nature of God
For Matthew, God is not just the almighty on high, but a deity who reaches down to
interact with the full spectrum of humanity, one person at a time.
Who is God to Matthew? Like other gospel writers, Matthew wastes no time letting us
know who Jesus is. To reiterate, the first words of the gospel read simply as: “An account
of the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah, the son of David, the son of Abraham.”69
And Matthew is quick to let us know what the godhead thinks of Jesus at the inception of
his ministry. At the scene of baptism of John the Baptist, Jesus comes up from the water
and sees: “… the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him. And a voice
from heaven said, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’ ”70
Matthew’s perspective is clear. Jesus is the Messiah or Christ, the anointed one. Jesus is
also the Son of God.
However, nowhere does Matthew necessarily proclaim Jesus as God. The closest this
author comes is at the end of the gospel, when Jesus expresses what appears to be a
Trinitarian formulation: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them
in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit …”71
But what does Matthew think of God? One way to check is to look at the Greek term for
God theos, an object of worship. This is the most common term for God throughout the
works of the New Testament, and Matthew is no exception.
Another term applied repeatedly by Jesus is that of pater, the Greek term for Father. This
also is used repeatedly as a term for God by all of the gospel writers.
But Matthew does give us a few clues as to the person and character of God the Father as
distinct from the Son or Spirit. This is most apparent in considering descriptions of God
that are unique to Matthew’s gospel – most eloquently expressed by Jesus in the sermon
on the Mount. A few of these excerpts:
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James DeYoung and Sarah Hurty, Beyond the Obvious (Vision House: Gresham, Oregon), 1995, pp 4748. The difference between the scriptural author’s literal intent and later spirit-led re-interpretation is what
the authors of this book describe as the difference between existential and essential meaning. The authors
also note that “the divine Author’s meaning may go beyond the human author’s, unknown to him.” (p303).
Less certain is whether and to what degree the same license of reinterpretation extends beyond Christians
of the first century.
69
Matthew 1:1. The KJV uses the Greek introduction of “Jesus Christ.”
70
Matthew 3:17.
71
Matthew 28:19.
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Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.72
Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.”73
…let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and
give glory to your Father in heaven.74
But I say to you, Do not swear at all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God,
or by the earth, for it is his footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great
King.75
Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.76
…your Father knows what you need before you ask him.77
But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which is alive today and tomorrow is
thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe you—you of little faith?78
… and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.79
For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive
you …80
21

“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven,
but only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven.81
So, how does Matthew describe God? In two ways. One way essentially is that of a
portrait painted by God of interactions with humans. A God who fathers, enthrones,
knows, clothes, rewards, forgives, and wills.
The second portrait is that painted by humans who will see God, glorify the Father, and
acknowledge perfection. The first portrait paints the present from the divine perspective,
the second depicts the future from the viewpoint of humans interacting back with the
divine.
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Matthew 5:8.
Matthew 5:9.
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Matthew 5:16.
75
Matthew 5:34-35.
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Matthew 5:48.
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Matthew 6:8
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Matthew 6:30.
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81
Matthew 7:21.
73

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 32

Experiencing God: The second question goes beyond the nature of God to ask how the
divine is actually experienced. In part, this question has already been answered. As Jesus
Sermon on the Mount so vividly illustrates, the God of Matthew was a god who interacts
with humans.
This is a theme that extends throughout Matthew. As might be expected of this gospel, an
expression of God’s relationship with humanity is first stated in advance of Jesus’ birth –
by prophetic announcement:
“Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son,
and they shall name him Emmanuel,”
which means, “God is with us.” 82
Jumping to the conclusion of Matthew’s gospel, we find the same theme further
reinforced – as God’s presence with us:
All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son
and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have
commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.83
This passage is remarkable because, it is the single statement in Matthew where Jesus
himself most clearly aligns his nature with that of the divine. Jesus is not just the Son; he
assumes the responsibility of the Father.
The early Matthean proclamation of “God is with us” becomes Jesus’ declaration that “I
am with you.” This concluding remark also presages the trinitarian formulation that
would come to be crystallized as Christian dogma well after the death and resurrection of
Jesus.
Matthew’s God Summarized: For the writer of the first New Testament gospel, humanity
and the Godhead reach out towards each other. The relationship is familial.
Matthew’s rendition of the Sermon on the Mount makes it clear that we are to be “called
children of God.” We are to act in a manner that will bring “glory to your Father in
heaven.”
And the way in which we are to experience the divine is made clear at the outset. The
prophecy that, through the birth of the Son, “God is with us.” And as Matthew closes, the
risen Jesus taking the mantle, declaring simply as he prepares to ascend: “I am with you
always, even to the end of the age.”

82
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Matthew 1:22, referencing Isaiah 7:14.
Matthew 28:18-20.
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Peculiarities of Matthew
Among the gospel writers, Matthew exhibits relatively few quirks. The key oddity, of
course, is this gospel’s penchant to showcase Jesus as a prophetic fulfillment of Hebrew
scriptures. A related quirk is this writer’s apparent love/hate relationship with the
continued tradition and practice of Judaism.
Love/Hate with Judaism: More so than the other gospel writers, Matthew’s gospel
evidences a unique love/hate relationship with Judaism. One the one hand, this gospel is
quick to condemn Judaism and its ruling elite – Sadducees, scribes and particularly
Pharisees. On the other hand, Matthew goes to extreme lengths in an attempt to build a
bridge between Judaism and the emergent post-resurrection Christian faith.
At Jesus’ trial, Pilate offers the crowd the choice of crucifying Jesus or Barabbas. The
crowds call for the crucifixion of Jesus (at the instigation of the chief priests and elders).
In response to questions from Pilate, the crowd twice shouts: “Let him be crucified.”
Matthew’s Pilate then washes his hands, declaring himself “innocent of this man’s
blood.” And Matthew then records the crowd shouting back: “His blood be on us and our
children!”84
Some claim that this episode is entirely uncharacteristic of Matthew’s viewpoint and, at
best might be construed as some form of “sacred theatre.”85
Similarly, there is great reluctance among modern scholars to accept Jesus’ apparent
antipathy toward Pharisees. Some writers identify this as evidence that Matthew was
written after the fall of Jerusalem in 70 AD – at a time when Christianity and Pharisaism
as a precursor to rabbinic Judaism became locked in a more direct struggle.
One contemporary 20th century writer goes so far as to argue that: “The recent consensus
of the best scholars is that of all the various types of Judaism existing in Jesus’ time,
Jesus was closest in spirit and teaching to the Pharisees.”86
In part, some of this recent scholarship can be attributed as a reaction to the ardently antiSemitic theologians of recent centuries. Of particular note is the chilling complicity
between church and state in Germany prior to during the period of the Holocaust of
World War II.
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Matthew 27:22-26.
For example, Stephen M. Wylen, author of The Jews in the Time of Jesus, 1996, writes that: “It is not
possible that all the Jews cried out to Pilate ‘his blood be upon us and our children,’ as charged in the
gospel of Matthew … We may not be able to reconstruct the causes of Matthew’s accusation against the
Jews, but let us remember that Matthew is the gospel writer who most desires to keep Christianity within
the fold of the Jewish religion. He is a loyal Jew and he depicts Jesus as a loyal Jew. Matthew could not
possibly have intended the suffering that his attributed saying has caused to his own people.”
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However, the political correctness of the late 20th/early 21st century era unduly obscures
the reality of what is actually recorded in the gospel of Matthew (and John). After all, this
is the same Matthew whose Jesus cries out in lament: “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that
kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it!87 And this is the gospel writer who
squarely places the blame for Jesus’ crucifixion on a Jewish mob rather than Roman
imperial authority.
Matthew’s Beatitudes: Both Matthew and Luke quote Jesus preaching a series of
Beatitudes. Matthew’s Jesus gives nine separate statements. Luke’s Jesus gives four,
three of which are similar to those of Matthew. Note: Items that are distinctive to
Matthew’s version are shown by italics.
Comparing The Beatitudes of Matthew & Luke
Matthean Beatitudes88
Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the
kingdom of heaven.
Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be
comforted.
Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for
righteousness, for they will be filled.
Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive
mercy.
Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.
Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called
children of God.
Blessed are those who are persecuted for
righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of
heaven.
Blessed are you when people revile you and
persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you
falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your
reward is great in heaven, for in the same way they
persecuted the prophets who were before you.
--

Lukan Beatitudes89
Blessed are you who are poor,
For yours is the kingdom of God.
--Blessed are you who are hungry now,
For you will be filled.
-----

Blessed are you when people hate you, and when
they exclude you, revile you, and defame you on
account of the Son of Man. Rejoice in that day and
leap for joy, for surely your reward is great in
heaven; for that is what their ancestors did to the
prophets.
Blessed are you who weep now,
for you will laugh.

Matthew’s version of the Beatitudes focuses more on attitude; Luke’s shortened list is
more oriented to human condition and response. There is one other critical difference
between the Matthean and Lukan portrayals of the Beatitudes. While Luke’s Jesus clearly
speaks to physical and material needs, Matthew’s Jesus changes the discussion from the
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physical to the spiritual. This is true for those beatitudes common to both authors as well
as those distinctive to Matthew.
For Matthew, it is not material poverty but being poor in spirit that counts. It is not
enough to experience a physical appetite, but rather to hunger and thirst after
righteousness.
Acceptance of Matthew: Early Christian literature generally indicates that Matthew was
accepted as the first of the New Testament gospels. No less an authority than Clement,
(writing about 95 AD) mentions “the Gospel according to Matthew.”90 Some Jewish
Christian congregations reportedly admitted only the authority of Matthew.91
However, Matthew’s acceptance as authoritative was not completely endorsed by the
early Church. For example, the late first century Christian leader Clement also suggests
that Matthew added several phrases to the Beatitudes.
Matthew in Summary
Matthew’s gospel has been widely cited down through the last two millennia as the
primary source for the greatest story ever told. Unfortunately, there is clear evidence that
the story as told by this writer may be, in fact, too good to be true.
Matthew endeavored to weave a tale that would serve to keep a nascent Christianity
within the folds of Judaism. Jesus represented a righteous form of Judaism in contrast to
the retrograde Judaism practices by Jewish leaders of the day – scribes, Pharisees and
Sadducees.
To accomplish this endeavor, the author reached to show that Jesus is the fulfillment of
God’s promises through the prophets. What’s more, the relationship between the
Godhead and humanity is to be familial.
In the end, this gospel as we now have it over-reached. Whether by malevolent design,
sloppy homework or simple exuberance, Matthew reached beyond the intent of the
original Old Testament authors.
One possibility is that this re-interpretation is in fact justified, if spirit led and consistent
with other scripture. A more literal reading of scripture would make this overreach harder
to accept at face value.
Despite these difficulties, Matthew’s grand purpose was served. By the heresy of Jesus as
God’s fulfillment, Matthew found a niche for Christianity that could be exploited not
only for Jewish consumption, but also for a broader Gentile audience by Paul the apostle.
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As cited by Robert M. Grant, The Formation of the New Testament, First Edition, 1965, p. 166.
As cited by Williston Walker, et al, A History of the Christian Church, Fourth Edition, p. 74.
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There is a price to be paid for such exuberance. To his own contemporaries and to
succeeding generations, Matthew’s heresy raises doubts not only as to the legitimacy of
the prophetic claims offered, but as to the integrity of the rest of this gospel. If the author
stretched to reinterpret history in one place, would he have done so elsewhere?
As the first of our dozen heretics of the faith, Matthew serves a vital purpose for the
church that was to be. Jesus is the bridge between the old order and the new. Through
Matthew, the Christian church would be not just an upstart, but a religion with a heritage.
To the Jewish establishment of the first century, Matthew’s gospel was in your face.
Corrupt Judaism was to be replaced by a new Judaism – through Jesus as the fulfillment
of whom the prophets had spoken.
Matthew’s heresy was critical to the flowering of a church that could leave behind the old
for the new. However, in his ultimate mission, Matthew may have missed the mark.
Rather than reforming Judaism from within, the Matthean over-reach served instead to
help drive Christianity out from the Judaic fold – separating and embittering people who
have worshipped the same Yahweh for two succeeding millennia.
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#2 - The Heresy of Mark: Dimwitted Disciples
“So they went out and fled from the tomb, for terror and amazement had seized them; and they
said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.”
- Mark 16:8.

Matthew’s heresy was political dynamite in the first century, but seems relatively tame
today. In sharp contrast, Mark’s message packs as much (possibly more) punch than was
the case two millennia ago.
Mark’s heresy revolves around the tale of the dimwitted dozen – twelve disciples
characterized by ineptitude, thoughtlessness and avarice. For this gospel writer, the tragicomedy begins but does not end with Jesus’ chosen twelve. The same characterization is
extended to cover both followers and enemies of the Son of Man.
Who was this Son of Man? One modern scholar suggests that the term “Son of Man” can
mean anything from mankind or the human race in general to a more specific though
oblique self reference – depending on the situation and usage whether in the Old or New
Testament. In Mark’s gospel, “Son of Man” is widely used as an indirect title for Jesus
himself.92
One can look back to similar terminology in Daniel, arguing that “Son of Man” means
“one like a person,” because he has a human face.93 His humanity can be sharply
contrasted with the beastly emanations around God’s throne – notably a lion, bear,
leopard, and horned beast.94
On the surface, Mark’s gospel of the Son of Man and his good news easily appears as a
relatively innocuous narrative. The Jesus of Mark is a man of action, abruptly moving
from one event to another. There are few of the long discourses employed by other
gospel writers to convey the message of Jesus.
When he speaks, Mark’s Jesus conveys his thoughts in short burst phrases or sentences
rather than multi-paragraph discourses. Consequently, the message of Mark tends to be
transmitted via the action – including the rapid-fire interactions occurring with those
around him.
It is from this action video that the message of Mark’s Jesus emerges – often jarring,
seemingly contradictory. The message is directed to friends and foes alike – all of whom
just don’t get it.
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See, for example, John Dominic Crossan in The Historical Jesus (New York: Harper Collins), 1991, for
a detailed discussion. Crossan argues that: “It was Mark, therefore, and Mark alone, whoe created the
suffering and rising Son of Man,” p. 259.
93
Bruce Chilton, Rabbi Jesus: An Intimate Biography (New York: Random House), 2000, p. 158.
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See Daniel 7:1-13.
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Whether by design or not, Mark’s skewering of Jesus’ twelve closest disciples and others
around him helps set the post-resurrection stage for two upstarts to claim the mantle of
Christianity – Jesus’ brother James and then the apostle Paul. But before we travel to
these themes, it is useful to begin with a little background information regarding Mark
and his gospel.
Background of Mark the Gospel
To believers of both the early and modern church, Mark’s gospel often receives lesser
notice. In large part, this is because most of what is contained in Mark is also found (plus
more) in the gospel accounts of Matthew and Luke. And Mark’s abruptness causes many
(both then and now) to prefer less confrontational accounts of Jesus and his ministry.
To the 20th/21st century scholarly community, Mark has taken on greater importance
because this gospel is now more widely viewed as the first to be written, not Matthew. If
true, Matthew and Luke might then be considered as reactions to the possible excesses of
Markan perspective or presentation.
Gospel Dating: From the vantage point of early first to third century Christian leaders
and writers, Mark generally was viewed as the second of the four gospels to be written.
As noted, modern scholars have taken exception to the early tradition; many have
concluded that Mark may be “…the first sustained, literary interpretation of the traditions
about Jesus in primitive Christianity.”95 With this amended view, Mark is seen as being
rooted in the period between Nero’s persecution of Christians (64 AD) and the Jewish
revolt against Rome (70 AD)
More fundamentalist sources generally agree with this dating scheme, though not the
order of this gospel. They suggest that the book may have been written as early as 50-60
AD, perhaps just before the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70.
Perhaps the earliest evidence for the dating of Mark’s gospel comes from Irenaeus of the
2nd century, who wrote that Mark wrote “the things preached by Peter” after the passing
of both Peter and Paul both of which occurred during the Neronian persecution (or after
about 64-67 AD).
Limited archaeological evidence also tends to support a pre 70 date for Mark. For
example, the Dead Sea Scroll (MSS 7Q4) is dated before 68 AD, possibly as early as 50
AD – also in advance of the Roman destruction of Jerusalem.
Authorship: The widespread view of the early Christian church and most fundamentalist
churches today is that the Gospel of Mark is written by John Mark. The clearest evidence
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This is the view indicated by the Harper Collins Study Bible, New Revised Standard Version, First
Paperback Edition, 1993.
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of this comes form the early second century Christian writer Papias, who describes Mark
as an “interpreter of Jesus.”96
The late 2nd century philosopher-theologian Clement of Alexandria offers additional
information on the composition of this gospel. Clement’s comments are paraphrased by
the fourth century historian Eusebius this way:
He (Clement) used to say that the earliest gospels were those containing the
genealogies, while Mark’s originated as follows. When, at Rome, Peter had
openly preached the word and by the spirit had proclaimed the gospel, the large
audience urged Mark, who had followed him for a long time and remembered
what had been said, to write it all down. This he did, making his gospel available
to all who wanted it. When Peter heard about this, he made no objection and gave
no special encouragement.97
Noteworthy is the seeming indifference with which an apostle contemporaneous with
Jesus viewed the preparation of this gospel. Also noted is that Clement would appear to
place the composition of Mark after both Matthew and Luke (both of which contain
genealogies).
Third century theologian Origen also commented on the circumstances of Mark’s
composition, noting that Mark: “… followed Peters’s instructions in writing it.”98 Origen
attributes this to Peter’s reference to Mark as a son.
Despite these early authoritative attributions, nowhere in this gospel is the author directly
identified. Consequently, a 20th century scholarly viewpoint has emerged, that: “The
authorship of Mark remains an enigma, perhaps by the author’s design.”99
The Tradition of Mark: Assuming for the moment that John Mark is the author of this
gospel, he would be well identified by diverse New Testament writers. Perhaps more so
than even Luke, Mark serves as a bridge between various leaders in the early church,
most notably Peter and Paul. The references for John Mark range from the critical to the
flattering.
The Mark of the New Testament appears to come from a family of some wealth. When
Peter is arrested after the resurrection and ascension of Jesus, he comes to the home of
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The New International Version NIV Study Bible, observes that Papias apparently quotes an even earlier
source as saying: “(1) Mark was a close associate of Peter, from whom he received the tradition of the
things said and done by the Lord; (2) this tradition did not come to Mark as a finished, sequential account
of the life of our Lord, but as the preaching of Peter—preaching directed to the needs of the early Christian
communities; (3) Mark accurately preserved this material.”
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Eusebius, The History of the Church, 6.14.
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the mother of John Mark after his deliverance from prison. The home was large enough
to accommodate a maid and a number who were inside praying.100
Mark traditionally has been viewed as a disciple of Peter. This view is buttressed by the
statement attributed to Peter that: “Your sister church in Babylon, chosen together with
you, sends you greetings, and so does my son Mark.”101
The early second century patriarch Papias has this to say about Mark, based on what he
had heard from John the presbyter:
This, too, the presbyter used to say. ‘Mark, who had been Peter’s interpreter,
wrote down carefully, but not in order, all that he had remembered of the Lord’s
sayings and doings. For he had not heard the Lord or been one of His followers,
but later, as I said, one of Peter’s. Peter used to adapt his teachings to the
occasion, without making a systematic arrangement of the Lord’s sayings, so that
Mark was quite justified in writing down some things just as he remembered
them. For he had one purpose only – to leave out nothing that he had heard, and to
make no misstatement about it.’102
If the account of Papias is correct, it would appear that Mark had not actually known
Jesus, used Peter as his primary source, had not necessarily written Jesus story in
chronological order, but had wanted to be as inclusive as he could remember.
The second century Christian leader, Justin, writes a Dialogue about 150 AD. He refers
to a statement found only in Mark’s gospel (3:16-17). Justin locates this statement in the
“memoranda of Peter,” a comment similar to one made earlier in church history by
Papias.103 In effect, Mark’s apostolic authority as a legitimate gospel writer comes as the
apostle of an apostle.
Even earlier, at the turn of the first century, Clement of Rome refers to a gospel
“according to Mark”. In fragments of his now lost Hypostases, Clement describes Mark’s
work as that of an evangelist at Rome.104
The fourth century church historian Eusebius of Caesarea records that Mark became the
first bishop of Alexandria in Egypt. Eusebius writes that:
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Acts 12:12-13.
I Peter 5:13.
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103
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So brightly shone the light of true religion on the minds of Peter’s hearers that,
not satisfied with a single hearing or with the oral teaching of the divine message,
they resorted to appeals of every kind to induce Mark (whose gospel we have), as
he was a follower of Peter, to leave them in writing a summary of the instruction
they had received by word of mouth, nor did they let him go till they had
persuaded him, and thus became responsible for the writing of what is known as
the Gospel according to Mark. It is said that, on learning by revelation of the
spirit what had happened, the apostle was delighted at their enthusiasm and
authorized the reading of the book in the churches.105
In some ways, this traditional affiliation of Mark with Peter seems somewhat odd given:
(1) the strong criticism that Peter receives from Jesus in the Gospel of Mark; and (2)
Mark’s on/off relationship with the apostle Paul.
Mark had accompanied Paul and Barnabas on their first missionary journey. However,
Mark apparently deserted them at Perga, in Pamphylia, to return to Jerusalem.
Paul’s subsequent unhappiness with Mark was considerable. The writer of Acts indicates
Paul severed his working relationship with Barnabas when Barnabas proposed taking
Mark (his first cousin) on a second missionary trip. Paul and Barnabas parted company,
with Barnabas taking Mark on a subsequent trip to Cyprus.106
While not describing why or how, by the end of Paul’s life Mark appears to have
regained Paul’s approval. This is made clear in at least three of the New Testament
epistles commonly attributed to Paul.107
There also may be a reference by Mark (to himself) in his own gospel. At the arrest of
Jesus, only this gospel includes the following tale: “A certain young man was following
him, wearing nothing but a linen cloth. They caught hold of him, but he left the linen
cloth and ran off naked.”108 Could this have been John Mark’s first encounter with the
Son of Man?

105

Eusebius, The History of the Church, 2.15. Eusebius notes that this story comes from Clement who
bases his account on Papias of Hierapolis. Eusebius also notes Peter’s reference to Mark in I Peter 5:13.
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This rift is recounted in Acts 13:13 and Acts 15:16:36-39.
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Colossians 4:10, Philemon 24, and II Timothy 4:11.
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Mark 14:51-52. The anonymity of the reference may suggest that the subject was the author. As the
outer garment is generally made of wool, the linen garment indicates that the youth was from a wealthy
family. The wealth of the family is indicated by the separate account in the book of Acts that Peter went to
the “house of Mary, the mother of John whose other name was Mark, where many had gathered and were
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servant, a maid named Rhoda (Acts 12:12-13).
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Recent scholarship predicated on the “pervasiveness of Latin customs and vocabulary
points to a provenance in Syria, Italy or elsewhere in the Roman Empire.”109 Indeed,
even earlier accounts point to varied locales for Mark. Peter’s first epistle indicates that
the church in Babylon” sends greetings “as does my son Mark.”110 Most scholars believe
the author really means Rome as a modern day “Babylon.”
However, the 4th century historian Eusebius places Mark as the first missionary to Egypt
and the first to establish churches in Alexandria. Apparently a large following of men and
women was established, practicing “an extremely severe rule of life.”111 This may have
placed the seeds of divergent practices between later ascetics versus a typically more
pragmatic (if not worldly) church leadership.
In summary, Mark’s personal history as well as his gospel story make this writer
somewhat of an enigma. Was this son of an apparently wealthy Jerusalem mother to
become an ascetic? Does he have a brief and embarrassing childhood encounter with
Jesus of Nazareth? Was he more aligned with Peter or Paul? Did he end up in Rome or
Alexandria? Are there single or multiple answers to these questions?
If his personal history seems conflicted, well…. It’s now time to consider the ambiguities
of this writer’s gospel.
Mark’s Dimwitted Disciples
The first sentence of Mark’s gospel introduces Jesus as the Anointed (or the Christ), the
Son of God. The remainder of the gospel is dedicated to describing how few of those who
met or followed Jesus understood who he really was and is.
In particular, Mark’s gospel portrays the lack of understanding from Jesus’ closest
adherents – his disciples. To this gospel writer, the twelve disciples just didn’t get it.
Rather, they are presented as without understanding, quarrelsome and unreliable – in
short, dimwitted.
There are at least a couple of dozen interactions between Jesus and his disciples that
Mark records. In only one instance (the first) does Jesus respond to a disciple’s actions in
a wholly agreeable manner.
On this occasion which occurs at the outset of his ministry, Simon Peter and companions
search for Jesus, letting him know that people are looking for Jesus. Jesus affirms and
reinforces the initiative taken by his disciples. He takes the next step, saying: “Let us go
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on to the neighboring towns, so that I may proclaim the message there also, for that is
what I came out to do.”112
But from this point on, the disciples are presented in substantially less flattering terms.
Consider this interaction that happens just after Jesus has fed a crowd of 4,000 from just
seven loaves of bread. After the feeding, Jesus and his disciples have crossed the lake by
boat. Conveniently enough:
They forgot to bring any bread and had nothing with them in the boat except one
loaf. Then he (Jesus) started giving them directives: “Look,” he says, “watch out
for the leaven of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod!”
They began looking quizzically at one another because they didn’t have any
bread. And because he was aware of this, he says to them: “Why are you puzzling
about your lack of bread? You still aren’t using your heads, are you? You still
haven’t got the point, have you? Are you just dense? Though you have eyes, you
still don’t see, and though you have ears, you still don’t hear!”113
A parallel passage to this account from Mark can be found in Matthew’s gospel. But, as
is typical, Mark’s Jesus piles on the abuse – with the added vitriol (as italicized) found
only in Mark.
Matthew’s Jesus is prompt to give the disciples the benefit of the doubt. For example,
after this interchange about bread, Matthew states that the disciples finally “understood
that he (Jesus) was not talking about guarding against the leaven in bread but against the
teaching of the Parisees and Sadduccees.”114 Mark’s gospel provides no indication that
the disciples ever figured out what Jesus was talking about.
For more, consider the following brief vignettes provided by the chart on the following
page. Matthew and/or Luke also cover virtually all of the incidents noted by this listing.
In several instances, the other two gospel writers largely agree with Mark – also
criticizing the disciples involved. But in most cases, Mark offers the more harsh
assessment of the disciples’ understanding and capacity for spiritual discernment.115
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Interactions Between Jesus & Disciples – From Mark’s Gospel
•

The disciples ask for an explanation of a parable. Jesus answers sharply: “Do you not understand this
parable? Then how will you understand all parables?” (Mark 4:13)

•

Jesus is awakened in the midst of a storm while boating by terrified disciples. He asks: “Why are you
afraid? Have you still no faith?” (4:40)

•

The disciples let Jesus know there is no food available for a crowd. Jesus first response was: “You give
them something to eat.” (6:37)

•

Jesus walks on water, the disciples are terrified. All three synoptics record that Jesus called out “Take
heart, it is I; do not be afraid.” Only Mark adds the editorial note: “And they (the disciples) were
utterly astounded, for they did not understand about the loaves, but their hearts were hardened.” (6:5052)

•

In response to the disciples questioning Jesus about criticizing the Pharisees for adherence to a Jewish
food law, Jesus responds: “Then do you also fail to understand?” (7:18)

•

A second time the disciples forget to bring bread to serve a large crowd: “Why are you talking about
having no bread? Do you have ears, and fail to hear? And do you not remember? … Do you not yet
understand?” (8:17-21)

•

Peter rebukes Jesus for predicting his future death. Jesus responds: “Get behind me Satan!” (8:33)

•

Someone in a crowd complains that the disciples have been unable to cast out an evil spirit. Jesus rails
at the disciples: “You faithless generation, how much longer must I put up with you?” (9:19)

•

Jesus forecasts his own death and resurrection. Mark observes that the disciples “did not understand
what he was saying and were afraid to ask him.” (9:32)

•

In response to an argument among the disciples as to who is the greatest, Jesus answers both
philosophically and cryptically: “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.”
(9:35)

•

John the Baptist sends a message that Jesus’ disciples have tried to prevent someone else who has been
casting out demons in Jesus’ name. Jesus rebukes his disciples and directs: “Do not stop him…” (9:3940)

•

The disciples speak sternly to parents bringing their children to Jesus. Mark then reports: “But when
Jesus saw this, he was indignant and said to them, ‘Let the little children come to me; do not stop
them…” (10:14)

•

James and John ask to be seated at the right and left hands of Jesus in glory. Jesus: “You do not know
what you are asking.” (10:38)

•

The other 10 disciples then express their anger with James and John. Jesus cautions with the words
that: “…whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant…”

•

The disciples Peter, James, John and Andrew ask when the destruction of the temple will occur. Jesus:
“Beware that no one leads you astray.” (13:5)

•

Responding to the disciples question of who will betray Jesus, the answer is: “…woe to that one by
whom the Son of Man is betrayed! It would have been better for that one not to have been born.”
(14:21)

•

To Peter who says he will not desert: “Truly I tell you, this day, this very night, before the cock crows
twice, you will deny me three times.” (14:30)

•

And just before betrayal, Peter, James and John are unable to remain awake while Jesus prays at the
garden of Gethsemane. Jesus comes back to the disciples and asks: “Simon, are you asleep? Could you
not keep awake one hour?” (14:37)
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A noteworthy example of Matthew and Luke’s more positive spin is provided by Jesus
response to the disciples for a private interpretation of the Parable of the Sower.
Alternative versions of Jesus’ response follow:
Mark: “Do you not understand this parable? Then how will you understand all the
parables?”116
Matthew: “To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of
heaven, but to them it has not been given.” 117
Luke: “To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of God; but
to others I speak in parables....”118
In other words, while Mark’s Jesus is critical of the disciples’ question, Matthew and
Luke take this opportunity to portray a Jesus who appears more than pleased to share
secrets of the kingdom with his select dozen.
A second example is provided by Jesus walk on the water – also recorded by all three
synoptics. In each gospel account, Jesus is reported as telling the disciples not to be
afraid. Only Mark can not resist an aside suggesting his view that the disciples just don’t
get it. Mark’s Jesus is blunt as he asks the disciples in the storm tossed boat: “Have you
still no faith?”119 Matthew softens this somewhat to “you of little faith.”120 Luke softens
this further with a more mellow question: “Where is your faith?”121
Jesus’ response to the children and their parents offers yet another illustration of Mark’s
comparatively harsh treatment of the disciples. All three synoptic gospels have Jesus
asking the children to come to him; only Mark also reports that Jesus was “indignant”
with the disciples for trying to keep the children and their parents away.
As these examples indicate, the extent to which Mark puts a negative spin on the
disciples is most apparent when the accounts of Mark are compared with those of the
other gospel writers. Perhaps the most perplexing situation is also the first described by
Mark. This occurs with Jesus’ rebuke of Peter.122 All three synoptics describe bits and
pieces of two related events – starting with Peter’s acknowledgment of Jesus as Messiah
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leading to a sequel account about the need to lose one’s life for Jesus sake in order to find
it.123
As in the other instances noted, the devil is in the details – found by comparing the
accounts of the three synoptics step-by-step.
Comparison of Mark & Other Synoptics in the Peter/Jesus Exchange
Matthew124
Jesus: “Who do people say that
the Son of Man is?”

Mark125
Jesus: “Who do people say that I
am?”

Luke126
Jesus: “Who do the crowds say
that I am?”

Peter: “You are the Messiah.”

Peter: “The Messiah of God.”

Jesus orders disciples to tell no
one he is the Messiah.

Jesus orders disciples to tell no
one about him.

Jesus orders disciples to tell no
one.

Jesus predicts great suffering for
himself.

Jesus predicts great suffering for
himself.

Jesus predicts great suffering for
himself.

Peter rebukes Jesus: “God forbid
it Lord! This must never happen
to you.”

Peter rebukes Jesus.

b

Jesus to Peter: “Get behind me,
Satan! You are a stumbling block
to me; for you are setting your
mind not on divine things but on
human things.”

Jesus to Peter: “Get behind me,
Satan! For you are setting your
mind not on divine things but on
human things.”

b

Jesus to disciples: “If any want to
become my followers, let them
deny themselves and take up their
cross and follow me.”

Jesus to disciples: “If any want to
become my followers, let them
deny themselves and take up their
cross and follow me.”

Jesus to disciples: “If any want to
become my followers, let them
deny themselves and take up their
cross and follow me.”

Peter: “You are the Messiah, the
Son of the living God.”
Jesus: “You are Peter, and on this
rock I will build my church…”

As the comparison indicates, Matthew’s account provides the most detailed accounting of
this event. All of the details offered by Mark or Luke also show up in Matthew – and
then some.
Luke’s account is the most spartan, omitting details which cast a very different light on
the event. Luke omits both Jesus’ praise of Peter (in acknowledgment of the Messiah)
123
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and the subsequent sharp exchange between the two – including Jesus’ denunciation of
Peter as “Satan”. This is a pattern characteristic of Luke’s gospel – a tendency to smooth
over situations both of high praise and conflict.
Mark’s account is also somewhat spartan, but omits less than Luke. However, the items
not found in Mark that are found in Matthew are quite telling. Like Luke, Mark omits the
Matthean praise of Peter (as the rock) by Jesus. However, Mark does recount Jesus’
rebuke of Peter.
Matthew’s Jesus is free to both condemn and praise a disciple. Mark’s Jesus lets loose
with only the condemnation.
One other difference between Matthew and Mark is intriguing. Matthew’s Jesus offers
this rebuke: “Get behind me Satan! You are a stumbling block to me…” Mark does not
include this second italicized statement.
Which of these two statements yields the stronger rebuke? While this one could be
argued either way, Mark’s more terse version comes across as more sharply negative.
Mark’s Jesus feels less need to soften the critique with an additional explanatory
statement.
A final incident of note occurs when Peter denies Jesus three times. All three synoptic
gospel writers record this account – with virtually the same words. At the end, the cock
crows twice. At this, Matthew and Luke state that Peter “… went out and wept
bitterly.”127 Mark ends the same account one word short, stating that Peter “… broke
down and wept.”128 Mark feels no need to add any sense of the bitter remorse that Peter
felt at having just denied his master.
Is there any significance to what seems a minor difference? Is Mark again just being
spare with his verbiage? Or is there something more? The Greek term for what is
translated as “bitterly” means “pointedly” or “sharply”. With Matthew and Luke, the
sharpness of Peter’s despair carries with it the seeds of a spirit of contrition.
After the resurrection, Matthew’s Jesus meets with the disciples (including Peter) before
his ascension. His last words: “And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the
age.”129 Luke specifically records that Peter visits what has become an empty tomb, then
goes home “amazed”. As in Matthew, Luke’s Jesus gives a great commission, stating
that: “I am sending upon you what my Father promised; so stay here in the city until you
have been clothed with power from on high.”130

127

Matthew 26:75, Luke 22:62.
Mark 14:72.
129
Matthew 28:20.
130
Luke 24:49.
128

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 48

In contrast, the earliest manuscripts of Mark end before the risen Jesus ever re-establishes
contact with his disciples.131 This gospel ends with an angel telling the women who
visited the tomb: “But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is going ahead of you to
Galilee; there you will see him, just as he told you.” Subsequently, the women “…fled
from the tomb, for terror and amazement had seized them; and they said nothing to
anyone, for they were afraid.”132
Even the longer (disputed) ending of Mark offers no additional mention of Peter and
none of reconciliation. So, should Mark’s (short and long) ending be construed as an
olive branch to Peter (and the other disciples)? Is there to be reconciliation, or
chastisement? Mark’s concluding tidbit is tantalizing but too brief given the book’s
sudden ending. In effect, we all are left high and dry.
At the conclusion of his gospel, Mark leaves the reader with the sense that, like the
disciples, maybe we just don’t get it. There is something about this journey with the Son
of Man that is like no other. In the words of a 21st century writer:
Rabbi Jesus pushed, bullied, cajoled, berated, threatened, wheedled, whined, and
otherwise made a nuisance of himself until his disciples came to think of their
lives not as the happenstance of pleasure and pain, but as a prophetic vocation.
Each of them was to seek the life beyond this life.133
For Mark even more than the other gospel writers, this was the challenge for a band of
motley disciples who lived and shared with Jesus during his earthly sojourn. Jesus could
bully and cajole – it was up to his disciples to do the rest. And this remains the challenge
for those continuing to follow the one like a person 21 centuries later.134
Jesus & The Crowd
If Jesus could be tough on those nearest to him, it should come as no surprise that Mark’s
Jesus would also come across as dismissive toward his larger public. For example, Mark
has Jesus saying that he talks in parables in part so that those “outside” “may indeed
look, but not perceive, and may indeed listen, but not understand, so that they may not
turn again and be forgiven.”135 Luke’s gospel deletes the hardened (italicized) portion of
Jesus’ statement.136
A more telling incident is provided by Jesus’ healing of a man with leprosy:
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Then a leper comes up to him (Jesus), pleads with him, falls down on his knees
and says to him, “If you want to, you can make me clean.”
Although Jesus was indignant, he stretched out his hand, touched him, and says to
him, “Okay – you’re clean!”137
And right away the leprosy disappeared, and he was made clean. And Jesus
snapped at him, and dismissed him curtly …”138
Matthew and Luke provide more streamlined accounts of this interaction with the leper –
leaving out any reference to Jesus’ indignant or curt demeanor toward the object of this
healing.139
Mark & the Divine
With his cryptic style, Mark is less given to commenting directly on the nature of God
than the other gospel writers. However, the author of this gospel is quite clear as to his
intent with the introduction: “The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of
God.”140
A few verses later, Jesus comes to Galilee: “… proclaiming the good news of God, 15 and
saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe
in the good news.”141 This is a central theme of Mark: God wants the good news or
gospel to be heard and believed through his son.
In Mark, most of the references about Jesus’ connection to divinity come from others, not
Jesus himself. Mark’s earliest account of such an incident (also recorded by Luke) comes
with the declaration from a man with an “unclean spirit,” who calls out: “I know who you
are, the Holy One of God.”142
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Traveling throughout Galilee, Mark again observes that: “ Whenever the unclean spirits
saw him, they fell down before him and shouted, ‘You are the Son of God!’ But he
sternly ordered them not to make him known.”143
Through much of Mark’s gospel, Jesus tries to shield his identity – even when confronted
by the demon possessed or insane – who insist he is the son of God. However, at the
conclusion of Jesus’ earthly life, a Roman centurion at the scene of the crucifixion makes
a similar declaration: “Truly this man was God’s son.”144 This time Jesus is in no
physical condition to refute or quiet the observation of one of his executioners.
In the disputed second ending of Mark, the statement is made that Jesus “… was taken up
into heaven and sat down at the right hand of God.”145 Luke mentions Jesus ascending to
heaven, but only this (longer) version of Mark speculates as to Jesus’ position upon
reaching his heavenly abode.
So both at the beginning of this gospel when Jesus is announced as the Christ and at the
end, it is made clear that Mark’s purpose is to advance this man from Nazareth as the son
of God. However, Mark never makes it easy for the reader through the bulk of his
account. We must work to pull the threads of evidence about Jesus’ divinity out on our
own.
Like Matthew and Luke, Mark does make constant reference to the kingdom of God. In
fact, this phrase accounts for one-quarter of the verses in this gospel where the name God
is used. One parable unique to Mark’s gospel is that of the growing seed, with Jesus
saying:
The kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed on the ground, and
would sleep and rise night and day, and the seed would sprout and grow, he does
not know how. The earth produces of itself, first the stalk, then the head, then the
full grain in the head. But when the grain is ripe, at once he goes in with his
sickle, because the harvest has come.146
Unlike the more widely quoted parable of the sower (referenced by all three synoptics),
which emphasizes the quality of the soil, this parable focuses more on the mysterious
power of the seed itself – in ways that we do not “know how.” In effect, Mark’s Jesus
seems to be saying that the gospel message contains its own power.
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Also noted is that Mark only uses the term “Father” for God four times. The first is in a
verse reminiscent of Matthew: “Whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have
anything against anyone; so that your Father in heaven may also forgive you your
trespasses.”147 A second statement to the negative immediately follows.
A third statement is more eschatological in nature. Talking about the end of the world,
Jesus states: “But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor
the Son, but only the Father.148 Like the gospel writer Matthew, Mark clearly appears to
be separating the capabilities of the Son from those of the Father. They are not
necessarily one and the same.
Mark’s fourth reference to God the Father is perhaps the most remarkable. Just prior to
his arrest and crucifixion, Mark’s Jesus calls out, “Abba, Father, for you all things are
possible; remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you want.”149
This is the only use of the Aramaic term Abba in the four gospels.150 “Abba” is best
translated in very personal and intimate terms as “papa” or “daddy.”
In Mark, the utterance Abba comes in addition to the Greek pater (or “father”). In effect,
Jesus at Gethsemane is crying out: “Daddy, father …” Unlike the other gospel writers,
Mark portrays a Jesus who is connected to the divine not just in the formal terminology
of father – but in an intensely personal way as “daddy.”
Who is God? With Mark, answers to questions about God come in the context of this fast
paced tale about Jesus life. To the question of who God is, the most clear answer Mark
seems to provide is that God is unveiling “good news.”
There is little else to go on. Mark’s gospel offers essentially no description of who God is
or what the godhead is all about. God is seldom mentioned in Mark except in the context
of God’s kingdom or son. Added speculations as to the nature of God clearly do not come
easily to this gospel writer.
Experiencing God: To the question of how God is experienced, the clearest indication
comes from the interaction that Jesus has with his father as “Abba”, daddy.
The other clue comes in Mark’s repeated references to the “kingdom of God.” For Mark,
this kingdom contains secret clues (requiring parables for others) that God is powerful, is
fit most for children, is difficult to access for the wealthy – but yet, is not far off. In fact,
following the crucifixion, only Mark reports that it was Joseph of Arimathea, “a
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respected member of the council, who was also himself waiting expectantly for the
kingdom of God, went boldly to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus.”151
Mark’s God Summarized: In short, Mark’s God is a very task-oriented deity. This is a
god focused on delivery of “good news” – aimed at preparing us to participate in and
fully experience this kingdom of God. And yet this also is a God whose clearest sense of
intimacy is expressed by God’s own son who cries out at the point of ultimate pain and
futility -- “Abba, father.”
Peculiarities of Mark
An understanding of Mark requires attention not only to the main themes, but to some of
the peculiarities unique to this gospel story. Two peculiarities are of particular note: the
ambivalence of Jesus’ message; and Jesus’ views toward women. Mark’s peculiarities are
accentuated by the reception his gospel received by the emerging first and second
Christian church.
Message Ambivalence: In all of the gospels there are examples of Jesus making what
would appear to be contradictory statements. In no gospel is this more prevalent than
Mark. A few examples of the contrasts between might be termed a hard and soft Jesus are
useful to illustrate the point:
•

To the leader of a synagogue at the death of Jairus’ daughter, Jesus
admonishes: “Do not fear, only believe.” Separately to his disciples, Jesus
cautions: “As for yourselves, beware; for they will hand you over to councils;
and you will be beaten in synagogues….”152

•

To a wealthy man, Jesus repeats the Torah commandments including the
requirement to: “Honor you father and mother.” Yet in a crowd where his own
family presses for an audience with their next of kin, Jesus asks: “Who are my
mother and brothers?”153

•

Another request of the wealthy man, Jesus commands: “…go, sell what you
own and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven….”
However, previously, Jesus appears to have endorsed the privileges of wealth:
“For to those who have, more will be given; and from those who have
nothing, even what they have will be taken away.”154
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Mark’s gospel portrays a Jesus who appears to contradict himself at various turns through
his public ministry. Where does Jesus really stand on any given issue?
Great efforts have been made over the years to harmonize apparent contradictions within
and between the four New Testament gospels. However, if taken at face value, Jesus
words and actions suggest a man who loves creating the dialectic, the tension between
polar opposites – in short, a man of mystery and ambiguity.
It should be no wonder that this is the man who Mark quotes as telling his disciples:
“To you has been given the secret of the kingdom of God, but for those outside,
everything comes in parables; in order that they may indeed look, but not
perceive, and may indeed listen, but not understand, so that they may not turn
again and be forgiven.”155
Was Jesus serious when he made this statement? Is this to be an exclusive kingdom? Or
was he pushing his kingdom forward, to expand the base of this who would be disciples –
who would perceive and then understand? Mark’s gospel never answers the question.
Mark & Women: Of the three synoptics, Mark generally appears to have the least
interest in the Jesus’ relationships with women. There is virtually no account of an
interaction with one or more women that is not also found in either or both of the other
synoptics.
However, two of the incidents relating to women are given unique emphasis by Mark,
providing added insight. The first incident is the account of the beheading of John the
Baptist by Herod Antipas. And in this instance, Mark provides the most detailed account
of the three synoptics. Note: Text that is unique to Mark is noted in italics:
“For Herod himself had sent men who arrested John, bound him, and put him in
prison on account of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife, because Herod (Antipas)
had married her. For John had been telling Herod, ‘It is not lawful for you to have
your brother’s wife.’ And Herodias had a grudge against him, and wanted to kill
him. But she could not, for Herod feared John, knowing that he was a righteous
and holy man, and he protected him. When he heard him, he was greatly
perplexed; and yet he liked to listen to him. But an opportunity came when Herod
on his birthday gave a banquet for his courtiers and officers and for the leaders of
Galilee. When his daughter Herodias came in and danced, she pleased Herod and
his guests; and the king said to the girl, ‘Ask me for whatever you wish, and I will
give it.’ And he solemnly swore to her, ‘Whatever you ask me, I will give you,
even half of my kingdom.’ She went out and said to her mother, ‘What should I

selfish hoarding of physical goods (vs. 24) and unwillingness to accept absolute truth (vs. 25) are indirectly
rebuked. However, this interpretation requires going beyond the literal statement and appears to be in
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Mark 4:11-12.

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 54

ask for?’ She replied, ‘The head of John the baptizer.’ Immediately she rushed
back to the king and requested, ‘I want you to give me at once the head of John
the Baptist on a platter.’ The king was deeply grieved; yet out of regard for his
oaths and for the guests, he did not want to refuse her. Immediately the king sent
a soldier of the guard with orders to bring John’s head. He went and beheaded
him in the prison, brought his head on a platter, and gave it to the girl. Then the
girl gave it to her mother.” (portions unique to Mark are in italics).156
Mark’s account clearly places greater responsibility for the beheading of John the Baptist
at the feet of two women, absolving or diminishing the responsibility of Herod – a king
who actually had “protected” the Baptist but who could not “refuse” his wife.
Adding to the drama, the significance of John’s beheading would not be lost on the
broader Jewish culture. Fifteen years later, Herod Antipas would suffer a military defeat
at the hands of Aretas. The Jewish historian Josephus would later write that “… some of
the Jews thought that the destruction of Herod’s army came from God, and that very
justly, as a punishment of what he did against John, that was called the Baptist.”157
The second unique story given by Mark comes at the end of his book (at least the earliest
currently known manuscripts). As is reported in the other synoptics, several women
(including Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome by Mark’s account)
go to the tomb after the Sabbath. They do not find Jesus but are confronted by a young
man in a white robe, who tells them that Jesus is raised, and to go and tell the disciples
(including Peter) that Jesus is going ahead of them to Galilee. What follows next is
unique to Mark:
“So they (the women) went out and fled from the tomb, for terror and amazement
had seized them; and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.”158
The earliest manuscripts of Mark end here.159 Other later manuscripts attributed to Mark
contain verses 9-20, which like other gospels include Jesus’ appearance to the disciples,
commission and ascension.
While these examples may be too few to be conclusive, these two illustrations both
would indicate that Mark may have had a somewhat more cynical view of women. In the
account of the beheading of John the Baptist, only Mark finds it important to lay this to
the conspiratorial efforts of Herodias and her mother. Herod comes across as being the
person caught in the middle, trapped and thereby forced to execute John against his better
judgment.
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Mark is also interesting because the only persons noted as being present at Jesus’
crucifixion are several women who “used to follow him and provided for him when he
was in Galilee.” (15:41, NRSV) No mention is made of the disciples’ presence at the
cross.
Similarly, the only individuals that Mark describes as going to the tomb on Easter
Sunday are the same three women who were at the crucifixion (Mary Magdalene, Mary
the mother of James, and Salome).
If women are painted as conspirators in one example, they are portrayed as weak and
fearful in the next. The power of Mark’s view of women’s important but seemingly
befuddled role is emphasized by this being the closing scene of Mark’s gospel (at least
with the earliest manuscripts).
In summary, Mark generally has less to say about women than the other gospel writers.
However, what he does say could be perceived as somewhat cynical – both in content
and tone. The women of Mark may be manipulative or they may be weak – but in either
case are unlikely to be trusted.
Acceptance of Mark: Christian writers of the first and second century generally give less
play to Mark than other gospels. In part, this is because most of the events recounted by
Mark are also found in the lengthier, more complete synoptics of Matthew and Luke.
Even today, Mark is less favored as a text because this gospel appears to be doctrinally
light. Specifically missing from Mark are the extensive discourses (or sayings) of Jesus
that provide more insight into his views or theology.
At first blush, Mark’s Jesus appears strong on action, weak on thought. Yet this
conclusion would miss the well-crafted narrative, clearly meant to leave certain
impressions on the reader. To his readers, Mark appears to have wanted to convey the
sense of a man of action and mystery, albeit surrounded by adherents (both men and
women) who just never quite seem to get it.
Mark in Summary
Far from being a simple narrative, Mark’s terse gospel is carefully crafted, generating
powerful undercurrents pushing their way down through the last two millennia. Mark’s
Jesus is a man set within yet apart from the milieu of the last decades of temple Judaism.
Jesus is routinely misunderstood by what are routinely portrayed as dimwitted disciples.
If his disciples don’t understand, how much less so will he be understood by the general
public – to whom Jesus deliberately speaks in parables to be sure they won’t get it.
While it is unclear whether Mark was written before or after the writings of Paul, Mark’s
gospel does provide useful cover for the teachings of Paul. As an outsider, Paul’s
ministry depends on confronting and ultimately superceding the influence of Jesus’
original disciples.
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Paul’s ascendancy certainly is not hurt and may well have been abetted by a gospel that
portrays the initial leaders as ones not much deserving of emulation. Lip service is given
to Peter as the rock, the prime mover of the early church – both in Jerusalem and Rome.
In reality, it is the doctrine of Paul’s Jesus – seen through a vision – that has lasted down
through two millennia. With inept disciples, it is Jesus’ brother James and then Paul the
convert who step in to fill the void. After the execution of James, Paul is essentially
granted an unchallenged license to interpret (or reinterpret) the message of Jesus as he
sees fit.
While not directly claiming divinity for Jesus, Mark’s portrayal of the disciples goes a
long way to set the Son of Man apart from mere man. Mark’s God is a very task-oriented
deity. This is a god focused on delivery of “good news” – aimed at preparing us for the
kingdom of God. And, paradoxically this is a God who’s own son beseeches the almighty
God in endearing terms even at the point of death – as “Abba, father.”
If there is an upside to the heresy of Mark’s gospel, this is it. The church of believers is
not to place full reliance in other earthly leaders – even those closest to Jesus.
The downside is that the message of those closest to the Son of Man could be readily
swept aside by other upstarts who had little or no direct contact with the earthly Jesus.
We are left with an unknown. If early church leadership would have remained in the
hands of the remaining eleven disciples, what might be different about the Christianity
we know and practice today?
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#3 - The Heresy of Luke - Social Conscience
“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.”
– Jesus, as quoted in Luke’s 6:20.

Like Matthew, the gospel of Luke presents a sweeping account of the life and message of
Jesus. Both describe a virgin birth, both present a genealogy, both give accounts of great
teachings such as the Sermon on the Mount.
However, Luke is written for different reasons than Matthew. In several key respects,
Luke’s Jesus stands diametrically in opposition to the Jesus of Matthew.
As one example, Luke’s view of the Pharisees contrasts sharply with the picture
presented by Matthew. Luke’s gospel portrays Jesus as having standing among the
Pharisees, while Matthew depicts the relationship as one of open conflict.
However, it is Luke’s portrayal of the social conscience of Jesus that stands in sharpest
contrast with his New Testament counterparts – from Matthew to Paul. At the Sermon on
the Mount, it was Luke’s Jesus who proclaimed: “Blessed are you who are poor.”160
Matthew’s text suggests a far different meaning with Jesus saying: “Blessed are the poor
in spirit.”161
Matthew’s Jesus is concerned with poverty of the spiritual rather than material realm.
Luke’s Jesus is attuned to earthly economics; Jesus is a social reformer.
Of the four New Testament gospels, Luke stands alone with a heightened concern for the
poor and underprivileged in society. This sense of social conscience extends to others
with lesser status in first century Jewish society – including women and non-Jews.
In this respect, Luke provides a linkage between Jesus as the radical first century
reformer traveling an isolated land and Jesus as the hope of all peoples – including those
struggling for recognition, social justice and equality at the dawn of the third millennium.
Background of Luke the Gospel
Luke is the only one of the three synoptic writers to whom two New Testament books are
attributed – both the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles. Taken together, these
two volumes provide the most sweeping account of early Christianity from the genealogy
and birth of Christ through to the arrest and confinement of the apostle Paul in Rome.
While Luke’s views permeate Acts as well as his gospel, the primary focus of this
discussion is on the gospel and its account of Jesus’ life.

160
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Gospel Dating: The gospel of Luke offers no direct indication of the time or place of its
composition. There are two times commonly suggested as dates for the writing of this
gospel – the period from 59-63 AD versus later in the 70s or 80s.
Most early as well as contemporary scholars believe that Luke was written subsequent to
both Matthew and Mark. This position is buttressed by the introduction to the gospel
itself, wherein the author writes:
“Since many have undertaken to set down an orderly account of the events that
have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed on to us by those who
from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word, I too decided,
after investigating everything carefully from the very first, to write an orderly
account for you…”162
From these introductory remarks, it is clearly evident that: (a) there were multiple
accounts available from which Luke could draw; and (b) there is apparent concern
expressed by the author that some earlier accounts may not be wholly reliable. It is not
clearly stated whether these earlier accounts involve written or oral recollections.
Less discussed is the decidedly non-mainstream view that Luke may have been one of the
first gospels to be written. One advocate of this theory points out that, of the four gospels,
the Greek (of the earliest manuscripts) found in Luke is the most readily translated back
to an earlier and more colloquial, spoken Aramaic form.163
The oldest known partial fragmentary evidence of a Lukan manuscript is the Paris
Papyrus (P4).164 This is dated not much later than about 66 AD.
Authorship: Tradition is that both this gospel and the book of Acts were penned by a
physician known as Luke, identified as a fellow traveler with Paul in the book of Acts.165
Even today, most scholars believe that the same author writes both books.
Both Luke and Acts are addressed to the same person, Theophilus.166 The Acts of the
Apostles also begins with a reference to “my former book”.167
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Neither volume explicitly identifies Luke as the author. However, certain sections in Acts
use the pronoun “we”, suggesting that the author was with Paul for many of the events
being described.
Luke’s authorship is supported by testimony of early Christian writings including the
Muratorian Canon, circa 170 AD and the works of Irenaeus, c. 180. Irenaeus states that:
“Luke, the follower of Paul, set down in a book the gospel preached by him.”168
The late 2nd/early 3rd century church historian and polemicist Tertullian also attests to
Lukan authorship of this gospel. And the great third century Origen offered a similar
view: “Next (after Matthew and Mark) came that of Luke, who wrote for Gentile
converts the gospel praised by Paul.”169
Fourth century historian Eusebius appears to go a bit further, indicating that the apostle
Paul may himself have had a hand in writing this gospel. This is what Eusebius thinks
Paul means when he refers to “my gospel” in several of his epistles.170 Eusebius states
that: “It is actually suggested that Paul was in the habit of referring to Luke’s gospel
whenever he said, as if writing of some Gospel of his own: ‘According to my gospel.’ ”
The Tradition of Luke: Luke is known by the title given by Paul as “the beloved
physician”.171 To Philemon, Paul describes Luke along with Mark and two others as “my
fellow workers”172
Available information indicates that Luke may well have been a Gentile by birth,
certainly well educated and versed in Greek culture. In the fourth century, the historian
Eusebius describe Luke as: “…by birth an Antiochene and by profession a physician, was
for long periods a companion of Paul and was closely associated with the other apostles
as well.”173
As described much earlier by Paul in his epistle to the Colossians, Luke’s profession was
that of a physician. He accompanied Paul at various times beginning with Paul’s second
missionary journey. As later indicated by Paul writing to Timothy, Luke was one of a
handful who remained with Paul after others deserted.174
Luke clearly is connected with Mark. Both of these two gospel writers are linked via a
common affiliation with Paul the apostle, often traveling together with Paul. This
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relationship raises interesting questions as to the particular spin given these two gospels
by their respective authors.
By tradition, Luke is identified as a member of the church at Antioch. He is believed to
have written his gospel in Greece – and for a Greek speaking audience. Third century
theologian Origen would comment that Luke was composed after Matthew and Mark.
Later traditions also suggest that Luke may have been one of the unnamed disciples to
whom Jesus appeared on the road to Emmaus. Also suggested is that Luke was a painter
who painted a portrait of the virgin Mary and that he died unmarried at the age of 84.175
The Jesus of Social Conscience
Luke’s presentation of Jesus as a man of social conscience and action comes across in
four ways: charity toward the poor, economy of the kingdom, outreach to women, and
possible role as borderline social revolutionary.
Christian Charity: Of the four New Testament gospels, Luke’s version stands out for its
distinctive role in conveying a message of priority of God’s kingdom for the poor and
dispossessed. The other three gospels offer a decidedly different slant.
Perhaps the best illustration (previously noted) is provided by contrasting messages of
Luke and Matthew in the following beatitude:
Luke – Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.176
Matthew – Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.177
Another comparison:
Luke – Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled.178
Matthew – Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they
will be filled.179
Luke’s beatitudes are aimed at earthly material needs; Matthew’s version is pointed
toward the spiritual.
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These notes are referenced, for example, by Lavinia Cohn-Sherbok, Who’s Who in Christianity
(London: Routledge), 1998.
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All together, Luke’s version of the beatitudes comprise only four sayings, while Matthew
provides a total of 9 beatitudes. Then, following the positive affirmations, Luke issues
four condemnations which have no counterpart in Matthew:180
But woe to you who are rich, for you have received your consolation.
Woe to you who are full now, for you will be hungry.
Woe to you who are laughing now, for you will mourn and weep.
Woe to you when all speak well of you, for that is what their ancestors did to the
false prophets.181
Each of these denunciations appears directly aimed at the “haves” of first century Jewish
society.182 Luke’s Jesus condemns the rich, those who are well fed, those who laugh and
the respected members of the community.
This distinctive emphasis that Luke places on righting social and economic inequities
also comes through in a variety of other events and sayings. These actions and comments
by Jesus have no counterpart in the other gospels, as indicated by the following summary
listing:
•
•

•
•

•
•

In Nazareth, Jesus reads Isaiah in the synagogue: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon
me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. (Luke 4:18)
To an inquiry from disciples of John the Baptist, Jesus replies: “Go and tell John
what you have seen and heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the
lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor have good news
brought to them.” (7:22)
In response to a lawyer who asks what he must do to inherit eternal life, Jesus
tells the parable of the good Samaritan – the only one to render aid. (10:30-37)
Jesus relates the parable of the rich man whose life is taken after building bigger
barns to illustrate the moral: “Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for
one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.” (12:15-21)
To his disciples, Jesus discusses the need to “not worry about your life.” (12:22)
He further directs: “Sell your possessions, and give alms.” (12:33)
Jesus tells the story of “the rich man” and the “poor man named Lazarus”. In
Hades, the rich man asks Abraham for mercy. Abraham’s matter-of-fact response:
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Luke 6:24-26.
The Scholars Version provides an even more direct, contemporary version of these denunciations,
beginning with: “Damn you rich! You already have your consolation.” (6:24)
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A few accounts of helping the poor are shared with the other synoptic writers. For example, all three
writers tell of Jesus advising the ruler to “sell all that you own and distribute the money to the poor” in
order to inherit eternal life. And both Luke and Mark recount the event of the widow’s mite, followed by
Jesus comment: “…for all of them have contributed out of their abundance, but she out of her poverty has
put in all she had to live on.” (Luke 21:4, NRSV).
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•

“Child, remember that during your lifetime you received your good things, and
Lazarus in like manner evil things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in
agony.” (16:25)
Jesus spots Zacchaeus in a tree, and invites himself to the home of Zacchaeus,
who there proclaims: “Look, half of my possessions, Lord, I will give to the
poor…” Jesus responds: “Today salvation has come to this house….” (19:8-9)

For Luke, the sympathies of Jesus lie with the poor and the social outcast. If one has the
misfortune of wealth, the remedy is to sell what one has and distribute the proceeds to the
have-nots.
Perhaps most telling are the contrasting accounts provided by the four gospel writers of a
woman (or separate women) who anoint Jesus. In the versions provided by Matthew,
Mark and John, the anointing takes place at Bethany. There are complaints that the
ointment could have been sold and the money given to the poor. Both the incident and the
response given by Jesus (as recorded by three non-Lukan gospel writers) are remarkably
consistent:
Matthew: “For you always have the poor with you, but you will not always have
me.”183
Mark: “For you always have the poor with you, and you can show kindness to
them whenever you wish; but you will not always have me.”184
John: “You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me.”185
Luke takes a different tack. An anointing takes place in a Pharisee’s house (at an
unspecified location) by “a woman in the city, who was a sinner”. The Pharisee says to
himself: “If this man were a prophet, he would have known who and what kind of woman
this is who is touching him – that she is a sinner.”
In response, Luke’s Jesus presents a story (or parable) about two debtors, then gets to the
point: “Therefore, I tell you, her sins, which were many, have been forgiven; hence she
has shown great love. But the one to whom little is forgiven, forgives little.” He then says
to the woman: “Your faith has saved you; go in peace.”186
Three of the gospel writers (including John) have picked an incident where the punch line
is that a luxury gift for a special occasion represents a more important priority than
helping the poor (at least in this instance). Despite his normal approach of using material
in common with Matthew and Mark, in this instance Luke selects a seemingly similar
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account (albeit in a different setting), but with the emphasis shifted from economics to
forgiveness.187
Only Luke avoids the statement (and the resulting admission) that the poor will always be
with us. This is not surprising since Jesus’ seemingly cynical acceptance of poverty
found in the other three gospels would contradict Luke’s consistent portrayal of Jesus as
advocate for the poor and oppressed.
Economy of the Kingdom: Of the four gospel writers, Luke is most clearly interested in
Jesus’ views regarding not only the social but also economic order. The Robin Hood tone
of Luke is set early on, with Mary the mother proclaiming in her Magnificat way prior to
Jesus’ birth: “...he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away
empty.”188
The chart provided at the end of this chapter contains a detailed listing of incidents from
Luke’s gospel that relate to economics as exemplified by the life and teachings of Jesus.
Passages found only in Luke appear to advocate a fairly radical form of re-distributionist
economics. For example, consider the following admonition from Jesus: “Give to
everyone who begs from you; and if anyone takes away your goods, do not ask for them
again.”189
Or this comment just shortly thereafter: “If you lend to those from whom you hope to
receive, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, to receive as much
again.”190
Only nine of 30 incidents identified by the chart (in the appendix to this chapter) are
found in a separate gospel effectively corroborating Luke’s account. Over two-thirds of
these accounts are found uniquely in Luke.
With only two exceptions, the incidents that are also offered by other gospel writers do
not support Luke’s view that wealth and spirituality are necessarily incompatible.
However, even these two exceptions both serve to illustrate the chasm between Luke and
his fellow synoptic writers.
In one case, Luke takes the extreme position that wealth is always evil, while Matthew
indicates only that wealth should not take precedence over spirituality. In the second
case, Luke’s gospel joins with Matthew and Mark as Jesus acknowledges that even those
with wealth can be saved by the grace of God.191
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The first exception is the statement of Jesus that: “You cannot serve God and wealth.” (found also in
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Champion of Women: The role of women in Christianity is a source of increased debate
as we enter this time of the third millennium. This is not a new discussion, but a dialogue
whose roots can be found amid differing accounts of the four New Testament gospel
writers.
In all four NT gospels, Jesus has very little directly to say about distinctions between (or
expectations of) women versus men. However, there clearly are implied differences. The
twelve disciples all are men. Virtually all of the authority figures identified (Romans,
priests, etc.) are men. This is not surprising, since both the Jewish and Roman cultures
were essentially patriarchal in nature.
However, women are integral to the Jesus story, first, as people who interact with Jesus.
Second, women figure in a significant number of the parables.
Of the three synoptics, Luke certainly provides the most coverage of activities by women.
Consistent with his views on other forms of social reform, it is not surprising that Luke’s
Jesus appears as the greatest advocate for addressing the social and economic inequities
faced by the women of first century Palestine.
The following chart provides a detailed listing of Jesus’ interactions with and parables
about women, as recorded by the Gospel of Luke. Note: Accounts unique to Luke’s
gospel are indicated by boldface type.
Lukan Accounts of Women
Women Involved
Elizabeth
Mary (mother of Jesus)
Mary & Elizabeth
Elizabeth
Mary
Mary
Anna
Mary
Herodias

The Event
Conception of son John the Baptist (1:5-25)
Visit by the angel Gabriel foretelling the birth of Jesus (1:26-38)
Mary’s visit and the Magnificat (1:39-56)
Birth of John the Baptist (1:57-60)
Travel to Bethlehem and birth of Jesus, followed by visit from shepherds
(2:1-20)
Blessing in Jerusalem at circumcision from Simeon (2:21-35)
Blessing from a prophetess (2:36-38)
Admonishment to Jesus followed by observance of Jesus’ actions after
return to Nazareth (2:42-52)
John denounces Herod the tetrarch over marriage to Herodias, his brother’s
wife (3:19)

emphasizing the condemnation that befalls those of wealth – whether earned honestly or dishonestly.
Matthew’s statement is immediately followed by the theme of not worrying about what one will eat, drink
or wear tomorrow. In other words, while Luke condemns wealth of all types, Matthew condemns only
reliance on wealth more than God.
The second exception relates to the incident wherein Jesus asks a wealthy man to sell his possessions,
distributing the proceeds to the poor. All three synoptics record this event, quoting Jesus infamous if not
perplexing next statement that it is “easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone
who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.” However, in this case, even Luke’s Jesus joins that of the other
synoptics by acknowledging that it may be possible for even the rich to be saved: “What is impossible for
mortals is possible for God.”
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Women Involved
Simon Peter’s motherin-law
Widow (with dead
son)
Sinner
Mary (Magdalene),
Joanna & Susanna
Mary (mother of Jesus)
Jairus’ daughter
Woman in crowd

Martha & Mary
Queen of the South
Woman in synagogue
Woman with coins
(parable)

Lot’s wife

Widow (& judge in
parable)

Needy Widow (giving
at collection box)
Slave Woman

The Event
Healed by Jesus at Simon’s house. Upon being healed: “Immediately she got
up and began to serve them.” (4:38-39)
Jesus resurrects dead son, then gives him back to his mother. (7:11-17)
Anoints Jesus at with tears and myrrh. Jesus forgives her sins, tells her to go
in peace. (7:36-50)
Described as “some women” who traveled with the 12 disciples and
“provided for them out of their resources.” (8:2-3)192
Comes with brothers to see Jesus, but rebuffed by crowd and Jesus (8:19-21)
12-year old resurrected by Jesus. (8:40-41, 49-56)
Healed by touching the fringe of Jesus’ cloak. After discovering who touched
him, Jesus says: “Daughter, you faith has made you well; go in peace.” (8:4348)
Mary is commended for listening to Jesus’ words, while Martha is
distracted by serving. (10:38-42)
Will be brought back to life at the time of judgment to condemn
members of this generation. (11: 31)193
Healed by Jesus after 18 years of affliction and unable to straighten up.
After healing, she praises God. (13:10-13)194
Jesus: “Or what woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one of them,
does not light a lamp, sweep the house, and search carefully until she
finds it? When she has found it, she calls together her friends and
neighbors, saying, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I had
lost.’ Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God
over one sinner who repents.” (15:8-10)
Jesus: “Remember Lot’s wife. Those who try to make their life secure
will lose it, but those who lose their life will keep it. I tell you, on that night
there will be two in one bed; one will be taken and the other left. There will
be two women grinding meal together; one will be taken and the other left.”
(17:32-35)
Jesus: “In a certain city there was a judge who neither feared God nor
had respect for people. In that city there was a widow who kept coming
to him and saying, ‘Grant me justice against my opponent.’ For a while
he refused; but later he said to himself, ‘Though I have no fear of God
and no respect for anyone, yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I
will grant her justice, so that she may not wear me out by continually
coming.’ “ (18:2-5)
Jesus: “Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put in more than all of them; for
all of them have contributed out of their abundance, but she out of her
poverty has put in all she had to live on.” (21:3-4)
Suggests that Peter was a follower of Jesus, leading to Peter’s first denial
(22:56-57)

192

Mary is described as being from Magdala and one from whom seven demons had been removed; Joanna
is identified as the wife of Chuza, Herod’s steward.
193
This is the queen of Sheba, described by the OT in I Kings 10:1-10. For Jesus, her authority appears to
be because “she came from the ends of the earth to listen to the wisdom of Solomon.”
194
In response to criticism from the leader of the synagogue for healing on the Sabbath, Jesus asks: “And
ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham whom Satan bound for eighteen long years, be set free from
this bondage on the Sabbath day?” (Luke 13:16)
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Women Involved
Women (mourning
Jesus as he is led to
the cross)
Women from Galilee
(including Mary
Magdalene, Joanna,
Mary the mother of
James)

The Event
Jesus turning to them: “Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for me, but
weep for yourselves and for your children. For the days are surely
coming when they will say, ‘Blessed are the barren, and the wombs that
never bore, and the breasts that never nursed.’ “ (23:28-29)
Come along to see how Jesus is buried (on Friday). Return on Sunday and
find the stone rolled away from the tomb, see two men “in dazzling clothes”,
return and tell the 11 disciples what has happened. The disciples receive the
women’s story “as an idle tale, and they did not believe them.” (23:55-24:11)

Note: Events identified in boldface are found only in Luke’s gospel.

Based on the detailed listing provided above, the essentials of only 9 of 27 recollections
involving women recounted by Luke can also be found in the other synoptics.195 In
effect, fully two-thirds of the accounts of Jesus’ interactions noted are unique to Luke’s
gospel.
Luke’s Jesus comes across as most understanding and sympathetic to the needs of
women.196 We can learn a fair amount about Luke’s views by focusing on those passages
unique to this gospel:
•
•

•
•
•
•

Luke’s gospel provides details about the conception of Mary’s cousin Elizabeth
and chronicles the visit between the two prior to the birth of either son.
Only Luke describes the role of the prophetess Anna and Mary’s admonishment
to Jesus at age 12. Luke records that Jesus speaks the need to be in his Father’s
house, but also returns home to Nazareth and “was obedient” to his parents.
Jesus heals a boy and then gives him back to his mother.
Luke notes that “some women” who travel with him care for Jesus and his
followers.
Luke’s Jesus admires persistence and attentiveness in women; he is less charitable
toward busy work and second-guessing (as with Lot’s wife).
While considerate of women with children, Luke’s Jesus appears especially
supportive of women who are single (e.g. widows).

While sympathetic, the Jesus of Luke remains somewhat aloof from the women with
whom he interacts. There is little of the intimacy that one finds with Jesus and women as
recorded by John’s gospel.
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The passage in Luke 17:32-35 is found partially outside of Luke. The remembrance of Lot’s wife is
mentioned only by Luke.
196
Matthew paints a protective, even patriarchal portrait. Mark generally has less to say about women, but
what he does say could be perceived as somewhat cynical. John’s Jesus is perhaps less sympathetic – but
gets the most up close, personal, and intimate.
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For Luke’s Jesus, the poor, the women and the outcasts are to be respected and rewarded
– but don’t get too close. This Jesus treats those who are less privileged more from an
analytical, almost clinical perspective – but not necessarily as equals.
Social Revolutionary: Of the themes that emerged in the 20th century quest for the
historical Jesus, one of the more popular has been that, as a product of an oppressed
Jewish society, the message of Jesus was that of a social revolutionary. However, the
evidence from this New Testament gospel suggests something else. The Jesus of Luke is
portrayed as a social reformer and perhaps advocate – but not as a political revolutionary.
This discussion is important to a better understanding of Jesus – from the perspective of
the gospel writer most sympathetic to a divine agenda of social justice. So, we proceed
cautiously to consider a broad array of the textual evidence available.
Those who advocate the view of Jesus as a social revolutionary tend to do so from either
(or both) of two perspectives: (a) as a political revolutionary (e.g. zealot) who sought the
overthrow of Roman authority and return to Jewish rule; and/or (b) as a radical social
reformer representing the interests of the poor and outcast members of Jewish society
against the ruling elites – whether those elites be Jew or Gentile.
Of the four gospels, Matthew clearly presents Jesus as a man reaching out to social
outcasts, but not as an advocate for social revolution. Mark’s gospel portrays Jesus in
similar fashion to Matthew; however, Mark aims more of his social critique at the Jewish
scribes while Matthew focuses on the Pharisees. And John’s Jesus avoids political or
social critique, but elevates Jesus’ interests to a higher spiritual plane.
Consequently, the New Testament case for Jesus as social revolutionary rises or falls
largely on material presented in Luke’s gospel. The verdict depends on one’s view of
Lukan social interactions, in many (but not all) of which Jesus serves as an advocate for
the poor and underprivileged.
The passion of Luke’s gospel extends beyond sympathy to encompass a more activist
role for social if not economic redistribution. For example, only Luke tells the story of
Zacchaeus, a man who says to the Lord: “Look, half of my possessions, Lord, I will give
to the poor; and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay back four times as
much.”197 This passage implies a very active responsibility from an acknowledged
economic oppressor to assure restitution well above and beyond the bare minimum.
In another situation, noticing how guests to a party or formal dinner often choose their
seats, Luke’s Jesus comments: “Do not sit down at the place of honor, in case someone
more distinguished than you has been invited by your host. ... But when you are invited,
go and sit down at the lowest place...” Then, to the host, Jesus suggests that rather than
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inviting friends or relatives or rich neighbors: “...invite the poor, the crippled, the lame
and the blind.”198
Of the gospel writers, it is only Luke who has Jesus tell the parable of the Pharisee and
tax collector. This parable is given in response to what Luke describes as “some who
trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt.”199
People bring “even infants” to Jesus, dismaying the disciples. Jesus responds that
“...whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it.”200
The first public act of Jesus’ ministry (recorded in detail only in Luke) is of Jesus
rejection in his hometown of Nazareth. Quoting from Isaiah, Jesus reads from the
synagogue scroll:
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good
news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery
of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the
Lord’s favor.”201
In effect, Luke immediately puts his readers on notice that the mission of Jesus is to the
poor, the captives, the physically challenged and the oppressed. Luke’s Jesus goes on to
state that today represents the fulfillment of this prophecy, a claim that goes down
surprisingly well with the audience -- despite its audacity.
Jesus then ups the ante by commenting that “no prophet is accepted in his hometown.”
The mood of the audience changes to “rage” moments later when Jesus uses the example
of the former prophet Elisha to indicate that his message of “good news” may go to a
broader audience than just the Jewish population. The final comment Jesus makes before
the audience drives him out of town relates to the only leper being healed in the time of
Elisha being not an Israelite, but Naaman the Syrian.
Consistent with his disdain for those of wealth and power, Luke’s Jesus is critical of
those who also present themselves as authorities. But when the discussion turns toward
the prospect of a non-Jewish audience, Jesus is often more accommodating.
Like Matthew, Luke’s Jesus is critical of the Pharisees. Unlike Matthew, Luke opens the
door far more to the possibility of Gentiles also participating in the kingdom of heaven.
For example, both Matthew and Luke provide an account of Jesus’ interaction with a
Roman centurion. Luke’s gospel closely parallels Matthew with a few noteworthy
differences. The account of the Roman centurion is prefaced with an appeal from Jewish
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elders who attest that the centurion “…is worthy of having you do this for him, for he
loves our people, and it is he who built our synagogue for us.”202
But unlike Matthew, Luke presents a more contrite centurion who sends friends as
emissaries on his behalf to say: “Lord, do not trouble yourself, for I am not worthy to
have you come under my roof; therefore I did not presume to come to you. But only
speak the word, and let my servant be healed.”203
It is noteworthy that, in Luke, there is no evidence that Jesus ever actually meets the
centurion. In effect, Jesus accepts a person outside his culture without even the benefit of
a personal meeting.
Luke also details several unique accounts of interactions with Samaritans. As half-breeds
of only partial Jewish blood, the Jewish establishment and much of the broader Jewish
community disparaged residents of Samaria.
In the first Lukan account, residents of a village in Samaria refuse to receive Jesus. The
disciples ask: “Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down from heaven and
consume them.” 204 Jesus rebukes the disciples; they then travel on to another village.
On the way to Jerusalem (later in Luke), Jesus cleanses ten lepers. Only one of the lepers
returns to thank Jesus. Luke notes: “And he was a Samaritan”. In return, Jesus asks:
“Were not ten made clean? But the other nine, where are they? Was none of them found
to return and give praise to God except this foreigner? ... Get up and go on your way;
your faith has made you well.”205
Luke is also the only gospel that recounts the powerful and well-known parable of the
Good Samaritan. This parable is offered in answer to a lawyer’s question: “Who is my
neighbor?”206 Again, the answer is that the reward goes not to those who have the means
or the authority, but to those who go out of their way – to the outcasts of the world.
After the first recorded encounter with Samaritans (in Luke 10), Jesus moves on to offer
a culturally radical message to would be followers. One wanna be desires to follow Jesus
but bury his father first. Jesus says: “Let the dead bury their own dead; but as for you, go
and proclaim the kingdom of God.”
Another prospect first wants to say farewell to those at home. To this person, Jesus states:
“No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.”207
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Unique to Luke are accounts of two political events: Galileans whose “blood Pilate had
mingled with their sacrifices” and 18 people killed by the collapse of the tower of
Siloam. Regarding the first event, Jesus comments: “Do you think that because these
Galileans suffered in this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans? No, I tell
you; but unless you repent, you will all perish as they did.”
Then, regarding the collapsing tower, Jesus rhetorically asks: “...do you thank that they
were worse offenders than all the others living in Jerusalem? No, I tell you; but unless
you repent, you will all perish just as they did.”208 The message this time: no special
favors even for the seemingly righteous.
Like Matthew, Jesus weeps over Jerusalem and its future. Luke has Jesus render an even
more graphic depiction of Israel’s current condition and fate:
If you, even you, had only recognized on this day the things that make for peace!
But now they are hidden from your eyes. Indeed, the days will come upon you,
when your enemies will set up ramparts around you and surround you, and hem
you in on every side. They will crush you to the ground, you and your children
within you, and they will not leave within you one stone upon another; because
you did not recognize the time of your visitation from God.209
The prophetic message: the mantle of divine favor will pass –from the favored to the
spiritually disenfranchised.
Luke is also the only gospel writer to note that the non-religious political establishment
was taking notice of Jesus. After the disciples return from teaching in villages, Herod
Antipas is reported to observe: “John I beheaded; but who is this about whom I hear such
things?”210 Luke then indicates that Herod actually tried to see Jesus; however, the
outcome of this effort is not described.
Political intrigue does not lead Jesus to violent action. Shortly after Jesus is arrested and
a disciple cuts off the right ear of the high priest’s slave. Jesus responds: “No more of
this!” And unlike the other two synoptics, Luke states that Jesus then touched and healed
the wounded ear.
Luke does record a subsequent audience of Jesus before King Herod, after his arrest.211
Consistent with his earlier reference to the King, Luke states that: “When Herod saw
Jesus, he was very glad. Herod he had wanted to see Jesus for a long time, because he
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had heard about him and was hoping to see him perform some sign.” So, Herod questions
Jesus “at some length, but Jesus gave him no answer.”212
And finally, Luke provides an intriguing political aside – regarding the role that Jesus
may have had in cementing a relationship between the Jewish ruler Herod and the Roman
procurator Pilate: “That same day Herod and Pilate became friends with each other;
before this they had been enemies.”213
If Luke’s gospel clearly presents a portrait of Jesus as social reformer, there is little
evidence that Luke’s Jesus goes beyond to the role of political revolutionary as some
modern liberation theologians have suggested. Rather, Luke’s Jesus is revolutionary for a
message of both social and personal and not political redemption.
The phrase of a “house divided” has often been used in a political context, certainly in
American history. However, the biblical reference deals more with spiritual than earthly
politics.
The “house divided” terminology remark is occasioned when Jesus is casting out a
demon; some in the crowd watching exclaim: “He casts out demons by Beelzebub, the
ruler of the demons.” Others demand a sign from heaven. So, Jesus responds: “Every
kingdom divided against itself becomes a desert, and house falls on house. If Satan also is
divided against himself how will his kingdom stand?”214
A revealing example of where and how Luke draws the line is presented by the account
of Jesus’ anointing by a woman reputed to be a sinner. While recorded by all three
synoptics, only Luke mentions that this event occurred at the home of a Pharisee.215 Not
surprisingly and consistent with his sympathies for the poor and underprivileged, Luke
omits any account of Jesus saying the poor are always with you.
Rather, Luke has Jesus tell the parable of the two debtors to his host. The moral of the
story – the person with the greater debt forgiven will love the creditor more. Jesus
concludes:
You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment.
Therefore, I tell you, her sins, which were many, have been forgiven; hence she
has shown great love. But the one to whom little is forgiven, loves little.” Then,
to the woman: “Your sins are forgiven.216
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In effect, Luke ventures onto grounds of economic and social justice that are avoided by
the other gospel writers. However, he stops short of radical political solutions. There is
no advocacy of overthrowing the Roman or even Jewish establishment. Rather, the
ultimate message is consistent with that of the other gospel writers – a message of
personal forgiveness and redemption.
Lest there be any mistake, Luke’s gospel most clearly points out that Jesus’ kingdom is
now, not an event yet to come – and certainly not to occur by forceful military or guerilla
action. Late in his ministry, the Pharisees pointedly ask Jesus when the kingdom of God
is coming. It is here that Jesus makes it plain:
The kingdom of God is not coming with things that can be observed; nor will they
say, ‘Look, here it is!’ or ‘There it is!’ For, in fact, the kingdom of God is among
you.217
In summary, there is no textual evidence to be derived from Luke’s gospel that would
show Jesus to be a social revolutionary. While Jesus advocated for the lesser privileged
on a personal, social, religious and cultural level, there is no indication that he advocated
for political action to accomplish these aims.
Luke & A Merciful God
Who is God for Luke? How is God experienced? Luke is vitally interested in the
Godhead. However, he presents a somewhat bifurcated picture of divinity – as merciful
but distant.
In introducing his gospel, Luke moves quickly to link Jesus’ birth to God. He introduces
the couple Zechariah and Elizabeth, noting that: “Both of them were righteous before
God, living blamelessly according to all the commandments and regulations of the
Lord.”218
This author traces human lineage back to “Adam, son of God.”219 He also has others who
declare and testify to the greatness of God.220
Prior even to the birth of Jesus, Luke paints a portrait of God through divine interactions
with the virgin Mary. This encounter starts as “the angel Gabriel was sent by God.”221
Gabriel’s first words to Mary: “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.” Gabriel
goes, stating that this son Jesus “… will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most
High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David.”
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So, we have a picture of Jesus divine standing and his divine mission. But now we focus
on Luke’s view of God the father.
Who is God? The portrait of God is painted perhaps most vividly by the virgin mother
Mary. Consider the following excerpts from her statement of the Magnificat:
My soul magnifies the Lord,
and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,
for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant.
Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed;
for the Mighty One has done great things for me,
and holy is his name.
His mercy is for those who fear him
from generation to generation.
He has shown strength with his arm;
he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.
He has brought down the powerful from their thrones,
and lifted up the lowly;
he has filled the hungry with good things,
and sent the rich away empty.
He has helped his servant Israel,
in remembrance of his mercy,
according to the promise he made to our ancestors,
to Abraham and to his descendants forever.222
Prior to Jesus birth, Luke describes those who “praise God” as including the shepherds,
Mary the mother, Simeon the devout man of Jerusalem, and Anna the prophetess.223
Luke goes further, teaching about a God who as Father is merciful:
If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners love
those who love them. If you do good to those who do good to you, what credit is
that to you? For even sinners do the same. If you lend to those from whom you
hope to receive, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, to receive
as much again. 35 But love your enemies, do good, and lend, expecting nothing in
return. Your reward will be great, and you will be children of the Most High; for
he is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked. Be merciful, just as your Father is
merciful.224
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Luke 1:46-55. References to God are italicized. Zechariah offers a similar prophecy praising God at
Luke 1: 68-79.
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Luke 2.
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Luke 6:32-36. In a parallel passage, Matthew places the emphasis on perfection rather than mercy: “And
if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles
do the same? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” Matthew 5:47-48.
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Luke also equates the Father to the Holy Spirit in a way that Matthew does not, with
Jesus saying: “If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children,
how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!”225
Clearly, Luke’s Jesus suggests the magnanimous nature of God – albeit with an
accompanying injunction of a more material nature also: “Do not be afraid, little flock,
for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom. Sell your possessions, and
give alms.226
In both Matthew and Luke, Jesus mediates a dispute between the disciples as to who will
be greatest in the kingdom of heaven. In both passages, Jesus lets them know that
whoever would lead must serve. Matthew reports that Jesus is angered by the dispute.
Luke’s Jesus turns what must seem like an unseemly dispute into an extraordinary
affirmation for his disciples, saying:
You are those who have stood by me in my trials; and I confer on you, just as my
Father has conferred on me, a kingdom, so that you may eat and drink at my table
in my kingdom, and you will sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel.227
And, finally, it is only Luke who records Jesus’ final words at the crucifixion as: “Father,
into your hands I commend my spirit.”228 Luke describes none of the humiliation or
rancor evident at the crucifixion that is reported by Matthew or Mark, as in: “My God,
my God, why have you forsaken me?”229 With Luke, Jesus’ death is more of a letting go,
a relief from the trials of a difficult life – into the hands of a merciful Father.
Post-resurrection, Luke’s gospel ends on a note of praise to the divine:
Then he led them out as far as Bethany, and, lifting up his hands, he blessed them.
While he was blessing them, he withdrew from them and was carried up into
heaven. And they worshiped him, and returned to Jerusalem with great joy; and
they were continually in the temple blessing God.230
In short, Luke’s God is a god who is merciful and worthy of praise – from start to finish.
Experiencing God: The second question relates to how God is to be experienced. With
Luke’s gospel, this question is not readily answered. This is because the God of Luke is,

225
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in many respects, more removed from direct interaction with humans. Rather, the Lukan
God interacts with humanity through proxies.
For example, in a passage unique to this gospel, Jesus describes the kingdom of God in
the negative – for those not entering as follows: “There will be weeping and gnashing of
teeth when you see Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and all the prophets in the kingdom of
God, and you yourselves thrown out.”231 It is noteworthy that, in this instance, the
personal connection to be made in heaven is not with God directly, but rather with great
patriarchs of the Hebrew scriptures.
This theme of a mediated relationship is advanced further in the subsequent parable (also
unique to Luke) of the rich man suffereing in hell while the man who had been poor
(Lazarus) makes it to the kingdom:
The poor man died and was carried away by the angels to be with Abraham. The
rich man also died and was buried. 23 In Hades, where he was being tormented, he
looked up and saw Abraham far away with Lazarus by his side. 24 He called out,
‘Father Abraham, …232
This passage is particularly noteworthy because it offers the only description in the New
Testament that Jesus ever gives of the place to which the damned are sent – albeit in
parable form. Also of note is that, in this illustration, it appears to be possible for the
damned to view (if distantly) conditions on the other side – and even to communicate
between heaven and hell.
In the context of how God is experienced, again the linkage made by Luke is to Abraham
as a proxy for God – rather than to God himself.
A different clue given by Luke concerns God’s interaction with humankind – as Jesus
sends out the seventy. In those towns where the disciples minister, the greetings that the
70 are to impart after being welcomed and fed is: “The kingdom of God has come near to
you.”233 The message is similar. God has “come near” but not necessarily engaged in
direct contact with humans – whether individually or collectively.
Jesus offers a similar suggestion as he nears the end of his ministry. He weeps over the
fate of Jerusalem and bemoans the future destruction of this city, noting that the City
failed because it “did not recognize the time of your visitation from God.”234 The
visitation is from the divine, but no contact occurred because the visit was not recognized
by humankind.
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Peculiarities of Luke
At least on the surface, Luke’s gospel evidences fewer personal quirks than the other
three New Testament gospels. This is not unexpected; Luke was simply a more
controlled kind-of-a-guy. He took pride in his professionalism and attention to providing
an accurate account of Jesus’ life.
With the possible exception of his interest in social justice, Luke does not appear to be
interested in stirring up controversy. In fact, if there is a personal quirk, it is Luke’s
proclivity to gloss over factions and controversies between and among his followers.
Luke as Mediator of Post Resurrection Christianity: After Jesus’ resurrection, Luke
ends his gospel on a note that also serves as a preface to what will come in the Acts of the
Apostles:
...repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations,
beginning from Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things. And see, I am
sending upon you what my Father promised; so stay here in the city until you
have been clothed with power from on high.235
Of the four gospel writers, only Luke then records the ascension of Jesus “up into
heaven.” He concludes that the observers “...returned to Jerusalem with great joy; and
they were continually in the temple blessing God.”236
Luke’s companion account to the gospel is the Acts of the Apostles. Even more than the
gospel, Luke’s version of early ecclesiastical history presented in this sequel document
clearly serves to gloss over factionalism in the interest of presenting a unified church.
However, as one noted church historian has put it, the book of Acts “not only has its own
theological perspective but also offers an interpretation of the early history of
Christianity calculated to stress the basic coherence and agreement of the several
traditions.”237 These “traditions” are the various (and sometimes divergent) strands of
belief and practice that emerge from Jesus’ ministry and carry forward with the early
Christian church. These divergencies will be presented in greater detail in a few chapters
– as we consider the heresies of Paul, James and Peter.
Acceptance of Luke: While not explicitly mentioned by the early church patriarch
Papias, Luke’s gospel appears to have won ready acceptance among Christian churches
by at least the mid-second century. This was the only gospel accepted (albeit with
significant edits) by the gnostic heretic Marcion – due largely to Luke’s affiliation with
the apostle Paul.

235

Luke 24:47-49.
Luke 22:50-53.
237
Williston Walker, et al, A History of the Christian Church (New York: Scribner), Fourth Edition, 1985.
236

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 77

Luke’s gospel also won praise from fourth century church historian Eusebius for its
reliability. Eusebius describes both the gospel and the Acts of the Apostles as “two
divinely inspired books.”238
Luke in Summary
And so we reach the end of what has been called the most beautiful book ever written –
the only gospel that definitely can be attributed to a non-Jew. A man of apparent
professional training. Well learned but with a heart for those less fortunate.
Luke presents Jesus as the man of social conscience and action. This comes across in
Jesus views regarding the importance of charity toward the poor, economy of the
kingdom, outreach to women, and arguably as borderline social revolutionary.
This is a very different Jesus than is portrayed by the other three New Testament gospels.
To Matthew, Mark and John, Jesus offers a message of personal hope and redemption.
With Luke, the emphasis is more collective than individual. His is the only gospel aimed
toward redressing social evils – of poverty, redistribution of wealth, and improved status
for women.
Not surprisingly, it is Luke who describes a merciful God. But Luke’s God is also more
distant, experienced more through intermediaries rather than personally. Ironically, while
this gospel writer rails against class divisions on a material level, he upholds hierarchical
distinctions on a spiritual level.
Luke’s God is patrician, regal in character. As expressed by Luke’s Mary the Virgin
Mother in her formal Magnificat, “holy is his name.”
A Jesus’ of social conscience was a new idea for the early church – advanced by no New
Testament writer than Luke. This then was Luke’s contribution to Christendom and his
heresy.
Over two millennia, the benefit of Luke’s heresy has been the recognition that the good
news of Christianity is not only for the next world after this life, but for the here and now.
The social activism of Luke’s Jesus has animated Christian reformers from Augustine to
the liberation theologians of the last century – from the communal post-resurrection
church to mainline congregations in the wake of the “God is dead” theology of the mid20th century.
The drawback of Lukan theology has been the de-emphasis of a personal relationship and
individual accountability before the divine. The lost opportunity for realizing intimacy in
this life with a crucified and risen Savior.
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Supplemental Material: The Economics of Jesus (from Luke)
The following multi-page table presents a detailed listing of incidents from Luke’s gospel
that relate to economics – as exemplified by the life and teachings of Jesus. Items in
boldface type are found exclusively in Luke.
Only nine of the 30 incidents described above are found in a separate gospel effectively
corroborating Luke’s account. Over two-thirds or these accounts are found uniquely in
Luke.
These passages demonstrate a uniquely Lukan perspective that wealth and spirituality are
inherently incompatible. With only two exceptions, the incidents that are also offered by
other gospel writers do not support this Lukan viewpoint.

Economic Topic
Taxation
(Registration)
Sharing (views of
John the Baptist)

Good News to the
Poor (from Jesus)
The Poor
The Rich
Sharing with Others
Lending
Good News for the
Poor
The Debtors & Love

Women Providing for

Comments
“In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the
world should be registered.” (Luke 2:1)239
To the crowds: “Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has
none; and whoever has food must do likewise.” To tax collectors:
“Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you.” To soldiers: “do
not extort money from anyone by threats or false accusation, and be
satisfied with your wages.” (3:11-14)
Quoting Isaiah: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has
anointed me to bring good news to the poor...” (4:18)
“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.” (6:20)
“But woe to you who are rich, for you have received your consolation.”
(6:24)240
“Give to everyone who begs from you; and if anyone takes away your
goods, do not ask for them again.” (6:30)
“If you lend to those from whom you hope to receive, what credit is that
to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, to receive as much again.” (6:34)241
To the disciples of John: “Go and tell John what you have heard: ...the poor
have good news brought to them.” (7:22)
“A certain creditor had two debtors; one owed five hundred denarii, and
the other fifty. When they could not pay, he canceled the debts for both
of them. Now which of them will love him more?” (7:41-42)242
“The twelve were with him, as well as some women who had been cured

239

As a footnote to the NRSV indicates, “A Roman registration, or census established control, especially
for taxes and conscription.”
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There is no parallel to this statement found in the other three gospels. Only the epistle of James offers a
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There is no other New Testament parallel to this Lukan account. However, the non-canonical Gospel of
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Economic Topic
Jesus

The Mission of the
Twelve Disciples
Nature of Discipleship
Second Mission (of
Seventy Disciples)
Lord’s Prayer
Giving of Alms
Value of Sparrows vs.
Humans
Dividing an
Inheritance

Parable of the Rich
Fool
Treasure in Heaven

Parable of the Great
Dinner

Cost of Discipleship

Parable of the Lost
Coin

Comments
of evil spirits and infirmities: Mary, called Magdalene ... and Joanna, the
wife of Herod’s steward Chuza, and Susanna, and many others, who
provided for them out of their resources.” (8:1-3)
“Take nothing for your journey, no staff, nor bag, nor bread, nor money – not
even an extra tunic.” (9:3)
“What does it profit them if they gain the whole world, but lose or forfeit
themselves?” (9:25)
“Carry no purse, no bag, no sandals; and greet no one in the road.”
(10:4)
“When you pray, say: Father, hallowed by your name. ... And forgive us our
sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us.” (11:2-4)
“So give for alms those things that are within; and see, everything will be
clean for you.” (11:41)
“Are not five sparrows sold for two pennies? Yet not one of them is
forgotten in God’s sight. But even the hairs of your head are all counted.
Do not be afraid; you are of more value than many sparrows.” (12:6-7)
Someone in the crowd: “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the family
inheritance with me.” Jesus to the person in the crowd: “Friend, who set
me to be a judge or arbitrator over you?” Jesus to the entire crowd:
“Take care! Be on you guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life
does not consist in the abundance of possessions.” (12:13-15)243
Jesus concludes: “...So it is with those who store up treasures for
themselves but are not rich toward God.” (12:16-21)244
“Do not be afraid, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you
the kingdom. Sell your possessions, and give alms. Make purses for
yourselves that do not wear out, an unfailing treasure in heaven, where no
thief comes near and no moth destroys. For where your treasure is, there your
heart will be also.” (12:32-34)245
Excuses given by those who decline the invitation to attend. The first: “I
have bought a piece of land, and I must go out and see it; please accept
my regrets.” The second: “I have bought five yoke of oxen, and I am
going to try them out; please accept my regrets.” (14:18-19)246
“Whoever does not carry the cross and follow me cannot be my disciple.
For which of you, intending to build a tower, does not first sit down and
estimate the cost, to see whether he has enough to complete it?” (14:2728) “So therefore, none of you can become my disciple if you do not give
up all your possessions.” (14:33)
“Or what woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one of them, does
not light a lamp, sweep the house, and search carefully until she finds it?
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There is no corresponding account in the other three canonical gospels. The non-canonical Gospel of
Thomas provides a similar story. From a person to Jesus: “Tell my brothers to divide my father’s
possessions with me.” Jesus to the person: “Mister, who made me a divider?” To his disciples: “I’m not a
divider, am I?” (Thomas 72)
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Again, there is no canonical counterpart to this parable. Thomas 63 provides a non-canonical parallel.
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In addition to Matthew 6:19-21, a parallel is found in Thomas 76:3.
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The third regret is not directly economic by the person declining places emphasis on a personal
relationship: “I have just been married, and therefore I cannot come.” (Luke 14:20) A separate version of
this parable is provided by Matthew 22:1-10, but no reasons are given for why the guests decline. Thomas
64 provides another account. As with Luke, the first two invitees decline for economic reasons.
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Economic Topic

Parable of the
Prodigal Son & His
Brother

Parable of the
Dishonest Manager

Serving God vs. Wealth
Parable of the Rich
Man & Lazarus

Parable of the
Pharisee & Tax
Collector

The Rich Ruler

The Rich Tax

Comments
When she has found it, she calls together her friends and neighbors,
saying, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I had lost.’ Just
so, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of god over one
sinner who repents.” (15:8-10)247
The younger son: “Father, give me the share of the property that will
belong to me.” The son then “...squandered his property in dissolute
living.” Upon the son’s return, the other faithful son gets angry. The
father: “son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours.”
(15:11-32)248
Jesus starts: “There was a rich man who had a manager, and charges
were brought to him that this man was squandering his property.” After
being confronted, the manager settles up his accounts for discounted
payments. Jesus than concludes: “And his manager commended the
dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly; for the children of
this age are more shrewd in dealing with their own generation that are
the children of light. And I tell you, make friends for yourselves by
means of dishonest wealth so that when it is gone, they may welcome you
into the eternal homes. Whoever is faithful in a very little is faithful also
in much; and whoever is dishonest in a very little is dishonest also in
much. If then you have not been faithful with the dishonest wealth, who
will entrust to you the true riches?” (16:1-12)
“You cannot serve God and wealth.” (16:13)249
Jesus starts: “There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine
line and who feasted sumptuously every day. And at his gate lay a poor
man named Lazarus...The poor man died and was carried away by the
angels to be with Abraham. The rich man also died and was buried. In
Hades, where he was being tormented...” (16:19-31)
“Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a
tax collector.” The Pharisee: God, I thank you that I am not like other
people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast
twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.” The tax collector: “God,
be merciful to me, a sinner.” Jesus commentary: “I tell you, this man
went down to his home justified rather than the other; for all who exalt
themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be
exalted.” (18:9-14)
Jesus: “Sell all that you own and distribute the money to the poor, and you
will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.” After the rich ruler
declines, Jesus comments: “How hard it is for those who have wealth to enter
the kingdom of God! Indeed, it easier for a camel to go through the eye of a
needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.” (18:1825)
Zacchaeus to Jesus: “Look, half of my possessions, Lord, I will give to the
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While there is no parallel in the New Testament gospels, there appears to be a reference to the parable of
the ‘silver coins’ in Secret James 6:15.
248
It has been suggested that the prodigal son may be biographical in nature, with Jesus representing the
prodigal, his brother James as the older brother and Mary as substitute for the father. From Bruce Chilton,
Rabbi Jesus: An Intimate Biography (New York: Doubleday), 2000, p. 72.
249
The identical phrase is found in Matthew 6:24. The earlier portion of Luke’s quotation of Jesus saying
that “No slave can serve two masters” is also found at Thomas 47:2; however Thomas does not include the
part about the incompatibility of serving both God and wealth.

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 81

Economic Topic
Collector Zacchaeus

Parable of the Ten
Pounds250

Parable of the Wicked
Tenants

Lawfulness of Paying
Taxes to the Emperor
The Widow’s Offering

Judas’ Betrayal Plot

Comments
poor; and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay him back
four times as much.” Jesus: “Today salvation has come to this house,
because he too is a son of Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek out
and to save the lost.” (19:1-10)
To the first slave who made ten more pounds, the nobleman says: Well done,
good slave! Because you have been trustworthy in a very small thing, take
charge of ten cities.” To a second who makes five pounds, the noblemen
gives “rule over five cities.” To the third slave who wrapped the ten pounds
in a cloth and did nothing, the nobleman replies: “You knew, did you, that I
was a harsh man, taking what I did not deposit and reaping what I did not
sow? When then did you not put my money into the bank? Then when I
returned, I could have collected it with interest.” To the bystanders: “Take the
pound from him and give it to the one who has ten pounds.... I tell you, to all
those who have, more will be given; but from those who have nothing, even
what they have will be taken away.” (19:11-27)
After the tenants kill three slaves and the owner’s son who had come to
collect their share of the vineyard produce, Jesus comments that the
owner “...will come and destroy those tenants and give the vineyard to
others.” (20:9-16)
“...give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things
that are God’s” (20:25)251
Jesus sees rich people placing gifts in the temple treasury, than a widow
contributing two small copper coins. Jesus: “Truly I tell you, this poor widow
has put in more than all of them; for all of them have contributed out of their
abundance, but she out of her poverty has put in all she had to live on.” (21:14)
“Then Satan entered into Judas called Iscariot, who was one of the twelve; he
went away and conferred with the chief priest and officers of the temple
police about how he might betray him to them. There were greatly pleased
and agreed to give him money.” (22:3-6)

Note: Passages unique to Luke among the four New Testament gospel writers are shown in boldface.
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The mina (translated here as a pound) was about three months' wages for a laborer.
Matthew and Mark also attribute this response to Jesus. The non-canonical Thomas also contains a
similar response but with an added twist: “Give the emperor what belongs to the emperor, give God what
belongs to God, and give me what is mine.” (Thomas 100:2-3)

251

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 82

#4 - The Heresy of John: Personal Divinity
“Jesus wept.”
– At the tomb of Lazarus, John 11:35 (KJV)

Matthew, Mark and Luke are called the synoptic gospels because they present what is
often considered a common view of Jesus. These first three gospels are remarkably
similar, particularly in the events that are chronicled.
The Gospel of John represents a radical departure from the synoptic gospel formulation.
This gospel clearly appears to rely on different sources of information. John’s account of
the ministry of Jesus contains substantial information found in no other gospel. And, by
comparison with the synoptics, John is also significant for its omissions.
Unlike the synoptics, John makes virtually no use of parables. There is no hint of Jesus as
a social reformer.
John’s gospel contains only three descriptions of healing miracles, none of which are
found in the synoptics. John also describes five nature miracles, only one of which (the
feeding of 5,000) can also be found in the synoptics. And unlike the synoptics, John’s
Jesus makes virtually no reference to any form of hell for those condemned.
Modern scholars often simply do not know what to make of John. Some place less
emphasis on John as an historically reliable representation of the teachings and actions of
the historical Jesus. For example, the work of the post-modern Jesus Seminar articulates
the “diminished role the Gospel of John plays in the search for the Jesus of history.”252
This rejection of John’s Gospel is nothing new. There is a reason, essentially rooted in a
heresy that packs as much punch today as in the early church.
In short, the heresy of John’s gospel is that of a Jesus who gets up close and personal –
over and over again.
Matthew’s Jesus speaks of a new religious order that represents a fulfillment of history.
Mark’s Jesus is earthy but also contemptuous of even his closest associates. Luke’s Jesus
becomes a sort of divine social worker. But in all three synoptics, Jesus can not and does
not get too close to those he came to save, to heal, to comfort.
John’s Jesus is different. The first words uttered by Jesus in John come in the form of a
question aimed at two who were following him: “What are you looking for?” The reply:
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Source is Robert W. Funk, Roy W. Hoover and The Jesus Seminar, The Five Gospels, 1993. This
critique goes on to note that: “The two pictures painted by John and the synoptic gospels cannot both be
historically accurate.” The Jesus Seminar does not identify a single saying in John that it “could with
reasonable certainty trace back to the historical Jesus.” p. 10.
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“Rabbi, where are you staying.” Right off, Jesus gets up close and personal, even inviting
as he suggests: “Come and see.”253
John presents a Jesus who tells a wealthy Pharisee and Jewish ruler (Nicodemus) that he
must be born again. And early on, John also portrays a Jesus who interacts in a deeply
personal way with a Samaritan (a woman) at a well, including a recounting of her five
past marriages and current live-in partner.
Background of John the Gospel
More so than with the synoptic writers, scholars have widely divergent perspectives on
the dating, authorship and other aspects of the tradition of John.
Gospel Dating: John’s account of the life of Jesus has been generally (though not
universally) recognized as the last of the canonical gospels to be written. Yet
paradoxically, the earliest known manuscripts attributable to any New Testament book
come from John.
The earliest known manuscript of John is the Bodmer Papyrus II (Johannine Codex P66).
Unlike manuscripts from other gospels that are fragmentary, Bodmer contains a nearly
complete text of John’s gospel. This manuscript is dated to about 125 AD. The earliest
manuscript of a near complete manuscript also is from John, dated about 200.
The late second century Christian apologist Irenaeus makes clear that John was
composed after Matthew, Mark and Luke. He writes: “Lastly John, the disciple of the
Lord, who had leant back on His breast, once more set forth the gospel, while residing at
Ephesus in Asia.”254
Similarly, the fourth century historian Eusebius has this to say of the composition of
John’s gospel:
And when Mark and Luke (after Matthew) had now published their gospels, John,
we are told, who hitherto had relied entirely on the spoken word, finally took to
writing for the following reason. The three gospels already written were in
general circulation and copies had come into John’s hands. He welcomed them,
we are told, and confirmed their accuracy, but remarked that the narrative only
lacked the story of what Christ had done first of all at the beginning of His
mission.255
A composition date of 80-90 AD is commonly suggested by scholars of the last two
centuries. In part, this is due to accounts of hostile relations between Jesus and Jewish
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John 1:38-39.
Irenaeus, Against Heresies,III.1.2.
255
Eusebius, The History of the Church, 3.24. Eusebius also quotes Origen as writing that: “Last of all
came John’s” gospel, 6.25.
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leaders, including expulsion from synagogues – events that paralleled the growing rift
between the adherents to a nascent Christianity and Jewish society toward the end of the
first century.
This view also appears to be supported by the late second century theologian, Clement of
Alexandria. Eusebius paraphrases Clement as stating that: “Last of all, aware that the
physical facts had been recorded in the gospels, encouraged by his pupils and irresistibly
moved by the Spirit, John wrote a “spiritual gospel.”256 This third century theologian also
supports that view that John was written “last” after the three synoptics.
Some (typically evangelical) scholars have suggested an earlier date, perhaps as early as
the 50s and certainly no later than 70 AD when Jerusalem was destroyed. An argument
for this position is the statement in that there “is” (rather than “was”) a Sheep Gate
suggests a time before 70 AD when Jerusalem was destroyed.257
Modern scholarship typically leans toward the view that John was composed last, leading
some to also discount the value of this gospel (as being too removed from the time and
culture of Jesus and supporting too obvious a specific homiletic purpose). However, this
view is by no means universally accepted – even by the moderns. There are those who
point out that John’s earliest sources are comparable to the Synoptic tradition in value,
even though this fourth gospel is clearly independent of the others.258
Authorship: The traditional view is that John the apostle authored this gospel. John is
believed to be the “disciple whom Jesus loved.”259 However, the author is never
explicitly identified by name in the text.
Some contemporary scholars argue that the author of this gospel can not be identified
with any certainty. One hypothesis advanced is that the author developed the book from
traditions passed along by a disciple of Jesus. Also suggested is that this gospel may have
borrowed or adapted from an earlier “signs” document.
However, early Christian writers such as Irenaeus (c. 140-203) and Tertullian (c. 150222) attest to John as the author. Few of the extant early Church writers suggest
authorship of this gospel by anyone else.260
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Eusebius, The History of the Church, 6.14.
John 5:2.
258
A source for this view is Raymond Brown his commentary for The Gospel According to John (Garden
City: Doubleday), 1966, 1970.
259
References of this type are found in four places in the gospel of John, at 1:23, 19:26, 20:2, 21:7, 20, 24.
260
One exception was a third century individual named Gaius who said that both the Gospel and the
Apocalypse were the work of the heretic Cerinthus rather than John the Apostle. As cited in J. Stevenson,
A New Eusebius (London: William Clowes and Sons, Limited), 1957, p. 138. Another early legend was
that the resurrected Lazarus was the author of this gospel.
257

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 85

While the disciple John is not even identified by name, perhaps the strongest evidence in
support of his authorship comes at the end.261 As the last recorded event in the gospel,
Peter is exhorted thrice to feed Jesus’ sheep. It is then noted that Peter “… turned and
saw the disciple whom Jesus loved following them; he was the one who had reclined next
to Jesus at the supper and had said, ‘Lord, who is it who is going to betray you?’ ”262
The focus of this discourse is on the gospel generally acknowledged as written by or on
behalf of John the apostle. There is substantially less emphasis on other writings that
have been attributed at various times to John – including I, II and III John and the
Revelation (or Apocalypse). In part, this is because our primary attention is on the actions
of Jesus during the period of his earthly ministry.
However, it is noted that authorship of the other Johannine epistles has long been less
certain. This is particularly the case for John’s Apocalypse, the authorship of which has
been disputed since at least the 2nd century.
One alternative view is that the Johannine epistles (I, II, III John) and Revelation may
have been written by a different John – John the Presbyter or Elder. Another view is that
both the gospel and the Apocalypse may have been written by the late first century
Jewish-gnostic Cerinthus.
The Tradition of John: This apostle was the brother of James the apostle and son of
Zebedee. A case has been made that John may have been a first cousin of Jesus. The
mother of John was Salome, who appears to have been a sister of Mary (based on a
composite reading of Matthew, Mark and John).263
By tradition, the apostle John also has been widely though not universally considered as
the author of the book of Revelation. However, whether John the apostle and the John
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However, even this case is challenged by modern scholars who assert that John’s last chapter (21) may
be an add-on. John appears to end with Chapter 20, the last verse of which reads: “But these are written so
that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you
may have life in his name.” In this view, chapter 21 would more likely represent a later epilogue or
postcript.
262
John 21:20. Jesus goes on to indicate that this beloved disciple may not die until the return of Jesus,
leading to a “rumor spread in the community that this disciple would not die.” The author then declares:
“This is the disciple who is testifying to these things and has written them, and we know that his testimony
is true.”
263
Matthew 27:56 notes that at the crucifixion was “Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James and
Joseph, and the mother of the sons of Zebedee.” Mark 16:1 places the following women at the tomb of
Jesus: “Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James, and Salome...” John 19:25 provides the following
account of women back at the crucifixion: “...his mother, and his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas,
and Mary Magdalene.”
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identified in Revelation actually are one and the same person is a matter of long-standing
debate.264
While authorship is directly attributed right from the start of Revelation to “his servant
John,” there has long been scholarly and theological confusion as to who this John was.
In the third century, Dionysius, Bishop of Alexandria stated the conundrum thusly: “That
the writer (of Revelation) was John he himself states, and we must believe him. But
which John?”265
The most widely cited options are the apostle John and one John the Presbyter (or elder);
both first century figures were buried in Ephesus of Asia Minor. The author of II and III
John, in fact, refers to himself as “the elder.”266
Eusebius also writes that, as early as the second century, Papias identified the confusion
as resulting from two Johns who had been buried in Ephesus – the apostle and John the
Elder (or presbyter).267 Of all the early Christian writings, Revelation was the last to be
accepted into the current New Testament canon.268 Papias also writes that both the
apostle John and the Presbyter John were considered as those that “teach the truth.”269
The traditional view is that, of the original disciples, perhaps only John lived a long life - ending with exile on the island of Patmos. However, this tradition requires that the
disciple John also serve as author of Revelation, for it is in Revelation that John’s
residence on Patmos is specifically identified.270
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As early as the third century, an African bishop Dionysius advocated the view that a John the Presbyter
was author of Revelation, not the apostle John. This conclusion was based, in part, on a comparison of the
language, style and substance of the gospel versus that of the Apocalypse.
265
Dionysius, as quoted by Eusebius, The History of the Church, 7.25. Dionysius went on to write that: “I
think there was another John among the Christians of Asia, as there are said to have been two tombs at
Ephesus, each reputed to be John’s.”
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II John 1:1, III John 1:1.
267
Eusebius, The History of the Church, 3.39.
268
Robert M. Grant, The Formation of the New Testament (New York: Harper & Row), First Edition, 1965,
indicates that Dionysius of Alexander wrote in On Promises to show that an apostle composed the Gospel
of John and another John wrote Revelation. The early church historian Eusebius regards Revelation as
perhaps belonging in the New Testament (p. 174).
As late as 962 AD, a listing from Gregory of Nazianzus at the Council of Constantinople does not include
Revelation with the canonical books of the New Testament. At the eastern edge of the Christian world,
there continued to be considerable doubt regarding the Apocalypse, though it became more generally
accepted by about the sixth century.
The author also finds considerable early church support for John’s authorship of Revelation. He suggests
that the early church leader Papias regarded the Revelation of John as ‘trustworthy,’ presumably meaning
‘inspired.’ Irenaeus, Clement and Origen provide attestation for John the apostle as author. And Justin
stated that Revelation was written by “John, one of the disciples of Christ.”
269
As quoted by Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, III.39.4.
270
John 1:9.
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Supporting information is provided by Eusebius of Caesarea in the fourth century.
Eusebius writes that John was exiled on Patmos during the reign of emperor Domitian.
A contrasting view is provided by second century writers Polycrates and Irenaeus – who
indicate that John died at Ephesus. Polycrates states that John was martyred, Irenaeus that
he died of natural causes.271 A related viewpoint is that John was written in a locale
where an earlier gospel was not known, perhaps in Palestine.272
There is also supplemental evidence that, at the very least, John lived a long life. This
gave a new generation of post-apostolic church leaders the opportunity to interact with a
man who had actually walked and talked with Jesus.273
Divinity Personalized
John’s gospel is all about God becoming human. But John goes further; in the form of
Jesus, God becomes eminently approachable, even intimate. This sense of intimacy
represents a breakthrough from both the God of the Jewish scriptures and the God of the
other gospel writers.
It is useful to begin with a brief overview of how John’s God breaks through the barrier,
touching and being touched by humanity. A thoroughly human, sometimes enigmatic
divinity.
We then move to consider some of the specific means by which John personalizes the
ministry of Jesus. These include: use of “I am” statements in place of parables,
proclamations concerning his divinity and role as Messiah, wisdom and word.
Getting Intimate with Divinity: As noted at the outset of this chapter, the very first words
uttered by Jesus in John’s gospel come shortly after his baptism. Two disciples of John
the Baptist turn to follow Jesus, who turns and asks them: “What are you looking for?”
The two disciples ask where Jesus is staying. Jesus replies: “Come and see.” The author
of John’s gospel goes on to state that: “They came and saw where he was staying, and
they remained with him that day.”274
Several recurring themes in the gospel of John can be discerned from this initial
encounter and its immediate aftermath:
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Yet another theory that has been advanced is that John was martyred with his brother James.
This possibility is referenced by Robert M. Grant, The Formation of the New Testament, 1965, p. 28.
273
In The History of the Church, the fourth century historian Eusebius quotes from earlier correspondence
from Irenaeus indicating that he (Irenaeus) as a child had listened to Polycarp, who in turn has previously
interacted with John the apostle and others “who had seen the Lord.”
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•

Jesus is very direct in his questions and comments. His answers require direct
involvement of the hearer.

•

Jesus wastes no time to interact with those around him. Unlike the Jesus
whom the synoptic writer Mark describes, John’s Jesus is always trying to
build up the capabilities and insights of those around him. For example, one of
the first two disciples, Andrew, calls his brother Simon to meet Jesus. Jesus
greets this newcomer saying: “You are Simon son of John. You are to be
called Cephas” (which is translated as Peter or rock).275

•

John’s Jesus is ready to offer opinions about other people. The day after
Andrew brings Peter, Philip introduces Jesus to Nathanael. The first question
posed by Nathanael to his friend reeks of skepticism, as he asks: “Can
anything good come out of Nazareth.” Later, when Jesus sees Nathanael
coming towards him, Jesus comments: “Here is truly an Israelite in whom
there is no deceit.” The recognition is mutual, with Nathanael observing on
this first encounter, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of
Israel!”276

Chapter 2 of this gospel is no less remarkable. The first public event of Jesus’ recorded
ministry occurs at a social function – a wedding. After arguing with his mother, the son
of God makes more wine – even as the guests are already on their way to inebriation.
Subsequent to the wedding, John writes that with his mother, brothers and disciples all in
tow, Jesus travels from the Galilean town of Cana to Capernaum for what appear to be a
few days of extended family togetherness.
From here, John writes that Jesus now travels south to Jerusalem for Passover. In an
abrupt change of character from the wedding, God incarnate goes on the rampage,
“making a whip of cords” to drive moneychangers, their sheep and cattle out of the
Temple area.277
Chapter 3 is perhaps the best known and most distinctive passage in John’s gospel. A
Jewish leader named Nicodemus, of the sect of Pharisees, comes to visit Jesus at night.
Nicodemus shows the utmost respect for Jesus, starting the conversation by saying,
“Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God; for no one can do these
signs that you do apart from the presence of God.”
Jesus at once takes the discussion to a different level -- directed both personally and
spiritually. To Nicodemus, Jesus starts in: “Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the
kingdom of God without being born from above.”
275

John 3:42.
This statement is prompted by Jesus telling Nathanael, “I saw you under the fig tree before Philip called
you.” This encounter is from John 1:43-51.
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John is the only gospel account to place the cleansing of the Temple early in Jesus’ ministry. The
synoptics place it during the week of the passion, just after the triumphal entry to Jerusalem.
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In the ensuing conversation, Jesus shows both understanding and frustration at
Nicodemus’ lack of understanding about the concept of spiritual rebirth. In a more
sympathetic moment, Jesus comments: “Do not be astonished that I said to you, ‘You
must be born from above.’ ” Later, when Nicodemus still just can’t get it, Jesus turns
more critical, asking sharply: “Are you a teacher of Israel, and yet you do not understand
these things?”
After this encounter, Jesus and his disciples travel into the Judean countryside. Both
Jesus’ disciples and John the Baptist are conducting baptisms at the same time, Jesus’
disciples in Judea and John at the Jordan further north. The Baptist reaffirms the
ascendancy of Jesus, noting: “He must increase, but I must decrease.”
In Chapter 4, the Pharisees hear that Jesus (his disciples actually) are baptizing more than
John. Learning of this, Jesus heads north to Samaria, stopping at Jacob’s well. Jesus is
tired, a Samaritan woman comes to the well, and Jesus asks: “Give me a drink.”
As in the encounter with the Jewish leader Nicodemus, Jesus turns a conversation with an
unnamed Samaritan woman (normally disdained by a Jew) into a discussion that is at the
same time both spiritually esoteric and intensely personal. The two dialogue over the
meaning of “living water,” then Jesus suggests that she call her husband and come back
to the well. She acknowledges having no husband at present, to which Jesus replies:
“You are right in saying, ‘I have no husband’; for you have had five husbands, and the
one you have now is not your husband. What you have said is true!”
The disciples return, the woman does go back to the village, a delegation of Samaritans
come out to the well, and invite Jesus to stay. Jesus stays in Samaria two days. At the
conclusion of Jesus’ stay, the villagers tell the woman: “It is no longer because of what
you said that we believe, for we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this is truly
the Savior of the world.”
And so it goes. John’s Jesus is constantly moving from complex, seemingly bizarre
spiritual concepts to personal, even intimate, interactions and then back again. The Jesus
of John’s gospel rarely speaks in the third person voice, but primarily in the first person
(“I am”) and the second person (“You...”). And unlike the three synoptics who portray
Jesus as uncomfortable with any disclosure of a possible divine role, in John Jesus’
special link to the divine is openly acknowledged by many if not most of those with
whom he comes in contact.
All of the events recorded in John 1-4 are unique to this gospel, except for the account of
Jesus’ chasing the moneychangers out of the Temple.278
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There is a clear apparent difference in the placement of the Temple incident between the synoptics and
John. The Gospel of John places this event early in Jesus’ ministry, while Matthew, Mark, and Luke place
this event in the week before Jesus’ crucifixion.
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We fast forward now to another event found uniquely in John’s gospel – the death and
resurrection of Lazarus (in Chapter 11). As with the other accounts noted, Jesus’
interaction with Lazarus and his sisters can best be described as intensely intimate. And
as occurs at the wedding at Cana, we also can view a stubborn side of the divine.
The story begins with two sisters -- Mary and Martha of Bethany -- sending a message to
Jesus saying that their brother is ill. Right up front, Mary is introduced in the story as
“the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped his feet with her hair.”279
The message to Jesus reads: “Lord, he whom you love is ill.” The gospel writer confirms
that “...Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus.” However, Jesus decides to stay
put two days longer before journeying to Bethany in Judea. After finally deciding to get
underway, Jesus tells his disciples: “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I am going
there to awaken him.”
When Jesus arrives in the Jerusalem suburb of Bethany, he finds that Lazarus is dead and
has actually been buried for four days. Jesus confers with the obviously distraught sisters;
sees Mary and her friends weeping.
John records that Jesus was “greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved.” Then Jesus
begins to cry. Visitors at the scene remark: “See how he loved him.” Some criticize:
“Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?”
John goes on: “Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb.” The stone is
rolled away; Jesus looks up and says: “Father, I thank you for having heard me. I knew
that you always hear me, but I have said this for the sake of the crowd standing here, so
that they may believe that you sent me.” Upon the command for Lazarus to “come out”,
the dead man appears, still wrapped in cloth.
The account as described above has been deliberately edited to focus on four little noted
themes of this well known miracle:
•
•

The readily apparent and oft repeated affection between Jesus and the entire
family of Lazarus, Martha and Mary.280
The degree to which this affection moved Jesus – literally to tears.
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John 11:2. This event is not actually described in full until a chapter later, at 12: 3.
The non-canonical and widely disputed Secret Gospel of Mark carries this account of family intimacy
one step further, suggesting a possible sexual relationship between Jesus and Lazarus. This fragment
reportedly states that: “Then Jesus went up and rolled the stone away from the entrance to the tomb. He
went right in where the young man was, stuck out his hand, grabbed him by the hand, and raised him up.
The young man looked at Jesus, loved him, and began to beg to be with him. Then they left the tomb and
went into the young man’s house. (Incidentally, he was rich). Six days later Jesus gave him an order; and
when evening had come, the young man went to him, dressed only in a linen cloth. He spent that night with
him, because Jesus taught him the mystery of God’s domain. From there <Jesus> got up and returned to the
other side of the Jordan.”
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•
•

The deliberate decision of Jesus to delay his arrival for an ulterior motive – to
demonstrate the healing power of the divine, the victory of life over death.
The intimacy of the connection between Jesus and the Father to whom he prayed
– apparently a model for the relationship between Jesus and his earthly friends.

John’s focus on divinity personalized also is evident by contrasting those events found in
the fourth gospel with similar events also reported by the synoptics. These differences are
perhaps best noted by the divergent accounts offered of the events and interactions with
the disciples around the time of the last supper – occurring near the conclusion of Jesus’
earthly ministry.
In Chapter 13, John introduces his version of these events: “Now before the festival of
the Passover, Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart from this world and go to the
Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end.”
Only John’s gospel speaks of this “love” Jesus has for his disciples. Only John then
records Jesus getting up from the table, taking off his outer robe, tying a towel around
himself, pouring water into a basin, washing the feet of his disciples, then drying them
with the towel.
All four gospels tell of Jesus identifying his betrayer as one of the twelve disciples. John
is the only one to indicate that Jesus “was troubled in spirit” before indicating that one of
those there would betray him. The intimacy of the exchange in John’s account is apparent
from what follows. Note: phrases in boldface are exclusively recorded by John; there is
no parallel with any of the three synoptic gospels.
The disciples looked at one another, uncertain of whom he was speaking. One of
his disciples -- the one whom Jesus loved -- was reclining next to him; Simon
Peter therefore motioned to him to ask Jesus of whom he was speaking. So,
while reclining next to Jesus, he asked him, ‘Lord, who is it?’ Jesus answered,
‘It is the one to whom I give this piece of bread when I have dipped it in the dish.’
So when he had dipped the piece of bread, he gave it to Judas son of Simon
Iscariot. After he received the piece of bread, Jesus said to him, ‘Do quickly
what you are going to do.’ No one at the table knew why he said this to him.
Some thought that, because Judas had the common purse, Jesus was telling
him, ‘Buy what we need for the festival;’ or that he should give something to
the poor. So, after receiving the piece of bread, he immediately went out. And
it was night.281
Intimate details of two remarkably different scenes are offered only by John’s version of
the last supper. First is the picture of the disciple “whom Jesus loved” reclining next to
Jesus. To ask a question, Peter must do so through this other disciple.
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Second is another personal connection of a very different, more painful sort. Jesus dips
the bread, gives it to Judas, then advises: “Do quickly what you are going to do.”
What seems odd about this conversation is that no one else seems to know quite what
Jesus is talking about, even though the question has just been raised about a possible
betrayer. Apparently, Jesus can speak in the midst of a group, yet the meaning is
immediately clear only to the one for whom the message is intended.
The identification of the betrayer in Matthew, Mark and Luke is provided in a harsher
black and white context. For example, here is Mark’s version:
And when they had taken their places and were eating, Jesus said, ‘Truly I tell
you, one of you will betray me, one who is eating with me.’ They began to be
distressed and to say to him one after another, ‘Surely not I?’ He said to them, ‘It
is one of the twelve, one who is dipping bread into the bowl with me. For the Son
of Man goes as it is written of him, but woe to that one by whom the Son of Man
is betrayed! It would have been better for that one not to have been born.282
John never could have written the story this way. John would not have Jesus talking in
the third person terms of the Son of Man. And John’s Jesus would not condemn Judas,
but rather simply suggests to go do it, get it over quickly. Subtext: minimize the pain, for
both of us.
This by no means exhausts all of the accounts that the writer of John’s gospel uses to
clearly portray Jesus as a personalized divinity – God interacting with humans one-byone. The mighty and the lowly, the loyal and the traitorous.
At this point, it is worth moving to some of the specific techniques that John’s Jesus uses
to make a divine role and mission together better known and understood. Also, to portray
how God’s interest in intensely personal interactions with humans is conveyed.
The “I am”: In the King James version, the phrase “I am” is found in 200 verses of the
New Testament. Fully 59 (or almost 30%) of these verses are found in the Gospel of
John. On many occasions, the phrase “I am” is relatively innocuous, as it would be in the
statement “I am going to the store.”
However, there are occasions where this terminology takes on unique importance, as in
the Hebrew scriptures of Exodus. Moses asks God how he should respond to the people if
the ask about the God of their ancestors, “What is his name?” In response, God declares
to Moses: “I AM WHO I AM”, then “Thus you shall say to the Israelites, ‘I AM’ has sent
me to you.’ ”283 The name is a shortened form or pun on the divine name Yahweh (often
translated as Jehovah).
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This is essentially the statement that Jesus is recorded by the gospel writer John as
making centuries later: “Very truly, I tell you, before Abraham was, I am.”284 At this
statement of identity with God, those in the audience take up stones to throw at Jesus for
what they construe to be blasphemy.
In the three synoptic gospels, Jesus is quoted as asking the disciples something to the
effect of: “But who do you say that I am?”285 The writer of John does not pose the same
question; however, the fourth gospel is unique in the number of “I am” statements by
which Jesus describes himself by way of analogy. John records Jesus as saying, “I am
the...”:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Bread of life
Light of the world
Door of the sheep
Good shepherd
Son of God
Resurrection
Way, the truth and the life
True vine
A king

Virtually none of these analogies are to be found in the three synoptics. While Matthew,
Mark and Luke like to use third person parables, the Jesus of John speaks far more often
in the first person. This represents another way by which divinity is personalized through
the person of Jesus.
The distinctiveness of these Johannine affirmations also is exemplified by the soliloquy
Jesus delivers after sharing the last supper with his disciples. For this statement, we use
the verbiage of the New King James:
I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser. Every branch in Me that does
not bear fruit He takes away; and every branch that bears fruit He prunes, that it
may bear more fruit. You are already clean because of the word which I have
spoken to you. Abide in Me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself,
unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in Me. I am the
vine, you are the branches. He who abides in Me, and I in him, bears much fruit;
for without me you can do nothing. If anyone does not abide in Me, he is cast out
as a branch and is withered; and they gather them and throw them into the fire,
and they are burned. If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, you will ask
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what you desire, and it shall be done for you. By this My Father is glorified, that
you bear much fruit, so you will be my disciples.286
Consider the themes arising from this passage that are unique to John’s gospel:
•

•

•
•

•

•

Jesus is linked to God (“my Father’) but also remains a clearly distinct entity.
Jesus compares himself to a plant; he compares God to the dresser (or grower,
NRSV).287
As the vine, he is even more definitively linked to fellow humans as branches
than to the vine grower (an external entity, not part of but separate from the
plant).
The relationship between Jesus and disciples is clearly intimate, even symbiotic.
Over time, it would be difficult for one to survive without the other.
God is no naturalist, no passive observer of the human scene. Rather than letting
plants take their natural course, God is portrayed as actively intervening to prune
fruit bearing branches and to cut out branches that do not produce.
There is a clear sense of judgement. While John’s gospel never refers to “hell”,
this passage and others clearly indicate that non-performers are cast aside. In this
analogy, these unfruitful branches are cut, gathered together, and thrown into the
fire.
Finally, the passage ends with a promise: “Ask what you desire, and it shall be
done for you.” The success of this symbiotic relationship is obviously important
to the Father who is glorified, and to Jesus who terms the obedient as his
disciples. In return, Jesus appears to lay all of the goodies on the table.

Divinity: Of the four gospels, that of John most directly imbues Jesus with divinity – a
role of shared God-head. The first indication of John’s placement of Jesus into a divine
role comes early. Of Jesus baptism at the hands of John the Baptist, the apostle John
writes:
And John (the Baptist) testified, “I saw the Spirit descending from heaven like a
dove, and it remained on him. I myself did not know him, but the one who sent
me to baptize with water said to me, ‘He on whom you see the Spirit descend and
remain is the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.’ And I myself have seen and
have testified that this is the Son of God.”288
In John, a variety of people openly declare Jesus to be the Messiah or Christ. Peter’s
brother Andrew, the Samaritan woman at the well, Peter himself, Jerusalemites who
exhibit anti-Galilean prejudice, parents of a blind man healed but who are afraid to
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acknowledge Jesus’ role, a questioner at the Temple, and Martha of Bethany – all attest
to Jesus’ divine character and role.
After the arrest of Jesus, there is the scene before Annas that only John records:
Then the high priest questioned Jesus about his disciples and about his teaching.
Jesus answered, “I have spoken openly to the world; I have always taught in
synagogues and in the temple, where all the Jews come together. I have said
nothing in secret. Why do you ask me? Ask those who heard what I said to them;
they know what I said.”289
John’s Jesus did not engage in denial or obfuscation of his messianic role. He spoke
openly and directly – both as the “I am” and “Son of God”.
Messiah: A more precise role for Jesus is that of Messiah. This role carries connotations
both of divine and earthly authority.
The term “Messiah” is only used in the King James Version (KJV) of the Bible four
times, twice each in the books of Daniel and John, respectively.290 More recent
translations reinterpret the term from Daniel as the “anointed one” rather than Messiah.291
John’s gospel is the only one of the KJV to directly apply the term Messiah (or Messias)
to Jesus. At the beginning of Jesus ministry, Andrew goes to tell his brother Simon
(Peter): “We have found the Messias which is, being interpreted, the Christ.”292
Later, the Samaritan woman meeting Jesus at Jacob’s well states: “I know that the
Messias cometh….” Jesus responds: “I that speak unto thee am he.”293
Elsewhere, the KJV Version of the New Testament contains no references to Jesus
directly as Messiah, but more often applies the Greek term of Jesus as “Christ” (the
Greek term for Anointed). However, the two passages in John cited above provide a clear
bridge between the concepts of Messiah and Christ, with the full text indicating that the
Messias is also called Christ.
As with the synoptics, John gives numerous references to Jesus as Christ and Messiah.
However, a clear difference in approach is that, unlike John, the three synoptics suggest
that Jesus was wary of this term being conveyed to or applied by the general public.
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The writers of Matthew, Mark and Luke all have Peter making his famous confession of
Jesus as “the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”294 But all three synoptic writers say
that Jesus then “… sternly ordered his disciples not to tell anyone that he was the
Messiah.”295
Such inhibitions are also somewhat evident in the Gospel of John, but to a substantially
lesser degree than with the other gospel writers. Early in John’s account of Jesus’
ministry, Jesus acknowledges to the Samaritan woman that he is the Messiah.
To a crowd in Jerusalem questioning whether he is the Messiah, Jesus stirs the pot: “You
know me, and you know where I am from. I have not come on my own. But the one who
sent me is true, and you do not know him. I know him, because I am from Him, and he
sent me.” 296 John then records that this statement occasioned a (failed) effort to arrest
Jesus right then and there.
The intensity of public interest in ascertaining whether or not Jesus is the Messiah
continues to build. At another festival, Jesus is confronted yet again with the question:
“How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.”297
Jesus responds obliquely at first, then gets more direct:
I have told you, and you do not believe. The works that I do in my Father’s name
testify to me; but you do not believe, because you do not belong to my sheep. My
sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal life,
and they will never perish. Not one will snatch them out of my hand. What my
father has given me is greater than all else, and no one can snatch it out of the
Father’s hand. The Father and I are one.298
That the listeners got the point is evident by what happens next. Immediately, those
listening pick up stones to throw at Jesus.
Shortly thereafter, Lazarus dies. At his grave, Jesus asks sister Martha: “Those who
believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me
will never die. Do you believe this?” Martha’s response: “Yes, Lord, I believe that you
are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.”299
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And one more time, a crowd puts Jesus to the test: “We have heard from the law that the
Messiah remains forever. How can you say that the Son of Man must be lifted up? Who
is this Son of Man?”
Once last time, Jesus gives his audience a less than direct response – but rather a
metaphor on which to reflect:
The light is with you for a little longer. Walk while you have the light, so that the
darkness may not overtake you. If you walk in the darkness, you do not know
where you are going. While you have the light, believe in the light, so that you
may become children of light.300
In the final analysis, John appears less willing than the three synoptics to leave his
readers guessing as to whether Jesus really is the Messiah. In concluding his narrative,
John writes: “Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are
not written in this book. But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus
is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his
name”.
Teacher of Wisdom: The concept of Jesus as a teacher of wisdom has been advanced in a
variety of forms since early Christianity. By the second century, Gnostics emerged as the
best known of those who ascribed to teachings of wisdom knowable only to a select few.
In recent times, the wisdom concept has led to unusual variations, such as the pescher
theories of Barbara Thiering. This is the idea that the New Testament contains hidden
mysteries, knowable only to those able to break the code.
Key words that surround this topic are “wisdom” and “word.” Other affiliated terms
include the words light, glory, knowledge and mystery.
Of the four NT gospel writers, John is best known as the purveyor of Jesus as the “word,”
derived from the Greek term logos (root of our English word logic or reason).301
John’s gospel begins with the well-known prologue:
“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was
God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through him,
and without him not one thing came into being. What has come into being in him
was life, and the life was the light of all people. The light shines in the darkness,
and the darkness did not overcome it.”302

300

John 12:35-36.
John does not directly use the term wisdom, taken from the Greek term sophia.
302
John 1:1-5.
301

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 98

Later in this soliloquy, John goes on: “And the Word became flesh and lived among us,
and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.”303
The concept of the word next appears in John in an interesting context – writing in
retrospect: “After he was raised from the dead, his disciples remembered that he had said
this (talking of the temple of his body); and they believed the scripture and the word that
Jesus had spoken.”304
John gives numerous accounts of people believing in his word. Of the Samaritans, John
writes: “And many more believed because of his word.”305 Similarly, John says this of a
royal official whose son is healed: “The man believed the word that Jesus spoke to him
and started on his way.”306
Jesus is quoted as saying: “Very truly, I tell you, anyone who hears my word and believes
him who sent me has eternal life, and does not come under judgment, but has passed from
death to life.”307 Later, Jesus says to the same crowd of Jews that: “...you do not have his
word abiding in you, because you do not believe him whom he has sent.”308
To the Jews who had believed in him, Jesus says: “If you continue in my word, you are
truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.”309 He
then begins to stir the pot by telling the same group: ”I know that you are descendants of
Abraham; yet you look for opportunity to kill me, because there is no place in you for my
word. ... Why then do you not understand what I say? It is because you cannot accept my
word.” 310
Later, a group takes up stones to throw at Jesus who answers: “Is it not written in your
law, ‘I said, you are gods’? If those to whom the word of God came were called ‘gods’ -and the scripture cannot be annulled – can you say that the one whom the Father has
sanctified and sent into the world is blaspheming because I said, ‘I am God’s Son’?”311
Jesus repeats an earlier theme of the word and judgment: “The one who rejects me and
does not receive my word has a judge; on the last day the word that I have spoken will
serve as judge.”312
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Shortly before the crucifixion, Jesus begins to describe the place he is preparing for those
who follow him. Judas (not Iscariot) asks a question implying some degree of secrecy to
Jesus teachings: “Lord, how is it that you will reveal yourself to us, and not to the
world?”313 Jesus answers: “Those who love me will keep my word, and my Father will
love them, and we will come to them and make our home with them. Whoever does not
love me does not keep my words; and the word that you hear is not mine, but is from the
Father who sent me.”314
Jesus describes himself as the “true vine” and also notes: “You have already been
cleansed by the word that I have spoken to you.” He goes on to say that: “If they
persecuted me, they will persecute you; if they kept my word, they will keep yours also.”
Moments later, he observes: “It was to fulfill the word that is written in their law, ‘They
hated me without a cause.’ ”315
John’s last reference to the word comes in Jesus’ final prayer at Gethsemane for his
disciples:
I have made your name known to those whom you gave me from the world. They
were yours, and you gave them to me, and they have kept your word.
I have given them your word, and the world has hated them because they do not
belong to the world, just as I do not belong to the world. … Sanctify them in the
truth; your word is truth.
I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in
me through their word, they may all be one.316
John’s God
We have seen how this gospel uniquely portrays Jesus as part of the Godhead. But what
does John think of the nature of God?
John’s approach to the divine and divine interaction with humans is largely at odds with
viewpoints expressed by the three synoptic gospel writers. John is most direct in
suggesting that Jesus is part of the Godhead, and that God can truly be experienced on
not just a personal but intimate level.
As with the other gospel writers, John’s picture of God is introduced immediately with
comments memorable into perpetuity. Once again:
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In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was
God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through him,
and without him not one thing came into being.317
In this passage, the writer of John’s gospel makes a startling claim. At least it is a claim
not made in the other three gospels. Not only is the Word (later identified as Jesus) with
God, the Word is God. To wit, Jesus is God.
It is worth noting that John not only makes the most direct linkage of Jesus to divinity, he
has far more to say about God as the Father than any other gospel writer. John refers to
the “Father” 126 times in 104 verses and to “God” 82 times in 69 verses.
Gospel Account
Matthew
Mark
Luke
John

# of References to God
55
51
124
82

# of References to Father
60
19
43
126

Note: Use counts include both capitalized and non-capitalized references. Counts are from the KJV.

Luke is the only gospel writer to refer to “God” more often than John. But John beats all
of the other writers by a ratio of 2:1 or better in the number of references to the “Father”
John’s gospel shifts the hierarchy from Jesus as son to Jesus as one with God. To John,
God’s son is not necessarily Jesus only but God’s sons and daughters are all those who
have received Jesus:
But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become
children of God, who were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the
will of man, but of God.318
The notion that God uses intermediaries rather than directly revealing himself is carried
one step beyond Luke to this account given in John’s gospel:
The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus
Christ. No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is close to the
Father’s heart, who has made him known.319
In this instance, Jesus is described not only as a Son but as “God the only Son.” In other
words, God and Jesus are one and the same. Also apparent is the concept that humans can
experience God only an intermediary who is also part of the godhead.
As is true with the other gospel writers, John’s purpose for the book is explicitly stated
toward the end of the gospel:
317
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Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not
written in this book. But these are written so that you may come to believe that
Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have
life in his name.320
Here, the gospel writer tracks back to more conventional wisdom – that Jesus is the Son
of God. But clearly there are enough references to also make it clear that John also views
the Son as one with the Father. A couple of added examples suffice:
The works that I do in my Father’s name testify to me; but you do not believe,
because you do not belong to my sheep. My sheep hear my voice. I know them,
and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they will never perish. No one
will snatch them out of my hand. What my Father has given me is greater than all
else, and no one can snatch it out of the Father’s hand. The Father and I are
one.321
I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except
through me. If you know me, you will know my Father also. From now on you do
know him and have seen him.322
Not only is Jesus portrayed as the Son of God. Other metaphors applied include “lamb of
God,” “gift of God, ”323 “bread of God,”324 “holy one of God,”325
So, back to the two questions posed for the writers of the other Gospels. First, who does
the author of John’s gospel believe God is?
Who is God? Clearly, John believes in the eternal existence of God and in God’s role as
creator of the universe. God the Father is unseen. The Son has been seen and
experienced. But the Son and the Father also are one and the same.
But this oxymoron is more apparent than real. While Father and Son may be one, the Son
is both a creature of and subservient to the Father. This is stated by Jesus this way: “ For
just as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son also to have life in himself
…” 326
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In this same soliloquy at Jerusalem, Jesus goes on to say: “The works that the Father has
given me to complete, the very works that I am doing, testify on my behalf that the Father
has sent me.”327
And to make clear God’s preeminent role, Jesus says: “No one can come to me unless
drawn by the Father who sent me …”328 Another similar statement shortly thereafter:
“For this reason I have told you that no one can come to me unless it is granted by the
Father”329 And yet later to his disciples: “I speak these things as the Father instructed
me.”330
In responding to a Jewish group looking to discredit Jesus, he observes that: “you are
trying to kill me, a man who has told you the truth that I heard from God.”331
God is ultimate ruler not only over the earth, but also heaven. The last verse of John’s
Chapter 1 preface describes the angels as “of God.”332
In short, John has a clear sense of God the Father – as distinct from and precedent to the
Son.
Experiencing God: For John, the answer lies in the very essence of the Godhead:
God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.333
John largely portrays the heavenly Father as vitally interested in humankind – but
primarily as mediated through the Son. However, this gospel writer also describes (albeit
briefly) a God more interested directly in human affairs. Before Jesus begins his ministry,
God first sends a messenger or, as John says: “There was a man sent from God, whose
name was John.”334
Once Jesus ministry gets actively underway, he wryly observes about those who would
prefer to see him dead: “I have shown you many good works from the Father. For which
of these are you going to stone me?”335
However, God the Father is generally portrayed by John as one step removed from
humankind. The mid-step is via the Son, Jesus. This concept is first articulated in John’s
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Chapter 1 preface: “No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is close to the
Father’s heart, who has made him known.”336
Jesus actually goes to great pains to separate his listeners from their God. To a group of
what appear to be Jewish leaders, Jesus caustically explains:
If God were your Father, you would love me, for I came from God and now I am
here. I did not come on my own, but he sent me. Why do you not understand what
I say? It is because you cannot accept my word. You are from your father the
devil, and you choose to do your father’s desires. He was a murderer from the
beginning and does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him. When
he lies, he speaks according to his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of
lies. But because I tell the truth, you do not believe me. Which of you convicts me
of sin? If I tell the truth, why do you not believe me? Whoever is from God hears
the words of God. The reason you do not hear them is that you are not from
God.337
Indeed, Jesus prays to the Father to secure the resurrection of his beloved friend, Lazarus:
“Father, I thank you for having heard me. I knew that you always hear me, but I have said
this for the sake of the crowd standing here, so that they may believe that you sent me.”
When he had said this, he cried with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!”338
Later, Phillip asks Jesus to speak with a group of non-Jews. During the course of the
conversation, Jesus observes: “Whoever serves me, the Father will honor.”339
And, finally, as Jesus moves into his last week, he more clearly unveils the Father’s
direct love for those who believe and follow. To the disciples at the time of the Passover
supper, Jesus offers this promise:
I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you. In a little while the world will
no longer see me, but you will see me; because I live, you also will live. On that
day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you. They who
have my commandments and keep them are those who love me; and those who
love me will be loved by my Father, and I will love them and reveal myself to
them.”340
This concept of Father love appears to be future rather than present oriented. Then even
more boldly, Jesus offers: “You did not choose me but I chose you. And I appointed you
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to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last, so that the Father will give you whatever you ask
him in my name.”341
In John’s view, the Father clearly has delegated responsibility for dealing with humanity
to the Son, albeit with final approval authority reserved by the Father. In a prayer before
the disciples, Jesus lifts his eyes toward heaven and prays: “Father, the hour has come.
Glorify Your Son, that Your Son also may glorify You, as You have given Him authority
over all flesh, that He should give eternal life to as many as You have given Him.”342
Going further, Jesus’ prayer suggests that his status with the Father need not remain
unique in the future:
I do not pray for these alone, but also for those who will believe in Me through
their word; that they all may be one, as You, Father, are in Me, and I in You; that
they also may be one in Us, that the world may believe that You sent Me. And the
glory which You gave Me I have given them, that they may be one just as We are
one: I in them, and You in Me; that they may be made perfect in one, and that the
world may know that You have sent Me, and have loved them as You have loved
Me.343
This suggests the possibility that Christians might become one with Jesus just as God is
united with his Son. And by extension, that those chosen would also be one with the
Father.
In the final analysis, the post-resurrection Jesus pulls back from physical intimacy –
because of his relationship to the Father. In John’s last recorded reference to God as
Father, Jesus makes this request of a nearly overwhelmed Mary Magdalene:
Do not cling to Me, for I have not yet ascended to My Father; but go to My
brethren and say to them, ‘I am ascending to My Father and your Father, and to
My God and your God.’344
Offsetting the loss of physical intimacy is a new sense of spiritual connection. Jesus tells
Mary that God is more than just his Father; he is also her Father.
And in a final irony, the sense of intimacy with the Godhead is reinforced by none other
than doubting Thomas who, after seeing the pierced hands and side of Jesus, affirms his
master as: “My Lord and my God!” 345
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John’s God Summarized: From John, we are presented with a portrait of God unlike that
of the three synoptic gospels. God is portrayed as a Father who is in charge of but yet
fully one with his “only Son.”346 This is a God who is interested in but yet one step
removed from day to day dealings with humanity. John’s God is accessible to us only
through the Son.
Paradoxically, the gospel that leaves the most intimate portrait of the Son also paints the
most distant image of the Father. In positioning Jesus as the “way, the truth and the life,”
God the Father takes a more distant, hands off role. The Father still is in charge, but
leaves the details to the Son. And that is the essential difference between John’s gospel
and the gospels of the three synoptics.
Peculiarities of John
Distinctive aspects of John’s perspective relate to lack of support for the concept of Jesus
as a social revolutionary, the absence of any terminology for hell, and John’s unique
portrayal of women. Also noted in the following discussion is the interesting link of
John’s gospel both to the canonical writings of the apostle Paul and to the non-canonical
Gospel of Thomas.
No Social Revolutionary: If Luke’s gospel represents the heresy of social conscience,
John’s gospel goes in a decidedly different direction. For John, Jesus is no social
revolutionary. The revolution that Jesus represents is essentially spiritual, not political or
even cultural.
As in the interaction with the Samaritan woman, Jesus elevates what could have been a
political/cultural discussion between Jew and Samaritan into a spiritual discourse about
“living water.” Similarly, in his teaching at the temple in Jerusalem, the message is not
social or political, but spiritual. Jesus rails at the crowd: “Did not Moses give you the
law? Yet none of you keeps the law. Why are you looking for an opportunity to kill me?”
Every time that those in opposition move to arrest, stome or, eventually, crucify Jesus,
the motivation is a theological confrontation, not politics. Perhaps in no incident is this
more vividly displayed than in the threatened stoning of the adulterous woman –
recorded only by John. She is to be condemned for issues of lifestyle and culture. Jesus
prevents execution of judgement, by turning the matter to one of spiritual purity. He
declares: “Let anyone among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at
her.”347
There are numerous additional situations carrying socio-political overtones, but for which
John’s Jesus turns the attention toward the spiritual. A more detailed description is
provided as supplemental material at the conclusion of this chapter.

346
347

John 3:16.
John 8:4-7.

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 106

No Hell: Now we tackle a topic that clearly places John on the opposite side of the fence
from his synoptic peers. Of the four gospels, John is unique in that there are virtually no
references to any of the Hebrew or Greek terms for Hell. John’s Jesus speaks plainly
about issues of judgement and condemnation, but not once of a physical place identified
by other gospel writers as hell.
The King James edition of the New Testament contains 21 separate references (in 23
verses) to the “hell”. Of these, 14 are found in the gospel accounts, with 2 references in
Acts, one each in James and 2 Peter and three in Revelation. No references to “hell” are
found in the Gospel of John.
However, John’s Jesus is forthright about the condemnation that awaits unbelievers. In
speaking to Nicodemus, Jesus explains that “...those who do not believe are condemned
already, because they have not believed in the name of the only Son of God.”348
And in John 15, Jesus uses the parable of the vine to indicate that the believer who does
not bear fruit is as a vine branch cut off from the vine, collected and cast into the fire.
Up Close & Personal with Women: If Mark offers nothing in the way of unique accounts
(albeit with some distinctive twists), the writer of John heads in the opposite direction.
All but one of the Johannine accounts of Jesus’ interactions with women are distinctive to
this gospel:
•

•

John’s first such recorded event occurs at the wedding in Cana, yielding the most
detailed account available of Jesus interacting with his mother as an adult. When
the wine runs out, his mother says to him: “They have no wine.” Jesus responds
somewhat sharply: “Woman, what concern is that to you and to me? My hour has
not yet come.” His mother takes no apparent heed of her son’s question and
comment, instructing the servants: “Do whatever he tells you.”349
To Nicodemus, Jesus uses the illustration of being “born from above.” Nicodemus
is confused over how one can “be born after growing old” by entering “a second
time into the mother’s womb....” Jesus clarifies that he is only using a metaphor:
“...no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit.”
350

•

Next comes Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman: Jesus starts the
conversation at Jacob’s well: “Give me a drink” She is taken back: “How is it that
you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?” Jesus: “If you knew the gift
of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have
asked him, and he would have given you living water.”
Like Nicodemus, the woman does not understand that Jesus is now speaking
metaphorically: “Sir, you have no bucket, and the well is deep. Where do you get
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•

•

•

that living water?”
And so the conversation continues, moving to the woman’s past marriages, to
worship, to the Messiah, at which point Jesus reveals himself: “I am he, the one
who is speaking to you.” The disciples return and are “astonished” that he is
speaking with a woman but they say nothing. She then leaves and brings a
number of people back to hear Jesus.
The narrative ends indicating that: “Many Samaritans from that city believed in
him because of the woman’s testimony, ‘He told me everything I have ever done.’
” Jesus ends up staying two days by local request before returning to Galilee.351
A disputed Johannine account is of Jesus interacting with a woman caught in
adultery.352 Before she can be stoned on the spot, Jesus intervenes: “Let anyone
among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone.” The elders back off,
one by one, leaving Jesus alone with the woman. Jesus asks her: “Woman, where
are they? Has no one condemned you?” The woman: “No one sir.” Jesus:
“Neither do I condemn you. Go your way, and from no on do not sin again.”353
Another noteworthy interaction unique to John’s gospel occurs around the death
of Lazarus, brother of “Mary and her sister Martha.” John’s account begins with
the two sisters sending a message to Jesus: “Lord, he whom you love is ill.” Jesus
delays for two days, though the gospel writer John indicates that he “loved
Martha and her sister and Lazarus.” When Jesus finally arrives, Lazarus has
already been buried for four days.
John’s gospel then reports that: “When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she
went and met him, while Mary stayed at home. Martha said to Jesus, ‘Lord, if you
had been here, my brother would not have died. But even now I know that God
will give you whatever you ask of him.’ ” Jesus and Martha talk about
resurrection; Martha expresses her belief in Jesus as the Messiah, then goes to get
Mary. Now Mary kneels at his feet and weeps: “Lord, if you had been her, my
brother would not have died.”
Jesus asks where Lazarus is buried; he weeps, then goes to the tomb and orders
the stone removed. Martha protests: “Lord, already there is a stench because he
has been dead four days.” Jesus: “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you
would see the glory of God?” The stone is removed and the resurrection miracle
is performed.354
Shortly thereafter, John has Jesus returning again to the home of Lazarus in
Bethany. This is the only Johannine interaction with a woman prior to the
crucifixion that also is reported by the three synoptics. At dinner, Martha serves,
Lazarus dines with Jesus, and Mary anoints Jesus’ feet with a nard perfume
“wiped with her hair.”
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•

•

Judas Iscariot objects that the money for the perfume would be more
appropriately given to the poor. Jesus comments: “Leave her alone. She bought it
so that she might keep it for the day of my burial. You always have the poor with
you, but you do not always have me.”355
At the crucifixion, John reports the presence of several women “standing near the
cross” (i.e. Jesus’ mother, his mother’s sister Mary the wife of Cleopas, and Mary
Magdalene).356 While the synoptics also note the presence of women watching
from a distance, only John’s gospel indicates that: “When Jesus saw his mother
and the disciple whom he loved standing beside her, he said to his mother,
‘Woman, here is your son.’ Then he said to the disciple, ‘Here is your mother.’
”357
Unlike the synoptics, John’s gospel indicates that only one woman -- Mary
Magdalene -- is first on the scene “early on the first day of the week.” She runs
and tells Simon Peter who then arrives with “the other disciple, the one whom
Jesus loved.”
These two disciples see the empty tomb and return to their homes. Mary stays
behind weeping, encounters two angels in white, then turns around and sees Jesus
(but mistakes him for the gardener).
Jesus asks: “Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?” Mary:
“Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will
take him away.” Jesus: “Mary.” Mary: “Rabbouni” (meaning teacher). Jesus: “Do
not hold on to me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my
brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my
God and your God.’ ” Mary than goes to tell the disciples: “I have seen the
Lord.”358

In summary, John’s Jesus comes across as the most personable in his interactions with
persons of the opposite gender. He interacts on a very personal level with women of all
social and economic positions – from the affluent Mary and Martha to the Samaritan
woman at the well. More than the other gospel writers, he speaks to women on a peer
level, albeit with candid observations freely offered.
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Link to the Christology of Paul: A final intriguing aspect of John’s gospel relates to
strands picked up in two widely disparate sources: the writings of Paul, and the noncanonical gospel of Thomas.
John’s accounts of Jesus as Messiah appear to serve as a bridge to later and more
widespread evangelization of the divinity of Christ by Paul. John makes it possible for
the divinity of Christ to emerge from the secrecy of the synoptics to a more wide open
(and Gentile) church for all comers.
This linkage can be seen in two very different ways. One involves the dual themes of
water and spirit possession found in the writings of both John and Paul. Another perhaps
more esoteric linkage is discerned from John’s affirmation of Jesus as the “true vine.”
John’s repeated themes of water and spirit possession also are picked up on and used as a
doctrinal foundation for Paul. It is John’s gospel that has Jesus suggest: “Let anyone who
is thirsty come to me, and let the one who believes in me drink.”359
In parallel, it would be Paul who would write to the Corinthians: “For in the one Spirit
we were all baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and we were all
made to drink of one Spirit.”360
John’s gospel is full of other such references to water. At the outset of the gospel, John
the Baptist testifies: “He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain is the one who
baptizes with the Holy Spirit.”
Chapter 2 provides an unusual incident at Cana of water and spirit (i.e. wine in this
instance). Chapter 3 gives us Nicodemus who is exhorted to be “born of water and
spirit.” In Chapter 4, Jesus asks the Samaritan woman: “Give me a drink.” Later, in
Chapter 7 Jesus suggests to a crowd wisdom he had earlier imparted to the Samaritan
woman: “Let anyone who is thirsty come to me, and let the one who believes in me
drink.”
In Chapter 5, an invalid at the Bethesda pool has no one to help him into the pool ahead
of others for miraculous healing. In Chapter 6, Jesus crosses the lake, feeds, 5,000, then
walks on water. The crowd reconvenes, Jesus is more explicit: “...unless you eat the flesh
of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.”
In Chapter 9, Jesus spits on the ground to make mud with saliva, places the mixture over
the eyes of a blind man, telling him to go wash in the pool of Siloam.
Skipping to Chapter 13, Jesus tells Peter after washing his feet: “Unless I wash you, you
have no share with me.” After the meal (Chapter 16), Jesus comments: “When a woman
is in labor, she has pain, because her hour has come. But when her child is born, she no
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longer remembers the anguish because of the joy of having brought a human being into
the world.”
At his arrest (Chapter 18), Peter cuts of the ear of the high priest’s slave. Jesus
commands: “Put your sword back into its sheath. Am I not to drink the cup that the
Father has given me?” Lying on the cross (Chapter 19), Jesus calls out: “I am thirsty”. He
is given wine on a branch. He receives the wine, says “It is finished”, bows his head and
dies.
Finally, after resurrection, Jesus appears to his disciples while they are fishing on the
water in Galilee. They are empty-handed until Jesus tells them where to cast the net.
In summary, this consistent theme of John involves water (including blood) and spirit -experienced in drinking, intoxication (maybe), childbirth/rebirth, healing, feeding,
communion, baptism with the Holy Spirit, joy. This is the theme that reaches greater
doctrinal expression in Pauline exhortations, warining that:
I do not want you to be unaware, brothers and sisters, that our ancestors were all
under the cloud, and all passed through the sea, and all were baptized into Moses
in the cloud and in the sea, and all ate the same spiritual food, and all drank the
same spiritual drink. For they drank from the spiritual rock that followed them,
and the rock was Christ.361
A less readily evident linkage can be traced from John’s affirmation by Jesus as the vine.
The roots of this analogy actually can be traced first to the prophet Isaiah of the Hebrew
scriptures. Isaiah begins the song of the unfruitful vineyard: “Let me sing for my beloved
my love-song concerning his vineyard; My beloved had a vineyard on a very fertile
hill...”362
But the vineyard does not produce as expected; rather it yields “wild grapes.” So the
owner removes the hedge, refuses to prune or hoe. The punchline: “For the vineyard of
the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel, and the people of Judah are his pleasant planting;
he expected justice, but saw bloodshed; righteousness, but heard a cry!”363
John’s Jesus portrays himself as the grapevine, God as the grower, and other humans as
the branches (attached to the vine). Jesus declares: “Those who abide in me and I in them
bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing.” 364
The apostle Paul carries the imagery of fruits to a practical conclusion: “...the fruit of the
Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and
self-control. There is no law against such things. And those who belong to Christ Jesus
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have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. If we live by the Spirit, let us also
be guided by the Spirit”365
Here the analogy is extended to two further stages. At stage one, sinful humans have a
symbiotic relationship with a fleshly vine, broken by the crucifixion of Jesus. In stage
two, the new life source is the Spirit leading to fruits for beneficial use in everyday life.
In retrospect, it takes a canonical book like John to introduce this more fluid concept of
spirit possession – as a virtual jumping off point for Paul to present his more developed
Christology. If John did not exist, it is almost as if Paul or later patristics would have to
invent him – to have at least one gospel consistent with dogma in the making. Without
John, there would be no bridge from the pre-Easter life of Christ to post-Easter Pauline
and canonical Christianity – the life of the Spirit.
Linkage to the Emerging Gnosticism Gospel of Thomas: Placing John as a possible
forerunner or common link between the writings of both Paul and Thomas seems almost
a contradiction in terms. Yet if one taproot from John runs in the direction of Paul,
another just as surely runs in the direction of Thomas.
Of the four gospels, John comes closest to Gnosticism. This is the belief that salvation
comes through “special knowledge” rather than truth directly revealed. Certainly,
passages such as John 3 suggesting re-birth of a grown man are difficult to follow if
interpreted literally. This gospel also has parallels with the Dead Sea Scrolls and other
Jewish writings.366
The passages that Thomas shares with John are among the more gnostic of Thomas’
sayings. For example, John’s Jesus says: “I will be with you a little while longer, and
then I am going to him who sent me. You will search for me, but you will not find me;
and where I am, you cannot come.”367 The Jesus of Thomas puts it more succinctly:
“There will be days when you seek me and you will not find me.”368 The Jesus of Thomas
also says: “Look to the living one as long as you live, otherwise you might die and then
try to see the living one, and you will be unable to see.”369
John’s Jesus: “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in
darkness but will have the light of life.”370 Thomas’ Jesus: “I am the light that is over all
things. I am all: from me all came forth, and to me all attained.”371
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Again from John: “I did not say these things to you from the beginning, because I was
with you. But now I am going to him who sent me; yet none of you asks me, ‘Where are
you going?’ ”372 From Thomas: “Seek and you will find. In the past, however, I did not
tell you the things about which you asked me then. Now I am willing to tell them, but you
are not seeking them.”373
About living water, John’s Jesus says: “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty
again, but those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty. The
water that I will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.”374
Thomas’ Jesus expresses it this way: Whoever drinks from my mouth will become like
me; I myself shall become that person, and the hidden things will be revealed to him.”375
Once more, from John: “What is born of the human realm is human, but what is born of
the spirit realm is spirit.”376 Thomas: “Damn the flesh that depends on the soul. Damn the
soul that depends on the flesh.”377
In short, both John and Thomas express similar themes. Both are interested in the life of
the spirit. Thomas is inclined to carry the logic of the spiritual realm to extreme
conclusions – also more directly acknowledging the spiritual power of “hidden things.”
John and Jews: Much has been made of the hostility between Jesus and the Jews that, to
some, is so readily apparent in John’s gospel. One commentator suggests that “John
presents by far the most hostile picture of relations between Jesus and the Jews.” Yet
others note that “the ideological milieu of this gospel is thoroughly Jewish.” The
perception of anti-Semitism laid to John may be the confusion between the Greek term
that typically has been translated as Jews; however, the Greek term for “Jews” is virtually
indistinguishable from “Judeans”.
Acceptance of John: John was accepted in some quarters but not necessarily in others.
The gospel was suspect at times because of its appeal to Gnostics. A secondary cause for
concern was the presumed late dating of this gospel. However, it met the canonical
criteria of widespread use and the tradition of an apostolic author.378
However, John had two advantages over this gospel’s more conventional synoptic
counterparts. First was the direct link between John and the 2nd century leaders of the
church. One of the advantages of a long life was the opportunity for continuity with a
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new generation of Christian leaders – notably Polycarp and Papias and via Polycarp to
other prominent 2nd century patriarchs such as Irenaeus.
A second advantage of the is the potential role that this gospel plays in bridging the
seemingly disparate views of Paul the apostle and the doubting, mystical Thomas. A
gospel that lays a spiritual foundation for both camps is hard to dismiss. And for the
scholarly skeptics of the modern era, the early dating of available manuscripts makes
John hard to set aside – even for those uncertain about what to make of a writing so
intensely unlike the otherwise synoptic tradition of the New Testament.
John in Summary
This is a peculiar gospel. John’s Jesus gets up close and personal. With an intimacy that
can be wonderful, awesome, mysterious, transcendent, painful. Almost like touching
God.
John’s Jesus is divinity personalized, the Jewish Messiah, the word, the eternal “I am.”
This is no social revolutionary, but a man who reaches out to interact on a personal level
with both woman and man.
In positioning Jesus as the “way, the truth and the life,” God the Father takes a more
distant, hands off role. The Father still is in charge, but leaves the messy details of
interacting with humanity on a day-to-day basis with the Son.
Jesus is a god-man who offers a carrot and carries a stick. The carrot is the promise of
eternal life; the stick becomes the threat of condemnation, though apparently not
necessarily to an eternal hell.
The Jesus of John preaches a gospel centered on following him, a trail that is further
crystallized by Paul into a doctrine of atonement through the blood of Jesus Christ.
Whether intentional or not, the gospel of John has clear linkages to the doctrinal
formulations of the apostle Paul. Somewhat paradoxically, some of the same teachings
point to a different path, providing an opening toward the gnosticism expressed in early
form by the non-canonical gospel of Thomas.
No wonder that some readers – often scholars – have so much difficulty dealing with or
simply reject this peculiar gospel. Others – particularly those of an evangelistic or
charismatic bent – embrace this Jesus as one who is and is in all, one with God and man.
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Supplemental Material: No Social Revolutionary (from John)
At the end of the 20th century, the Jesus Seminar came to the fore – with a methodology
to ostensibly distinguish ostensibly authentic versus bogus sayings of the historical Jesus.
At the core of the Jesus Seminar’s critique is the notion that Jesus was really a social
revolutionary – one who looked to redress the wrongs inflicted on the weak, the
dispossessed and the poor.
One of the leading members of the Jesus Seminar, John Dominic Crossan, has written
that: “The historical Jesus was, then a peasant Jewish Cynic.”379 Writing separately about
Jesus: A Revolutionary Biography, Crossan goes one step further:
What Jesus was doing is located exactly on the borderline between the covert and
the overt arts of resistance. It was not, of course, as open as the acts of protesters,
prophets, bandits, or messiahs. But it was more open than playing dumb,
imagining revenge, or simply recalling Mosaic or Davidic ideals. His eating and
healing were, in theory and practice, the precise borderline between private and
public, covert and overt, secret and open resistance. But it was no less surely
resistance for all of that.380
The Jesus Movement owes much of its inspiration to Luke’s gospel – the heresy of social
conscience. However, John’s gospel goes in a decidedly different direction. For John,
Jesus is no social revolutionary. The revolution that Jesus represents is spiritual, not
political or even cultural.
The first Johannine indication of Jesus having any possible role as a social revolutionary
is also one of the last mentioned by the three synoptics – cleansing of the temple. John is
more descriptive than the synoptics in setting the scene:
The Passover of the Jews was near, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem. In the temple
he found people selling cattle, sheep, and doves, and the money changers seated
at their tables. Making a whip of cords, he drove all of them out of the temple,
both the sheep and the cattle. He also poured out the coins of the money changers
and overturned their tables. He told those who were selling the doves, ‘Take these
things out of here! Stop making my Father’s house a marketplace!’ His disciples
remembered that it was written, ‘Zeal for your house will consume me.’ 381
Only John describes the sale of cattle and sheep as well as doves. Only John indicates
that Jesus makes and uses a whip to drive humans and animals out of the temple.
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Later, John’s first recorded contact between Jesus and a distinct member of the Jewish
establishment comes with the evening visit of Nicodemus to Jesus. Rather than speak of
temporal, material issues, the conversation is wholly devoted to matters of spiritual birth
and eternal life.
Subsequently, John records that Jesus decides to leave Judea for a return to Galilee,
because of reports the Pharisees have heard that Jesus is now baptizing more disciples
than John. It is on this journey that Jesus has his encounter with the Samaritan woman.
She immediately brings up the issue of social contact between Jews and Samaritans:
“How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?” (4:9)382
John’s Jesus avoids a political or social response, but rather immediately elevates the
interaction to a spiritual discourse: “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is
saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given
you living water.” When the disciples return, they are in cultural shock, “astonished” that
Jesus is speaking with a woman. However, no one dares to ask why.
John offers the (parenthetical) observation that, upon his return to Galilee, not much may
have been expected since “Jesus himself had testified that a prophet has no honor in the
prophet’s own country.” However, the response is better than may have been expected:
“When he came to Galilee, the Galileans welcomed him, since they had seen all that he
had done in Jerusalem at the festival; for they too had gone to the festival.” 383
Subsequently, Jesus goes back to Jerusalem and heals a man by a pool at the Sheep Gate
on the Sabbath. The description of this miracle is unique to John’s gospel, but the
questioning Jesus receives is consistent with other gospel accounts -- only in this case it
is directed to the person healed rather than the healer: “It is the Sabbath; it is not lawful
for you to carry your mat.”384
Later, after again finding Jesus, John records that: “... the Jews started persecuting Jesus,
because he was doing such things on the Sabbath.” Jesus answers with a comment that
provides little of the rationale suggested by the synoptics, but rather stating simply: “My
Father is still working, and I also am working.” Again, rather than take the bait and
respond from a cultural or political perspective, Jesus immediately elevates the
discussion to the spiritual.
Back again in Galilee, Jesus this time arouses the ire of others for his rather non-temporal
comment that “I am the bread that came down from heaven.” In this case, familiarity
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does breed contempt: “Is not this Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we
know? How can he now say, ‘I have come down from heaven.’ ”385
John goes on to note that his teachings were difficult to accept, and at this point “... many
of his disciples turned back and no longer went about with him.”386 Things apparently
were even worse further south: “He did not wish to go about in Judea because the Jews
were looking for an opportunity to kill him.” 387
Jesus refuses to travel to a festival in Jerusalem with his brothers, but later goes “as it
were in secret.”388 John indicates that many were looking for Jesus with “considerable
complaining about him among the crowds.”
Jesus finally shows up teaching in the temple. Again, his message is not social or
political, but spiritual: “Did not Moses give you the law? Yet none of you keeps the law.
Why are you looking for an opportunity to kill me?” The crowd responds: “You have a
demon! Who is trying to kill you?”
Despite this disavowal, John records that moments later there is an attempt to arrest him.
At this time, the leadership becomes involved: “The Pharisees heard the crowd muttering
such things about him, and the chief priests and Pharisees sent temple police to arrest
him.”389
On the last day of the festival, the crowd appears divided between those who believe
Jesus is a prophet or even the Messiah and those who still want him arrested. The extent
of class divisions within first century Palestine emerges in the revealing dialogue that
follows -- also revealing some division appears within even the ranks of the Pharisees:
Then the temple police went back to the chief priests and the Pharisees, who
asked them, ‘Why did not you arrest him?’ The police answered, ‘Never has
anyone spoken like this!’ Then the Pharisees replied, ‘Surely you have not been
deceived too, have you? Has any one of the authorities or of the Pharisees
believed in him? But this crowd, which does not know the law -- they are
accursed.’ Nicodemus, who had gone to Jesus before, and who was one of them,
asked, ‘Our law does not judge people without first giving them a hearing to
found out what they are doing, does it?’ They replied, ‘Surely you are not also
from Galilee, are you? Search and you will see that no prophet is to arise from
Galilee.’ 390
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The very next morning the scribes and Pharisees put Jesus to the test, bringing a woman
who has been caught in adultery. The come to the point quickly: “... Moses commanded
us to stone such women. Now what do you say?” Jesus takes this essentially political
question and responds with a spiritual answer: “Let anyone among you who is without
sin be the first to throw a stone at her.”391 John reports that the elders left “one by one”
until Jesus is left alone with the woman standing before him.
To a group that believes in him, there is an exchange that becomes increasingly hostile.
Jesus starts by talking about the relationship to father Abraham, goes on to question their
legitimacy stating that: “You are from your father the devil...” His listeners return the
fire: “Are we not right in saying that you are a Samaritan and have a demon?” The
breaking point is reached when Jesus says: “Very truly, I tell you, before Abraham was, I
am.” At this, stones were picked up to be hurled, but “Jesus hid himself and went out of
the temple.”392
John’s second account of a Sabbath healing is of a blind man. As with the earlier healing,
the Pharisees question the person healed rather than Jesus directly, saying: “This man is
not from God, for he does not observe the Sabbath.”393 In this instance, John again
records some division between the Pharisees.
As with the earlier healing, Jesus meets up again later with the former blind man. This
time, Pharisees are at the scene. Jesus tells of his role as the good shepherd. John records
that: “Again the Jews were divided because of these words. Many of them were saying,
‘He has a demon and is out of his mind. Why listen to him?’ Others were saying, ‘These
are not the words of one who has a demon. Can a demon open the eyes of the blind?’ ”394
At the festival of the Dedication, Jesus is walking in the temple portico of Solomon and is
asked:395 “How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Messiah, tell us
plainly.” Jesus responds: “I have told you, and you do not believe.”396 He goes on to
declare: “The Father and I are one.”397
For the third time, John records that the Jews take up stones to stone Jesus. But the
dialogue continues, followed by an attempt to arrest Jesus, but “he escaped from their
hands.”398
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Jesus travels east of the Jordan, attracting an audience. Hearing of the illness of Lazarus
in Bethany, Jesus decides to return to Judea. The disciples try to dissuade him: “Rabbi,
the Jews were just now trying to stone you, and you are going there again?” Jesus offers a
somewhat transcendental response to a very practical matter: “Are there not twelve hours
of daylight? Those who walk during the day do not stumble, because they see the light of
this world. ...”399
John indicates that after the healing of Lazarus, many believed but some went to the
Pharisees reporting this latest development. This occasions a meeting of the council (or
Sanhedrin), affording a second look into the workings of Jewish leadership, and a
glimpse toward an agenda that transcended local political boundaries:
So the chief priests and the Pharisees called a meeting of the council, and said,
“What are we to do? This man is performing many signs. If we let him go on like
this, everyone will believe in him, and the Romans will come and destroy both
our holy place and our nation.” But one of them, Caiaphas, who was high priest
that year, said to them, “You know nothing at all! You do not understand that is
better for you to have one man die for the people than to have the whole nation
destroyed.” He did not say this on his own, but being high priest that year he
prophesied that Jesus was about to die for the nation, and not for the nation only,
but to gather into one the dispersed children of God. So from that day on they
planned to put him to death.400
John records that Jesus retreated, going to the town of Ephraim near the wilderness. The
Passover comes, with many again looking for Jesus in the temple. This time, the “chief
priest and the Pharisees had given orders that anyone who knew where Jesus was should
let them know, so that they might arrest him.”401
Jesus first arrives at the home of Lazarus in Bethany, a suburb of Jerusalem. The crowd
finds out and shows up. John writes: “So the chief priests planned to put Lazarus to death
as well, since it was on account of him that many of the Jews were deserting and
believing in Jesus.” 402
The next day is now known as Palm Sunday with the triumphal entry to Jerusalem. There
is no arrest here, as the Pharisees complain: “You see, you can do nothing. Look, the
world has gone after him.”403
John records that Philip brings Greeks to see Jesus. Later, Jesus gathers the disciples for
supper. Judas (Iscariot) leaves after receiving a piece of bread. Jesus tells him: “Do
quickly what you are going to do.” Only John records that: “Some thought that, because
399
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Judas had the common purse, Jesus was telling him, ‘Buy what we need for the festival,’
or, that he should give something to the poor.”404
John is the only gospel writer who records subsequent actions of Judas with some detail.
Judas brings a detachment both of soldiers and police to the garden. While not recording
the kiss of betrayal, John joins the synoptics telling of the removal of the ear of the high
priest’s servant. Only John names the offender as Peter.
Jesus is questioned by the high priest and then separately by Pilate.405 John stipulates that
Pilate makes the explicit decision for Jesus’ case to be disposed of by the Jewish rather
than Roman justice system: “Take him yourselves and judge him according to your
law.”406
The Jewish leaders present respond that they do not have the power to impose capital
punishment. So Pilate re-assumes the case, asking Jesus: “Are you the King of the Jews?”
Once again, Jesus’ answer represents a shift from the temporal to the spiritual: “My
kingdom is not from this world. If my kingdom were from this world, my followers
would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews. But as it is, my
kingdom is not from here.”407
More than the synoptics, John provides an extensive version of the on-going interplay
between those who wanted Jesus killed, his own vacillation and Jesus. Pilate is told that
Jesus should die because he claims to be the Son of God. John writes:
Now when Pilate heard this, he was more afraid than ever. He entered his
headquarters again and asked Jesus, ‘Where are you from?’ But Jesus gave him
no answer. Pilate therefore said to him, ‘Do you refuse to speak to me? Do you
not know that I have power to release you, and power to crucify you?’ Jesus
answered him, ‘You would have no power over me unless it had been given you
from above; therefore the one who handed me over to you is guilty of a greater
sin.’ From then on Pilate tried to release him, but the Jews cried out, ‘If you
release this man, you are no friend of the emperor. Everyone who claims to be
king sets himself against the emperor.’ 408
After his death, John indicates that not only Joseph of Arimathea, but Nicodemus assisted
in the burial. John notes that Joseph “...was a disciple of Jesus, though a secret one
because of his fear of the Jews.”409
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In summary, John’s gospel is replete with accounts of those around Jesus trying to
involve him in taking on the political establishment or the cultural mores of his time.
From the Pharisees to the woman of Samaria, the bait was set for Jesus to take. But he
wouldn’t bite, diverting the topic from a discussion of the temporal to the divine.
And even in his final hours, before the Roman governor, Jesus refused to yield the divine
ground – instead proclaiming “my kingdom is not from here.” If there is a case to be
made for Jesus as a social revolutionary, it must be made without any assistance from
John or his gospel.
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#5 - The Heresy of Paul: Salvation through Faith
“I wish those who unsettle you would castrate themselves.”
– Galatians 4:12.

Adherents to Christianity likely will forever pay tribute to the eleven original disciples
(excepting Judas) who left all to follow Jesus during his life and ministry. We now reach
beyond the original circle of Jesus followers to the man who holds the keys to a new
formulation of Christian beliefs and doctrine that have endured for two millennia.
This is a man who lived at the time of Jesus, yet most likely never met him in the flesh.
This is a Jew who was not even from the homeland of the Jewish people.
Jesus labeled Peter as “the rock” on which “I will build my church.” 410 And it was the
brother of Jesus, James, who served as the recognized leader of the early post-Easter
church at Jerusalem.
Yet Paul the apostle is the one who has shaped Christian belief and practice since the first
century. In part, this is because Paul is the most voluminous of the writers whose
materials are contained in the canonized New Testament. Paul wins by sheer volume of
material written – on matters both mysterious and mundane.
And in part, Paul emerges victorious because the legacy from potential competitors was
largely extinguished. Paul’s aggressiveness and his persistence paid off – his
characterization of the Christian faith appears to be the one that has passed the test of
time.
Despite his subsequent designation as the first in the line of papal succession, we really
know very little about Peter’s leadership role within the early church. The actions of
Peter as church leader are recorded early in the book of Acts, and there are two relatively
short, little used books attributed to Peter’s name. However, beyond this, we know little.
The legacy of James ends with his illegal lynching at the hands of the Jewish leadership,
and the subsequent demise of the Jerusalem church with the Roman destruction of this
city in AD 70. However, James (or his followers) leave one important writing – the
epistle of James which stands as a sharp counterpoint to the heresy of Paul the convert.
Paul’s distinctive contribution to Christianity is also his heresy – the doctrine of
justification by faith. A salvation available not just to the descendents of Abraham, but to
the pagan world as well.
This Pauline formulation of salvation via faith would serve to effectively sever
Christianity from its historica and spiritual roots in Judaism. In his zeal to plant and
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propogate this reinvented religion, there could be no love lost toward those within and
outside the early Christian movement who dared to question or oppose his interpretation
of The Way.
To those in the imperial capital at Rome, Paul would make the declaration that proved to
be the cornerstone of all his writings:
“For I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of God for salvation to
everyone who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it the
righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The one
who is righteous will live by faith.’ ”411
Paul had come on the scene at a propitious time for the spread and acceptance of
Christianity. By the first century, Jewish populations and synagogues were spread
throughout the Roman empire. Judaism was becoming more attractive to a more cultured
society because the notion of multiple pagan gods was proving increasingly
anachronistic.
However, legalistic practices of Judaism including blood sacrifice rituals, circumcision of
foreskins and avoidance of certain meats were incomprehensible to the non-Jewish mind.
What the Roman empire needed was a way for Gentiles to worship one god without the
accompanying baggage of repugnant teaching. Paul was the one who made the message
palatable – through liberating theology of this one God’s son, Jesus Christ.
Background of Paul & His Writings
Saul (a.k.a. Paul) of Tarsus is a complex person – quintessentially Jewish but ultimately
the driving force behind the eventual separation of Christianity from Judaism.
As the author Allen F. Segal of Paul the Convert describes it, Paul is “one of only two
Pharisees to have left us any personal writings. As the only first-century Jew to have left
confessional reports of mystical experience, Paul should be treated as a major source in
the study of first century Judaism.” To the Jews, Paul was what the author describes as “a
first-century heresy.”
Segal goes on to note that: “Although Paul met opposition from many Jews of his own
day, because they believed Jesus to be neither messiah nor God, his greatest battles were
fought against other Christians, especially Jewish Christians.”412
In short, Paul embodied the quintessential role of heretic – for traditional Jew and Jewish
Christian alike.
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Dating of Written Works: Most likely, Paul began writing what are now known as the
Pauline epistles while on the road. Some scholars believe the epistle to the Galatians to
be the earliest written work of the New Testament, dating from about 48-49 AD, just
after Paul’s first missionary journey and before the Jerusalem council meeting.
An alternative view is that Galatians was written as late as 56 – with I Thessalonians
being written first, around 50-51.
There is less dispute about the first letter to the Corinthians which was written about 5455 toward the close of a three-year residency in Ephesus. The epistle to the Romans
likely was written shortly thereafter, about 56-57.
The last extant epistle attributed (by some) to Paul is known as II Timothy, written from
prison shortly before Paul’s death in 66-67. It is to Timothy that Paul reportedly writes,
“… the time has come for my departure. I have fought the good fight. I have finished the
race, I have kept the faith.”413
Authorship: Most modern scholars ascribe authorship of Pauline epistles including
Romans, both Corinthian letters, Galatians, Philippians, I Thessalonians and Philemon
directly to the apostle Paul. Works most disputed (both historically and currently) include
II Thessalonians and the pastoral letters to Timothy and Titus. Also questioned by some
have been the letters to the churches at Ephesus and Colosse.
To Paul was generally ascribed both authorship and authority. For example, Clement of
Rome ascribes authorship of I Corinthians to Paul as early as 96 AD.
However, such acceptance was not universally been the case, even in the post-Jerusalem
early second century Christian church. Most notably, the early Christian patriarch,
Papias, did not include Pauline letters with his list of canonical scripture. There is some,
albeit indirect, evidence that the writings of Paul were viewed as least acceptable.414
In this review of Paul’s heresy, greatest reliance is placed on Paul’s writings to the
Galatians, Romans and Corinthians. This is for two reasons. First, these are the epistles
most central to the delineation of Paul’s doctrine of justification by faith. Second, these
are writings to which Pauline authorship is nearly universally ascribed – from the earliest
of recorded Christian patriarchs to modern scholars of all persuasions.
The Tradition of Paul: Originally called by his Hebrew name, Saul was born in the
Cilician city (in present day Turkey) of Tarsus – an intellectual and cultural center and a
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center of Greek Stoic teaching. He may have been born between about 1 and 5 AD,
making Paul possibly five years younger than Jesus whom he never met in person. In
later life, Paul indicated that he was taught “at the feet of Gamaliel,” the most prominent
Jewish teacher of the early first century.415
According to the book of Acts, Saul was present at the stoning of Stephen. He was not
only present, but “approved of their killing him.”416 And Saul’s murderous activity was
was not limited to one evangelist but extended more widely.
After Stephen’s death, Acts goes on: “But Saul was ravaging the church by entering
house after house; dragging off both men and women, he committed them to prison.”417
Intense persecution caused Christians to flee for other parts of Judea and Samaria – and
beyond.
Saul subsequently extended the geographic reach of his anti-Christian activity. At the
time of his conversion, he was traveling toward the Syrian city of Damascus to arrest
those who belonged to “the Way.” With his conversion, Paul could say: “I persecuted this
Way up to the point of death by binding both men and women and putting them in
prison... ”418 And again: “I imprisoned and beat those who believed in you.”419
While dating is uncertain, it is around 35 AD that Saul experienced a vision of the risen
Christ on the road to Damascus. Subsequently, he went to Arabia and the city of Petra.
Three years later, he appears to make his first post-conversion visit to Jerusalem, meeting
with both Peter and James as elders of the Jerusalem church.
It has not been easy for scholars to reconcile the subsequent events of Paul’s life from the
chronology of Acts with Paul’s own account in his epistle to the Galatians. However, it
appears that Paul spent some time in Arabia preparing himself for subsequent ministry.
He was introduced to the church in Jerusalem by Barnabas, a Hellenistic Jewish Christian
who made his home in Cyprus.
For about a decade, Paul worked in Syria and Cilicia (though this period of activity is not
recorded in Acts).420 He was then brought to Antioch by Barnabas, which became Paul’s
base of operations for subsequent missionary journeys.
It was during his stay in Antioch that the controversy over the applicability of Jewish
customs (notably circumcision) first surfaced. Paul went to Jerusalem, a conference that
is recorded somewhat differently in Acts versus Paul’s letter to the Galatians.
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In Acts, Paul appears to defer to the judgement of Jerusalem; however, to the Galatians
he evidences clear disdain for the supposed authority of the mother church. The two
accounts differ on the question of whether circumcision was to still be required for
Gentiles – Acts says no more requirement, Galatians is silent. There also are differences
as to which emissaries were to accompany Paul in a subsequent trip to Antioch and as to
the reasons for the subsequent split between Barnabas and Paul at Antioch.421
Paul spent nearly a decade on three missionary journeys:
•
•

•

From about 46-48 AD, Paul took a relatively short journey from Antioch to
Cyprus and through the closer regions of Asia Minor (now eastern Turkey).
From 49-52, his second journey took him to the western reaches of Asia Minor
(including Ephesus) and from there to Macedonia and Greece (both Athens and
Corinth).
His third journey took place over much the same route as the second and lasted
the longest, from 53-57 (with much of that time spent in Ephesus).

Both the second and third journeys ended in Jerusalem. Upon completion of his third
journey, Paul was arrested in Jerusalem. He was brought before the Jewish ruling council
of the Sanhedrin. However, he was protected from Jewish authority by Roman action,
being imprisoned in Caesarea for two years.
Paul successfully asserted his right to be tried as a Roman citizen before the emperor in
Rome. After surviving two assassination plots, he journeyed to Rome about 59-60 where
he lived at least two years under house arrest.422 During this time Paul was free to receive
guests – both friends and adversaries – “… proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching
about the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness and without hindrance.”423
Paul wanted to travel to Spain, but it is unclear whether he actually did. From Acts 28, it
appears that Paul was released from Roman house arrest after two years in about 62. The
case for a fourth missionary journey to Spain is largely circumstantial, based on Paul’s
declared interest, a supporting implication by the fourth century Christian writer
Eusebius, and statements from other early church patriarchs who attested to the early
spread of the gospel to Spain.424
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In any event, Paul returned to prison under the reign of Nero. Though not recorded in the
New Testament, the most common tradition is that Paul was executed at Rome about 67
AD.
Salvation & Grace
At the core of Paul’s teachings lies a four-faceted heresy:
•
•
•
•

There is salvation in Jesus.
This salvation comes via the intangible expression of faith.
Faith is a product of God’s grace, not human performance.
As newcomers to the faith like Paul, we also can be apostles with Christ.

A Message of Salvation: The apostle Paul appears to pick up where the author of John’s
Gospel leaves off. John proclaims salvation through belief in Jesus. In Acts, Paul clearly
reinforces this theme, most notably with the well-known statement to the jailer who asks
what he can do to be saved. Paul’s answer: “Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you will be
saved, you and your household.”425
And what is this salvation? The Greek term to be “saved” means to make or to keep
sound and safe. This sense of soundness or safety is what Paul has in mind when he later
writes to the Romans:
… if you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that
God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For one believes with the heart
and so is justified, and one confesses with the mouth and so is saved.426
While this gift of salvation is readily available, it is not to be taken lightly. For example,
in writing to the Philippians, Paul warns his listeners to “work out your own salvation
with fear and trembling.”427
And to the Corinthians, salvation is linked with a sense of sorrow: “For godly grief
produces a repentance that leads to salvation and brings no regret, but worldly grief
produces death.”428
While the term to be “saved” occurs throughout all four gospels, the concept of
“salvation” clearly is more fully developed with the apostle Paul. In the King James
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version of the New Testament, reference to salvation is found four times in Luke, once in
John and not at all in Matthew and Mark. Salvation is found five times in Acts, four of
which are in direct reference to Paul. The same term is then found 19 times in the Pauline
epistles.429
Salvation through Faith: On the subject of salvation via belief in Jesus, Paul’s message
is not new; he appears to pick up where the author of John’s Gospel leaves off. But when
it comes to the question of human performance versus unmerited grace, Paul plows new
territory.
In his epistles, Paul takes and refines the message of belief in Jesus into a theology of
salvation through faith and grace -- available to the Gentile as well as the Jew. To the
Romans, Paul wastes no time in moving to this theme as he succinctly declares:
For I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of God for salvation to
everyone who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it the
righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The one
who is righteous will live by faith.’430
This theology is further developed in as the concept of grace is linked to faith:
...since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; they are now justified
by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God
put forward as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood, effective through faith. He
did this to show his righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had
passed over the sins previously committed; it was to prove at the present time that
he himself is righteous and that he justifies the one who has faith in Jesus. Then
what becomes of boasting? It is excluded. By what law? By that of works? No, but
by the law of faith.431
And in his second letter to the Corinthians, Paul this time links the prophetic promise of
salvation with God’s grace:
As we work together with him, we urge you not to accept the grace of God in
vain. For he says, “At an acceptable time I have listened to you, and on a day of
salvation I have helped you.”432 See, now is the acceptable time; see, now is the
day of salvation.433
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Grace, Not Performance: So far, the Pauline logic is well on track with that of other
expositors of first century Christian belief. However, it is at this third step that Paul parts
company with his other Jewish Christian brethren.
At its simplest, Paul’s heresy is that it is God’s grace that is solely responsible for
salvation, rather than human performance (or works).
It is to the Galatians that Paul mounts his most famous defense of faith via grace as the
path to salvation rather than works. Paul makes his claim in the context of an infamous
first showdown with established church leaders at the Council of Jerusalem.
After giving some background details relating his meetings with church leaders in
Jerusalem (including Peter and James), Paul comes to the crux of his argument:
...yet we know that a person is justified not by the works of the law but through
faith in Jesus Christ. And we have come to believe in Christ Jesus, so that we
might be justified by faith in Christ, and not by doing the works of the law,
because no one will be justified by the works of the law.434
Lest anyone miss the point, Paul makes it clear that God’s grace is the reason for the
death of Christ. This death is what makes salvation possible, not adherence to God’s law:
… the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the son of God, who loved me
and gave himself for me. I do not nullify the grace of God; for if justification
comes through the law, then Christ died for nothing.435
Paul reaches back to Abraham to note the future promise of salvation to the Gentiles
through faith. And to the Jews, faith also becomes a liberating path, compared to the
“curse of the law.”436
Paul goes on: “Now before faith came, we were imprisoned and guarded under the law
until faith would be revealed. Therefore the law was our disciplinarian until Christ came,
so that we might be justified by faith.” Then he concludes the argument, getting to the
punch line: “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no
longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to
Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise.”437
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Paul presses the point about who are Abraham’s legitimate offspring with the story of his
two children. In so doing, provides an analogy of faith versus works – based on
legitimate versus illegitimate children, as follows:
For it is written that Abraham had two sons, one by a slave woman and the other
by a free woman. One, the child of the slave, was born according to the flesh; the
other, the child of the free woman, was born through the promise. Now this is an
allegory: these women are two covenants. One woman, in fact, is Hagar, from
Mount Sinai, bearing children for slavery. Now Hagar is Mount Sinai in Arabia
and corresponds to the present Jerusalem, for she is in slavery with her children.
But the other woman corresponds to the Jerusalem above; she is free, and she is
our mother.438
With this analogy, the meaning could not be more clear. Faith leads to legitimacy; works
to illegitimate results.
Of course, this discussion serves as more than merely a theoretical exercise. With Paul,
there is always a pragmatic purpose to be served. In this case, the practical purpose and
the reason for this epistle are Paul's objections to the desire of Jerusalem church leaders
that Gentile converts be circumcised.
Jewish religion of the first century required circumcision of converts. Consequently, it is
not surprising that those looking to keep Christianity within the fold of Judaism felt it
critical to maintain this practice for Greek converts.
Paul believed otherwise, believing the requirement to cut off the foreskin of the male
penis to be counter to the teaching of Christ and not productive for the person involved.
The symbolism in Paul’s comments is a bit too direct to miss:
Listen! I, Paul, am telling you that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ
will be of no benefit to you. Once again I testify to every man who lets himself be
circumcised that he is obliged to obey the law. You who want to be justified by
the law have cut yourselves off from Christ; you have fallen away from grace.439
Paul’s language and the analogy could hardly be more graphic. In this analogy, Jesus
becomes the royal penis; the discarded foreskins represent those individuals who have
chosen to accept a ritual law of self-mutilation as a basis of divine acceptance rather than
simply accept God’s grace as an act of faith.
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And finally, just in case anyone is still asleep, Paul wraps up his invective against the
practice of Gentile circumcision with this blast: “I wish those who unsettle you would
castrate themselves.”440
Paul completes this thought with a softer statement, observing that belivers are “called to
freedom” and then closing with Jesus summation of the law into a single command: “You
shall love your neighbor as yourself.”441
Apostles with Christ: We could end the story here – at the dénouement of Paul’s heresy.
After all, what could possibly be perceived as more heretical to church leaders like James
than to compare the crucified and risen Christ to the male sexual organ?
But wait, there’s one more step – critical to understanding the full breadth of Paul’s
heresy. This is the claim that, just like those who walked and talked with Jesus during his
earthly ministry, we also can experience union with Christ.
To capture this concept, we begin with Paul’s view that apostleship extends well beyond
the realm of the initial twelve disciples. Far more than the gospel writers or James, the
apostle Paul is unequivocal in placing the notion of a specific relationship in Jesus as
Christ at the center of his message – over and over again.
Based on this highly personal relationship, Paul declares himself to be an apostle – over
and over again. Consider the following introductory statements from pertinent epistles of
Paul:
To the Romans: Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, set apart
for the gospel of God, which he promised beforehand through his prophets in the
holy scriptures, the gospel concerning his Son, who was descended from David
according to the flesh and was declared to be son of God with power according to
the spirit of holiness by resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord, through
whom we have received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of
faith among all the Gentiles for the sake of his name, including yourselves who
are called to belong to Jesus Christ.442
First Letter to the Corinthians: Paul, called to be an apostle of Christ Jesus by the
will of God…443
Second Letter to the Corinthians: Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus…444
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To the Galatians: Paul an apostle – sent neither by human commission nor from
human authorities, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him
from the dead….445
To the Ephesians: Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God….446
To the Philippians: Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus….447
To the Colossians: Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and
Timothy our brother.448
Well aware of the risks and the disapproval of others in appointing himself as an added
apostle, he writes to the church at Corinth, somewhat defensively:
Am I not free? Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our Lord? Are you not
my work in the Lord? If I am not an apostle to others, at least I am for you, for
you are the seal of my apostleship in the Lord.449
If beauty is in the eye of the beholder, so apostleship rides with the judgement of the jury
– those who are fellow followers of Christ as Lord. This is the self-appointed, post-Jesus
apostle who goes on to explain:
For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ
crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who
are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of
God.450
Paul does not stop with his own self-declaration. He also expands the claim for
apostleship to include a multitude of others who have followed in the footsteps of the
original twelve.
Paul single-handedly expands the exclusive circle of the apostles. He clearly recognizes
the small group of early adherents about whom he speaks of traveling “to Jerusalem to
those who were already apostles before me…”451
To amplify the message, the analogy of the body is applied. As in the letter to the
Corinthians, Paul expounds: “now you are the body of Christ and individually members
of it.”452
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In effect, Paul is expanding the ranks of apostleship to include not only himself, but also
other followers and believers of Jesus the Christ. Consider again the introductory
paragraph of Paul’s epistle to the Romans:
Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, set apart for the gospel of
God, which he promised beforehand through his prophets in the holy scriptures,
the gospel concerning his Son, who was descended from David according to the
flesh and was declared to be son of God with power according to the spirit of
holiness by resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord, through whom we
have received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith among
all the Gentiles for the sake of his name, including yourselves who are called to
belong to Jesus Christ.453
Here, the self-appointed apostle is at his most unequivocal. The ranks of Christian
privilege belong not just to the initial twelve or even the 120 “believers” Peter addressed
shortly after the ascension of Christ.454 Rather, the calling of apostleship belongs to all
those who are obedient in faith – even among Gentiles.
So here we have it, the great heresy of Paul. To recap, it becomes a complicated heresy
with four (moving) parts:
•
•
•
•

Salvation in Jesus …
Manifest through the intangible expression of faith …
A product of God’s grace, not human performance …
With opportunities for all to be apostles with Christ.

In modern parlance, Paul did not write a gospel. But if he had, his gospel could be termed
the “good news” of reconciling the enmity between humanity and God, not by human
efforts but solely as a gift mediated by one anointed by and through the divine.
Paul’s God
Paul’s first reported encounter with the divine comes at the time of his conversion – en
route to the Syrian capital of Damascus to arrest those who followed the way of Jesus.
The writer of the Acts of the Apostles records the event like this:
Now as he was going along and approaching Damascus, suddenly a light from
heaven flashed around him. He fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him,
“Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” He asked, “Who are you, Lord?” The
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reply came, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. But get up and enter the city,
and you will be told what you are to do.455
This, of course, is the seminal event in the life of Saul – renamed Paul. Two items of are
particular note. First, as the vision begins, Saul asks: “Who are you, Lord?” The question
is not necessarily of God, but of a person that from the Greek could be translated as
master or Sir.
Second, the answer indicates that the source of the vision is not God the Father, but Jesus
“whom you are persecuting.” Clearly, for Saul, this Jesus represents the supernatural, as
the light (or source of the vision) is described as being “from heaven.”
With this focus on Jesus from the get-go and Paul’s subsequent ministry of grace and
atonement through Jesus, it would seem unlikely for Paul to devote much of his theology
to the Father as well as the Son. However, this is precisely what Paul’s letters reveal – a
desire to explain both Father and Son.
There is a third aspect to this initial encounter that would mark the entire ministry of Paul
– the intensely personal nature of the interaction between Saul and the Godhead. The first
question of Saul by the Lord is: “… why do you persecute me?” As the writer of the Acts
tells it, Saul’s persecution of believers represents a personal affront to the person in the
vision. The personal connection comes to mark many of Paul’s views of the Godhead.
While Paul pioneers many new theological frontiers, he is consistent with the
nomenclature of God the Father employed by the Gospel writers. For example, writing to
the Romans, Paul introductory comments include this welcoming blessing: “Grace to you
and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.”456
A similar blessing is found in both the first and second epistles to the Corinthians. And
just after this blessing, Paul’s second letter to the church at Corinth gets more expansive.
Paul writes of a Father who is both merciful and consoling:
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and
the God of all consolation, who consoles us in all our affliction, so that we may be
able to console those who are in any affliction with the consolation with which we
ourselves are consoled by God.457
At a later point in this epistle, the apostle Paul can even boast of a more direct connection
with the Father: “The God and Father of the Lord Jesus (blessed be he forever!) knows
that I do not lie.”458

455

Acts 9:3-6.
Romans 1:7.
457
II Corinthians 1:3-4.
458
II Corinthians 11:31.
456

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 134

Galatians also opens with a similar statement of blessing, followed by what could almost
be considered a premature benediction:
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, who gave
himself for our sins to set us free from the present evil age, according to the will
of our God and Father, to whom be the glory forever and ever. Amen.459
In summary, for Paul the Father wills the actions of the Son. And to the Father is the
glory ascribed.
Who is God? In some respects, Paul also suggests the subordination of the Son to the
Father. The first words of his epistle to the Romans read: “Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ,
called to be an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God,”460 There is a sense of a hierarchy.
Paul is serving his Christ for the purpose of the Father’s good news (or gospel).
And urging Christian harmony, Paul immediately goes on to suggest that the rationale is
“… so that together you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus
Christ.461
In this passage, God is supreme both in terms of authority and order of creation over the
Son. Similarly, in his first epistle to the Corinthians, Paul writes that: “… yet for us there
is one God, the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we exist, and one Lord,
Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through whom we exist.”462
In more apocalyptic terms, Paul again identifies the Son as subservient to the Father:
“Then comes the end, when he (Christ) hands over the kingdom to God the Father, after
he has destroyed every ruler and every authority and power.”463
Paul never paints a direct portrait of God; rather he assigns attributes (or characteristics)
such as:
•
•
•
•
•

Gospel of God.
Power of God.
Righteousness of God.
Wrath of God.
Immortal God. 464
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Judgement of God.465
Oracles of God.
Faithfulness of God.
Justice of God.466
Fear of God.
Righteousness of God.
Glory of God. 467
Promise of God.468
Grace of God.469
Free gift of God.470
Law of God.471
Will of God.472
Right hand of God.473
Love of God.474
Word of God.475
Living God.476
Gifts and the calling of God.477
Judgement seat of God.478
Kingdom of God.
Work of God.479

These characteristics can be grouped into broader categories, for example, God’s
authority, holiness, and love. This listing covers only those attributes found in Paul’s
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epistle to the Romans. Also in this letter, Paul makes it clear that this “God is one.”480
This same God is both God of the Jews and God of the Gentiles.
In Romans, Paul begins with God. And he completes his epistle with a doxology to God:
Now to God who is able to strengthen you according to my gospel and the
proclamation of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery that was
kept secret for long ages but is now disclosed, and through the prophetic writings
is made known to all the Gentiles, according to the command of the eternal God,
to bring about the obedience of faith—to the only wise God, through Jesus Christ,
to whom be the glory forever! Amen.481
Paul’s other epistles contain similar affirmations of God and his divine attributes. In
addition to those mentioned in Romans, Paul also writes of the:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Wisdom, mystery, church, image, reflection, knowledge, sight, and temple of God
(to the Corinthians).
Israel of God (Galatians).
Household, life, likeness, whole armor, word of God (Ephesians).
Glory and praise, heavenly call, and peace of God (Philippians).
Invisible God and fullness of God (Colossians).
Word of God (Thessalonians).
Command, name, and presence of God (Timothy)
Doctrine, goodness and lovingkindness of God (Titus)

Writing about prophecy, Paul notes that “God is a God not of disorder but of peace.”482
And in further explication of the Father’s supreme authority, Paul writes to the
Corinthians: “When all things are subjected to him, then the Son himself will also be
subjected to the one who put all things in subjection under him, so that God may be all in
all.”483
Experiencing God: To the Romans, Paul observes that: “…just as Christ was raised
from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.”484
In this same epistle, Paul’s most compelling discussion of God’s reach into humanity is
predicated on the parallel of adoption:
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For all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God. For you did not
receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received a spirit of
adoption. When we cry, “Abba! Father!” it is that very Spirit bearing witness
with our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, then heirs, heirs of
God and joint heirs with Christ—if, in fact, we suffer with him so that we may
also be glorified with him.485
In a similar passage to the Galatians, Paul writes in a similar vein:
6

And because you are children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts,
crying, “Abba! Father!” 7 So you are no longer a slave but a child, and if a child
then also an heir, through God.486

And yet again to the Ephesians in the most elaborate of prose:
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in
Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, just as he chose us in
Christ before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless before him in
love. He destined us for adoption as his children through Jesus Christ, according
to the good pleasure of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace that he freely
bestowed on us in the Beloved. In him we have redemption through his blood, the
forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace that he lavished
on us. With all wisdom and insight he has made known to us the mystery of his
will, according to his good pleasure that he set forth in Christ, as a plan for the
fullness of time, to gather up all things in him, things in heaven and things on
earth. In Christ we have also obtained an inheritance, having been destined
according to the purpose of him who accomplishes all things according to his
counsel and will, so that we, who were the first to set our hope on Christ, might
live for the praise of his glory. In him you also, when you had heard the word of
truth, the gospel of your salvation, and had believed in him, were marked with the
seal of the promised Holy Spirit; this is the pledge of our inheritance toward
redemption as God’s own people, to the praise of his glory.487
Ephesians also suggests the role of an intermediary acting on behalf of God. Only this
intermediary is not Jesus but the Spirit, “… for through him both of us have access in one
Spirit to the Father.”488
With this intermediary role, humans have the opportunity to become members of the
household of God:
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So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are citizens with the saints
and also members of the household of God, built upon the foundation of the
apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone. In him the
whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord in
whom you also are built together spiritually into a dwelling place for God.489
Paul bows in awe of the holiness of this God: “For this reason I bow my knees before the
Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth takes its name.490
And to the Philippians, Paul elevates his praise to that of a song:
Therefore God also highly exalted him
and gave him the name
that is above every name,
so that at the name of Jesus
every knee should bend,
in heaven and on earth and under the earth,
and every tongue should confess
that Jesus Christ is Lord,
to the glory of God the Father.491
Similarly to the church at Colosse, Paul writes:
… giving thanks to the Father, who has enabled you to share in the inheritance of
the saints in the light. He has rescued us from the power of darkness and
transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption,
the forgiveness of sins.492
To the Thessalonians, Paul mentions “constantly remembering before our God and Father
your work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.493
Paul’s God serves one other important role with humanity – that of equalizer:
But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is
weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the
world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing things that are, so that no one
might boast in the presence of God.494
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To the Corinthians Paul yet again describes the foolishness of human endeavor
observing: “For the wisdom of this world is foolishness with God.”495
Paul’s God Summarized: While his epistles are addressed to widely varying audiences,
Paul’s views of God remain consistent throughout. Paul’s God is described via a series of
diverse attributes, from the power to the mystery of God, and from the love to the wrath
and judgement of God.
Unlike times past before Christ, the mystery is “now disclosed.” And Paul reassures that
this is a God not of disorder, but of peace. Yet Paul, for all his definitional attributes
seems unable to portray God with a few bold strokes. Rather, Paul’s God is more a
collage – a mixture of colors both complementary and in jarring contrast.
If Paul’s portrait of God is chaotic, his description of how we are to experience God is
down to human scale, much simpler.
In short, we are no longer to experience God as slaves experience their master. Rather we
are children, indeed “joint heirs” with Christ as members of the household of God. But
lest we become too proud, we are reminded that as heirs we are not to boast, because God
chooses “what is weak in the world to shame the strong.”
As those who are weak, like Mark’s Jesus, we are in position to address our God as
“Abba,” Daddy.
Peculiarities of Paul
If it is Paul’s message that set the man apart, it is his peculiarities that make this first
century itinerant and author unforgettable. Paul is a man of many facets. More bluntly
put, a potpourri of contradictions.
The personal quirks are many – including personal infirmity, personal prejudice and
dogma, split views on Christian unity versus conflict, submission to authority, unique
perspectives toward those Christians experiencing material poverty and deprivation,
linkage of Paul and John, and no hell for Paul.
Personal Infirmity: Unlike other New Testament characters, we know something of
Paul’s physical characteristics. This was not a physically imposing man. In fact, he came
across as more authoritative in writing than in person. Writing to the Corinthians, Paul
paraphrases his detractors like this: “For they say, ‘His letters are weighty and strong, but
his bodily presence is weak, and his speech contemptible.’ ”496
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Later in this same epistle, Paul writes that “a thorn was given me in the flesh, a
messenger of Satan to torment me, to keep me from being too elated.”497 Nowhere does
the New Testament directly reveal the nature of this infirmity.
However, speculation has included mental or physical illness (such as epilepsy) – most
likely a chronic condition. Lingering effects from Paul’s blindness and conversion while
on the road to Damascus possible causes, as are the effects of multiple beatings from
crowds and authorities while on his missionary journeys.
Personal Prejudice & Dogma: For all his emphasis on the virtues of faith, Paul can not
escape the rewards of performance. Liberated by faith, Paul now warns of the dangers of
this freedom:
For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your
freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to
one another. For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, ‘You
shall love your neighbor as yourself.’498
Despite this admonition to others, Paul is not hesitant to invoke his own spiritual voice of
personal authority. For example, in writing to the Ephesians, he warns:
Now this I affirm and insist on in the Lord: you must no longer live as the
Gentiles live, in the futility of their minds. …499
At times, Paul oscillates between directives that he views as having divine authority and
those that are merely his own opinion. In a letter to the Corinthians, his perspective
changes from one thought to the next:
To the married I give this command – not I but the Lord – that the wife should not
separate from the husband … and that the husband should not divorce his wife.
To the rest I say – I and not the Lord – that if any believer has a wife who is an
unbeliever, and she consents to live with him, he should not divorce her.500
It is not only with weighty matters of theology that Paul bares his biases. Even more
remarkable are his musings on ideas that clearly fall in the realm of personal opinion
rather than divine directive.
Sometimes, the spiritual and the personal become hopelessly entwined. For example,
writing to the Corinthians, Paul observes:
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I commend you because you remember me in everything and maintain the
traditions just as I handed them on to you. But I want you to understand that
Christ is the head over every man, and the husband is the head of his wife, and
God is the head of Christ. Any man who prays or prophesies with something on
his head disgraces his head, but any woman who prays or prophecies with her
head unveiled disgraces her head – it is one and the same thing as having her head
shaved.”501
This is the same Paul who critiques the Jerusalem church for their advocacy of
circumcision! Adherence to ritualualistic tradition is not to be tolerated in one realm, but
is commanded by Paul in another. However, there is no reconciling discussion of whether
and when matters of law are to prevail over grace.
Christian Unity versus Conflict: Few issues illustrate Paul’s remarkable capacity to be
“all things to all people” as his contradictory views on the question of Christian unity.
Writhing to the church at Rome, Paul exhorts: “If it is possible, so far as it depends on
you, live peaceably with all.”502 To the church at Corinth, Paul speaks more pointedly
about the need for unity within the body of believers, i.e. the church, to wit:
But God has so arranged the body (of believers), giving the greater honor to the
inferior member, that there may be no dissension within the body, but the
members may have the same care for one another. If one member suffers, all
suffer with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together with it.503
This Paul who advocates “no dissension” is the same Paul who suggests to the Jewish
Christians that: “I wish those who unsettle you would castrate themselves.”504 This is the
same Paul who, writing of a meeting with the Lord’s appointed apostle Peter, says that:
“I opposed him to his face, because he stood self condemned.”505
And this is the same Paul that openly scorns acknowledged church leadership, noting
that: “… from those who were supposed to be acknowledged leaders (what they actually
were makes no difference to me; God shows no partiality); those leaders contributed
nothing to me …”506
Here we have the picture of a man who wants to have it both ways. Confident enough to
have his cake and eat it too.
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When it suits Paul’s purpose (of conformance to Pauline doctrine), he urges unity – with
common liturgy and hierarchical leadership. However, when Paul disagrees with others
in Christian leadership, he is quick to suggest disdain and disregard for their ecclesiastic
position.
Submission to Authority: The apostle Paul is a hierarchical kind-of-a-guy. He goes to
great lengths to respect those in authority even when he disagrees strongly with their
positions and actions. Paul shows no similar need to show deference to those whom he
believes to be of lesser authority.
This sense of hierarchy comes through in Paul’s treatment of others in the early church.
He defers to James as leader of the church even though he violently disagrees with James
views on justification by works and adherence to Jewish custom. Conversely, Paul feels
free to oppose Peter “to his face” over differences on eating with Gentiles and
circumcision. Paul views James as being in authority over him, but not Peter.
Perhaps the clearest indication of Paul’s delineation between those above versus below
him in the social and ecclesiastical hierarchy is to be found in his confrontation with the
Sanhedrin – after being arrested in Jerusalem. The event is worth recounting in its
entirety:
While Paul was looking intently at the council he said, “Brothers, up to this day I
have lived my life with a clear conscience before God.” Then the high priest
Ananias ordered those standing near him to strike him on the mouth. At this Paul
said to him, “God will strike you, you whitewashed wall! Are you sitting there to
judge me according to the law, and yet in violation of the law you order me to be
struck?” Those standing nearby said, “Do you dare to insult God’s high priest?”
And Paul said, “I did not realize, brothers, that he was high priest; for it is written,
‘You shall not speak evil of a leader of your people.’507
Notice the sequence of events. Not realizing the authority of the person to whom he is
speaking, Paul reacts both in anger and condescension after being struck on the mouth.
Then after finally realizing whom he has just cursed, Paul comes as close to an apology
as we see anywhere in the New Testament.
The closing chapter of Acts provides an intriguing look at how Paul balanced the desire
for reconciliation with the need to speak boldly his view of the truth. Within three days of
starting a period of house arrest in Rome, Paul calls the “local leaders of the Jews” to
assemble at his “lodgings.” The purpose: to explain that there is no basis for his arrest
under either Jewish or Roman law.
The writer of the Acts goes on to report that: “Some were convinced by what he (Paul)
said, while others refused to believe.” Paul can not resist one last dig at authorities who
do not measure up to his standard. To the Jewish leadership in Rome, he quotes Isaiah on
507
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the hardness of hearts and ends by stating: “Let it be known to you then that this
salvation of God has been sent to the Gentiles; they will listen.” 508
Paul & Poverty: The writers of the New Testament gospels take decidedly different
views on the importance of meeting the needs of the less fortunate. Of the New
Testament writers, Luke takes, by far, the most decidedly pro-social welfare position.
However, Luke’s views are far more tempered in the book of Acts than they are in
Luke’s gospel. A definite transition in thought and action is apparent.
At the outset of Acts, the believers live in a communal fellowship, sharing their material
resources. When Saul (then Paul) appears on the scene, this Lukan emphasis on social
justice fades to the background. Why? Because it was of little to no consequence for
Paul.
By the time Paul makes his last visit to Jerusalem, charity toward the poor has taken a
form more familiar to capitalist economies. Before the Roman governor Felix, Paul
explains that: “After an absence of several years, I came to Jerusalem to bring my people
gifts for the poor and to present offerings.”509
That this was a priority of some apparent importance is suggested by his letter to the
Romans, apparently written before the trip to Jerusalem. Paul explains: “At present,
however, I am going to Jerusalem in a ministry to the saints; for Macedonia and Achaia
have been pleased to share their resources with the poor among the saints at
Jerusalem.”510 Paul goes further, saying that “if the Gentiles have come to share in their
spiritual blessings, they ought also to be of service to them in material things.”511
His efforts in Macedonia are referred to again in the second letter to the Corinthians.
Though the church at Jerusalem is never explicitly identified, it seems to be indirectly
referenced.512
It appears that the Macedonian churches had been giving even out of “their extreme
poverty,” but had then fallen lax. So Paul “urged Titus, as he had earlier made a
beginning, so he should also complete this generous undertaking (i.e. giving) among
you.”513
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Paul makes it clear that he is not commanding the gift; he asks that it be rendered “as a
voluntary gift and not as an extortion.” Those who give will reap rewards for “God loves
a cheerful giver.”514
Paul also refers to this collection in his letter to the Galatians, outlining the agreement
that had occurred much earlier with James, Peter and John – allowing Paul to go the
Gentiles and the others to the circumcised. The condition: “They asked only one thing,
that we remember the poor, which was actually what I was eager to do.”515
However, the sincerity of Paul’s stated eagerness is open to question. To see this, we go
back to the separate account (by Luke?) in the book of Acts.
In his trip to bring an offering for the poor, Jerusalem elders of the church accused Paul
(for the second time). The charge was that “you teach all the Jews living among the
Gentiles to forsake Moses, and that you tell them not to circumcise their children or
observe the customs.”516 To appease these critics, Paul agrees to undergo rites of
purification.
Luke is also sure to quote Paul on the way to Jerusalem, stopping to visit the Ephesian
elders one last time. His closing words to the elders:
In all this I have given you an example that by such work we must support the
weak, remembering the words of the Lord Jesus, for he himself said, ‘It is more
blessed to give than to receive.’517
The evidence indicates that, when in Jerusalem (or traveling thereto), Paul went out of
his way to satisfy the church elders -- whether in matters related to the issue of adherence
to Jewish customs or offerings to the poor. When he was on the road elsewhere, Paul’s
priorities were something else.
Certainly, with the notable exceptions of the verses cited, Paul’s epistles otherwise
provide little evidence of any overwhelming emphasis on addressing needs of the poor.
Rather, the evidence available suggests that Paul takes a middle of the road position -somewhere between Luke and Matthew.
For Paul, riches and poverty are of little consequence. Paul writes that Christians are
treated “as poor, yet making many rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing
everything.”518 Later, he goes on to extend this comparison to Jesus: “...that though he
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was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become
rich.”519
Paul seems to be saying that charity is important, but not necessarily the most important
priority for the Christian. In his first letter to the Corinthians, he writes: “If I give away
all my possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast, but do not have love,
I gain nothing.”
Throughout the period of his ministry, Paul made his own way as a tentmaker – a
missionary raising his own financial support.520 Even during his final years during a
period of house arrest in Rome, the author of Acts is careful to note that Paul lived “at his
own expense.”521
Paul’s true feelings about not rewarding sloth are most clearly evidenced in his epistle to
the Thessalonians:
Now we command you, beloved, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, to keep
away from believers who are living in idleness and not according to the tradition
that they received from us. For you yourselves ought to imitate us; we were not
idle when we were with you, and we did not eat anyone’s bread without paying
for it; but with toil and labor we worked night and day, so that we might not
burden any of you. This was not because we do not have that right, but in order to
give you an example to imitate. For even when we were with you, we gave you
this command: Anyone unwilling to work should not eat.”522
Linkage of Paul & John: On a theological basis, it is somewhat startling to realize that
Paul may share more theology in common with John than any other gospel writer. Of the
early church leaders, Paul and John are alone in their views as to the divinity of Jesus,
Jesus as the Christ/Messiah, disdain for hell, and use of terms around wisdom and the
word. These two writers also provide the foundation for the much later Calvinistic
doctrine of predestination.
Like John, the apostle Paul makes liberal use of the themes of the wisdom and mystery as
well as the word of God.
In Romans, Paul introduces all three concepts. He uses the concept of the word to
illustrate that not all Israel will be saved: “It is not as though the word of God had failed.
For not all Israelites truly belong to Israel. ... This means that it is not the children of the
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flesh who are the children of God, but the children of the promise are counted as
descendants.”523
Paul reverses gears, suggesting all Israel will be saved via mercy, though disobedient. He
begins by noting: “So that you may not claim to be wiser than you are, brothers and
sisters, I want you to understand this mystery: a hardening has come upon part of Israel,
until the full number of the Gentiles has come in. And so all Israel will be saved.”524
Later in this passage, Paul exults: “O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge
of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways!”525
To the Corinthians, Paul posits both a thesis and later an antithesis. Early in his letter he
rails against wisdom, at least that of human derivation: “For Christ did not send me to
baptize but to proclaim the gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom, so that the cross of
Christ might not be emptied of its power.”526
Paul moves forward to introduce the “mystery of God” with the caveat that: “My speech
and my proclamation were not with plausible words of wisdom, but with a demonstration
of the Spirit and of power, so that your faith might rest not on human wisdom but on the
power of God.” (I Corinthians 2:1-5)
Having said this, Paul moves further, now positing the antithesis:
Yet among the mature we do speak wisdom, though it is not a wisdom of this age
or of the rulers of this age, who are doomed to perish. But we speak God’s
wisdom, secret and hidden, which God decreed before the ages for our glory.
None of the rulers of this age understood this; for if they had, they would not have
crucified the Lord of glory. ... And we speak of these things in words not taught
by human wisdom but taught by the Spirit, interpreting spiritual things to those
who are spiritual. Those who are unspiritual do not receive the gifts of God’s
Spirit, for they are foolishness to them, and they are unable to understand them
because they are spiritually discerned. Those who are spiritual discern all things,
and they are themselves subject to no one else’s scrutiny.527
Paul is more circumspect in his usage of the word similar to that of John’s gospel.
However, even this type of teaching finds its way into Paul’s writing. At the conclusion
of his letter to the Galatians, Paul says: “Those who are taught the word must share in all
good things with their teacher.”528
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And to the Philippians, Paul writes that: “...most of the brothers and sisters, having been
made confident in the Lord by my imprisonment, dare to speak the word with greater
boldness and without fear.”529
Paul is no slouch when it comes to the notion that only those selected by God will receive
salvation. The passage that articulates this concept most definitively is found in Paul’s
letter to the Romans:
We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are
called according to his purpose. For those whom he foreknew he also predestined
to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn
within a large family. And those whom he predestined he also called; and those
whom he called he also justified; and those whom he justified he also glorified.530
This passage has long been in dispute between those who advocate free will versus those
who stress predestination. Free will advocates can point to the preeminence of
foreknowledge in advance of predestination. Calvinists can cite this and other Pauline
passages to say that, no, predestination means what it says. God selected those who
would believe versus those who would receive condemnation “…before the foundation of
the world.”531
This sense of eternal selection also appears to be shared by the writer of John’s gospel.
After all, it is John’s Jesus who declares that “…no one can come to me unless it is
granted by the Father.”532 And it is John’s Jesus that prays to his Father just moments
before his betrayal by Judas: “I have made your name known to those whom you gave me
from the world. They were yours, and you gave them to me, and they have kept your
word.”533
Finally, for all his seeming practicality, Paul shared with John a sense of Jesus as more
spiritual than physical. Writing to the Galatians, Paul wrote of his conversion experience.
In a line that often has been mistranslated, Paul is often quoted as saying that God was
“… pleased to reveal his Son to me.”534
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In fact, the early Greek manuscripts actually read “…in me” rather than “… to me.” In
other words, God’s revelation of Jesus to Paul takes place not in a direct physical sense
but indirectly, internally and spiritually.
No Hell for Paul: In sharp contrast to the synoptics and James, neither John nor Paul
make any use of any of the available Hebrew, Aramaic or Greek terms for hell. Both
writers talk of judgment, but neither explicitly identifies hell as the result of that
judgment.
For example, in the well-known passage of John 3, Jesus concludes verse 16 saying “that
everyone who believes in him (the Son) may not perish but have eternal life”. In
describing condemnation, John’s Jesus says: “And this is the judgment, that the light has
come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light because their deeds
were evil.” And finally, at the end of this chapter, Jesus declares: “Whoever believes in
the Son has eternal life; whoever disobeys the son will not see life, but must endure
God’s wrath.”535
The apostle Paul is not much more helpful in describing his views of judgment (without
any direct recourse to hell). For example, writing to the Romans, Paul states: “For we
will all stand before the judgment seat of God.”536 Paul goes on to say that “every knee
shall bow” and “every tongue shall give praise” but does not mentioned what happens to
those who are judged harshly.
Similarly, to the Corinthians, Paul writes: “For all of us must appear before the judgment
seat of Christ, so that each may receive recompense for what has been done in the body
whether for good or evil.”537 Again, Paul does not go on to explain what is in store for
those who do evil.
And to the Galatians: “...if anyone proclaims to you a gospel contrary to what you
received, let that one be accursed.”538 Paul is more direct in his condemnation, but no
less evasive by not detailing the consequences.
There is one text where a vivid description of “eternal destruction” is attributed to Paul,
in the second epistle to the Thessalonians:
This is evidence of the righteous judgment of God, and is intended to make you
worthy of the kingdom of God, for which you are also suffering. For it is indeed
just of God to repay with affliction those who afflict you, and to give relief to the
afflicted as well as to us, when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven with his
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mighty angels in flaming fire, inflicting vengeance on those who do not know
God and on those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. These will suffer
the punishment of eternal destruction, separated from the presence of the Lord
and from the glory of his might, …539
While not mentioning the word “hell,” the passage certainly vividly portrays what we
often associate with the place. And whether this is truly written by Paul is debated.540In
any event, it appears out of character with his other writings. Unlike other epistles widely
attributed to Paul, this passage also places emphases on being “worthy” of the kingdom, a
call which moves suspiciously close to James’ priority on works over faith.
Acceptance of Paul: Of all the New Testament writings, Paul’s are the most widely
accepted, both by early Christian leaders as well as current scholars from a wide variety
of persuasions.
Despite the apparent authenticity of these core epistles and their acceptance as
“scripture,” Paul was often viewed even by other early church leaders as “hard to
understand.”541
The epistles of Paul and Luke’s gospel were the only New Testament writings accepted
by the 2nd century Gnostic heretic Marcion, albeit conditionally. By the time of Eusebius
in the early 4th century, all 14 epistles were widely accepted, though there were
continuing doubts as to the authenticity of the epistle to the Hebrews. Eusebius also notes
that, as of the 4th century, there was a color portrait of Paul yet in circulation.542
Paul in Summary
We have reached the end of this (too) brief sketch of the heresy of Paul the apostle. A
man who was bold enough to buck not only Torah Judaism, but to also indict leaders of
the early Christian movement for their rigid adherence to the religion of yesterday.
As one might expect from a man as complex as Paul, his heresy is no less easy to
understand – at least at first glance. Paul’s heresy offers four major premises, the latter
three of which are not found elsewhere in the New Testament:
•
•
•
•

Salvation in Jesus …
Manifest through the intangible expression of faith …
A product of God’s grace, not human performance …
With opportunities for all to be apostles with Christ.
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However, the debate is really even simpler than what one might expect. The challenge is
to accept Paul’s vision of humans reconciled to God not by their own attitudes or actions.
Rather, in Paul’s view, we experience the divine purely and solely by universal
acceptance from a godhead acting not from motives of “payback” but acceptance. Like
children, we are becoming “joint heirs” with Christ as members of the household of God.
In summary, the material benefit of Paul’s teaching was the opportunity for the Gentile
convert to come into the family of believers without also having to accept the trappings
of Judaism. The disadvantage of the Pauline formulation was that it severed Christianity
from its Jewish roots, creating ongoing enmity between the Jewish and Christian
traditions.
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Supplemental Material: Paul & Notes on Galatians 5:4
The following excerpts demonstrate the difficulty that orthodox Christianity has had
with the exegisis of Galatians 5:4.
Context of Passage
The complete context of this passage comes from Galatians 5:2-6, here using the
verbiage of the NRSV:
2

Listen! I, Paul, am telling you that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ
will be of no benefit to you. 3 Once again I testify to every man who lets himself
be circumcised that he is obliged to obey the entire law. 4 You who want to be
justified by the law have cut yourselves off from Christ; you have fallen away
from grace. 5 For through the Spirit, by faith, we eagerly wait for the hope of
righteousness. 6 For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision
counts for anything; the only thing that counts is faith working through love.
Alternative New Testament Texts (Galatians 5:4)
A more focused look is on the text of one verse – Galatians 5:4. Wording of different
current NT translations is provided below. Note that no two translations use the same
terminology (as per italicized text):
King James Version (KJV): “Christ is become of no effect unto you, whosoever
of you are justified by the law; ye are fallen from grace.”
New King James Version (NKJV): “You have become estranged from Christ,
you who attempt to be justified by law; you have fallen from grace.”
The Living Bible: “Christ is useless to you if you are counting on clearing your
debt to God by keeping those laws; you are lost from God’s grace.”
New American Bible (NAB): “You are separated from Christ, you who are trying
to be justified by law; you have fallen from grace.”
New Century Version (NCV): “If you try to be made right with God through the
law, your life with Christ is over—you have left God’s grace.”
New Living Translation (NLT): “For if you are trying to make yourselves right
with God by keeping the law, you have been cut off from Christ! You have fallen
away from God’s grace.”
New Revised Standard Version (NRSV): “You who want to be justified by the
law have cut yourselves off from Christ; you have fallen away from grace.”
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Greek Meaning of KJV “Effect”
To get a better sense of the meaning of the KJV term “effect” as recorded in Galatians
5:4, consider the following two citations. Note that the second of the two sources (Vines
Expository Dictionary), identifies the meaning of the use in this passage as “severed.”
Citation 1:
“Effect” in Galatians 5:4 is rendered as “to be made useless,” from the Greek
kartargeomai, the only such use of this term in the KJV. A tense of kartageo, “to
make useless.”
- Young’s Analytical Concordance to the Bible
Citation 2:
Under EFFECT: “Katargeo to reduce to inactivity, to render useless, is
translated to make of none effect, in Rom. 3:3,31; 4:14, Gal. 3:17, and in the
A.V. of Gal. 5:4, R.V., “ye are severed” (from Christ). For the meaning and use
of the word, see ABOLISH and DESTROY.”
Under ABOLISH: “…those who seek justification by the Law are “severed”
from Christ, they are rendered inactive in relation to Him, Gal. 5:4; ...”
- Vine’s Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words
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#6 - The Heresy of James: Salvation via Works
“So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.”
- James 2:17.

Paul’s gospel has set the pace for Christian dogma over ensuing two millennia. But
Paul’s victory was not uncontested. There is an opposing viewpoint. The opposition is
from the official leader of the first century Christian church, James the brother of Jesus.
This is the James who was known to the early church as “the Righteous” or “the Just.”
Writing to the early church at Galatia, it was Paul who declared that: “… we know that a
person is justified not by the works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ.”543 Paul
clearly was writing to refute a contrary teaching that emphasized adherence to the law.
Who was the champion of this alternative viewpoint? None other than James, who asks:
“What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have
works? Can faith save you? … faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.”544
Two alternative viewpoints vied for the hearts and minds of the early Christian church.
James lost the first century battle due in part to his own untimely execution and, later, the
crushing of the Jewish insurrection in Palestine by Rome. Paul’s victory also was aided
by his sheer persistence, the greater geographic breadth of his proselytization, and
prolific writing.
Yet the message of James has continued to animate Christian behavior and experience –
both officially and unofficially. The concept of good deeds animated Catholicism of the
middle ages to the point of widespread corruption. Luther rediscovered Paul’s doctrine of
faith by reading Galatians – prompting a reformation that affected both Catholic and
Protestant. Not surprisingly, he also thought little of James’ New Testament epistle.
To churches of the 20th and 21st centuries, the debate remains as fresh as it was almost
two thousand years ago. Fundamentalist, evangelical Christians put their doctrinal eggs
in the basket of faith; mainstream churches emphasize works – often in the form of social
action. Yet even the fundamentalists pay unwitting homage to James with doctrinal
positions over such secular matters as abortion and prayer in school.
In the pantheon of Christian nobility, the role of James (and his one little book) today
goes virtually unnoticed. Yet his influence at one time pervaded the early church. Even
today, the perspective of James lives on, prompting a more careful look at what we know
about the man and his mission.
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Background of James
There are two ways of approaching a discussion of Jesus brother James. One is through a
review of the New Testament book commonly attributed to his authorship. The second
approach is to search what is known of this earliest of Christian patriarchs from other
contemporaneous records – both biblical and extra-biblical.
Given the paucity of information that has been preserved, it is vitally important to follow
both tracks. Consistent with the approach taken to other New Testament authors, we
begin with the New Testament epistle itself.
Gospel Dating: Scholars of all persuasions generally assign a relatively early date to
James. The letter typically is viewed as having been written pre AD 70, possibly as early
as the fifties.
Reasons for this early dating include its distinctively Jewish orientation, simple church
order with officers called “elders” and “teachers”, practical Old Testament morality, lack
of sophisticated theology, lack of reference to what some believe was the later issue of
circumcision, and use of the term ‘synagogue” to designate the meeting place of the body
of believers.
Recipients of this letter are explicitly identified at the outset as “the twelve tribes in the
Dispersion,” i.e. away from Jerusalem.545 References to agriculture and climate might
place the book in Syria; Egypt is where this letter was first treated as scripture. The
audience is generally believed to have been predominantly Jewish.
Other non-canonical works that have been attributed over the centuries to James include
the Gnostic Epistle of Saint James (Secret Book of James), the Liturgy of Saint James,
and the Infancy Gospel of James.546
Authorship: In the first verse of the New Testament epistle, the author is self-identified
as James. While there are four persons with that name referenced in the New Testament,
this James most logically is the brother of Jesus of Nazareth.547 New Testament evidence
that supports this viewpoint includes:
•
•

Identification as one of the select individuals Jesus appeared to after
resurrection.548

Paul’s visit to James on his first post-conversion trip to Jerusalem, similar visit on
his last trip, and Paul’s reference to James as a “pillar of the church.549
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•
•
•

Peter’s request to friends that James be notified upon Peter’s release from
prison.550
James’ leadership in the council of Jerusalem.551
Jude’s self-identification of his authorship of an even shorter New Testament
letter simply as a “brother of James.”552

The importance of James to the early Christian movement also is corroborated by an
independent contemporaneous source, the 1st century Jewish leader turned Roman
strategist turned historian named Josephus. Josephus identifies James as the “brother of
Jesus, who was called Christ”. Only two other Christian figures merit mention by
Josephus in his book The Antiquities of the Jews – John the Baptist and Jesus.553
Some modern theologians suggest that the epistle of James may have been written by
another party who used James’ name to lend credibility to the viewpoints expressed in
this letter. One modern biblical commentator comments that: “… the memory of James
was widely revered in the early church, and his name may have been used by another
writer to give authority to his teaching.”554
Indeed, some early Christian patriarchs – notably Origen – expressed doubts as to the
authenticity of James’ epistle. Oher eastern writers also voiced concern about the
canonicity of the epistles ascribed to James (as well as Peter, John and Jude). And among
the Latins of the western church, James (and 2 Peter) were relatively unknown and/or
were rejected.555
Even the noted 4th century church historian Eusebius expresses his doubts. After
describing the manner of James’ death, Eusebius goes on to conclude:
Such is the story of James, to whom is attributed the first of the ‘general’ epistles.
Admittedly its authenticity is doubted, since few early writers refer to it, any more
than to ‘Jude’s’, which is also one of the several called general. But the fact
remains that these two, like the others, have been regularly used in very many
churches.556
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Despite these suspicions, the letter of James was accepted as scripture by the church of
Alexandria in the third century AD, by the western church from about the fourth century,
and by the Syrian church in the fifth century.
In more recent times, the reformer Martin Luther questioned the authenticity of the
epistle attributed to James because it contradicted writings of Paul that Luther found to be
of greater importance.
The Tradition of James: Because the letter attributed to James is relatively brief (all of
five chapters), any portrait of the man requires use of source references extending beyond
his writings. Fortunately, there are a number of scattered, brief references found both in
the New Testament canon and a contemporary secular account – the writings of the
Jewish historian Josephus.
The person of James is mentioned several times in the New Testament gospels, then in
the Acts of the Apostles. In his hometown of Nazareth, Matthew identifies James as first
in a list of four brothers and a group of unnamed, unnumbered sisters to Jesus:
Is not this the carpenter’s son? Is not his mother called Mary? And are not his
brothers James and Joseph and Simon and Judas? And are not all his sisters with
us?557
To the writers of the New Testament, James appears to be regarded as the “brother” of
Jesus. Many of the early church patriarchs, including Eusebius, viewed Joseph as Jesus’
foster father, which would make James the Savior’s step-brother.558 Yet later, from the
time of Jerome forward, James was considered by much of Western tradition (including
the Roman Catholic church) as a cousin of Jesus.559
In a similar passage, the writer of Mark identifies the same set of brothers.560 While the
gospels make no other named references to James, he is implicated by association with
Jesus family – in ways that suggest a less than fully harmonious relationship. For
example, Mark records that his family tried to restrain Jesus early in his ministry.
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After all, Mark comments that “… people were saying, ‘He has gone out of his mind.’ ”
Shortly thereafter, his “mother and his brothers” again come calling. After Jesus is
notified, he asks the crowd: “Who are my mother and my brothers?”561
After Jesus death and resurrection, James moves into a position of early post-Easter
leadership within the nascent Christian movement.562 After Peter is released from prison,
he shows up at the house of John Mark’s mother Mary, recounts the story of his
deliverance from prison, then requests: “Tell this to James and to the believers.” In some
not clearly documented manner, James has emerged to usurp Peter’s position as leader of
the nascent Christian church at Jerusalem.
The late first century writer Clement describes James ascendancy this way:
Peter, James, and John, after the ascension of the Savior, did not claim preeminence because the Saviour had specially honoured them, but chose James the
Righteous as Bishop of Jerusalem.563
While there has been preciously little open discussion in the church about brother James’
quick rise to power, this has been a subject that has interested some investigators through
the centuries. More recently, a 21st century writer has explained what occurred in a
fashion remarkably similar to that of the 1st century’s Clement:
The importance of Peter within the early church, particularly as a source of faith
in Jesus’ resurrection, has lead to the understandable conclusion that Simon
Peter’s vision is the only real source of belief that Jesus was raised from the dead.
But it was James who took over Jesus’ movement in Jerusalem. James – always
more an ascetic than his famously carousing brother – practiced Nazarite vows in
a dedication to worship in the Temple that made him a paragon among Jews as a
whole, not only in the little movement that came to be called Christianity.564
When and how did James achieve this pre-eminence? The New Testament does not
directly say. One theory is that James came over to Jesus side toward the end of Jesus’
ministry – possibly when he began to focus on sacrifice and purity of the Temple in
Jerusalem – as evidenced by Jesus overturning the tables of the money changers.
The other option is that James did not embrace his brother until after Jesus’ resurrection.
As the apostle Paul would write, Jesus appeared to James, and then after that to all the
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disciples. This could have occurred if there was a post-resurrection reconciliation
between the two brothers, much as there was when Jesus forgave Peter for his three
denials.
At the first Council of Jerusalem, Paul and Barnabas are brought before “the apostles and
the elders.” James is the one who replies to them, as follows: “My brothers, listen to me
…”565
Much later, Paul returns one last time to Jerusalem. The writer of Acts comments that the
day after his arrival, “… Paul went with us to visit James; and all the elders were
present.”566
Whether for better or worse, the apostle Paul thinks enough of James to mention James
four times in his letters. Writing to the Corinthians, Paul talks about the resurrection,
stating that Jesus: “… appeared to Cephas (Peter), then to the twelve. Then he appeared
to more than five hundred brothers and sisters at one time, most of whom are still alive,
though some have died. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles.”567
Three times James is mentioned in Paul’s epistle to the Galatians, though in less glowing
terms than in his letter to Corinth. First, describing his conviction on the road to
Damascus, Paul writes that he went “… up to Jerusalem to visit Cephas and stayed with
him fifteen days; but I did not see any other apostle except James the Lord’s brother.”568
Then Paul is forced to answer for his views on circumcision before “… James and
Cephas and John, who were acknowledged pillars.”569 Paul agrees to abide by the rules
(including circumcision), only to say much later that when Cephas came to Antioch:
I opposed him to his face, because he stood self-condemned; for until certain
people came from James, he (Peter) used to eat with the Gentiles. But after they
(including James) came, he drew back and kept himself separate for fear of the
circumcision faction.570
Paul does not attack James directly. But there is no doubt that James is in the line of fire,
as the leader standing behind Peter – if not pulling the strings.
In his epistle, James introduces himself as: “James, a servant of God and of the Lord
Jesus Christ.”571 The letter of Jude offers a similar introduction: “Jude, a servant of Jesus
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Christ and brother of James.”572 James refers to his brother Jesus in respectful rather than
more brotherly terms. Jude clearly appears honored to refer to himself as a brother of
James, the leader of the Jerusalem church.
Later patriarchs of the early church corroborate James’ preeminent position of leadership
and authority. For example, the fourth century church historian Eusebius maintained on
the authority of the later first/early second century Clement of Rome that James had
served as bishop of Jerusalem. He quotes Clement as saying:
Control of the Church passed to the apostles, together with the Lord’s brother
James, whom everyone from the Lord’s time till our own has called the righteous,
for there were many James, but this one was holy from his birth; he drank no wine
or intoxicating liquor and ate no animal food; no razor came near his head; he did
not smear himself with oil, and took no baths. He alone was permitted to enter the
Holy Place, for his garments were not of wool but of linen. He used to enter the
Sanctuary alone, and was often found on his knees beseeching forgiveness for the
people, so that his knees grew hard like a camel’s from continually bending them
in worship of God and beseeching forgiveness for the people. Because of his
unsurpassable righteousness he was called the Righteous and Oblias – in our own
language ‘Bulwark of the People, and Righteousness’ – fulfilling the declaration
of the prophets regarding him.573
It is worth noting that, not only was James clearly in charge of the early Christian
movement, but he must have had the respect of other Jewish leadership. The clear
implication is that he was allowed to enter the inner portions of the Temple in Jerusalem.
He was a Nazarite who wore the linen clothing of a priest. And, in sharp contrast to his
brother who was accused of gluttony, James lived the life of an ascetic.574
Fourth century historian Eusebius records that James was the first to be elected to the
“episcopal throne” of Jerusalem. This throne apparently still existed several hundred
years after the time of Christ. It was viewed as sacred into at least the time of Eusebius.
Even the non-canonical Gospel of Thomas lends support to James unique position as
head of the post-resurrection church:
The disciples said to Jesus, “We know that you are going to leave us. Who will be
our leader?” Jesus said to them, “No matter where you are, you are to go to James
the Just, for whose sake heaven and earth came into being.”575
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For a period of more than a decade under James’ direction, the church at Jerusalem was
left essentially undisturbed. So long as they constituted an integral part of the Jewish
people and worshipped in the Temple and the synagogue with their unconverted
countrymen, there was no reason to form a separate community of their own with an
independent organization.
However, with the death of the Roman procurator Festus, that was about to change. A
portion of the Jewish leadership was clearly uncomfortable with the nascent Christian
sect and its leader James.576
Perhaps the most interesting description of James and his denouement comes from a
secular, seemingly non-Christian source – the writings of the first century Jewish
historian Josephus. In his monumental work The Antiquities of the Jews, Josephus makes
mention of three people associated with the Jesus movement – John the Baptist, Jesus and
James.
The account of James that Josephus gives occurs upon the death of the Roman procurator
Festus (in about 62 AD), and his replacement by Albinus as the new procurator of Judea.
The story is worth recounting in its entirety:
And now Caesar, upon hearing the death of Festus, sent Albinus into Judea, as
procurator; but the king deprived Joseph of the high priesthood, and bestowed the
succession to that dignity on the son of Ananus, who was also himself called
Ananus. Now the report goes, that this elder Ananus proved a most fortunate man;
for he had five sons, who had performed the office of a high priest to god, and he
had himself enjoyed that dignity a long time formerly, which had never happened
to any of our other high priests: but this younger Ananus, who, as we have told
you already, took the high priesthood, was a bold man in his temper, and very
insolent; he was also of the sect of the Sadducees, who are very rigid in judging
offenders, above all the rest of the Jews, as we have already observed; when,
therefore, Ananus was of this disposition, he thought he had now a proper
opportunity [to exercise his authority].
Festus was now dead, and Albinus was but upon the road; so he assembled the
Sanhedrin of judges, and brought before them the brother of Jesus, who was
called Christ, whose name was James, and some others, [or, some of his
companions]; and when he had formed an accusation against them as breakers of
the law, he delivered them to be stoned; but as for those who seemed the most
equitable of the citizens, and such as were the most uneasy at the breach of the
laws, they disliked what was done; they also sent to the king [Agrippa], desiring
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him to send to Ananus that he should do no more, for that what he had already
done was not to be justified; nay, some of them went also to meet Albinus, as he
was upon his journey from Alexandria, and informed him that it was not lawful
for Ananus to assemble a Sanhedrin without his consent; whereupon Albinus
complied with what they said, and wrote in anger to Ananus, and threatened that
he would bring him to punishment for what he had done; on which king Agrippa
took the high priesthood from him, when he had ruled but three months, and made
Jesus, the son of Damneus, high priest.577
Three centuries later, church historian Eusebius would emerge to offer a slightly different
version of James’ death. He refers to the late first century leader Clement “who tells us
that he (James) was thrown from the parapet and clubbed to death.”578
However, Eusebius subsequently quotes from Clement, making clear that James was first
thrown down. When James survived the fall from the sanctuary parapet, he was then
stoned.
When a member of a priestly family objected (noting that James was praying for his
executioners even while being stoned), one of the them “a fuller, took the club which he
used to beat out the clothes, and brought it down on the head of the Righteous one.” In
effect, James’ demise came from being thrown from a Temple parapet, then stoned, then
clubbed to death.579
As told by Josephus, the execution of James in 62 AD helped create political havoc in
Jerusalem. The new high priest (the younger Ananus) had taken advantage of lack of
Roman oversight to make a show of force, eliminating this competing local figure of
some repute by the name of James – leader of the Jewish followers of Christ.
The illegal nature of this act was so blatantly apparent that other citizens of the city
complained vociferously both to the Jewish king (Agrippa) and the new Roman
procurator (Albinus). The offense was deemed serious enough that the high priest Ananus
was subsequently removed from office (after only a three-month term).
Even more noteworthy is that the death of James sets in motion a series of events
eventually leading to the Jewish insurrection and subsequent Roman destruction of
Jerusalem in 70 AD. The new procurator Albinus began a campaign to destroy the urban
revolutionaries known as the sicarii, leading to kidnapping of the scribe of the Temple
governor and to internal fighting within the priesthood (“throwing stones at each
other”).580
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The result was a more disordered city, and the subsequent removal of the next high priest
(Jesus son of Gamaliel). This leads to transfer of the priesthood by King Agrippa to
Matthias “under whom the Jews’ war with the Romans took its beginning.”581
Clement is even more direct. He concludes his account of James’ death with this
summary statement: “Immediately after this Vespasian began to besiege them.”582
Had James lived, the story of Christianity might well have been different. The Christian
movement would have been more clearly identified with Judaism (or one part of the
Jewish leadership). More emphasis would have been placed on good works (rather than
faith) as integral to entering the kingdom of heaven, and we might have been left with a
clearer heritage of a community and social (rather than primarily personal) gospel.
However, the way of James would not prevail. James died at the hands of in-town rivals,
and the City of Jerusalem was leveled thereafter – leaving little legacy (including written
material available) as a counterpoint to the Pauline version of Christ and Christianity. It
is to the message – and the substance of the dispute between James and Paul – that we
now turn.
Salvation via Works
Among New Testament writers, James is certainly alone in his absolute insistence that
salvation comes primarily via works, not faith. The distinctive perspective of James is
really two-fold: (a) undeterred adherence to Torah law; and (b) consequent insistence that
Paul’s gospel of faith is dead (unless accompanied by works).
Adherence to Torah Law: In the Hebrew Scriptures of the Old Testament, the most
common definition given of law is the term Torah, which is also defined as a direction or
teaching. In the New Testament, the primary Greek term is nomos, which means a law,
ordinance or custom.583
To understand James perspective on Torah law, it is first useful to ascertain the
viewpoints of his traveling nemesis, Paul the apostle. Paul has a fair amount to say about
Torah law – mostly in the negative. For example, the King James Version contains 67
references just in the book of Romans to Torah law.
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However, it is in his epistle to the Galatians that Paul comes to the point – by attacking
“those who were supposed to be acknowledged leaders” including the head of the early
church, James.584 Paul states unequivocally:
...we know that a person is justified not by the works of the law but through faith
in Jesus Christ. And we have come to believe in Christ Jesus, so that we might be
justified by faith in Christ, and not by doing the works of the law, because no one
will be justified by the works of the law.585
As the acknowledged leader of the Jerusalem church, James reflects a more traditional
Jewish approach to upholding Torah law. To get a better perspective on the beliefs and
practice of James in action, it is instructive to review his documented interactions with
Paul as recounted, first, in the Acts of the Apostles and, second, by Paul in his letter to
the Galatians.
The writer of Acts records that at the Council of Jerusalem, Paul and Barnabas are
brought before the “apostles and the elders” to discuss the conflict Paul had with those
who claimed that: “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you
cannot by saved...”586 At this council, Peter speaks in Paul’s behalf.
James has the final word, opening with the injunction: “My brothers, listen to me.”587
James refers to the remarks of Peter and to the prophets, then utters his conclusion:
Therefore I have reached the decision that we should not trouble those Gentiles
who are turning to God (with circumcision), but we should write to them to
abstain only from things polluted by idols and from fornication and from
whatever has been strangled and from blood. For in every city, for generations
past, Moses has had those who proclaim him, for he has been read aloud every
sabbath in the synagogues.”588
Paul had won the victory, eliminating the Jewish rite of circumcision as a condition for
Christian fellowship. However, James (at this point) retained the decision authority,
including the appeal to Torah law.
Later, writing to the Galatians, Paul gives a somewhat different account of this encounter
with the official church leadership, worth recounting in full:
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Then after fourteen years I went up again to Jerusalem with Barnabas, taking
Titus along with me.589 I went up in response to a revelation. Then I laid before
them (though only in a private meeting with the acknowledged leaders) the gospel
that I proclaim among the Gentiles, in order to make sure that I was not in
running, or had not run, in vain. But even Titus, who was with me, was not
compelled to be circumcised, though he was a Greek. But because of false
believers secretly brought in, who slipped in to spy on the freedom we have in
Christ Jesus, so that they might enslave us – we did not submit to them even for a
moment, so that the truth of the gospel might always remain with you. And from
those who were supposed to be acknowledged leaders (what they actually were
makes no difference to me; God shows no partiality) – these leaders contributed
nothing to me. On the contrary, when they saw that I had been entrusted with the
gospel for the uncircumcised, just as Peter had been entrusted with the gospel for
the circumcised (for he who worked through Peter making him an apostle to the
circumcised also worked throughout me in sending me to the Gentiles), and when
James and Cephas and John, who were acknowledged pillars, recognized the
grace that had been given to me, they gave to Barnabas and me the right hand of
fellowship, agreeing that we should go to the Gentiles and they to the
circumcised. They asked only one thing, that we remember the poor, which was
actually what I was eager to do.
But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood
self-condemned; for until certain people came from James, he used to eat with the
Gentiles. But after they came, he drew back and kept himself separate for fear of
the circumcision faction. And the other Jews joined him in this hypocrisy, so that
even Barnabas was led astray by their hypocrisy. But when I saw that they were
not acting consistently with the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas before them
all, ‘If you, though a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you
compel the Gentiles to live like the Jews?’ ”590
It is difficult to believe that the writer of Acts and Paul are remembering the same event.
In Acts, Paul appears to defer to the judgement of Jerusalem; to the Galatians Paul
evidences clear disdain for the supposed authority of the mother church.
Second, Acts records that, while circumcision was removed as a requirement, Paul was
asked to have Gentile believers act by specified Jewish customs regarding foods; Paul’s
epistle does not record this injunction but only a separate request of money for the
Jerusalem poor.591
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Third, the account of Acts indicates that the emissaries from Jerusalem who accompanied
Paul to Antioch were Judas called Barsabbas and Silas, not Peter. How Peter gets to
Antioch (as a messenger for James?) to be confronted by Paul is not stated in Acts.
Finally, different reasons are given for the split up of Barnabas and Paul that occurs in
Antioch. The writer of Acts indicates that Barnabas wanted to take John Mark; Paul did
not. To the Galatians, Paul does not identify Mark as a factor; rather, he suggests the split
occurs because Barnabas sided with the circumcision faction.
Paul and James have one more in-person encounter at the time of Paul’s final visit to
Jerusalem. The writer of Acts records that: “When we arrived in Jerusalem, the brothers
welcomed us warmly. The next day Paul went with us to visit James, and all the elders
were present.”592
The Jerusalem church elders remain concerned that Gentiles are not being directed “to
circumcise their children or observe the customs.” They then ask Paul to go through a rite
of purification as a sign to Jewish believers in Jerusalem “that you yourself observe and
guard the law.”
Paul complies with this request. However, before the seven days of purification rites
were fully completed, Paul is seized in the temple area by Jews from Asia who shout:
“Fellow Israelites, help! This is the man who is teaching everyone everywhere against
our people, our law, and this place; more than that, he has actually brought Greeks into
the temple and has defiled this holy place.”593
Paul challenges the law, is arrested in Jerusalem and eventually sent for trial to Rome.
Acts provides no further commentary as to either the views or actions of James. As noted,
the final bit of historical information regarding the life of James is provided by a noncanonical source, Josephus.
There is one other source – the direct writings of James as represented in his epistle. On
the subject of adherence to Torah law, James is somewhat more circumspect. However,
in the first chapter of his letter, James introduces the primacy of acting to fulfill the law:
But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves. For if
any are hearers of the word and not doers, they are like those who look at
themselves in a mirror; for they look at themselves and, on going away,
immediately forget what they were like. But those who look into the perfect law,
the law of liberty, and persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who act
– they will be blessed in their doing.”594
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Like Jesus and Paul, James boils the law down to the great commandment: “You do well
if you really fulfill the royal law according to the scripture, ‘You shall love your neighbor
as yourself.’ ”595 But then James goes on to reveal his true feelings about the primacy of
law:
But if you show partiality, you commit sin and are convicted by the law as
transgressors. For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become
accountable for all of it.596
Despite his emphasis on the primacy of good works, James does not suggest that the law
gives license to judge the actions of lawbreakers: “Whoever speaks evil against another
or judges another, speaks evil against the law and judges the law; but if you judge the
law, you are not a doer of the law but a judge. There is one lawgiver and judge who is
able to save and to destroy. So who, then, are you to judge your neighbor?”597
Salvation via Works: James’ epistle makes up for the mildness of presentation on Torah
law with a blistering attack on the notion of salvation through faith – also worth quoting
in its entirety:
What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have
works? Can faith save you? If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food,
and one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,’ and yet
you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that? So faith by itself, if
it has no works, is dead.
But someone will say, ‘You have faith and I have works.’ Show me your faith
apart from your works, and I by my works will show you my faith. You believe
that God is one; you do well. Even the demons believe – and shudder. Do you
want to be shown, you senseless person, that faith apart from works is barren?
Was not our ancestor Abraham justified by works when he offered his son Isaac
on the altar? You see that faith was active along with his works, and faith was
brought to completion by the works. Thus the scripture was fulfilled that says,
‘Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness,’ and he
was called the friend of God. You see that a person is justified by works and not
by faith alone. Likewise, was not Rahab the prostitute also justified by works
when she welcomed the messengers and sent them out by another road? For just
as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is also dead.598
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The message from James is simple, but important enough for him to state twice: “…faith
without works is dead.” To make sure the message is not lost, James uses four
illustrations to make his point:
•

To one who is without clothing and food, there is no value in wishing them
well; the value is in offering the person in need clothing and food – meeting
their material not just spiritual needs.

•

Even demons have faith (or believe) in God – to the point of shuddering in
fear; yet obviously this faith by itself is of little benefit.

•

The act of Abraham offering his son Isaac on the altar as a sacrifice is seen as
“faith brought to completion by the works.” It was not enough to trust God in
the abstract; Abraham had to actually raise the knife.599

•

To close out the argument, James reaches to the example of an Old Testament
Gentile and prostitute, Rahab, who also acted at some personal risk by hiding
Israeli spies and then helping them escape.

To James, actions speak louder than words. Belief in God alone does not cut it.
Performance is of greater import than intent.
“So faith, by itself, if it has no works, is dead.” With this simple statement, the brother of
Jesus draws a line in the sand separating him from his Christian counterpart Paul.
It is especially noteworthy that James uses the example of an OT gentile and prostitute to
illustrate his case for the primacy of works over faith. This stands in sharp contrast to
Paul’s analogy drawn from the story of Sarah and Hagar to demonstrate the supremacy of
faith over works. Most startling is James willingness to use a non-Jew to make his case
for salvation while Paul’s analogy (in this case) favors the jewess Sarah. It is almost as if
one writer is reacting to the other – though it is not certain which epistle (James or
Galatians) was written first.600
The personal and doctrinal feud between faith and works started by these two intense and
strong-willed men has animated Christian theology and practice now for nearly two
millennia. The tension between these alternative world views has separated believers –
yet invigorated and impelled the Christian movement forward.

599

James reference to an actions of Abraham as an example of works stands in sharp contrasts to Paul who
cites Abraham as a man to whom “faith is reckoned as righteousness.” (Romans 4:5) Both cite the passage
from Genesis 15:6 that: “Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.” Despite
their use of a common source, James and Paul reach different conclusions as the meaning of this OT
passage. Paul concludes that righteousness results from faith, James says it comes from works.
600
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James & The Divine
If James took a more pragmatic, earthly approach to salvation, how does he view the
relationship of the godhead and humankind?
Like Paul and the writers of the Gospel, James describes God in terms of the Father:
Every generous act of giving, with every perfect gift, is from above, coming down
from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow due to
change. In fulfillment of his own purpose he gave us birth by the word of truth, so
that we would become a kind of first fruits of his creatures.601
From start to finish, this letter evidences a definite yearning for a close relationship
between God and humanity. God the Father creates, he gifts, and he expects to bring us to
fruition in the heavenly orchard.
Who Is God? For starters, James clearly regards God the Father and Jesus the Son as
distinct entities. This is clear from the introductory greeting of the letter:
James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, To the twelve tribes in the
Dispersion: Greetings.602
In this respect, James line of thought lies in synch with the ideas of other New Testament
writers. However, unlike the others, James is much less interested in emphasizing a
relationship with the Son.
James only mentions the name Jesus (ostensibly his brother) twice in this epistle. He
places more emphasis on God as Father than as Son. Indeed, James encourages appeals
directly to the Father, writing: “If any of you is lacking in wisdom, ask God, who gives to
all generously and ungrudgingly, and it will be given you. But ask in faith,…”603
Despite this distinction, James also appears to believe in the singularity of the Godhead,
stating rhetorically: “You believe that God is one; you do well. Even the demons
believe—and shudder.”604 However, spiritual beings do not start and end with God.
James also clearly believes in demons.
Experiencing the God of James: James, of course, is well known for his practical advice
– including railing against a loose tongue and the value of social activism. At the end of
such a discourse, he concludes:
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Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to care for
orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the
world.605
The relationship between God and humanity is not entirely clear from this or other
passages. There is clear reason to come before God; however, the reference here is to the
purity of religion rather than that of the individual believer.
James offers a variety of other clues as to the nature of God’s interaction with humanity.
Both positive and negative examples can be found, to wit:
No one, when tempted, should say, “I am being tempted by God”; for God cannot
be tempted by evil and he himself tempts no one.606
Has not God chosen the poor in the world to be rich in faith and to be heirs of the
kingdom that he has promised to those who love him?607
“Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness,” and he
was called the friend of God.608
With it we bless the Lord and Father, and with it we curse those who are made in
the likeness of God.609
Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity with God? Therefore
whoever wishes to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God. Or do you
suppose that it is for nothing that the scripture says, “God yearns jealously for the
spirit that he has made to dwell in us”? But he gives all the more grace; therefore
it says, “God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble.” Submit
yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Draw
near to God, and he will draw near to you.610
Among humanity, God has friends and enemies. Both are created in the likeness of the
Father. The God of James is not given to deliberately tempting humans (despite Job) and
He is a friend of the poor. And finally, James urges his listeners to flee the devil and
“draw near to God.”
James’ God Summarized: This brother of the Christ clearly posits a belief in one God
the Father – distinct from the Son. This God is not content to act through the Son as sole
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mediator with men, women and children; rather, he wants and expects direct interaction
with us.
James’ God wants us as friends to draw near to the divine. Those whom he draws near
will be the ones that interact with and show compassion on their neighbor – as God has
with us.
Peculiarities of James
A confrontive man on major issues, James also brings a distinctive style and an
overarching if not aloof presence to his apparent post-resurrection mission as leader of
the Jerusalem church. He is an advocate for a strong social gospel, he draws on scripture
not included within the current canon, he generally appears to deal at a distance rather
than directly with his oft-adversary in Paul, and he even has his differences with the
apostle Peter.
Charity in the Economy of the Kingdom: Like the gospel writer Luke, James clearly has
a heart for a strong social gospel. The brother of Jesus has a definite attitude about
wealth, expressed early in his epistle: “Let the believer who is lowly boast in being raised
up, and the rich in be in brought low, because the rich will disappear like a flower in a
field....”611
James then launches into a diatribe against those who would show partiality to the rich
and well dressed over the poor and unkempt in “your assembly.” He then concludes:
“Has not God chosen the poor in the world to be rich in faith and to be heirs of the
kingdom that he has promised to those who love him? But you have dishonored the poor.
Is it not the rich who oppress you? Is it not they who drag you into court? Is it not they
who blaspheme the excellent name that was invoked over you?” 612
James goes on to further develop issues related to the inequity of poverty in his
exhortation to works, not just faith: “If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food,
and one of you says to them, ‘ Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,’ and yet you do
not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that? So faith, by itself, if it has no
works, is dead.”613
In drawing his epistle to a close, James issues one more warning to rich oppressors:
Come now, you rich people, weep and wail for the miseries that are coming to
you. Your riches have rotted, and your clothes are moth-eaten. Your gold and
silver have rusted, and their rust will be evidence against you, and it will eat you
flesh like fire. You have laid up treasure for the last days. Listen! The wages of
the laborers who mowed your fields, which you kept back by fraud, cry out, and
611
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the cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord of hosts. You have
lived on the earth in luxury and in pleasure; you have fattened your hearts in a day
of slaughter. You have condemned and murdered the righteous one, who does not
resist you.614
Reference to Non-Canonical Scripture: James is one of the few New Testament books
to refer to “scripture” that is not part of the existing canon – or any known source for that
matter. Writing about the need for the follower of God to maintain distance from the
world, James asks: “… do you suppose that it is for nothing that the scripture says, ‘God
yearns jealously for the spirit that he has made to dwell in us’”615
The Hidden & Intimidating Hand of James in the Struggle with Paul: The intensity of
James’ opinion can be felt in his epistle, in a manner of writing described by one
commentator as “a diatribe form of argument.”616 One has only to look at some key
phrases to get a sense of the degree to which the issue was a personal as to Paul, with
phrases such as:
Can faith save you? … You believe that God is one; you do well. Even the
demons believe – and shudder … Do you want to be shown, you senseless person,
that faith apart from works is barren? … was not Rahab the prostitute also
justified by works? … so faith without works is dead.617
It is particularly interesting that James’ example of Rahab the prostitute stands in sharp
contrast to the examples of faith given by Paul in Galatians. Paul uses Abraham’s wife
Sarah as an example of faith, by waiting for “the promise” while Hagar conceives a child
“for slavery.” Sarah represents the reward of faith, Hagar the condemnation of works.618
Unlike Paul, James draws from the experience of a lowlife, non-Jew to illustrate how
works always trumps faith.
Overall, the New Testament provides evidence indicating that perhaps James was not
necessarily comfortable taking Paul on more directly. Rather, he hung back, letting others
do much of his dirty work. Much of this assignment apparently fell to Peter – a man who
may have changed his opinion because of the influence of Jesus’ brother.
When Paul comes to the council at Jerusalem to discuss the issue of gentile circumcision,
it is Peter who is cited first as a speaker. He is conciliatory toward Paul, suggesting no
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need to place “on the neck of the disciples a yoke that neither our ancestors nor we have
been able to bear.”619 Barnabas and Paul speak, then James weighs in: “My brothers,
listen to me. Simon (Peter) has related how God first looked favorably on the
Gentiles….”620
Later Peter (Cephas) goes to Antioch at the apparent request of James. It is here that Paul
confronts Peter, directly “opposing him to his face.” Paul is particularly critical of Peter
for having given in to James, in what Paul describes as “fear of the circumcision
faction.”621
Apparently even Paul is somewhat cowed by James. Peter serves as a more ready and
proximate target. However, even in writing to the Galatians of this event, Paul appears
careful not to directly attack James – referring to the “circumcision faction” rather than
explicitly fingering James.
A more curious (maybe revealing) insight into Paul’s love/hate relationship with James is
provided late in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians:
For I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had received: that
Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, and that he was buried,
and that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures, and that
he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five
hundred brothers and sisters at one time, most of whom are alive, though some
have died. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles. Last of all, as to
one untimely born, he appeared also to me. For I am the least of the apostles, unfit
to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. But by the grace
of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me has not been in vain. On the
contrary, I worked harder than any of them – though it was not I, but the grace of
God that is with me. Whether then it was I or they, so we proclaim and so you
have come to believe.622
Take note of the questions raised and what is revealed in this passage:
•

First, why does Paul identify James as one of those to whom Christ appeared
after his resurrection? None of the Gospel writers (including the writer of
Acts) mention either the crowd of 500 or James. Paul clearly feels compelled
to single James out as the specific recipient of a revelation identified nowhere
else in the New Testament canon.

•

Paul alternates between expressions of humility and arrogance in comparing
his role with the twelve (or 11?) disciples, James, and possibly a broader set
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of apostles. He clearly rues being “untimely born” – not around to personally
see or meet Jesus during his earthly ministry. But to Paul, last is not least. He
declares that “I am what I am” and that “I worked harder than any of them.”
•

When Paul is forced to speak of James, he does so in doublespeak. On the one
hand, he is forced to acknowledge James leadership, but then Paul
immediately undermines James’ position with claims of: (a) the most recent
revelation; (b) favored treatment with divine grace (despite egregious
behavior); and (c) greater diligence in carrying forth the mission as successor
to the mantle Christ.

Differences with Peter: While James experienced the sharpest disagreement with Paul,
he also had his differences with Peter. It can be argued that these conflicts spring from
different experiences of Jesus life and, more notably, his resurrection.623 Key sources of
conflict:
•
•

•

Peter followed Jesus before his crucifixion; James regarded Jesus as an
embarrassment to the family.
Peter regarded the Spirit that had been active in Jesus as being poured out on his
followers, with authority to heal and forgive on behalf of a risen Lord and
Messiah.624 For James, Jesus became like Mark’s Son of Man who must endure
earthly suffering. Or as James would say, “testing of your faith.”625 In other
words, for Peter, Jesus brings abundance in this life; for James, trials now for a
later reward.
Finally, it was James who usurped Peter’s early authority as leader of the Jesus
movement in Jerusalem. In so doing, James came to be regarded as a symbol of
spiritual purity and humility appealing to the larger community of Judaism as well
as to Jewish Christians.

Acceptance of James: As earlier noted, history has not been overly kind to James.
During Jesus’ life, he was spurned by his own big brother.
After a (brief) period of early post-resurrection leadership by Peter, James somehow
becomes the acknowledged of an early Christian movement. But he loses out in his
mission to keep this early movement within the folds of Judaism. His mission is
sabotaged from three very different directions:
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This argument has been made, for example, by Bruce Chilton in Rabbi Jesus: An Intimate Biography
(New York: Random House), 2000, p. 284.
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•

A headstrong convert in Paul is determined to break the bonds of Judaism by
taking a new, separate Christian movement to the rest of the non-Jewish
Roman empire – even at the expense of Christianity’s Jewish heritage.

•

Leadership of the Jewish religious aristocracy (the high priest and Sadducees)
deliberately undo James by ordering his execution despite the subsequent
objection of other Jewish leaders.

•

Any subsequent opportunity to revive James’ approach to Christianity within
Judaism is obliterated less than a decade later by the Roman destruction of
Jerusalem.626

Subsequent to James’ death, Christians at Jerusalem evacuated to Pella (in Perea) in 65
AD – just as the Jewish rebellion against Rom was gathering steam. This served to
further alienate Jewish Christians from Judaism. Yet after the destruction of Jerusalem, it
appears that at least some Christians returned to Jerusalem.
Following in James’ footsteps, the second bishop of the Jerusalem church has been
identified as Simon (or Symeon), the son of Clopas (who was reputed to be Jesus’
uncle).627 Control of the Jerusalem church then passed out of Jesus’ family to a Jew
named Justus.
After Simon, the legacy of James fared not much better with the post-Jerusalem church
up through Constantine. The early patriarchs (including Origen) openly questioned the
authenticity of his epistle. James’ epistle (along with Revelation) was one of the last (and
most bitterly contested) books to receive acceptance within the New Testament canon.
However, as late as the fourth century, church historian Eusebius offers this interesting
aside as to a continued following for James:
The throne of James – who was the first to receive from the Saviour and His
apostles the episcopacy of the Jerusalem church, and was called Christ’s brother,
as the sacred books show – has been preserved to this day. The Christians there,
who in their turn look after it with such loving care, make clear to all the
veneration in which saintly men high in the favour of god were regarded in time
past and are regarded to this day.628
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Any vindication that James may have received through the practices of the medieval
Catholic church (which gravitated toward a theology of salvation through works ranging
from crusades to indulgences) was again brought into question by Martin Luther, the
reformer. James’ theology of works was once again jettisoned in favor of rediscovered
grace.
If James has finally found a more favorable resting place, it is in the social theology of
modern reform Catholicism and mainline Protestantism. James may be the true spiritual
father, but credit often is attributed elsewhere – most notably to Luke’s gospel of social
activism.
James in Summary
If James’ role is slighted and misunderstood, his vision still permeates at least one corner
of the Christian experience. This brother of the Christ clearly posits a belief in one God
the Father – distinct from the Son – who is not content to act through the Son as sole
mediator with men, women and children. Rather the God of James desires and expects
direct interaction with us.
James’ God wants us as friends to draw near to the divine. Those whom he draws near
will be the ones that interact with and show compassion on their neighbor – as God has
with us.
And, James represents a perspective on Jesus that:
•

Says doing is more important than believing.

•

Identifies personal behaviors of social acceptance and equality as the true test
for anyone who purports to be a follower of Jesus.

•

Suggests a path for rapprochement to bridge two millennia of mistrust,
animosity and betrayal between Jew and Aryan.

James has suffered through obscurity, indifference and charges of heresy. James may yet
have the last word.
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#7 - The Heresy of Peter: Compromised
Christianity
“Get behind me, Satan!”
– Jesus to Peter, as recorded in Mark 8:33.

With Peter, we need to pause and stretch – then dig in for a lingering look at the life and
times of a man in the eye of the storm. Of the apostles, Peter’s story is most engaging –
for at least three reasons:
•

More is written in the New Testament about Peter than any other apostle; he is
also reputed to be the author of two canonical epistles and perhaps one noncanonical gospel.

•

Both for Jesus and subsequently for Paul and James, Peter is the whipping boy
– the person constantly caught in the middle between competing desires to do
the right thing and simultaneously to please those whom he values.

•

Most fundamentally, Peter represents the apostle who attempted to stake out
middle ground between opposing views of what Christianity was really about.
Peter’s moderate position found no allies. Christendom has faced the
consequences of an on-going struggle for its soul ever since.

There is a plethora of material written about and, ostensibly, by Peter – both in and
outside the New Testament canon. The ambiguities surrounding the many strands of
Peter’s actions and teachings serve to complicate and elongate the story.
So, get prepared! It’s time to consider the man at the center of the formation and the
ongoing dynamics that energize followers of Jesus the Christ.
Background of Peter the Apostle & Writer?
We learn about the views that Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, Paul and James have of Jesus
and Christian faith primarily from writings attributed to each of these individuals. With
Peter, the situation is different. There are two epistles in the New Testament canon that
have been attributed to Peter. Another non-canonical fragmentary gospel of Peter also
surfaced just over a century ago.629

629

A fragmentary gospel narrative was discovered in 1886 by French archaeologists in Upper Egypt. The
manuscript that claims authorship by the apostle Peter appears to have been penned in the eighth or ninth
century.
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However, most of what we know about Peter is not from his own (reputed) hand, but
from what others have to say about him. Of the original twelve apostles, Peter receives
far more mention in the New Testament than any other.630
Peter also is cited as a source for the Gospel of Mark. Papias, an early second century
church patriarch, writes of Mark’s reliance on Peter in writing the Markan gospel.
However, Papias also notes that: “Peter used to adapt his teachings to the occasion,
without making a systematic arrangement of the Lord’s sayings, so that Mark was quite
justified in writing down some things just as he remembered them.”631 Peter acted on the
fly, a characteristic noted both in the New Testament (prompting rebukes from Jesus) and
later – possibly prompting a loss of leadership status in the early church.
Writings of Peter & Dating: While Peter’s name is on two New Testament epistles.
authorship is disputed. And these epistles are not nearly as well known as either the
gospels or the writings of Paul. Some commentators suggest that I Peter was written in
the period between about 70 and 90 AD, and that II Peter was penned between 80-90. In
part, this dating reflects waning of the expectation that the first generation of Christians
would experience a second coming of their Messiah during their lifetimes.632
An alternative, typically more fundamentalist, viewpoint is that I Peter was written by
68-69 just before the Roman destruction of Jerusalem.633 II Peter is attributed to the
period 65-68. Peter himself is believed to have been executed at Rome c. 64 AD during
the reign of Nero.
Authorship: Whether Peter wrote two New Testament epistles has been disputed since
the days of the early church. The strongest case for Peter’s authorship is simply that each
epistle makes this claim at the outset. Consider I Peter’s opening salutation:
Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ…634
The second epistle is addressed in similar fashion:
Simon Peter, a servant and apostle of Jesus Christ…635
This second epistle also refers to I Peter, stating: “This is now, beloved, the second letter
I am writing to you…”636
630
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Also noted is that the non-canonical and fragmentary Gospel of Peter also claims Petrine
authorship, though at the end rather than the beginning of the currently recovered
fragment:
But I, Simon Peter, and Andrew, my brother, took our fishing nets and went away
to the sea. And with us was Levi, the son of Alphaeus, whom the Lord …637
Countervailing arguments are that: (a) the Greek of I Peter is too well written to be that
of a Jewish fisherman; (b) the epistles were written after the apostle died (pre AD 70); (c)
early Christian writings may routinely have been ascribed by actual authors to an earlier
disciple; and (d) other first and second century Church patriarchs questioned the
authenticity of these writings. 638 II Peter is similarly viewed as a “testament” to a great
figure of the past – intended as a sort of last will and testament of a great Christian
martyr.
Views of Petrine authorship by early Christian patriarchs are mixed. I Clement (c. AD
95) appears to show some acquaintance with I Peter.639 For that matter, Eusebius
identifies Peter as first bishop of Rome (with Linus as second and Clement as third.640
These three bishops were later imbued with the titles of the first popes by the Roman
Catholic church.
Polycarp, reputedly a disciple of the apostle John, makes use of I Peter in his letter to the
Philippians. By the fourth century, the church historian Eusebius would indicate that it
was universally received.641 Other patriarchs who attested to the validity of Petrine
writing include Irenaeus, Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, and Origen.642
Scholars of all stripes acknowledge that II Peter was not as widely recognized as
authoritative by the early church.643 The first statement ascribing possible Petrine
authorship of this second epistle is by Origen (185-253), but Origen appears to have
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some doubts.644 As late as the fourth century, Eusebius placed it among the accepted
books, indicating that most accept this writing as from Peter.645
As noted, authorship of the more recently discovered non-canonical Gospel of Peter is
also disputed. A determination of authorship is, of course, problematic since the text is
only fragmentary and dates to only the 8th or 9th century.
However, the 1972 discovery of the Oxyrhynchus Papyrus 2949 introduced two added
tiny fragments, one of which yields a different twist on the request by Joseph of
Arimathea to Pontius Pilate for the body of Jesus. Unlike the canonical gospels, the
Petrine gospel presents a different order of events that, interestingly is consistent with the
papyrus. Both suggest that Joseph of Arimathea requested burial rights for Jesus from
Pilate before rather than after his execution. In this non-canonical Gospel of Peter,
Joseph also is presented as “a friend of Pilate and the Lord.”646
Whether or not Peter actually wrote one or more of these canonical and non-canonical
works is undoubtedly a subject for ongoing debate. But even if authorship by Peter can
not be clearly established, these two canonical epistles can be viewed as expressing what
has long been believed to be a Petrine viewpoint.
For most of the other heresies of the first century Christian movement, primary reliance is
placed on the writings of those involved. With Peter, we give primary attention to what
was written about this first of the apostles by others. However, we unavoidably are
compelled to also consider writings attributed to this apostle – whether genuine or
pseudonymous.
The Tradition of Peter: In contrast with other New Testament writers, we know less
about Peter from his own reputed writings than from what others wrote about him. More
stories are told about Peter in the gospels than any other disciple. This apostle also
figures prominently in the early chapters of the Acts of the Apostles.
Beyond these canonical writings, a significant portion of what is known about Peter
comes from early Christian writings and oral traditions. The legend of Peter is brought to
culmination through the Roman Catholic church – which traces the office of the papacy
back to this disciple.
So, who was this man Peter? From beginning to end?
The New Testament indicates that he was a fisherman who came from Bethsaida. –
situated on the north side of the Sea of Galilee. Bethsaida was a town of both Jewish and
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Greek influence, having been raised to city status by the tetrarch Philip, son of Herod the
Great.
At some point, Peter moved to another Galilean town, Capernaum, presumably to be
closer to the home of his mother-in-law. Conveniently, Capernaum also became the
center for much of the early ministry of Jesus.
Peter has a brother Andrew, also one of Jesus’ twelve apostles. From New Testament
accounts it is not entirely clear whether Peter introduced Andrew to Jesus or vice versa:
Differing Accounts of Peter Meeting Jesus for the First Time
Matthew: As he walked by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon, who is called
Peter, and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea—for they were fishermen. And
he said to them, “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.” Immediately they left
their nets and followed him.647
Mark: As Jesus passed along the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew
casting a net into the sea, for they were fishermen. And Jesus said to them, “Follow me
and I will make you fish for people.” And immediately they left their nets and followed
him.648
Luke: Once while Jesus was standing beside the lake of Gennesaret, and the crowd was
pressing in on him to hear the word of god, he saw two boats there at the shore of the
lake; the fisherman had gone out of them and were washing their nets. He got into one of
the boats, the one belonging to Simon, and asked him to put out a little way from the
shore. Then he sat down and taught the crowds from the boat. When he had finished
speaking, he said to Simon, “Put out into the deep water and let down your nets for a
catch.” Simon answered, “Master, we have worked all night long for nothing. Yet if you
say so, I will let down the nets.” When they had done this, they caught so many fish that
their nets were beginning to break. So they signaled their partners in the other boat to
come and help them. And then they came and filled both boats, so that they began to
sink. But when Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus’ knees, saying, “Go away from
me, Lord, for I am a sinful man.” For he and all who were with him were amazed at the
catch of fish that they had taken; and so also were James and John, sons of Zebedee, who
were partners with Simon. Then Jesus said to Simon, “Do not be afraid; from now on you
will be catching people.”649
John: The next day John (the Baptist) again was standing with two of his disciples, and
as he watched Jesus walk by, he exclaimed, “Look, here is the Lamb of God!” the two
disciples heard him say this, and they followed Jesus. When Jesus turned and saw them
following, he said to them, “What are you looking for?” They said to him, “Rabbi”
(which translated means Teacher), “Where are you staying?” He said to them, “Come and
see.” They came and saw where he was staying, and they remained with him that day. It
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was about four o’clock in the afternoon. One of the two who heard John speak and
followed him was Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother. He first found his brother Simon and
said to him, “We have found the Messiah” (which is translated Anointed). He brought
Simon to Jesus, who looked at and said, “You are Simon son of John. You are to be
called Cephas.” (which is translated Peter).650

Of the four accounts, only those of Matthew and Mark seem to agree in the details. Both
offer only the most spartan of descriptions. Jesus sees Peter, calls Peter to follow him and
Peter complies – all seemingly on a moment’s notice.
Luke offers what may be a more elaborate presentation of this first encounter. Peter is
fishing and has come up empty-handed on his own. Jesus suggests a better fishing hole.
Amazed at the catch, Peter prostrates himself before Jesus. It is then that Jesus tells Peter:
“… from now on you will be catching people.” Of particular note is that, even upon first
recognition, Peter apparently already knows something of who Jesus is; he refers to Jesus
as “Master”.
The writer of John’s gospel offers yet another version of this introduction between Peter
and the master and, in the process, perhaps rounds out the story.651 Andrew, Peter’s
brother, appears to be a disciple of John the Baptist. Left unstated is whether Peter was
also a disciple of the Baptist.
In any event, Andrew introduces Jesus (as the Messiah) to Peter. John’s account makes
no promise of being a fisher of men; rather Jesus renames Simon as Cephas (or Peter).652
In effect, to Jesus, this apostle’s name was to be simply “Rock.”.
What are we to make of these differing accounts of Rock’s introduction to Jesus? One
conclusion could be that these stories simply are an example of another inconsistency
between the gospel accounts of a single specified incident.
Alternatively, a synthesis is suggested, something like this: Andrew (and perhaps
another) are disciples of John the Baptist; Andrew is turned on to Jesus, who comes and
has the first of two intial encounters with Peter. In the first instance, Jesus refers to Peter
as Cephas (the rock). With the second encounter, Peter is successfully wooed away from
his fishing occupation.
All three synoptic gospels (excluding only John) give primacy to the role of Peter as a
lead disciple. He is the first disciple named in the listing of the twelve provided by
Matthew, Mark and Luke.
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Peter is a major player in many of the events recorded of Jesus earthly ministry. He is
noted as the first to recognize Jesus as the Messiah; Peter also wins everlasting fame for
his denial of Jesus after arrest of his master. His loyalty is renewed following the
resurrection with Jesus’ instruction to “feed my sheep.”
Peter has a mother-in-law healed by Jesus, so he obviously is married. An early story of
the Christian church tells of his wife’s later execution this way:
We are told that when blessed Peter saw his wife led away to death he was glad
that her call had come and that she was returning home, and spoke to her in the
most encouraging and comforting tones, addressing her by name: ‘My dear,
remember the Lord.’ Such was the marriage of the blessed, and their consummate
feeling towards their dearest.653
After Jesus’ ascension, Peter quickly emerges as the first leader of the disciples and the
point man leading up to the attraction of new believers at the Pentecost. Peter baptized
the first Gentile, Cornelius the centurion. Under Peter’s leadership, the early church
prospered.
At the day of Pentecost, 3,000 converts were added to the fold. The incident with
Ananias and Sapphira and the stoning of Stephen proved to create great fear within the
church and led to dispersal of the apostles throughout Judea and Samaria. But the church
expanded in numbers despite persecution:
Meanwhile the church throughout Judea, Galilee, and Samaria had peace and was
built up. Living in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, it
increased in numbers.654
Peter’s proclivity toward anger and rash action is indicated, for example, by cutting off
the ear of an attendant to the high priest who participates in the arrest of Jesus. A noncanonical gospel source states that Levi once put it this way to his fellow disciple: “Peter,
you have a constant inclination to anger and you are always ready to give way to it.”655
Later, Peter takes a prominent role at the Council of Jerusalem, where he appears to have
supported Paul’s position – arguing for and appearing to gain James’ approval for
conversion of Gentiles. However, by the time of this Council, the mantle of church-wide
leadership appears to have passed from Peter to James. And despite his early defense of
Paul, Peter later wavers and subsequently is severely criticized by the convert apostle.
Eusebius records that: “Peter seems to have preached in Pontus, Galatia and Bithynia,
Cappadocia and Asia, to the Jews of the dispersion. Finally he came to Rome where he
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was crucified, head downwards at his request”656 Church tradition also is that Peter was
the first Bishop of Rome. His death occurred during the persecutions of Nero about AD
64-65.
Peter has been described as “the outstanding figure in the primitive church and as the
‘rock’ on which the Roman Church was supposedly founded …”657 Two epistles in the
New Testament are attributed to him as author. And the early second century church
patriarch Papias also gives Peter credit as the main source of the gospel account of Mark.
That’s the history – as we know it through the lens of available written documentation
and tradition.
Now we turn to Peter’s heresy. In this case, it is not readily possible to state the heresy
outright. Rather, there is a progression in Peter’s changing apostolic role that is important
to watch unfold. The progression comprises three essential stages:
•
•
•

Peter as foil for Jesus (pre-resurrection)
Peter as early Christian spokesman (post-resurrection)
Peter as author (reputed)

Peter as Foil for Jesus
A close reading of the four gospels clearly indicates that Peter is an important role player
– best supporting actor to the lead played by Jesus. This is no match of equals. Nor does
Jesus come across as a best friend – or even big brother to Peter.
Rather, the roles of Peter and Jesus could perhaps more readily be characterized as a
comedy routine. There is the comedian and the straight man – with the straight setting up
all the one liners for the star. In a nutshell, that puts Peter in his place – as described by
all of the four gospel writers.
Knowing that this claim will be met skeptically, we have taken the all-inclusive approach
of laying out all the evidence. What follows includes a portion of of the gospel accounts
where Peter has an identified part. We begin with the shortest gospel, that of Mark.
Mark on Peter: There is no better place to view Peter as the straight man/fall guy for the
antics of Jesus than from the vantage point of Mark’s gospel. And the action in Mark
unfolds quickly. Following Peter’s “immediate” decision to become the first of Jesus’
disciples (with brother Andrew), he clearly becomes an insider among the twelve chosen.
This becomes apparent in the next Markan episode that has a part for Peter. Hearing that
the daughter of Jairus is dead, Jesus finally proceeds toward the home of this Jewish
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leader. Mark records: “He allowed no one to follow him except Peter, James, and John,
the brother of James.”658
Peter has a strong intuitive sense and capacity for the quick response. Along the way to
the villages of Caesarea Philippi, Jesus asks his disciples, “Who do people say that I
am?” And they answered him, “John the Baptist; and others, Elijah; and still others, one
of the prophets.” So then Jesus asks the more pointed question: “But who do you say that
I am?”
It is Peter who answers: “You are the Messiah.” Does Peter receive accolades for his
discernment? No, rather Jesus “sternly ordered them not to tell anyone about him.”659
For Jesus, the opportunity to use Peter as a foil appears most clearly as the master begins
to teach “quite openly” of the coming rejection and suffering he would endure as the Son
of Man. Mark writes that: “ … Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him.” Jesus
responds abruptly: “But turning and looking at his disciples, he rebuked Peter and said,
‘Get behind me, Satan! For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human
things.’ ”660
Mark then immediately moves to another incident involving Peter together with the two
other most intimate of Jesus' disciples:
Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and John, and led them up a
high mountain apart, by themselves. And he was transfigured before them, and his
clothes became dazzling white, such as no one on earth could bleach them. And
there appeared to them Elijah with Moses, who were talking with Jesus. Then
Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here; let us make three
dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” He did not know what
to say, for they were terrified. Then a cloud overshadowed them, and from the
cloud there came a voice, “This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!” Suddenly
when they looked around, they saw no one with them any more, but only Jesus.661
Here, Peter is like the person at a party trying to break the ice with conversation, but with
no ability to control what he says.At this event of the transfiguration, Peter’s opener is
embarrassing, but provides the opportunity for a heavenly response. The real meaning of
the occasion – authentication of this Son of Man as deserving of divine attention – is
clearly signified.
On the next occasion, Peter raises an objection after hearing Jesus state how difficult for
those of wealth to enter the kingdom of God. In typical blustery style, Peter offers not a
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question or more subtle observation. Rather, Peter has the audacity to directly object to
the master:
Peter began to say to him, “Look, we have left everything and followed you.”
Jesus said, “Truly I tell you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or
sisters or mother or father or children or fields, for my sake and for the sake of the
good news, who will not receive a hundredfold now in this age—houses, brothers
and sisters, mothers and children, and fields, with persecutions—and in the age to
come eternal life. But many who are first will be last, and the last will be first.”662
Jesus uses Peter’s foray to suggest two seemingly contradictory points. First, yes you’ve
given up a lot, but there is a return on your investment coming. The second and
somewhat conflicting point appears to be that those who make the greatest investment
may reap the least reward. Go figure!
In one of the most unusual incidents recorded in the gospels, Mark describes a scene
where Jesus curses a fig tree because he could find no ripe fruit to eat. Again, Peter is the
first to let loose when the emperor has no clothes. Here’s how Mark describes the
morning following Jesus’ curse of the tree:
… as they passed by, they saw the fig tree withered away to its roots. Then Peter
remembered and said to him, “Rabbi, look! The fig tree that you cursed has
withered.” Jesus answered them, “Have faith in God. Truly I tell you, if you say
to this mountain, ‘Be taken up and thrown into the sea,’ and if you do not doubt in
your heart, but believe that what you say will come to pass, it will be done for
you. So I tell you, whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received
it, and it will be yours.663
In fashion characteristic for Jesus, no direct response is given to Peter’s observation that
the curse actually worked; the tree has died. Instead, Jesus uses this most unusual form of
miracle as an object lesson in the power of faith – whether to move mountains or kill
trees.
The next time Peter appears, it is as part of a private conversation involving the two other
apostolic intimates and, this time, brother Andrew as well:
When he was sitting on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, Peter, James,
John, and Andrew asked him privately, “Tell us, when will this be, and what will
be the sign that all these things are about to be accomplished?” Then Jesus began
to say to them, “Beware that no one leads you astray. Many will come in my
name and say, ‘I am he!’ and they will lead many astray. When you hear of wars
and rumors of wars, do not be alarmed; this must take place, but the end is still to
come. For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom; there
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will be earthquakes in various places; there will be famines. This is but the
beginning of the birth pangs.664
For the first time in Mark, Jesus takes advantage of this line of questioning to offer an
eschatological forecast. And he begins the prophecy with a warning not to be led astray.
This must not sit well with Peter, for on the next occasion when Jesus declares, “You will
all become deserters,” this quick draw apostle rises immediately to take the bait”:
Peter said to him, “Even though all become deserters, I will not.” Jesus said to
him, “Truly I tell you, this day, this very night, before the cock crows twice, you
will deny me three times.” But he said vehemently, “Even though I must die with
you, I will not deny you.” And all of them said the same.665
Peter blusters; Jesus puts him in his place. Note that all of the other disciples then chime
in to echo Peter’s sentiments. But, it’s an afterthought. Once again, Peter leads with the
frontal assault and Peter takes the hit.
And so, we now come to Peter’s denouement. If there is any event that has defined the
Peter the Apostle down through the ages, it is his denial of the Savior. Interestingly, Peter
again takes the brunt of the gospel critique – despite equally slothful behavior on the
parts of fellow compatriots:
They went to a place called Gethsemane; and he said to his disciples, “Sit here
while I pray.” He took with him Peter and James and John, and began to be
distressed and agitated. And he said to them, “I am deeply grieved, even to death;
remain here, and keep awake.” And going a little farther, he threw himself on the
ground and prayed that, if it were possible, the hour might pass from him. He
said, “Abba, Father, for you all things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet,
not what I want, but what you want.” He came and found them sleeping; and he
said to Peter, “Simon, are you asleep? Could you not keep awake one hour? Keep
awake and pray that you may not come into the time of trial; the spirit indeed is
willing, but the flesh is weak.” And again he went away and prayed, saying the
same words. And once more he came and found them sleeping, for their eyes
were very heavy; and they did not know what to say to him. He came a third time
and said to them, “Are you still sleeping and taking your rest? Enough! The hour
has come; the Son of Man is betrayed into the hands of sinners. Get up, let us be
going. See, my betrayer is at hand”
They took Jesus to the high priest; and all the chief priests, the elders, and the
scribes were assembled. Peter had followed him at a distance, right into the
courtyard of the high priest; and he was sitting with the guards, warming himself
at the fire.
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While Peter was below in the courtyard, one of the servant-girls of the high priest
came by. When she saw Peter warming himself, she stared at him and said, “You
also were with Jesus, the man from Nazareth.” But he denied it, saying, “I do not
know or understand what you are talking about.” And he went out into the
forecourt. Then the cock crowed. And the servant-girl, on seeing him, began
again to say to the bystanders, “This man is one of them.” But again he denied it.
Then after a little while the bystanders again said to Peter, “Certainly you are one
of them; for you are a Galilean.” But he began to curse, and he swore an oath, “I
do not know this man you are talking about.” At that moment the cock crowed for
the second time. Then Peter remembered that Jesus had said to him, “Before the
cock crows twice, you will deny me three times.” And he broke down and
wept.666
Mark places Peter in a very visible role at this critical time of betrayal and denial. Mark’s
gospel records three events – each of which places Peter on the wrong side of his master.
The first occurs with Peter falling asleep while Jesus prays for his own deliverance. Peter
receives the brunt of Jesus’ displeasure, though John and James also slumber.
Jesus’ message is directed at Peter and perhaps represents Mark’s main refrain as regards
this good-hearted but so human of disciples: “… the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh
is weak.” Three times Jesus comes to Peter, a triple-whammy to be repeated shortly.
The second event is recorded with a one-liner. Peter follows the arrested Jesus “at a
distance: into the courtyard of the high priest.” Interestingly, Mark does not identify Peter
as the offending party in an intervening event in which the ear is cuts off from one of the
arresting officers.667
Despite the later cowardice, Peter’s action in following Jesus is still more gutsy than
whatever the other disciples are now doing. He is still on-scene. But his confidence is
dissipating rapidly. This is evident a moment later as a servant-girl questions whether
Peter is not associated with the Nazarene. The servant-girl questions him again, then he is
questioned by other bystanders.668 By this time, he is cursing in denial and the cock
crows. Peter’s realization leads him to break down and he cries.
Peter is not to be found for the duration of Mark’s gospel. He is referred to once more,
though noted by his absence. This final event happens at Jesus’ tomb, recorded by Mark
as follows:
As they entered the tomb, they saw a young man, dressed in a white robe, sitting
on the right side; and they were alarmed. But he said to them, “Do not be
alarmed; you are looking for Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified. He has been
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raised; he is not here. Look, there is the place they laid him. But go, tell his
disciples and Peter that he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see
him, just as he told you.” So they went out and fled from the tomb, for terror and
amazement had seized them; and they said nothing to anyone, for they were
afraid.669
Thus ends the gospel of Mark (as originally composed). This writer concludes his good
news story with women in terror carrying a message for the disciples and, specifically,
Peter.
In short, Mark’s Jesus is tough on Peter – the man who tries hard but just never quite gets
it. In part, this is because Simon Peter reacts quickly and emotionally. And, in part, it is
because Peter is singled out by this gospel writer’s Jesus as the example for all that is
wrong with the disciples – and then as the touchstone for many of his teachings.670
Matthew on Peter: The other three gospel writers go somewhat easier on Peter than
Mark – but only marginally. Matthew records a number of other events involving Peter.
Matthew’s Jesus is less critical of Peter, but Peter still is clearly the man of action and the
one with most of the questions.
For example, Mark’s gospel includes virtually no accounts of parables. In contrast, both
Matthew and Luke make extensive use of parables. And in these parables, Peter’s
inquisitiveness often elicits a sharp response. At the conclusion of one parable, it is Peter
who asks, “Explain this parable to us.” 16 Jesus’ rejoinder: “Are you also still without
understanding? …671
Like Mark, Matthew (and Luke) recount Peter’s declaration that Jesus is “the Messiah,
the Son of the living God.” But rather than immediately ordering silence, Matthew’s
Jesus first offers a commendation:
“Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this
to you, but my Father in heaven. And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I
will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. I will give
you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be
bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.”
Only after the commendation and the promise to build his church does Jesus then sternly
order his disciples not to tell anyone that he was the Messiah.672
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In a subsequent account, Matthew again portrays Peter in a somewhat more favorable
light – asking a thoughtful question. The event occurs in Peter’s adopted hometown of
Capernaum, as the collectors of the temple tax come to Peter and said, “Does your
teacher not pay the temple tax?” Peter’s answer is straightforward: “Yes, he does.”
Matthew then writes of the follow-up:
And when he came home, Jesus spoke of it first, asking, “What do you think,
Simon? From whom do kings of the earth take toll or tribute? From their children
or from others?” When Peter said, “From others,” Jesus said to him, “Then the
children are free. However, so that we do not give offense to them, go to the sea
and cast a hook; take the first fish that comes up; and when you open its mouth,
you will find a coin; take that and give it to them for you and me.”673
This story is found only in Matthew but is noteworthy for two reasons. First, Capernaum
is clearly indicated as being Jesus’ home. Second, in this incident Peter actually offers a
correct (though socially unfortunate) response – that taxes are never taken from the true
beneficiaries.
In this case, rather than pay from his own wallet, Jesus suggests looking to a most
unlikely source – fish in the lake. The gospel writer Matthew never does follow-up to
indicate whether Peter actually went fishing to catch Jesus’ tax money.
By this time, Matthew’s Peter appears to be getting the hang of asking smart questions,
such as: “Lord, if another member of the church sins against me, how often should I
forgive? As many as seven times?” Here Jesus responds with an unexpected answer, but
certainly no put-down: “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times.”674
Luke: Most of what Luke has to say about Peter has already been said by Matthew and/or
Mark. However, there are some noteworthy exceptions. A story unique to Luke’s gospel
is that of the woman, suffering from 12 years of hemorrhages, who touches the fringe of
Jesus’ garment. Jesus senses the touch and asks: “Who touched me?’’
When all deny such indignity, Peter jumps in as if to rebuke Jesus: “Master, the crowds
surround you and press in on you.” 46 But Jesus said, “Someone touched me; for I noticed
that power had gone out from me.” At this the woman confesses; and Luke’s Jesus
responds kindly: “Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in peace.”675
Only Luke’s gospel notes that Peter and John are sent to find a place for preparation of
the Passover meal (last supper). And while Luke repeats the synoptic foretelling of
Peter’s denials, Luke’s Jesus introduces the prediction is a softer manner: “Simon,
Simon, listen! Satan has demanded to sift all of you like wheat, but I have prayed for you
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that your own faith may not fail; and you, when once you have turned back, strengthen
your brothers.”676
Among the synoptics, Luke’s gospel is unique in that Peter plays a post-resurrection role
(consistent with the introduction to the Acts of the Apostles). As in the Matthew and
Mark, the women are first on the scene:
Now it was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the other
women with them who told this to the apostles. 11 But these words seemed to them
an idle tale, and they did not believe them. 12 But Peter got up and ran to the
tomb; stooping and looking in, he saw the linen cloths by themselves; then he
went home, amazed at what had happened.677
Once more, Luke gives Peter better treatment. Alone among the men, Peter is the only
one (recorded by Luke) to view an empty tomb and go home knowing something
remarkable had happened.
John on Peter: If any one should be able to offer insights into the character of Peter, it
would be John the apostle. Like Peter and James, John was part of the apostolic inner
circle – purportedly having the closest relationship with Jesus. Peter and John are fellow
fishermen; both hail from Capernaum. Possibly, these two disciples are related.
In fact, the gospel attributed to John does provide a unique perspective on Peter (as it
does with many other aspects of Jesus’ earthly ministry). Like the synoptics, John’s Peter
is brash and inquisitive. John adds another element – a Peter who though close to Jesus is
not as close as another of the disciples, notably John himself.
The first event with Peter comes at an interesting time recorded only by John – a time
when many of Jesus’ disciples (excluding the 12) abandon Jesus:
So Jesus asked the twelve, “Do you also wish to go away?” Simon Peter answered
him, “Lord, to whom can we go? You have the words of eternal life. We have
come to believe and know that you are the Holy One of God.” Jesus answered
them, “Did I not choose you, the twelve? Yet one of you is a devil.” He was
speaking of Judas son of Simon Iscariot, for he, though one of the twelve, was
going to betray him.678
Only John refers to Peter throughout his gospel as “Simon Peter,” keeping the old as well
as the new name. Perhaps John just can’t let the old name drop – too familiar.
The second Johannine incident of note involving Peter comes in the last week of Jesus’
ministry – at the Passover meal:
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And during supper Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his
hands, and that he had come from God and was going to God, got up from the
table, took off his outer robe, and tied a towel around himself. Then he poured
water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the
towel that was tied around him. He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, “Lord,
are you going to wash my feet?” Jesus answered, “You do not know now what I
am doing, but later you will understand.” Peter said to him, “You will never wash
my feet.” Jesus answered, “Unless I wash you, you have no share with me.”
Simon Peter said to him, “Lord, not my feet only but also my hands and my
head!” Jesus said to him, “One who has bathed does not need to wash, except for
the feet, but is entirely clean. And you are clean, though not all of you.” For he
knew who was to betray him; for this reason he said, “Not all of you are clean.”
After saying this Jesus was troubled in spirit, and declared, “Very truly, I tell you,
one of you will betray me.” The disciples looked at one another, uncertain of
whom he was speaking. One of his disciples—the one whom Jesus loved—was
reclining next to him; Simon Peter therefore motioned to him to ask Jesus of
whom he was speaking. So while reclining next to Jesus, he asked him, “Lord,
who is it?” Jesus answered, “It is the one to whom I give this piece of bread when
I have dipped it in the dish.” So when he had dipped the piece of bread, he gave it
to Judas son of Simon Iscariot. After he received the piece of bread, Satan entered
into him. Jesus said to him, “Do quickly what you are going to do.” Now no one
at the table knew why he said this to him. Some thought that, because Judas had
the common purse, Jesus was telling him, “Buy what we need for the festival;” or,
that he should give something to the poor. So, after receiving the piece of bread,
he immediately went out. And it was night.
Simon Peter said to him, “Lord, where are you going?” Jesus answered, “Where
I am going, you cannot follow me now; but you will follow afterward.” Peter said
to him, “Lord, why can I not follow you now? I will lay down my life for you.”
Jesus answered, “Will you lay down your life for me? Very truly, I tell you,
before the cock crows, you will have denied me three times.679
Much of this event is similar to what is reported by the three synoptic writers. However,
there are several features distinctive with John’s account. Most readily apparent is the
foot washing routine, recorded only in John’s gospel. The event may be different, but
Peter’s response is in character with other actions described by the synoptic writers. Once
he understands the significance of the washing, Peter is ready to go all the way, cleansing
not only feet but hands and head as well.
Second, this account also introduces the disciple “whom Jesus loved” sitting (or
reclining) next to Jesus. Rather than being able to ask Jesus himself (it was noisy at the
table), Peter motions this other disciple (ostensibly John) who then is the one to ask Jesus
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who the traitor might be. No one else (other than John) must have heard the question,
because no one else seemed to understand the significance of Jesus dipping bread with
Judas.
The third event recorded only by John comes at the time of Jesus’ arrest:
Then Simon Peter, who had a sword, drew it, struck the high priest’s slave, and
cut off his right ear. The slave’s name was Malchus. 11 Jesus said to Peter, “Put
your sword back into its sheath. Am I not to drink the cup that the Father has
given me?”680
This is the only action recorded in the gospels wherein a follower of Jesus resorts to
physical violence. And John is the one to record that it is none other than Peter.
This little Johannine tidbit is followed by another apparently first-hand account of Peter’s
denial of Jesus – offering details provided only by John:
Simon Peter and another disciple followed Jesus. Since that disciple was known
to the high priest, he went with Jesus into the courtyard of the high priest, but
Peter was standing outside at the gate. So the other disciple, who was known to
the high priest, went out, spoke to the woman who guarded the gate, and brought
Peter in. The woman said to Peter, “You are not also one of this man’s disciples,
are you?” He said, “I am not.” Now the slaves and the police had made a
charcoal fire because it was cold, and they were standing around it and warming
themselves. Peter also was standing with them and warming himself.
Now Simon Peter was standing and warming himself. They asked him, “You are
not also one of his disciples, are you?” He denied it and said, “I am not.” One of
the slaves of the high priest, a relative of the man whose ear Peter had cut off,
asked, “Did I not see you in the garden with him?” Again Peter denied it, and at
that moment the cock crowed …681
In John’s account, another disciple (besides Peter) goes into the courtyard of the high
priest (presumably John). This disciple actually was known to the high priest and was the
one who was able to gain admittance for Peter. John records that the reason for the fire is
that it was cold.
John’s account also is different in that the last questioner of Peter is not a group of
bystanders, but a relative of the man whose ear Peter had cut off. Another reason for
Peter to be intimidated.
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Two other Petrine related events are unique to John’s gospel – both post resurrection.
The first involves the most detailed telling yet of what may have happened on Easter
morning:
Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came
to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the tomb. So she ran
and went to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved, and
said to them, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know
where they have laid him.” Then Peter and the other disciple set out and went
toward the tomb. The two were running together, but the other disciple outran
Peter and reached the tomb first. He bent down to look in and saw the linen
wrappings lying there, but he did not go in. Then Simon Peter came, following
him, and went into the tomb. He saw the linen wrappings lying there, and the
cloth that had been on Jesus’ head, not lying with the linen wrappings but rolled
up in a place by itself. Then the other disciple, who reached the tomb first, also
went in, and he saw and believed; for as yet they did not understand the scripture,
that he must rise from the dead. Then the disciples returned to their homes.682
Much of this is familiar ground, having been covered by one or more of the synoptics.
But John’s gospel offers some new twists. For starters, John doesn’t mention several
women, but only Mary Magdalene, as a visitor to the tomb.
When Mary sees the stone rolled away, she runs and fetches not only Peter, but the
infamous “other disciple.” John outruns Peter, but stops at the tomb’s entry. Whether this
is out of deference to Peter or simply reflects an aversion to a place of burial is not made
clear by the text. At any rate, Peter goes in, then John. Then they both return “to their
homes” (not just Peter as recorded by Luke).
The final event recounted only in John’s gospel also features Peter prominently, but Peter
is once again upstaged by the disciple “whom Jesus loved”:
After these things Jesus showed himself again to the disciples by the Sea of
Tiberias; and he showed himself in this way. Gathered there together were Simon
Peter, Thomas called the Twin, Nathanael of Cana in Galilee, the sons of
Zebedee, and two others of his disciples. Simon Peter said to them, “I am going
fishing.” They said to him, “We will go with you.” They went out and got into the
boat, but that night they caught nothing.
Just after daybreak, Jesus stood on the beach; but the disciples did not know that
it was Jesus. Jesus said to them, “Children, you have no fish, have you?” They
answered him, “No.” He said to them, “Cast the net to the right side of the boat,
and you will find some.” So they cast it, and now they were not able to haul it in
because there were so many fish. That disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter,
“It is the Lord!” When Simon Peter heard that it was the Lord, he put on some
682
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clothes, for he was naked, and jumped into the sea. But the other disciples came
in the boat, dragging the net full of fish, for they were not far from the land, only
about a hundred yards off.
When they had gone ashore, they saw a charcoal fire there, with fish on it, and
bread. Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish that you have just caught.” So
Simon Peter went aboard and hauled the net ashore, full of large fish, a hundred
fifty-three of them; and though there were so many, the net was not torn. Jesus
said to them, “Come and have breakfast.” Now none of the disciples dared to ask
him, “Who are you?” because they knew it was the Lord. Jesus came and took the
bread and gave it to them, and did the same with the fish. This was now the third
time that Jesus appeared to the disciples after he was raised from the dead.
When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John,
do you love me more than these?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I
love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my lambs.” A second time he said to him,
“Simon son of John, do you love me?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that
I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Tend my sheep.” He said to him the third time,
“Simon son of John, do you love me?” Peter felt hurt because he said to him the
third time, “Do you love me?” And he said to him, “Lord, you know everything;
you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep. Very truly, I tell
you, when you were younger, you used to fasten your own belt and to go
wherever you wished. But when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands,
and someone else will fasten a belt around you and take you where you do not
wish to go.” (He said this to indicate the kind of death by which he would glorify
God.) After this he said to him, “Follow me.”
Peter turned and saw the disciple whom Jesus loved following them; he was the
one who had reclined next to Jesus at the supper and had said, “Lord, who is it
that is going to betray you?” When Peter saw him, he said to Jesus, “Lord, what
about him?” Jesus said to him, “If it is my will that he remain until I come, what
is that to you? Follow me!” So the rumor spread in the community that this
disciple would not die. Yet Jesus did not say to him that he would not die, but, “If
it is my will that he remain until I come, what is that to you?”
This is the disciple who is testifying to these things and has written them, and we
know that his testimony is true. But there are also many other things that Jesus
did; if every one of them were written down, I suppose that the world itself could
not contain the books that would be written.683
And so ends the last of the four gospels. But hold on! Before we end, let’s go back and
review what this passage says – about Peter.
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What is remarkable is that the Johannine gospel closes with the most focused look (of the
entire gospel) on Peter (and the relationship with the beloved disciple). John begins by
noting that seven of the disciples are gathered back in Galilee. As is the custom, Peter is
mentioned first. Note: It is not clear if Peter’s brother Andrew is present, unless he is one
of the “two others.”
They revert to their former occupation – fishing. As in the first meeting with Jesus,
Peter’s group catches nothing. After then catching more fish than they could haul in due
to the advice of a stranger on the shore, it is John who first recognizes the stranger’s
identity.
Why it took so long for the group to recognize Jesus is not clear. This is indicated as the
third post-resurrection appearance of Jesus.
Recent events notwithstanding, Peter’s impetuous nature resurfaces immediately. He
jumps into to the water, but not before he puts on clothing to cover his apparent
nakedness. John does not record what transpired between Peter and Jesus, only that Peter
goes back to the boat to fetch fish at the Lord’s request.
They eat breakfast, after which Jesus starts in on Peter with a three-peat test. The
question each time is: “Do you love me?” After Peter replies in the affirmative, Jesus
commands: “Feed my sheep.”
Then Jesus appears to foretell the manner of Peter’s future death. Here, at the very tail
end of this gospel, the nature of the favored relationship of John over Peter comes into
the open. Rather than asking Jesus more about what he means or the nature of the
prediction Jesus has just made, Peter instead sees John following behind and asks: “Lord,
what about him?” (Meaning, what will be this rascal John’s fate?)
As has occurred so many times before, Jesus does not provide a direct answer, but offers
a riddle: “If it is my will that he remain until I come, what is that to you?” What does this
mean? That Jesus is coming again soon? That John will not die? That Peter should not
care if John receives favored treatment yet again?
A confounding statement, one that John believes caused later rumors among the early
Christian community. And a statement with implications for Peter’s post-ascension career
as leader and later as failed conciliator on behalf of the master he still adored.
Peter as Early Christian Spokesman
Experiences of the post-Easter and post-resurrection Peter are recorded primarily by the
Acts of the Apostles. From the vantage point of its author, Acts is all about the transition
of early church leadership from Peter to Paul. Starting with a mission aimed toward a
largely Jewish church in Palestine, the emphasis shifts decisively to non-Jewish converts
located throughout the reaches of the Roman empire.
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Acts comprises 28 chapters. Peter figures prominently in 11 of the first 15 chapters, but is
not mentioned once from chapter 16 forward. We pick up the account at the beginning of
the post-Jesus church, immediately after the ascension:
Then they returned to Jerusalem from the mount called Olivet, which is near
Jerusalem, a sabbath day’s journey away. When they had entered the city, they
went to the room upstairs where they were staying, Peter, and John, and James,
and Andrew, Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew, James son of
Alphaeus, and Simon the Zealot, and Judas son of James. All these were
constantly devoting themselves to prayer, together with certain women, including
Mary the mother of Jesus, as well as his brothers.684
As in many similar gospel accounts, Peter is mentioned first. However, Jesus’ mother and
brothers are suddenly front and center. During his earthly ministry, Jesus and his blood
kinsmen were often at odds. Now, the family is identified with key players in early
church development. One of these players, Jesus’ brother James, was to emerge as
preeminent even to Peter in authority over the nascent church.
In his first public act (among 120 believers), Peter addresses these Christ followers
concerning the need for an apostolic replacement for Judas. The disciples pick to again
round out the group at 12 by casting lots, thereby selecting Matthias as the new
apostle.685
Fifty days after the Passover, the event known as the day of Pentecost arrives. Jews who
gathered from dispersed lands at Jerusalem found themselves being addressed in their
own language. Some thought these Galileans were filled with wine.
Amid derision and skepticism, Peter launches the post-resurrection Christian movement
by speaking to the assembled crowd:
But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed them, “Men of Judea
and all who live in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and listen to what I say. Indeed,
these are not drunk, as you suppose, for it is only nine o’clock in the morning. No, this is
what was spoken through the prophet Joel:
‘In the last days it will be, God declares,
that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh,
and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,
and your young men shall see visions,
and your old men shall dream dreams.
Even upon my slaves, both men and women,
in those days I will pour out my Spirit;
and they shall prophesy.
And I will show portents in the heaven above
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and signs on the earth below,
blood, and fire, and smoky mist.
The sun shall be turned to darkness
and the moon to blood,
before the coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day.
Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.’
You that are Israelites, listen to what I have to say: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to
you by God with deeds of power, wonders, and signs that God did through him among
you, as you yourselves know—this man, handed over to you according to the definite
plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of those outside
the law. But God raised him up, having freed him from death, because it was impossible
for him to be held in its power. For David says concerning him,
‘I saw the Lord always before me,
for he is at my right hand so that I will not be shaken;
therefore my heart was glad, and my tongue rejoiced;
moreover my flesh will live in hope.
For you will not abandon my soul to Hades,
or let your Holy One experience corruption.
You have made known to me the ways of life;
you will make me full of gladness with your presence.’
Fellow Israelites, I may say to you confidently of our ancestor David that he both died
and was buried, and his tomb is with us to this day. Since he was a prophet, he knew that
God had sworn with an oath to him that he would put one of his descendants on his
throne. Foreseeing this, David spoke of the resurrection of the Messiah, saying,
‘He was not abandoned to Hades,
nor did his flesh experience corruption.’
This Jesus God raised up, and of that all of us are witnesses. Being therefore exalted at
the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the promise of the Holy
Spirit, he has poured out this that you both see and hear. For David did not ascend into
the heavens, but he himself says,
‘The Lord said to my Lord,
“Sit at my right hand,
until I make your enemies your footstool.” ’
Therefore let the entire house of Israel know with certainty that God has made him both
Lord and Messiah, this Jesus whom you crucified.”686

Peter starts strong and hard – like a rock. He boldly addresses the crowd on behalf of the
other 11 apostles, as “Men of Judea …” He immediately refutes the charge that the
apostles might be drunk, then goes right to a quotation from the Hebrew Scriptures of
Joel. There are three key themes:
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•

A hearkening back to a prophecy of the Hebrew scriptures in which men and
women are filled with the Spirit of God.

•

A message that anyone who “calls upon the name of the Lord shall be saved.”

•

Confirmation that this Jesus of Nazareth whom “you crucified and killed” is
both the Messiah and has conquered death by his resurrection.

The writer of Acts records that, upon hearing this message, many in the crowd “were cut
to the heart.” In response to the crowd’s query, Peter preaches conversion:
Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your
sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the
promise is for you, for your children, and for all who are far away, everyone
whom the Lord our God calls to him.687
Peter does not stop here, but goes on “with many other arguments.” Acts records that the
number of Jesus’ followers increased by about three thousand persons.
Peter’s ministry is not limited to preaching and conversion. Together he and John become
fellow healers. They cure a man lame from birth at the temple entrance known as the
Beautiful Gate. But the true business again is about conveying a message. Again Peter is
the spokesman:
You Israelites, why do you wonder at this, or why do you stare at us, as though by our
own power or piety we had made him walk? The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and
the God of Jacob, the God of our ancestors has glorified his servant Jesus, whom you
handed over and rejected in the presence of Pilate, though he had decided to release him.
But you rejected the Holy and Righteous One and asked to have a murderer given to you,
and you killed the Author of life, whom God raised from the dead. To this we are
witnesses. And by faith in his name, his name itself has made this man strong, whom you
see and know; and the faith that is through Jesus has given him this perfect health in the
presence of all of you.
And now, friends, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did also your rulers. In this way
God fulfilled what he had foretold through all the prophets, that his Messiah would
suffer. Repent therefore, and turn to God so that your sins may be wiped out, so that
times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord, and that he may send the
Messiah appointed for you, that is, Jesus, who must remain in heaven until the time of
universal restoration that God announced long ago through his holy prophets. Moses said,
‘The Lord your God will raise up for you from your own people a prophet like me. You
must listen to whatever he tells you. And it will be that everyone who does not listen to
that prophet will be utterly rooted out of the people.’ And all the prophets, as many as
have spoken, from Samuel and those after him, also predicted these days. You are the
descendants of the prophets and of the covenant that God gave to your ancestors, saying
to Abraham, ‘And in your descendants all the families of the earth shall be blessed.’
687

Acts 2:37-39.

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 199

When God raised up his servant, he sent him first to you, to bless you by turning each of
you from your wicked ways.688

The message is remarkably pointed – as at Pentecost. Acts ends the speech with an
implied warning – God’s servant Jesus is sent first (but not necessarily last) to the Jewish
nation. The author is setting the stage for the coming transition in mission from Jew to
Gentile.
At the Pentecost, the law does not touch Peter. However, this time Peter and John are
arrested – primarily at the instigation of the Sadducees who are annoyed over any
suggestion that “in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead.” So they arrested the two
disciples, placing them in custody until the next day, for it was already evening
The next day finds the “rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas
the high priest, Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly
family.” The question asked of Peter and John was: “By what power or by what name did
you do this?”
Again, Peter, this time “filled with the Holy Spirit,” takes the lead:
Rulers of the people and elders, if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to
all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good
health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom God raised
from the dead. This Jesus is
‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.’
There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among
mortals by which we must be saved.689

The Sadducees recognize the “boldness” of Peter and John, despite the fact that “they
were uneducated and ordinary men.” After a private consultation, the two are warned not
to proselytize any further.
This time both Peter and John reportedly answer: “Whether it is right in God’s sight to
listen to you rather than to God, you must judge; for we cannot keep from speaking about
what we have seen and heard.”690 This is vintage Peter, repentant from the prior denial at
the time of Jesus’ arrest – to deny his master no more.
Ananias & Sapphira: The next account features Peter as judge and, perhaps unwittingly,
as executioner. Unfolded is the bizarre and sobering tale of the partially generous couple
Ananias and Sapphira. The tale is worth recounting in its entirety:
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But a man named Ananias, with the consent of his wife Sapphira, sold a piece of
property; with his wife’s knowledge, he kept back some of the proceeds, and brought
only a part and laid it at the apostles’ feet. “Ananias,” Peter asked, “why has Satan filled
your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit and to keep back part of the proceeds of the land?
While it remained unsold, did it not remain your own? And after it was sold, were not the
proceeds at your disposal? How is it that you have contrived this deed in your heart? You
did not lie to us but to God!” Now when Ananias heard these words, he fell down and
died. And great fear seized all who heard of it. The young men came and wrapped up his
body, then carried him out and buried him.
After an interval of about three hours his wife came in, not knowing what had happened.
Peter said to her, “Tell me whether you and your husband sold the land for such and such
a price.” And she said, “Yes, that was the price.” Then Peter said to her, “How is it that
you have agreed together to put the Spirit of the Lord to the test? Look, the feet of those
who have buried your husband are at the door, and they will carry you out.” Immediately
she fell down at his feet and died. When the young men came in they found her dead, so
they carried her out and buried her beside her husband. And great fear seized the whole
church and all who heard of these things.691

This is the only New Testament event in which wherein divine justice appears to be
meted out with the degree of vengeance normally associated with the God of the
Israelites of the Old Testament (Hebrew scriptures). As leader of this early breakaway
from Judaism, Peter presides over and, at the very least, condones the proceedings.
Does Peter’s role go further? Is the author of Acts cloaking a human act of judgement
and execution in robe of divine justice? Did Peter go too far?
The author of Acts won’t offer an explicit comment but, clearly, the event had its effect.
Acts never says that the deaths were the result of direct divine intervention. Ananias dies
after hearing Peter accuse him of lying to God; he simply collapses. Whether this was an
act of God or a heart attack brought on by acute anxiety, who knows? Peter has no clearly
indicated role in this first death.
The situation with Sapphira is different. After hearing her story, Peter essentially tells her
she is about to die. At Peter’s request, the “young men” arrive to carry her out. Whether
Peter’s role is merely predictive or more overtly prescriptive, again who knows? Again,
Luke the reputed author does not directly say. But by not making a definitive statement,
the door is left open for to interpret Peter as having a decidedly more active hand in this
second death.
Since the first century, there has been surprisingly little critical evaluation of the events
of that day. Conventional Christian teaching is that God struck both Ananias and
Sapphira dead, though Peter clearly appears to have a more active hand, at least, in
predicting the imminent demise of Sapphira.
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Over the course of the last two millennia, there has been at least one indication that at
least some early Christians suspected Peter as having taken a more active hand in the
deaths of these two donors to the first century church. Interestingly, the story is indicated
in the form of a denial or rebuttal to the discussion of Petrine homicide from the fourth
century Christian bishop John Chrysostom of Constantinople. Details are outlined as
supplemental information to this chapter.
In any event, there was most assuredly an air of suspicion and resulting fear. After all,
this is not the first time Peter was at the scene of an act of physical violence. Not long
before, it was Peter who was indicated by John’s gospel as cutting off the ear of the high
priest’s slave -- at the time of Jesus’ arrest prior to crucifixion.
Indeed, Acts twice reports that “great fear seized the whole church” as a result of the
incident with this couple. Whether the event involving Ananias and Sapphira was
interpreted as an overzealous imposition of church discipline leading to the later ascent of
James is a matter of conjecture. But what is clear is that this event signals the peak of
Peter’s influence as leader of the followers of the Way.
Peter’s Denouement: We come back to the Acts of the Apostles and the imminent
transition of ecclesiastical authority away from Peter. Despite the audacity of Peter’s
involvement with this double death and the “fear” it engendered among the church, Peter
was able to carry on as before – but only for a brief time.
In fact, Peter’s reputation was such that: “…they even carried out the sick into the streets,
and laid them on cots and mats, in order that Peter’s shadow might fall on some of them
as he came by.”692
It is at this point that the “high priest took action.” Life gets more considerably more
uncomfortable for Peter and the other apostles. A series of arrests are made and the
apostles are placed in the public prison. However, that evening an angel reportedly opens
the prison doors freeing those jailed. Reentering the temple at daybreak, they “went on
with their teaching.”
So the apostles are brought to stand before the Jewish ruling council. The author of Acts
picks up the action:
The high priest questioned them, saying, “We gave you strict orders not to teach
in this name, yet here you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching and you are
determined to bring this man’s blood on us.” But Peter and the apostles answered,
“We must obey God rather than any human authority. The God of our ancestors
raised up Jesus, whom you had killed by hanging him on a tree. God exalted him
at his right hand as Leader and Savior that he might give repentance to Israel and
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forgiveness of sins. And we are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy Spirit
whom God has given to those who obey him.”693
At this, the members of the council are understandably enraged and ready to put the
apostles to death. But a more cool-headed Pharisee named Gamaliel intervenes. The
apostles are flogged, ordered to speak no more in the name of Jesus, then let go.
For the first time, the account of the Acts shifts away from Peter to recount the arrest,
speech and death of someone who is not even one of the disciples. This is Stephen,
recently appointed as one of seven to minister to widows.
And it is shortly thereafter that a young man named Saul is first introduced. Saul comes
on the scene at the stoning of Stephen; he is the man at whose feet the coats of the
witnesses to the stoning are laid. Saul is subsequently portrayed as “ravaging the church,”
arresting and imprisoning both men and women. During this time, a compatriot of
Stephen known as Philip preaches in Samaria and is well received.
Then the action then turns back to Peter (and John):
Now when the apostles at Jerusalem heard that Samaria had accepted the word of
God, they sent Peter and John to them.694
It is not entirely clear that Peter, while a disciple of some repute, remains in charge. The
text indicates that Peter and John are “sent” by others at Jerusalem to Samaria. It is
increasingly clear that others (such as Philip) are now stepping forward to lead the
discipling process. It is Philip who now travels south toward Gaza where he meets the
Ethiopian eunuch.
Meanwhile, Saul is blinded and converted on the road to Damascus. Saul eventually tries
to join the core group of disciples at Jerusalem, but is instead spirited off to Tarsus.
Peter again reappears. What follows are two events that set the stage for the decision to
take the Christian message beyond a primarily Jewish audience – through Peter as
messenger. The story of Dorcas (Tabitha) takes place in the Palestine coast – in Joppa –
indicating the movement of the Christ message westward from Jerusalem and Galilee.
Dorcas is identified as a disciple – the only woman to be so described anywhere in the
New Testament. Peter is reported as raising her from the dead – an event that “became
known throughout Joppa, and many believed in the Lord.”
Following this comes the encounter with the Roman centurion from Caesarea, located
about thirty miles north of Joppa on the Israeli coast. Both the centurion and Peter are
reportedly guided in their historic mission by their own mid-day visions. When they
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meet, Cornelius bows before Peter to worship him. To his credit, Peter makes it clear he
is not the one to be worshiped; after all he is only “a mortal.”
The message from Peter (as recorded by the author of Acts) is actually quite succinct.
Peter ends with a rationale for the actions of Jesus’ disciples: “He commanded us to
preach to the people and to testify that he is the one ordained by God as judge of the
living and the dead. All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him
receives forgiveness of sins through his name.”
The account provided in Acts does not explicitly say how the centurion responded.
Rather it notes that even before Peter had finished speaking: “… the Holy Spirit fell upon
all who heard the word.”
Peter returns to Jerusalem and is criticized by other circumcised believers – the first such
criticism leveled at Peter as recorded by Acts. Peter responds with an argument that
appears to convince the skeptics: “When they heard this, they were silenced. And they
praised God, saying, ‘Then God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads
to life.”
However, later events indicate that Peter’s victory was incomplete. He may have won
this first battle with the Jewish church, but Peter would go on to lose the war.
The scene of ministry activities now switches for the first time to Barnabas in Antioch.
Barnabas recruits Saul from Tarsus to assist. It is here at Antioch that “the disciples were
first called Christians.”695
Acts again returns to Peter, but the stage has been set. One actor is about to retire in favor
of a new lead. The baton is about to be handed to one Saul – or Paul as he comes to be
known.
This is a time of persecution for church members at Jerusalem. Peter is the central figure
in one more miraculous event – but this is Peter’s next to last reported hurrah. Herod
arrests and executes James the brother of Jesus. Then Peter is arrested and jailed. An
angel of the Lord appears and releases Peter from jail. Peter is led to the City gate and
realizes this is not a dream, which is where we pick up the action:
As soon as he realized this, he went to the house of Mary, the mother of John
whose other name was Mark, where many had gathered and were praying. When
he knocked at the outer gate, a maid named Rhoda came to answer. On
recognizing Peter’s voice, she was so overjoyed that, instead of opening the gate,
she ran in and announced that Peter was standing at the gate. They said to her,
“You are out of your mind!” But she insisted that it was so. They said, “It is his
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angel.” Meanwhile Peter continued knocking; and when they opened the gate,
they saw him and were amazed. He motioned to them with his hand to be silent,
and described for them how the Lord had brought him out of the prison. And he
added, “Tell this to James and to the believers.” Then he left and went to another
place.
Two items are of particular note in this account. First, upon his release, Peter goes to the
house of one Mary, the mother of John Mark. The home is apparently substantial, to hold
the disciples and a maid.
Second, when Peter is able to get inside, his first request is: “Tell this (about the release)
to James and to the believers.” Jesus’ brother James has suddenly appeared – virtually
from nowhere – but now in some position of apparent authority. It was important for
Peter to get some communication back to James.
There are consequences also for King Herod – who views this escape as a matter of some
consequence. He orders the guards assigned to Peter to be put to death. But this ruler is
about to get his due:
Now Herod was angry with the people of Tyre and Sidon. So they came to him in
a body; and after winning over Blastus, the king’s chamberlain, they asked for a
reconciliation, because their country depended on the king’s country for food. On
an appointed day Herod put on his royal robes, took his seat on the platform, and
delivered a public address to them. The people kept shouting, “The voice of a
god, and not of a mortal!” And immediately, because he had not given the glory
to God, an angel of the Lord struck him down, and he was eaten by worms and
died.
But the word of God continued to advance and gain adherents. Then after
completing their mission Barnabas and Saul returned to Jerusalem and brought
with them John, whose other name was Mark. 696
Whether by coincidence or design, Herod’s death also signals a change within the
governing structure of the early church. Saul is back with Barnabas – and the focus of
this nascent movement now shifts irrevocably to the Gentile ministry. Peter is not to be
heard from again – with one notable exception.
Other historians have noted the change in authority given to Peter. One 20th century
writer observes that “…Peter was released from prison; he was, however, no longer
leader of the Christian community.”697
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One Last Stand: Barnabas and Saul are commissioned as emissaries to the Gentiles.
Time passes. It is only upon the return of Saul (now Paul) to Jerusalem to discuss the
issue of Gentile circumcision that we encounter Peter one last time:
The apostles and the elders met together to consider this matter. After there had
been much debate, Peter stood up and said to them, “My brothers, you know that
in the early days God made a choice among you, that I should be the one through
whom the Gentiles would hear the message of the good news and become
believers. And God, who knows the human heart, testified to them by giving them
the Holy Spirit, just as he did to us; and in cleansing their hearts by faith he has
made no distinction between them and us. Now therefore why are you putting
God to the test by placing on the neck of the disciples a yoke that neither our
ancestors nor we have been able to bear? On the contrary, we believe that we will
be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will.”
The whole assembly kept silence, and listened to Barnabas and Paul as they told
of all the signs and wonders that God had done through them among the Gentiles.
After they finished speaking, James replied, “My brothers, listen to me. Simon
has related how God first looked favorably on the Gentiles, to take from among
them a people for his name. This agrees with the words of the prophets, as it is
written, …698
At this first Jerusalem council, it is Peter that begins the discussion. Peter advocates an
accommodation with Paul to avoid “placing on the neck of the disciples a yoke that
neither our ancestors nor we have been able to bear.” Barnabas and Paul then tell of their
experience; however, it is James who has the last word.
With this event, the author of the Acts of the Apostles seals Peter’s fate. Peter must defer
to James for the final decision of the Jerusalem church. From this point forward, Paul and
Barnabas take center stage – with no further mention of Peter forward through the last
thirteen chapters of the book of Acts.
So What Happened to Peter? We may hear no further about Peter from the Acts of the
Apostles, but we can glean one last tidbit of Paul’s view of the continuing relationship
with Peter (in his letter to the Galatians). At the time of this letter, a considerable period
has elapsed since Paul’s first encounter with the leadership of the Jerusalem church:
Then after fourteen years I went up again to Jerusalem with Barnabas, taking Titus along
with me. I went up in response to a revelation. Then I laid before them (though only in a
private meeting with the acknowledged leaders) the gospel that I proclaim among the
Gentiles, in order to make sure that I was not running, or had not run, in vain. But even
Titus, who was with me, was not compelled to be circumcised, though he was a Greek.
But because of false believers secretly brought in, who slipped in to spy on the freedom
we have in Christ Jesus, so that they might enslave us—we did not submit to them even
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for a moment, so that the truth of the gospel might always remain with you. And from
those who were supposed to be acknowledged leaders (what they actually were makes no
difference to me; God shows no partiality)—those leaders contributed nothing to me. On
the contrary, when they saw that I had been entrusted with the gospel for the
uncircumcised, just as Peter had been entrusted with the gospel for the circumcised (for
he who worked through Peter making him an apostle to the circumcised also worked
through me in sending me to the Gentiles), and when James and Cephas and John, who
were acknowledged pillars, recognized the grace that had been given to me, they gave to
Barnabas and me the right hand of fellowship, agreeing that we should go to the Gentiles
and they to the circumcised. They asked only one thing, that we remember the poor,
which was actually what I was eager to do.
But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood selfcondemned; for until certain people came from James, he used to eat with the Gentiles.
But after they came, he drew back and kept himself separate for fear of the circumcision
faction. And the other Jews joined him in this hypocrisy, so that even Barnabas was led
astray by their hypocrisy. But when I saw that they were not acting consistently with the
truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas before them all, “If you, though a Jew, live like a
Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you compel the Gentiles to live like Jews?”699

Peter had endured criticism previously from members of the Jerusalem church for
catering to non-Jews. Now Paul criticizes him for apparently reverting back to the
company of those who espoused the Jewish rite of circumcision.
What is not immediately apparent in this text is a crucial distinction of importance to first
century Judaism. Even non-Christian Jews believed that Gentiles could convert. The
larger question was therefore more practical in nature. Could uncircumcised converts
dine and even intermarry with the circumcised?
Peter, Paul and James essentially came to agreement over the possibility of salvation and
conversion for Gentiles – without the need for circumcision. But they failed to achieve
agreement on the practical, day-to-day exigencies of life. So, Peter changes course – at
one point willing to dine with the uncircumcised Gentile believers, then withdrawing
from this association under pressure from James.
Paul also describes Peter as having been entrusted with the gospel for the circumcised,
while he, Paul takes on the uncircumcised (i.e. Gentiles). In somewhat backhanded
fashion, James, Peter and John are identified by Paul as the “acknowledged pillars” of the
church.
Paul further clarifies that when Peter comes to Antioch for a visit, Paul “opposed him to
his face.” Peter is being described as intimidated by “fear of the circumcision faction.”
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So, here we have it. During Jesus lifetime, Peter was reduced from a man of quick,
decisive action to a person in denial. Given a second chance, Peter is again reduced from
the position of leadership to that of second fiddle – second both to James and Paul.
Peter the Author
Much of what we know about Peter is from what others have written about him.
However, we also have a body of writing attributed to the man himself. This includes two
documents from the New Testament canon – I and II Peter – and a non-canonical work in
the fragmentary Gospel of Peter.
I Peter: The first epistle of Peter is introduced thusly:
Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, To the exiles of the Dispersion in Pontus,
Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia, who have been chosen and destined by
God the Father and sanctified by the Spirit to be obedient to Jesus Christ and to be
sprinkled with his blood: May grace and peace be yours in abundance.700
The epistle begins with the author introducing himself as “Peter, an apostle of Jesus
Christ.” There is no ready scholarly consensus as to whether Peter really authored this
book. Those favoring Petrine authorship cite attestation to Peter’s writings by church
patriarchs of the first to third centuries.701
Advocates of apostolic authorship also assume that the book was written in the early 60s.
This would be prior to the martyrdom of Peter during Nero’s reign circa AD 67-68 (and
possibly as early as 64).
Others suggest that the letter was written between 70 and 90 AD, and that authorship is
pseudonymous. Specifically noted as a strike against Petrine authorship is the writer’s
proficiency with the Greek language – not viewed as likely for a Galilean fisherman.
However, at the conclusion of the letter, the author acknowledges help in its composition:
Through Silvanus (Silas), whom I consider a faithful brother, I have written this
short letter to encourage you and to testify that this is the true grace of God. Stand
fast in it. Your sister church in Babylon, chosen together with you, sends you
greetings; as does my son Mark. Greet one another with a kiss of love. Peace to
all of you who are in Christ.702
If this is the same Silas who accompanied Paul on his missionary journeys, this assistant
role has been performed before. After the first church council at Jerusalem moderated by
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James (with Peter as #2 leader), the church elders sent a delegation to Antioch with Paul
and Barnabas: “They sent Judas called Barsabbas, and Silas, leaders among the brethren,
with the following letter…”703
In addition to Silas, the conclusion identifies Mark – another sometimes companion of
Paul – also as a person of import to Peter.
Independent of actual authorship, this epistle was penned in the name of Peter, most
likely representing what were believed to be actual Petrine views. In particular, the
themes of the letter track closely with actual experiences during the earthly ministry of
Jesus and the subsequent years of the early church (as recorded in Acts). For example,
writing at the end of the epistle, the author suggests that:
Now as an elder myself and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, as well as one
who shares in the glory to be revealed, I exhort the elders among you to tend the
flock of God that is in your charge, exercising the oversight, not under compulsion
but willingly, as God would have you do it—not for sordid gain but eagerly. Do
not lord it over those in your charge, but be examples to the flock. 4 And when the
chief shepherd appears, you will win the crown of glory that never fades away. 704
This recalls the post-resurrection injunction from Jesus to Peter: “Feed my sheep.”705
Perhaps the most significant teaching of I Peter is the message of conforming to authority
– whether earthly or heavenly. To Peter, this submittal may occur in ways that seem
quaintly patriarchal by modern standards. However the first reference to this posture is in
terms spiritual rather than material: “Like obedient children, do not be conformed to the
desires that you formerly had in ignorance”706
And in one of the most well known (and currently controversial) excerpts from this letter,
Peter suggests that the hierarchy of the social and governmental order is not to be altered
by the message of Jesus Christ. Rather:
For the Lord’s sake accept the authority of every human institution, whether of
the emperor as supreme, or of governors, as sent by him to punish those who do
wrong and to praise those who do right. For it is God’s will that by doing right
you should silence the ignorance of the foolish. As servants of God, live as free
people, yet do not use your freedom as a pretext for evil. Honor everyone. Love
the family of believers. Fear God.707
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In this single passage, Peter distills the concept of submission into an even more precise
formula than anything espoused by Paul.708 In the space of a few short paragraphs, Peter
goes on to preach submission of: all citizens to the emperor, slaves to masters, and wives
to husbands.
Toward the end of this epistle, Peter touches on another relationship – that of the young
to the elderly. The statement is that: “In the same way, you who are younger must accept
the authority of the elders.”709
These words do not rest well with the ear of the third millennium. Like Paul, they place
Peter in the role of protecting the authority of the power structure – first century and
beyond.
But this is more than just a defense of the status quo. Peter makes it clear that submission
is warranted even when it is to authorities who are in the wrong. He makes it clear that
slaves are to submit to masters who are harsh as well as those who are kind. Wives
should submit even to ungodly husbands.
There is a payoff for submittal, though it is neither necessarily tangible nor immediate.
Slaves who suffer even for righteous living “have God’s approval.” Husbands whose
wives submit “may be won over without a word by their wives’ conduct.”710
In Peter’s view, “… it is better to suffer for doing good, if suffering should be God’s will,
than to suffer for doing evil.”711 And for Peter, the premise of submittal goes back to a
view of the Christian’s role as an alien in a strange world:
Beloved, I urge you as aliens and exiles to abstain from the desires of the flesh
that wage war against the soul. Conduct yourselves honorably, so that, though
they malign you as evildoers, they may see your honorable deeds and glorify God
when he comes to judge.712
II Peter: There is even less certainty about the timing and the authorship of this second
epistle than the first. In essence, there are two opposing schools of thought. The
traditional view is that, as claimed at the outset, the book was written by Peter just prior
to his martyrdom in Rome at 64-65 AD.713
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This viewpoint is supported by the introduction which identifies: Simon Peter, a servant
and apostle of Jesus Christ, …”714 In this second epistle, the author also states that his
work is about done, noting: “I know that my death will come soon, as indeed our Lord
Jesus Christ has made clear to me.”715
Others question both the date of the book and authorship. Because the epistle appears to
reflect a time of disappointment that Christ’s return had not occurred within the lifetime
of the first generation of Christians, this epistle is suggested as being penned around the
time period of 80-90 AD. Also hypothesized is that the writer was following a literary
convention of the time attributing a letter to a great figure of the past, i.e. Peter.
Even the early noted historian Eusebius doubted Petrine authorship, writing:
Of Peter one epistle, known as his first, is accepted, and this the early fathers
quoted freely, as undoubtedly genuine, in their own writings. But the second
Petrine epistle we have been taught to regard as uncanonical; many, however,
have thought it valuable and have honoured it with a place among the other
Scriptures.716
Either way, II Peter can be viewed as continuing the Petrine tradition, albeit with a
different theme than that of the first epistle. Here the main message is one of rejecting the
liberalization of Christianity – removing the movement from its moral foundations. II
Peter also picks up on and further develops a theme begun in I Peter – the eschatology for
the second coming of Jesus Christ.
Peter suggests that it is important for those called “for life and godliness” to “… escape
from the corruption that is in the world …” He goes on to describe the why and the how:
For this very reason, you must make every effort to support your faith with
goodness, and goodness with knowledge, and knowledge with self-control, and
self-control with endurance, and endurance with godliness, and godliness with
mutual affection, and mutual affection with love.717
In this recitation of Christian virtues, Peter attempts to consolidate and reconcile the
seemingly opposing viewpoints of Paul (with primacy on faith) and James (emphasizing
works or good living). Peter begins from the same premise as Paul – the primacy of faith.
As in I Peter, the writer of this epistle gets somewhat obtuse – referring to the need to
“confirm your call and election.” For those who seek the cleansing of sins, there is the
opportunity for “entry into the eternal kingdom …”
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At the conclusion of the epistle, Peter even reaches out to his sometimes nemesis, Paul.
He offers words of conciliation despite some obvious remaining tension:
So also our beloved brother Paul wrote to you according to the wisdom given him,
speaking of this as he does in all his letters. There are some things in them hard to
understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as
they do the other scriptures. You therefore, beloved, since you are forewarned,
beware that you are not carried away with the error of the lawless and lose your
own stability.718
Peter describes Paul’s writings as containing “wisdom,” even though some of Paul’s
writing is critiqued as “hard to understand.”
The bulk of the II Peter is spent warning his readers of false teachers and their
punishment. The warning is dire:
For if God did not spare the angels when they sinned, but cast them into hell and
committed them to chains of deepest darkness to be kept until the judgment …
then the Lord knows how to rescue the godly from trial, and to keep the
unrighteous under punishment until the day of judgment – especially those who
indulge their flesh in depraved lust, and who despise authority.719
As in his first epistle, Peter clearly preaches a message of judgement. However, the door
is left open as to the final disposition. He offers another warning. But, once again, Peter
backs off, offering the opportunity for final redemption.
But by the same word the present heavens and earth have been reserved for fire,
being kept until the day of judgment and destruction of the godless.
But do not ignore this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is like a
thousand years, and a thousand years are like one day. The Lord is not slow about
his promise, as some think of slowness, but is patient with you, not wanting any
to perish, but all to come to repentance. But the day of the Lord will come like a
thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a loud noise, and the elements
will be dissolved with fire, and the earth and everything that is done on it will be
disclosed.720
It is not entirely clear from this passage whether Peter believes that some will perish
eternally, or whether salvation is eventually in store even for the godless. On the one
hand, Peter clearly indicates that “destruction of the godless” occurs as a result of
judgment. On the other hand, Peter’s Lord again is a God of mercy, one who “… is
patient with you, not wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance.”
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The Gospel of Peter: We can also now move beyond the New Testament canon to a
fragmentary gospel narrative discovered by French archaeologists in an Upper Egyptian
monk’s grave in 1886. The fragments available contain portions of a passion story, an
epiphany, the account of an empty tomb and the beginnings of what appears to be a
resurrection story.
By the early 20th century, most scholars had come to the position that this so-called
gospel was dependent on the canonical gospels and was composed no earlier than the
first half of the second century. The early consensus also was that this account comes out
of a Syrian Petrine tradition.
More recent scholarly analysis suggests the possibility that this fragment may actually
contain the genesis of subsequent passion accounts – including those found today in the
New Testament. This would move the date of early versions of this non-canonical Petrine
gospel to perhaps as early as the middle of the first century.
This gospel is named for Peter because of the last fragment available – following the
account of the open tomb:
Now it was the last day of Unleavened Bread, and many began to return to their
homes since the feast was over. But we, the twelve disciples of the Lord,
continued to weep and mourn, and each one, still grieving on account of what had
happened, left for his own home. But I, Simon Peter, and Andrew, my brother,
took our fishing nets and went away to the sea. And with us was Levi, the son of
Alphaeus, whom the Lord …721
But let’s back up, to first capture some of the more intriguing aspects of this singular
account. The fragment available starts with Jesus before Pontius Pilate and Jewish
officials – a scene in which the Judeans apparently refuse to engage in the ritual washing
of hands with Pilate.
We then have Joseph (of Arimathea) described as “the friend of Pilate and the Lord” as
asking for the body of Jesus for burial in advance of the death of Jesus. Peter also records
an interesting version of a confession from one of the criminals hanging near Jesus on a
cross.
But one of those criminals reproached them and said, ‘We’re suffering for the evil
that we’ve done, but this fellow, who has become a savior of humanity, what
wrong has he done to you?” And they got angry at him and ordered that his legs
not be broken so he would die in agony.722
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At midday, darkness falls over all of Judea, an event that Peter ascribes to the Hebrew
scriptures: “The sun must not set upon one who has been executed.”723 Consistent with
the canonical accounts of Matthew and Mark, the Petrine Jesus cries out, “My power,
<my> power, you have abandoned me,” then dies.
Now Peter records a period of second guessing that appears in no New Testament
account:
Then the Judeans and the elders and the priests perceived what evil they had
done to themselves, and began to beat their breasts and cry out ‘Our sins have
brought woes upon us! The judgment and the end of Jerusalem are at hand!’ But I
(Peter) began weeping with my friends. And quivering with fear in our hearts, we
hid ourselves. After all, we were being sought by them as criminals and as ones
wishing to burn down the temple. As a result of all these things, we fasted and sat
mourning and weeping night and day until the sabbath.
When the scholars and the Pharisees and the priests had gathered together, and
when they heard that all the people were moaning and beating their breasts, and
saying ‘If his death has produced these overwhelming signs, he must have been
entirely innocent!’ they became frightened and went to Pilate and begged him,
‘Give us soldiers …’724
This passage is noteworthy because it suggests that the “elders and the priests” express
open sorrow for what they had done. This unusual gesture to Jewish authorities is found
nowhere in the canonical gospels.
This reputedly Petrine gospel provides a rationale (or excuse?) for the cowardice of Peter
and other disciples, i.e. “we were being sought by them as criminals”, also for being
implicated in Jesus earlier suggestion to remove the temple.
Peter also gives a somewhat different reason for the request to Pilate to have the tomb
sealed. The Petrine view is that this was done in response to widespread expressions of
sorrow; in contrast, the New Testament gospels suggest that this was done to prevent the
disciples from stealing Jesus out of the grave.
Peter’s non-canonical gospel goes on to provide unique details of the resurrection.
Uniquely described is the follow-up to the reported resurrection by the Roman
centurion’s company. Pilate is worried, saying: “I am clean of the blood of the son of
God; this was all your doing.” Those around beg Pilate to tell no one: “You see, it is
better for us to be guilty of the greatest sin before God than to fall into the hands of the
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Judean people and be stoned.” Pilate acquiesces and orders the soldiers “to say
nothing.”725
The scene now shifts to the first of Jesus’ followers to go to the tomb – Mary of Magdala.
In an account with close parallels to that of Mark, Mary finds the tomb empty, encounters
a young man sitting in the middle of the tomb who “was handsome and wore a splendid
robe.” He tells Mary: “You see, he is risen and has gone back to the place he was sent
from.” Like Mark, the Petrine account records: “Then the women fled in fear.”726
This brings us full circle back to where we started. Peter and the other men obviously do
not believe the women, but continue to weep and mourn – even leaving to go back
fishing.
In summary, the Gospel of Peter, though fragmentary, takes us places no other gospel
goes – except Mark. Both Mark and Peter appear to end with women leaving the tomb in
fear (despite the angelic assurance). The non-canonical Gospel of Peter carries this
further with the men clearly still in mourning despite preceding events of a possible
resurrection cover-up – to avoid any more publicity that might support Jesus’ innocence.
The most fascinating new information is of an apparent split in the Jewish leadership
over the wisdom of having crucified Jesus. This split in Jewish leadership over how to
handle Christianity occurs at least one more time – a generation later – with the death of
Jesus brother, James (as recorded by Josephus).
If reliable, this non-canonical account also reinforces the notion of a strong effort to
reconcile Judaism and Christianity – both pre and post Easter – a message carried by
James until his untimely death. A message subsequently obliterated by the Roman
destruction of Jerusalem at 70 AD.
Peter & the Nature of God
The very first theological utterance by Peter is his most infamous. As recorded by
Matthew:
And they (the disciples) said, ‘Some say John the Baptist, but others Elijah, and
still others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.’ He (Jesus) said to them, ‘But who do
you say that I am?’ Simon Peter answered, ‘You are the Messiah, the Son of the
living God.’
And Jesus answered him, ‘Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and
blood has not revealed this to you, but my father in heaven. And I tell you, you
are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not
prevail against it.
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I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on
earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in
heaven.’ Then he sternly ordered the disciples not to tell anyone that he was the
Messiah.727
Peter will be given the keys to heaven, but in the meantime the disciples are to tell know
one what Peter has just uttered. In Mark’s gospel, of course, the exchange between the
fisherman and god-man goes one step further with Jesus rebuking Peter with another
statement that lives in infamy: “Get behind me, Satan!”
What is going on here? And how does Peter view Jesus – as one of many sons of God or
as a unique son of the “living God?”
To move toward an answer, consider Peter’s one and only earthly encounter with God the
Father. This seminal event comes via an unusual encounter known as the transfiguration.
Jesus face becomes as the sun, his clothes become white and suddenly figures identified
as Moses and Elijah appear. And Peter springs into action:
Then Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, it is good for us to be here; if you wish, I will
make three dwellings here, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” While
he was still speaking, suddenly a bright cloud overshadowed them, and from the
cloud a voice said, “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased;
listen to him!”728
Years later, a reminiscence of this transfiguration event would be attributed to Peter:
… we had been eyewitnesses of his majesty. For he received honor and glory
from God the Father when that voice was conveyed to him by the Majestic Glory,
saying, “This is my Son, my Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” We
ourselves heard this voice come from heaven, while we were with him on the holy
mountain.729
The writer clearly does not view the earlier event either as an aberration or hallucination.
Instead, for Peter this happening clearly placed Jesus into the heavenly household of the
divine.
Lest there be any mistake, move beyond the resurrection to Peter’s message at Pentecost.
He proclaim Jesus as “exalted at the right hand of God, and having received from the
father the Holy Spirit.”730
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However, like many of his human counterparts, over the course of lifetime Peter’s most
common reference to God may well have fallen in the vein of the profane. After all, it is
Peter who when questioned after Jesus’ arrest “… began to curse, and he swore an oath
…”731 And this is the same Peter who a short time later “felt hurt” because a risen
Saviour would push his button three times, asking “Do you love me?”732
Alternately profound and profane, so easily put in his place, that’s Peter. Traits so
endearing also and always prove to be his undoing.
Who is God? Despite some penchant for profanity, Peter has the benefit of direct
encounters both with a heavenly Father and his Son. Of course, these encounters occur
primarily during the earthly sojourn of Jesus.
However, we know little of Peter’s views about God until after the resurrection of Jesus –
on the day known as Pentecost. Peter addresses the crowd, only after first being accused
of drunkenness in the morning. He begins by quoting God the Father via the Hebrew
prophet Joel: “In the last days it will be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit upon
all flesh …”733
Peter also is able to offer what could be considered as an early trinitarian formulation in
his response to the high priests upon being detained:
We must obey God rather than any human authority. The God of our ancestors
raised up Jesus, whom you had killed by hanging him on a tree. God exalted him
at his right hand as Leader and Savior that he might give repentance to Israel and
forgiveness of sins. And we are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy Spirit
whom God has given to those who obey him.734
Peter definitively links Jesus’ role to that of the divine by indicating that God designated
Jesus as “Leader and Savior” for the “repentance of Israel.” And the Holy Spirit is
identified as “given” by God. So, while three distinct entities are identified, God the
Father is noted as the one to whom the Son and Holy Spirit respond.
How is God Experienced? Beyond the existential question of who God is, this apostle
also asserts a more personal connection with the divine. In effect, Peter testifies to his
selection by God directly.
This occurs late in Peter’s recorded ministry – even as the mantle of church leadership
has transitioned to James and is about to be further shifted to Paul. At the Jerusalem
Council to discuss Paul’s conversion of Gentiles, Peter makes his last recorded
appearance in the Acts of the Apostles, observing:
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My brothers, you know that in the early days God made a choice among you, that
I should be the one through whom the Gentiles would hear the message of the
good news and become believers.735
Peter expresses his heartfelt feeling about a divine calling. A calling that later had proved
to be usurped by Paul – who was not even one of the original twelve disciples.
In both gospel and apostolic accounts, we get a sense of who God may be from Peter, but
few clues as to how God is to be experienced. That changes with the two Petrine epistles.
This apostle begins his first letter this way:
Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, To the exiles of the Dispersion in Pontus,
Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia, 2 who have been chosen and destined by
God the Father and sanctified by the Spirit to be obedient to Jesus Christ and to
be sprinkled with his blood: …736
Here, at the outset of his first epistle, the apostle is represented as saying that God the
Father has been directly responsible for selecting his followers – much as God had earlier
called Peter to minister to a non-Jewish world. Again, a Trinitarian formulation of God
the Father, Spirit and Jesus Christ is clearly suggested.
Peter also demonstrates a healthy respect for the holiness of God the Father:
If you invoke as Father the one who judges all people impartially according to
their deeds, live in reverent fear during the time of your exile.737
Peter declares God to be the Father of Jesus. Second, God’s power protects the believer
even through difficult times. He wrties that: “You have been born anew, not of perishable
but of imperishable seed, through the living and enduring word of God.738
In apocalyptic style, Peter also is not hesitant to write of the judgement of God:
For if God did not spare the angels when they sinned, but cast them into hell and
committed them to chains of deepest darkness to be kept until the judgment; …
then the Lord knows how to rescue the godly from trial, and to keep the
unrighteous under punishment until the day of judgment 739
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In the future tense, Peter writes of: “…waiting for and hastening the coming of the day of
God, because of which the heavens will be set ablaze and dissolved, and the elements
will melt with fire?”740
Peter also talks about those who “might live in the spirit as God does.”741 And in what
appears to be a premature conclusion to this epistle, the author writes:
Like good stewards of the manifold grace of God, serve one another with
whatever gift each of you has received. Whoever speaks must do so as one
speaking the very words of God; whoever serves must do so with the strength that
God supplies, so that God may be glorified in all things through Jesus Christ. To
him belong the glory and the power forever and ever. Amen.742
Peter’s God Summarized: More so than any of the other disciples (except possibly John),
Peter received the unparalleled opportunity both to define and to experience the Godhead
– through the crucible of personal interaction. This experience leads Peter to describe a
God of strong and unbending personality – a stern but loving Father.
God is defined by Peter as the one who has made and exalted Jesus, a being who gave
and poured out his Spirit. This God is the god of our ancestors – the supreme being to
whom both Son and Holy Spirit are to respond.
For Peter, the question of how God is experienced is clearly more important than who
God is. Through the earthly ministry of Jesus, this disciple is evidently pleased and
humbled to have had the opportunity to experience the power of the divine through
Father and Son. At Pentecost, he and others directly participate in receiving the power of
the Holy Spirit.
Peter appears to espouse a form of predestination. Believers are “chosen and destined” by
directly by God the Father. This is the same Father who protects and strengthens the
faithful, but who also evokes a “fear” of God. This is a God who judges people
“according to their deeds,” who condemns human pride, and who warns of punishment
for the unrighteous.
For the chosen, there is the knowledge of God who offers strength and unparalleled
transfiguration. For the damned, this is a God unafraid to punish severely.
Peculiarities of Peter
Through the various accounts of the apostle Peter and the writings attributed to his name,
three unique attributes come through time and again. The first reflects personality – the
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marriage of bluster and cowardice in one human being. The man who can be all bark and
no bite.
The other characteristic of note is Peter’s definite (if not somewhat extreme)
eschatological views regarding Jesus’ second coming and judgment.
Bluster & Cowardice: The lasting image of Peter from the New Testament stems from
his stated willingness to die with Jesus, cut off the ear of an officer of the arresting party,
then issue a triple denial shortly thereafter. This is the same Peter who blathers on about
building permanent homes for Jesus, Moses and Elijah at the transfiguration. The same
Peter who bravely walks on water toward Christ, realizes what is happening then sinks.
This combination of advance, then retreat carries itself forward into the experience of the
post-Easter church with this same Peter. This is the same Peter who condemns an early
Christian couple to their death, but proves unable to stand up to his two subsequent rivals
for church leadership – James and Paul.
In the early church, we see evidence of bluster gone awry – as with the unusual account
of Ananias and Sapphira. What is clear is that this is the close to the last act of Peter’s
direct church leadership.
Peter would defy the council of the Sanhedrin, declaring “We must obey God rather than
any human authority.”743 He would also be criticized by others in the Church for eating
with “uncircumcised men.”
So the question is: Did Peter go too far – raising red flags for the other apostles? As the
reputed author of the Acts, Luke never says. All we know is that the next time we see
Peter he somehow transitions from leadership of the nascent Christian church to nonexistence for the last half of Acts.
If Peter’s demotion occurs as the result of brash acts and bluster, what about the other
side of equivocation. Here, too, Acts offers important clues.
For example, as the result of a vision, Peter begins the process of proselytizing, then
baptizing Gentiles – starting with the house of the Roman centurion Cornelius. Peter
stands up for Paul and Barnabas and for the elimination of circumcision as a requirement
for acceptance into the Christian way at the Jerusalem Council. But later, Peter backs off
(under apparent pressure from the Jerusalem church), causing Paul to oppose him (Peter)
“to his face.”
Signs of equivocation are not as easily discerned – but appear beneath the surface – in the
writings attributed to Peter. In his first epistle, Peter urges conformity with human
institutions ranging from emperor deference to slavery to submission of wives –
describing this behavior as Christian – a form of conduct proper for “aliens and exiles.”
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And in the debate between Paul and James of faith versus works, Peter presents a case (in
the second epistle) for having it both ways. He advocates supporting “faith with
goodness” in a chain leading to “self-control with endurance” and ending back at “mutual
affection with love.” Peter is working to blend works (self-control) with faith. All built on
a bedrock of love.
End of the Age: Peter’s commitment to the end times is apparent from his first recorded
sermon through to his second epistle. On the day of Pentecost, Peter starts his address to
those assembled by quoting from the Old Testament prophet Joel:
In the last days it will be, God declares, that I will pour out my spirit upon all
flesh … The sun shall be turned to darkness and the moon to blood, before the
coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day. Then everyone who calls on the
name of the Lord shall be saved.744
By the time of the writing of his second epistle, Peter has to answer questions of “Where
is the promise of his coming?” A simplistic escape from the dilemma can be found a few
sentences later, with Peter declaring that “…with the Lord one day is like a thousand
years, and a thousand years are like one day. The Lord is not slow about his promise, as
some think of slowness, but is patient with you, not wanting any to perish, but all to come
to repentance.”745 So, the quick answer is two-fold; God has: a) a different sense of time;
and b) a different purpose – that all come to repentance.
However, Peter also provides a more detailed, eschatological response – albeit in even
more vivid and stark terms:
But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass
away with a loud noise, and the elements will be dissolved with fire, and the earth
and everything that is done on it will be disclosed.
Since all these things are to be dissolved in this way, what sort of persons ought
you to be in leading lives of holiness and godliness, waiting for and hastening the
coming of the day of god, because of which the heavens will be set ablaze and
dissolved, and the elements will melt with fire? But in accordance with his
promise, we wait for new heavens and a new earth, where righteousness is at
home.746
This is the message of the Old Testament’s Joel, restated with the new Petrine imagery of
heavens blazing and elements melting – leading to creation of new heavens and a new
earth.
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If one senses ambiguity in some of the teachings and actions of Jesus, the dichotomy
becomes even more sharp with Jesus’ number one disciple, Peter. This is a man who can
preach both fiery judgement combined with seemingly everlasting opportunity for
salvation and ultimate victory to those who will ultimately repent.
Peter & Judgment: Parallel with this emphasis on end times, Peter also espouses
judgment. Less clear are the consequences of the judgment. Are they temporary or
permanent? Do they involve some notion of hell, or something different?
Peter’s emphasis on judgment also can be traced back to his sermon at Pentecost. After
quoting Joel, Peter refers to David’s statement as the psalmist: “For you will not abandon
my soul to Hades, or let your Holy One experience corruption.” Peter concludes the
sermon by again reaching back to David with a statement of prophetic fulfillment: “The
Lord said to my Lord, Sit at my right hand, until I make your enemies your footstool.”747
Judgment of a different kind is meted out to Ananias and Sapphira. In exchange for an
attempt to deceive, Peter presides over their respective deaths.
In his first epistle, Peter returns to various strands of this theme of judgment for works
performed – whether good or evil. Reaching again back to the psalmist, Peter notes: “But
the face of the Lord is against those who do evil.”748
Peter combines concepts of judgment and eschatology: “For the time has come for
judgment to begin with the household of God; if it begins with us, what will be the end
for those who do not obey the gospel of God?”749 Peter never directly answers the
question – at least not in this first epistle.
In the second epistle, there is an apparent attempt to make the consequences of judgment
more explicit. Writing of false teachers, Peter starts in:
For if God did not spare the angels when they sinned, but cast them into hell and
committed them to chains of deepest darkness to be kept until the judgement…750
Peter goes on, describing the woes of Sodom and Gomorrah, and Balaam, ending with
the proviso that: “The dog turns back to its own vomit”, and “The sow is washed only to
wallow in the mud.”751
Amazingly, Peter never quite finishes the sentence (noted above). Despite the examples
that follow, the precise nature of the judgment to befall false teachers is never explicitly
stated.
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Acceptance of Peter the Disciple & Writer: As a concluding observation, it remains
important to distinguish between views of Peter as a disciple and as a possible writer. As
a disciple, Peter is accorded due prominence during the period of Jesus’ ministry, in the
early post-Easter church, and subsequent to his reputed death as a martyr – crucified in
Rome (between 64 and 68 AD) upside down. A shrine was erected over his reputed place
of burial by about 160.
Acknowledgment of the significant play that Peter gets is somewhat counterbalanced by
the type of role that this most prominent of the twelve apostles receives – as foil for Jesus
and as outmaneuvered by Paul and James in the first century church. The division created
early on was reported on numerous occasions by Paul who observes “quarrels” between
those who say “’I belong to Paul,’ or ‘I belong to Apollos,’ or ‘I belong to Cephas,’ or ‘I
belong to Christ.’”752
Peter would inevitably yield to Paul’s intellectual vigor, even then could not resist a little
dig of his own, noting that despite Paul’s wisdom, there are “some things in them (Paul’s
letters) hard to understand.”753
This legacy of unresolved conflict versus compromise would extend beyond the lifetime
of either apostle. Peter’s reputation grows somewhat with upon death; he is
acknowledged as the first in the line of papal succession in the Roman Catholic tradition.
Yet even today, he is a lesser light in shaping the theology of the church – eclipsed by
Paul and writers of the gospels.
The writings attributed to Peter also have followed a rocky path. Their authenticity was
not fully accepted by even the early church, let alone today. As late as the 10th Century
Council of Constantinople, there is discussion about the canonical status of II Peter.
Doubts in the eastern part of the Roman empire were especially prevalent regarding the
canonicity of epistles attributed to Peter.
To the denizen of the 21st century, the epistles of Peter suffer in a modern era of political
correctness and distrust of eschatology. Peter’s emphasis on submission is increasingly
uncomfortable, and his warnings of the end of the age and coming judgment are no easier
to deal with than similar writings in Revelation.
Peter in Summary
We come to the end of our consideration of a man called Peter – the disciple about whom
more has been written in the New Testament than any other. At the end of this journey,
two questions remain:
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•

How was this heir apparent to the ministry of Christ, this recognized leader of
the fledgling church at Pentecost, so easily shoved aside by James and Paul?

•

What is the ongoing relevance (if any) of Peter’s life, his writings, his
example, to this current generation?

Answers to the first question remain shrouded within the material that has been handed
down. Yet a few threads are critical. Peter’s reputation for acting before thinking – an
asset at Pentecost – becomes a liability over time as the early church requires stronger
leadership. Compared to Paul, James (and John), Peter was no intellectual giant.
Peter was a person who could act out of well-intentioned ferocity before thinking. This
penchant may have been reinforced by his conception of the divine. From a front row
seat during Jesus’ ministry, the best Peter can do is to describe a God of strong and
unbending personality – a stern but loving Father.
Despite this theological imperative, Peter had a problem at articulating and then holding
to a position – even when his own standing and leadership were at stake. His vacillation
over the issue of gentile circumcision undoubtedly lost friends on both sides of the aisle.
His heart may have been in the right place, but he could never articulate the case for a
moderate position clearly enough to hold his own in the heated debates of the early
church. And more so than any of the other disciples (except possibly John), Peter
received the unparalleled opportunity both to define and to experience the Godhead –
through the crucible of personal interaction.
Over time, Peter has fared substantially better in the annals of Church history than his
early counterpart, James. This is despite Peter’s loss of official church leadership to
James and transfer of missionary mantle to Paul.
Maybe this is because so many of us see something of ourselves in Peter. A man with a
heart of gold, but for whom courage evaporates at the critical hour. A person who can be
bold and impetuous, yet who ultimately compromises for sake of keeping everyone
happy.754
Ironically, Peter may have shared in death with his sometimes adversary, Paul. For it is in
a letter to the church at Rome that the third century Bishop Dionysius of Corinth writes:
In this way by your impressive admonition you have bound together all that has
grown from the seed which Peter and Paul sowed in Romans and Corinthians
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alike. For both of them sowed in our Corinth and taught us jointly: in Italy too
they taught jointly in the same city, and were martyred at the same time.755
Both in life and death, Peter exemplifies personal struggles that many followers of the
way have also experienced over the last two millennia. Perhaps sadly, his message of
conciliation is not the message that carries the day. Rather, Christianity has been led by
dogmatics – heirs to the actions of a more rash Peter and the more narrow (albeit
conflicting) conventions of Paul and James.
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Supplement to Peter: John Chrysostom on Ananias & Sapphira
A noteworthy reference to the possibility of Petrine homicide arises in the form of a
rebuttal to the suggestion of same from John Chrysostom, bishop of Constantinople,
about 395 AD. Chrysostom is writing about the vehemence of the apostle Paul’s message
to the Galatian church.
In the middle of this commentary, he gives passing reference to Peter’s role in the affair
with Ananias and Sapphira, to wit:
Let not his (Paul’s) calling them "foolish" surprise you; for it is not a
transgression of Christ's command not to call one's brother a fool, but rather a
strict observance of it. For it is not said simply, "Whosoever shall say to his
brother, Thou fool," (Mat. v: 22) but, whosoever shall do so, "without a cause."756
And who more fittingly than they could so be called, who after so great events,
adhered to past things, as if nothing else had ever happened? If on this account
Paul is to be called a "reviler," Peter may likewise, on account of Ananias and
Sapphira, be called a homicide; but as it would be wildness to do so in that case,
much more in this. Moreover it is to be considered, that this vehemence is not
used at the beginning, but after these evidences and proofs, which, rather than
Paul himself, might now be held to administer the rebuke. For after he had shown
that they rejected the faith, and made the death of Christ to be without a purpose,
he introduces his reproof, which, even as it is, is less severe than they merited.757
In effect, John Chrysostom is saying that those who would condemn Paul were to be
condemned for calling the Galatians fools might just as well call Peter a murderer. And to
Chrysostom, both allegations are ridiculous. In fact, he concludes by observing that
Paul’s chastisement of the Galatians is “less severe than they merited.”
What is interesting is not the denial by Chrysostom, but the fact that he feels forced to
defend the actions of both Paul and Peter – a little more than three centuries after their
deaths. Is it possible that there were concerns among the Christians of the early church
that Peter acted rashly in this matter?
We do not know for sure. However, Chrysostom’s vehemence appears to have been
sparked by issues he wanted to settle once and for all. Furthermore, this bishop left a
legacy of condemning the material excesses of the church. In fact, John Chrysostom was
an ascetic who, as one historian has noted, was
… severely critical of the economic circumstances of the times. He pilloried the
rich for their blindness to the needs of the poor. He argued that private property
756
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was introduced only as a consequence of Adam’s sin. He criticized vanity in dress
and the “double standard” of sexual morality as between husbands and wives. His
preaching was not only edifying but on frequent occasion prophetic and blunt
even to the point of indiscretion.”758
Interestingly, John Chrystostom was no friend of Judaism. Preaching in Antioch in the
later fourth centure, he targeted many of his sermons against Judaizers who wanted to
adopt or maintain Jewish practices with Christianity. For example, when Jews began new
excavations on the Temple, explosions were touched off from gaseous deposits beneath.
Chrysostom identified the earlier destruction of the Temple and subsequent Jewish
failure to rebuild as clear evidence of the divinity of Christ.
Chrysostom also made the mistake of defending the teachings of another ascetic, the
great third century theologian Origen – both of whom came to advocate subordinationism
(or the concept of Jesus as a second God). Consequently, Chrysostom was deposed by a
church synod. The ruling was upheld by the imperial court as the empress Eudoxia had
been enraged at John Chrysostom’s criticism of her greed and injustice.
After a brief reinstatement, Chrysostom again brought the royal court to task, comparing
the empress to both the biblical pariahs Jezebel and Herodias. This time, he was exiled to
Armenia.759
If John Chrysostom felt no compunction about criticizing the imperial court for its
material excesses, he certainly had no doubt about the divine nature of an earlier
judgement against Ananias and Sapphira. As Peter had acted as an agent of divine justice,
so John Chrysostom would act by the imputed divine authority of his office to take on the
empress of the Roman empire.
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Williston Walker, et al, A History of the Christian Church, 4th Edition, 160-161.
John Chrysostom subsequently died in 407 en route to a yet more distant exile.
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#8 - The Heresy of Thomas: Mystery & Wisdom
“Give to the emperor what belongs to the emperor, give God what belongs to God, and give me
what is mine.”
– Jesus, as quoted in the Gospel of Thomas 100:2.

In 1945, a copy of a lost manuscript known as the Gospel of Thomas was discovered with
a large collection of ancient texts known as the Nag Hammadi Library. With 114 sayings,
there is no attempt to compose a narrative.760 Thomas’ gospel was written in Coptic, the
common language of Egypt during the period of the early church.
References to such a gospel were known reaching back to earlier antiquity and three
Greek fragments of this gospel known as the Papyrus Oxyrhynchus had been discovered
around the turn of the 20th century.
Discovery of the Thomas manuscripts ignited new controversies about the New
Testament between biblical scholars. However, even today, Thomas is little known to
outside the ecclesiastic and university realm.
For followers of the historic Jesus and students of the New Testament, the Gospel of
Thomas is important for at least three reasons:
•

This non-canonical gospel likely was composed contemporaneously with the
four gospels that are now part of the New Testament; the discovered
manuscript actually predates any known complete and authenticated
manuscript of Matthew, Mark, Luke or John.

•

Thomas offers both independent corroboration and challenges to conventional
views about the teachings of Jesus.

•

Thomas is decidedly counter-cultural – as a type of non-traditional wisdom
literature and proto-Gnostic teaching.

In its simplest form, the heresy of Thomas is this: Jesus introduces the kingdom of God.
But this kingdom is available to only a few who are called to unravel the mystery,
attaining to a wisdom that reaches beyond conventional spiritual or material thinking.
Background of Thomas
Of the background of Thomas as a disciple and his writings relatively little is known.
Interpretation is as yet unfolding. With the so-called Gospel of Thomas, part of the
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In this respect, Thomas could represent the hypothetical Q test that may have served as a collection of
sayings used by two of the synoptic writers, Matthew and Luke.

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 228

problem is that the most intact version is written in Coptic, a language that few modern
scholars have mastered.761
Gospel Dating: Writings that have been attributed to Thomas include the Gospel of
Thomas, the Book of Thomas, the Acts of Thomas and the Infancy Gospel of Thomas.
Primary (though not exclusive) focus of this discussion is placed on the much celebrated
Gospel of Thomas.
Scholars who have evaluated the Gospel of Thomas text place its date of composition in
the period 70 – 100 AD. This is roughly the same period given by non-fundamentalist
scholars for the New Testament canonical gospels.
To some scholars, Thomas represents a collection of sayings that may predate the gospels
of the canon. At the very least, the sayings of Thomas appear to come from a time before
the four synoptics had achieved general, universal acceptance among early Christian
churches.
To at least one noted Thomas scholar and enthusiast, the case can be made for an even
earlier date:
The evidence for a mid-first century date for Thomas is considerable, although
not conclusive. Thomas had access to very early oral and, perhaps, written
sayings traditions which were independent of and, occasionally, superior to
traditions in the synoptics. This would probably not have been possible much
later than the year ~AD 90. Are there *any* sayings of Jesus in second-century
writings which are considered superior to their parallels in the synoptics? Even
John and the Pastorals, the Didache, and the Letters of Clement and Ignatius seem
to have no sayings superior to their synoptic parallels.
Thomas contains a substantial number of the same kinds of sayings---parables,
wisdom sayings, and proverbs---that are in the collections in the synoptic gospels
and in Q.762 Clearly, Thomas originated in a milieu and at a time where Christians
wanted to preserve that kind of material. Collections of that kind of material are
certainly not characteristic of second-century Christian texts.763
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There are differences noted between the intact Coptic Gospel of Thomas and what is acknowledged as
the earlier but fragmentary Greek manuscript of the Papyrus Oxyrhynchus – including different orderings
of the sayings of Thomas.
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“Q” is a hypothetical fifth New Testament saying gospel that would have preceded and served as the
basis for Matthew and Luke.
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From Stevan L. Davies, The Gospel of Thomas and Christian Wisdom, (Seabury Press: New York),
1983.
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The Infancy Gospel of Thomas is a different matter. It belongs to a genre of literature
offering what generally might be construed as a highly fanciful legend concerning Jesus’
youth.
The first Infancy gospel in extant form is a Syriac manuscript dating to the sixth century.
However, this document was known by as early as the second century. Irenaeus, bishop
of Lyon, wrote in his work Against Heresies of spurious tales that include an incident
from Thomas’ infancy gospel. As early as this time, such gospels were considered to
represent a heresy associated with groups of Gnostic Christians. This heresy was to be
shown as contrary to views of the orthodox church leadership.
The Book of Thomas was totally unknown and discovered with the Gospel of Thomas at
Nag Hammadi. The Acts of Thomas is an apparently gnostic historical romance focused
on the travels of Thomas to India.
Authorship: The opening prologue to the Gospel of Thomas states: “These are the secret
sayings that the living Jesus spoke and Didymus Judas Thomas recorded.” This
introductory statement fits within a formula familiar to readers of the New Testament
canon.
Either Thomas composed the document, or his followers attribute this collection to
him.764 Thomas was particularly popular in Syria, where he may have had the status of
patron saint.
Similarly, the Infancy Gospel of Thomas opens with the words: “I, Thomas, the Israelite,
am reporting to you, all my non-Jewish brothers and sisters, to make known the
extraordinary childhood deeds of our Lord Jesus Christ – what he did after his birth in my
region.”
Given what may be the more fanciful nature of the Infancy Gospel, our review focuses
on: (a) what is known of Thomas from the current New Testament canon; and (b) what is
known from the Gospel of Thomas.
Rediscovering Thomas: Before its rediscovery in 1945, there were no known complete
manuscripts of the Gospel of Thomas. This was one of those non-canonical writings
referenced by the church patriarchs, but with specific contents unknown for centuries.
The story of the gospel’s rediscovery reads as good as most murder mysteries.
Essentially, this gospel and what is known as the entire Nag Hammadi library were
discovered by two men plotting a murder. While digging at a mound for fertilizer, they
struck a clay pot. Inside were 13 leather bound books or codices.

764

An early church patriarch, Cyril, claimed that the Gospel of Thomas was written by a Syrian disciple
(also named Thomas) of the gnostic Mani.
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Taking the books home, their mother found these papers useful as kindling for her
stove.765 About a month later, the two brothers and their other siblings, found the man
who had murdered their own father. Exacting their revenge, they made the attack at night
and “… hacked off his limbs bit by bit, ripped out his heart, and devoured it among them
as the ultimate act of blood revenge.”766
During the subsequent murder investigation, one of the brothers decided to distribute the
books to others for safe keeping. In this process, they were ‘discovered’ by others who
recognized their antiquity. The first portion of the library to be translated had made its
way into the hands of none other than the psychologist Carl Jung. The rest, as they say, is
history.
The Tradition of Thomas: Identified in the fourth gospel as Thomas Didymus (‘the
twin”), the tradition of Thomas is one of skepticism and mystery.
Three of Jesus’ twelve disciples are known for their skepticism toward the authenticity of
Jesus’ mission. Judas is an obvious choice; his disillusion led to the betrayal of Jesus.
Peter fits the mold but for a different reason: he betrays Jesus’ trust through three denials
as Jesus goes to trial.
And then there is the apostle known down through the last two millennia as “doubting
Thomas.” This is the disciple who would not believe that Jesus had returned from the
dead until he could feel his flesh – the nail holes in his hand and the spear hole in his
side.
Thomas also may be considered an apostle of mystery. To this disciple is attributed a
gospel of gnostic orientation – indicating that Christ is to be approached and experienced
through special knowledge rather than a revealed text or even centuries old tradition. The
sense of mystery is deepened by the claim that Thomas ministered in the orient, traveling
as far east as the Indian subcontinent.
But back to the New Testament accounts. With the three synoptics, Thomas gets short
shrift. In each gospel, he is mentioned only once – with the naming of the twelve
disciples.767
Thomas plays a substantially more prominent role in John’s gospel. He is mentioned in
seven verses representing four different events – all pivotal to John’s portrayal of Jesus’
ministry.
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At least three of the codices were likely burned.
As cited by Thomas Farrell, Gospel of Thomas Homepage, http://www.miseri.edu/users/davies/thomas/
farrell.htm, as of March 24, 2001.
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Matthew mentions Thomas seventh in his listing; Mark and Luke put Thomas in eighth position. The
difference in order is that Mark and Luke list Matthew ahead of Thomas, Matthew mentions his own name
just after Thomas.
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John first introduces Thomas at the death and resurrection of Lazarus. In making the
decision to travel to Bethany, Jesus first informs his disciples: “Lazarus is dead. For your
sake I am glad I was not there, so that you may believe. But let us go to him.”
Thomas who John notes “was called the Twin,” suggests to his fellow disciples, “Let us
also go, that we may die with him.”768 Whether this was suggested out of fear, cynicism,
or an attempt at gallows humor is not clear from the New Testament text. In any event,
Thomas appears to have been well aware of the risk that Jesus’ return to Judea might
pose for all the disciples.
Thomas next makes his presence known when Jesus’ is attempting to unveil the mystery
of heaven to his disciples. At the beginning of a lengthy soliloquy, Jesus declares:
Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe in God, believe also in me. In my
Father’s house there are many dwelling places. If it were not so, would I have told
you that I go to prepare a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I
will come again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be
also. And you know the way to the place where I am going.
Thomas interjects: “Lord, we do not know where you are going. How can we know the
way?” Jesus responds directly to Thomas with this widely quoted affirmation: “I am the
way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. If you
know me, you will know my Father also. From now on you do know him and have seen
him.”769
While some might point to Jesus’ encounter with Nicodemus as the seminal event in
John’s gospel, a strong case could be made for Jesus direct pronouncement that he is the
route to God. For Thomas, both the question and the affirmation are pivotal – as we shall
see when considering the Gospel of Thomas in more detail.
His reputation for skepticism now firmly established, Thomas’ next appearance in the
Gospel of John comes belatedly, after the resurrection of Jesus. For reasons not
mentioned, Thomas is not present when Jesus first appears to his disciples.
This is the pivotal event, the one that secures this disciple’s reputation for all time as
“doubting Thomas.” As John tells it:
But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was not with them
when Jesus came. So the other disciples told him, “We have seen the Lord.” But
he said to them, “Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my
finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe.”
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John 11:12-16.
John 14:1-7.

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 232

A week later his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas was with them.
Although the doors were shut, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace
be with you.” Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger here and see my hands.
Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but believe.” Thomas
answered him, “My Lord and my God!” Jesus said to him, “Have you believed
because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have
come to believe”770
As if to be sure that Thomas does not forget, Jesus makes his presence known one more
time – this time in a familiar setting beside the Sea of Galilee. Seven disciples are present
as John tells it: “… Simon Peter, Thomas called the Twin, Nathanael of Cana in Galilee,
the sons of Zebedee, and two others of his disciples.”771 In this account, Thomas gets
second billing – just behind Peter.
The name of Thomas surfaces one more time in the book of Acts, recounted this way:
When they had entered the city, they went to the room upstairs where they were
staying, Peter, and John, and James, and Andrew, Philip and Thomas,
Bartholomew and Matthew, James son of Alphaeus, and Simon the Zealot, and
Judas son of James. All these were constantly devoting themselves to prayer,
together with certain women, including Mary the mother of Jesus, as well as his
brothers.772
A couple of items are of note in this brief account. First, Thomas has improved his
position in the listing of now eleven disciples. He now is identified sixth, an
improvement of two positions assuming that the same author penned both the Gospel of
Luke and Acts. Second, at the outset to his story of the early church, the author of Acts
also immediately introduces a few others alongside the apostles, namely certain
(unnamed) women plus Jesus’ family – his mother and brothers.
Non-Canonical Tradition: The confusion over Thomas’ name has persisted through the
centuries. According to Eusebius, his real name was Judas. This may have been a mere
confusion with Thaddeus, who is mentioned in the extract. But it may also be that
Thomas was a surname.
Out of this name has grown one tradition that he had a twin-sister, Lydia. Another
tradition has it that Thomas was a twin-brother of Jesus which is consistent with his
identification with Judas.773 Yet others suggest that Thomas never existed as a real person
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John 20:24-29.
John 21:2.
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Acts 1:13-14.
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The non-canonical Acts of Judas (1:1) includes a comment attributed to Jesus who is saying: “I am not
Judas who is also Thomas, I am his brother.”
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but only as the representation of a concept or message not found elsewhere in early
Christian literature.
The first century Christian patriarch Papias identifies Thomas as one of several disciples
and elders that “teach the truth.”774 Papias places Thomas in the company of Peter,
Andrew, Philip, James, John and Matthew as well as Aristion and the Presbyter John.
The material Thomas is said to have been born at Antioch. Earlier traditions, as believed
in the fourth century (for example, by Eusebius), represent him as preaching in Parthia or
Persia, and as finally buried at Edessa. Later traditions place him as far east as India. For
example, the Mar Thomas church in India traces its origins to Thomas.
His martyrdom, whether in Persia or India, is said to have been occasioned by a lance.
The date of Thomas’ martyrdom is commemorated by the Latin Church on December 21,
by the Greek Church on October 6, and by the Indians on July 1.775
Mystery & Wisdom
In Thomas, we are introduced to the mysteries and wisdom of Jesus in at least three
remarkable ways:
•

A different twist on parables – new interpretations similar to but with a spin
oddly different from that presented by the synoptic gospels of the New
Testament.

•

Emphasis on the kingdom of God as being in the here and now – not
somewhere else or at some unspecified time in the future but approachable
only by those who take time to penetrate the mysteries of the divine.

•

Presentation of a conflicted Jesus – a teacher who often contradicts himself.

A Different Twist on Parables: Of all the non-canonical gospels uncovered as of the
dawn of the third millennium, only the Gospel of Thomas follows in the parabolic
tradition of the New Testament synoptics – Matthew, Mark and Luke.776
Out of 114 chapters containing separate sayings, at least 13 involve use of the distinctive
parable format. The first is Thomas 8 which opens very much in the style of a synoptic
parable: “The human one is like a wise fisherman…” This wise fisherman discovers a
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As quoted by Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, III.39.4.
As referenced in Smith’s Bible Dictionary.
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In addition to the four gospels of the New Testament canon, at least 12 other non-canonical gospels
have been identified. In addition there are a variety of fragmentary gospel like documents, as well as what
might be termed orphan sayings and stories. From The Complete Gospels, Robert J. Miller, Editor.
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large fish. And then the gospel writer records, “Jesus threw all the little fish back into the
sea, and easily chose the large fish.”777
Thomas is in effect suggesting that Jesus is only interested in “large fish” or important
persons. This runs counter to contrasting accounts of the New Testament suggesting that
the “last shall be first.”
Thomas’ interpretation also runs counter to Matthew’s recounting of the same (or similar
parable). In Matthew, the fisherman distinguishes between “good” and “worthless” fish,
not necessarily “large” and “little”.
Of the 13 parables contained in Thomas, all but two are also found in one or more of the
synoptic gospels. It is noted that 4 are paralleled only by Matthew and 1 is found only in
Luke. Over one-half (7 of 13) parables found in Thomas start with: “The Father’s
imperial rule (or kingdom) ... ”
A few of the Thomas parables closely parallel those found in the canonical New
Testament. An example is the parable of the sower found in Thomas as well as all three
synoptics. Other comparables include the parables of the mustard seed, the weeds, the
merchant who buys the pearl, the yeast and bread, and the hidden treasure. All of these
parables including that of the sower are also found, for example, in Matthew 13.
While similar to Matthew, Thomas offers at least a couple of novel interpretations. In
Thomas, the merchant who buys the pearl is described simply as “prudent” while it is
Matthew who makes it clear that the pearl is “priceless.”
Matthew’s version of the parable of the hidden treasure emphasizes the subsequent
decision of the discoverer to bury the treasure and then buy the field. Thomas suggests
that the first owner did not know of the treasure, but upon death leaves the field to the
son who makes the discovery. The action of the son is that he “began to lend money at
interest to whomever he wished.”778 This reveals a level of financial interest by Jesus
reaching beyond anything suggested in the New Testament.
A couple of parables found in Thomas closely parallel the parable of the wedding
banquet and tenants found in Matthew 21 and 22. Then there is the parable of the lost
sheep, also told in Matthew18. However, in Thomas’ version, upon discovering the
sheep, Jesus is more blunt, ostensibly saying to the lost sheep: “I love you more than the
ninety-nine.”779
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Thomas 8:1-3 (SV). Synoptic parallel is found in Matthew 13:47-50, the parable of the net, which reads
that “when it (the net) was ful, they drew it ashore, sat down, and put the good into baskets but threw out
the bad.” (NRSV”).
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indicating that the shepherd “rejoices over it more than the ninety-nine…”
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There also is the parable of the rich fool, the only one of the New Testament parallels
found only in Luke not Matthew (as well as in Thomas). Thomas simply describes the
rich fool’s conceit and death as the result. Luke’s version of the parable includes a more
explicit statement of the moral of the story, with God speaking to make it clear that this is
“…the way it is with those who save up for themselves, but aren’t rich where God is
concerned.”780
Then there are two parables recounted in Thomas but not found in the New Testament at
all. One is a parable concerning little children. It goes like this:
They (the disciples) are like little children living in a field that is not theirs. When
the owners of the field come, they will say, “Give us back our field.” They take
off their clothes in front of them in order to give it back to them, and they return
their field to them.781
This parable seems odd for at least two reasons. First, the owners are taking away a field
from little children, a theme seemingly at variance with canonical picture of a Jesus who
says that it is children who populate the kingdom of God. Second, there is the somewhat
obscure if not bizarre response of the children taking off their clothes.782
The second parable not found in the New Testament is of a murder or execution:
The Father’s imperial rule is like a person who wanted to kill someone powerful.
While still at home he drew his sword and thrust it into the wall to find out
whether his hand would go in. Then he killed the powerful one.783
This seems to make the point of practice makes perfect, albeit with a definitely morbid
example.
In some of the other sayings compiled in Thomas, Jesus does not use the device of
parable but will use a commonplace example to illustrate his point. This approach is
exemplified by the saying wherein Jesus is quoted to observe: “A grapevine has been
planted apart from the Father. Since it is not strong, it will be pulled up by its root and
will perish.”784
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Luke 12:21 (SV).
Thomas 21:2-4. This parable is given in response to a question from Mary, who asks: “What are your
disciples like?”
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Editors of The Complete Gospel suggest three possible alternatives to this “obscure” passage based on
clues from later literature: a) removal of clothing may be to show sexual indifference, the conquering of
desire through asceticism; b) this may refer to the baptismal ritual common in the early church where
initiates were baptized in the nude; or c) to the Platonic and Gnostic notion that the soul sheds the body as
“clothing” upon death before ascending to the heavenly realm.
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Kingdom of God is Here & Now: The three synoptic gospels all refer on numerous
occasions to the “kingdom of God” or, as termed in the Scholars Version (SV as used
herein), the fathers “domain” or “imperial rule.” With the synoptics, one is never quite
sure of when or where this kingdom or this imperial rule is to appear.
With Thomas, the answer is quite simple. The kingdom is here and it is here now.
Although the kingdom is not readily apparent, it is nonetheless everywhere.
This is made clear in the second to last saying of the gospel, with the disciples asking
Jesus: “When will the <Father’s> imperial rule come?” Jesus replies: “It will not come by
watching for it. It will not be said, ‘Look, here!’ or ‘Look, there!’ Rather, the Father’s
imperial rule is spread out upon the earth, and people don’t see it.”785
Thomas provides 15 other references to the kingdom or imperial rule. Note that many of
these references are introduced through the device of simile. The kingdom generally is
described not in terms of the future but the now. In every case (but three), the operative
verb lies in the present rather than the future tense. Note that key concepts are italicized
for effect:
“The <Father’s> imperial rule is inside you and outside you. When you know
yourselves, then you will be known, and you will understand that you are children
of the living Father.” (Thomas 3:3-4)
The disciples to Jesus: “Tell us what Heaven’s imperial rule is like.” Jesus: “It’s
like a mustard seed....” (20:1-2)
Jesus sees babies nursing: “These nursing babies are like those who enter the
<Father’s> domain.” The disciples: “Then how shall we enter the <Father’s >
domain as babies?” Jesus: “When you make the two into one, and when you make
the inner like the outer and the outer like the inner, and the upper like the lower,
and when you make male and female into a single one, so that the male will not
be female nor the female be female, when you make eyes in place of an eye, a
hand in place of a hand, a foot in place of a foot, an image in place of an image,
then you will enter [the <father’s> domain].” (22:1-7)
“Congratulations to those who are alone and chosen, for you will find the
<Father’s> domain. For you have come from it, and you will return there again.”
(49)
“Congratulations to the poor, for to you belongs Heaven’s domain.” (54)
“The Father’s imperial rule is like a person who had [good] seed....” (57)
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“The Father’s imperial rule is like a merchant who had a supply of merchandise
and then found a pearl....” (76)
“Whoever is near me is near the fire, and whoever is far from me is far from the
<Father’s> domain.” (82)
“The Father’s imperial rule is like [a] woman who took a little leaven, [hid] it in
dough and made it into two large loaves of bread....” (96)
“The [Father’s] imperial rule is like a woman who was carrying a [jar] full of
meal. While she was walking along [a] distant road, the handle of the jar broke
and the meal spilled behind her [along] the road. She didn’t know it; she hadn’t
noticed a problem. When she reached her house, she put the jar down and
discovered that it was empty.” (97)
“The Father’s imperial rule is like a person who wanted to kill someone powerful.
While still at home he drew his sword and thrust it into the wall to find out
whether his hand would go in. Then he killed the powerful one too.” (98)
To the disciples notifying Jesus of the presence of his mother and brothers:
“Those who do what my Father wants are my brothers and my mother. They are
the ones who will enter my Father’s domain.” (99:2)
“The <Father’s> imperial rule is like a shepherd who had a hundred sheep. One
of them, the largest, went astray. He left the ninety-nine and looked for the one
until he found it. After he had toiled, he said to the sheep, “I love you more than
the ninety-nine.” (107)
“The <Father’s> imperial rule is like a person who had a treasure hidden in his
field but did not know it. And [when] he died he left it to his [son]. The son [did]
not know <about it either>. He took over the field and sold it. The buyer went
plowing, [discovered] the treasure, and began to lend money at interest to
whomever he wished.” (109)
From his disciples: “When will the Father’s imperial rule come?” Jesus: “It will
not come by watching for it. It will not be said, ‘Look, here!’ or ‘Look there!’
Rather, the Father’s imperial rule is spread out upon the earth, and people don’t
see it” (113)
“For every female who makes herself male will enter the domain of Heaven.”
(114)
So consider this imperial domain as described by Thomas. It is both inside and outside
you. It is like a mustard seed, nursing babies, a good seed, a pearl, a fir, a woman who
makes bread, a woman who spills meal from a jar, one who wants to kill, a shepherd, a
treasure. Those eligible to enter include those alone and chosen, the poor, those who do
the Father’s will.
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Many of these kingdom metaphors also can be found in the canonical New Testament.
Examples are those of the mustard seed, the good seed, the pearl, the leaven, the
shepherd, and the treasure. These all relate to seemingly insignificant actions or
undervalued assets that take on greater importance than had been previously accorded.
Jesus’ blessing to the poor as recorded by Thomas is consistent with Luke’s gospel, but
not Matthew’s. The admonition that the kingdom’s brother and sisterhood is limited to
those who do what the Father wants is a very explicit and sobering warning among
otherwise obtuse comparisons with the kingdom. And the observation that the kingdom is
right here but people don’t see it also parallels a message embedded in Luke’s gospel.
And there are definitive statements about the kingdom – about God’s domain – that are
found only in Thomas. These represent even more radical departures from conventional
wisdom about who is eligible for the kingdom.
Thomas suggests that entering the father’s domain depends on achieving impossible
contradictions – making the two into one, the inner like the outer (and vice versa), male
and female into one. The kingdom also appears open to those who are “alone and
chosen,” and to “every female who makes herself male.”
Thomas suggests that being near Jesus is like being near fire, like a woman who
unwittingly loses flour from a jar, and even like the person who wants to murder
someone powerful.
Finally, some of Thomas’ sayings exhibit parallels with the canonical gospels, albeit with
a different slant. For example, Luke’s Jesus says the kingdom is right in your presence.786
Thomas’ Jesus is more elliptical – the imperial rule is inside and outside you.
The Lord of the synoptics says that one must be as a child to enter the kingdom. Thomas
takes the comparison one step further. One needn’t be a child, but a nursing baby.
Conflicted Jesus: Two of the New Testament gospels – Matthew and Mark – present a
story where Jesus clearly appears in conflict with himself – making statements or taking
action that appears contradictory to what may he may have stated or may have occurred
at an earlier time.
Within the non-canonical literature, the Gospel of Thomas parallels the pattern set out by
these two synoptics – only more so. What follows are selected sayings from the Gospel
of Thomas organized around themes of what at least appear to be conflicting values.
Thomas & Conflicting Statements of Jesus
Theme
Commensality
vs. conflict

786

One Point of View
“When you go into any region and walk
about in the countryside, when people

An Alternative
“Perhaps people think that I have come to
cast peace upon the world. They do not

Luke 17:21.
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Theme

Short vs. longterm orientation
(or is it don’t
worry vs.
complain)?

One Point of View
take you in, eat what they serve you and
heal the sick among them.” (Thomas
14:4)

“Don’t fret, from morning to evening and
from evening to morning, about what
you’re going to wear.” (36)

Rewards for
poverty vs.
wealthy
philanthropy
No planning vs.
preparation

“Congratulations to the poor, for to you
belongs Heaven’s domain.” (54)

Hidden vs.
revealed truth

“They said to him, "Tell us who you are
so that we may believe in you.’ He said to
them, ‘You examine the face of heaven
and earth, but you have not come to know
the one who is in your presence, and you
do not know how to examine the present
moment.’" (91)
"Congratulations to you when you are
hated and persecuted." (68:1)

Defense vs.
offense

“Congratulations to those who go hungry,
so the stomach of the one in want may be
filled.” (69:2)

An Alternative
know that I have come to cast conflicts
upon the earth: fire, sword, war … ”
(16:1-3)
“Whoever does not hate father and
mother cannot be my disciple, and
whoever does not hate brothers and
sisters, and carry the cross as I do, will
not be worthy of me.” (55:1-2)
“So also with you, seek his treasure that
is unfailing, that is enduring, where no
moth comes to eat and no worm
destroys.” (76:3)
“[Foxes have] their dens and birds have
their nests, but human beings have no
place to lie down and rest.” (86)
“If you have money, don’t lend it at
interest. Rather give [it] to someone from
whom you won’t get it back.” (95)
“The Father’s imperial rule is like [a]
woman who took a little leaven, [hid] it in
dough, and made it into large loaves of
bread.” (96:1-2)
“Jesus [said], ‘One who seeks will find,
and for [one who knocks] it will be
opened.’" (94)

"Congratulations to those who know
where the rebels are going to attack.
[They] can get going, collect their
imperial resources, and be prepared
before the rebels arrive." (103)
"…if the owners of a house know that a
thief is coming, they will be on guard
before the thief arrives … " (21:5)

Meager vs.
plentiful harvest
(Is the cup half
empty or half
full?)
Following the
blind (or babes)
vs. exercising
discretion?

"Grapes are not harvested from thorn
trees, nor are figs gathered from thistles,
for they yield no fruit." (45)

"The crop is huge but the workers are
few, so beg the harvest boss to dispatch
workers to the fields." (73)

"If a blind person leads a blind person,
both of them will fall into a hole." (34)

"The person old in days won't hesitate to
ask a little child seven days old about the
place of life, and that person will live.”
(4:1)
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Theme
Jesus the
caretaker vs.
executioner

Reverence for
John the Baptist
or Jesus
(Christ?), or
both?

The rich
embrace others
vs. stay away

Who’s fit to
judge?

Take what you
see (or hear) at
face value vs.
don’t

One Point of View
"The Kingdom is like a shepherd who
had a hundred sheep. One of them, the
largest, went astray. He left the ninetynine and looked for the one until he found
it. After he had toiled, he said to the
sheep, 'I love you more than the ninetynine.'" (107)
"From Adam to John the Baptist, among
those born of women, no one is so much
greater than John the Baptist that his eyes
should not be averted." (46:1)

"A person was receiving guests. When
he had prepared the dinner, he sent his
slave to invite the guests. … (After no
luck) … “The master said to his slave,
‘Go out on the streets and bring back
whomever you find to have dinner.’ "
(64:1-11)
"The Pharisees and the scholars have
taken the keys of knowledge and have
hidden them. They have not entered nor
have they allowed those who want to
enter to do so." (39:1-2)
"Why do you wash the outside of the
cup? Don't you understand that the one
who made the inside is also the one who
made the outside?" (89)

An Alternative
"Damn the Pharisees! They are like a
dog sleeping in the cattle manger: the dog
neither eats nor [lets] the cattle eat." (102)
"Two will recline on a couch; one will
die, one will live." (61:1)
“…a child recognizes the Father’s
imperial rule and will become greater
than John.” (46:2)
" …a slave cannot serve two masters,
otherwise that slave will honor the one
and offend the other." (47:2)
"Why have you come out to the
countryside? To see a reed shaken by the
wind? And to see a person dressed in
soft clothes, [like your] rulers and your
powerful ones? They are dressed in soft
clothes, and they cannot understand
truth." (78)
"You see the sliver in your friend's eye,
but you don't see the timber in your own
eye. When you take the timber out of
your own eye, then you will see well
enough to remove the sliver from your
friend's eye." (26)
"What you will hear in your ear, in the
other ear proclaim from your rooftops."
(33:1)

The topics are as real today as they were 2,000 years ago. These are topics of:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Commensality vs. conflict
Short vs. long-term
Poverty vs. philanthropy
Value of planning vs. ad hoc reaction
Defense vs. offense
Meager vs. bountiful harvest
Following vs. leading
Jesus as caretaker vs. executioner
John the Baptist vs. Jesus
Embracing others vs. staying away.
Who’s fit to judge?
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If the Gospel of Thomas sometimes appears confusing because of apparent contradictions
in Jesus teachings, the Infancy Gospel of Thomas is even more striking for wildly
contrasting actions of the Savior as a youth. For example, the author claims that, in his
early youth, Jesus withers the hand of a boy who drains a pond Jesus made; another boy
is struck dead for bumping into Jesus.787
Later, after a scolding by his father, Jesus evidences a change toward actions of healing.
He resurrects a child who fell from a roof, heals a young man’s foot, heals the snake bite
inflicted on his brother James, and restores life to a construction worker.788
In the two millennia since these words were first uttered, theologians have struggled to
reconcile these apparent contradictions -- to "make sense of it all". But rather than try to
smooth over or harmonize these apparent differences, one might look for the alternate,
more obvious explanation, to wit:
•
•

Jesus intentionally set up situations of conflict and contradiction.
We can never fully experience the kingdom without living through the
contradictions -- both individually and collectively.

Through the gospels of the official New Testament canon, it is easier to smooth over the
internal differences, because one has to look more carefully to find the contradictions.
With Thomas, the conflicts are “in your face.”
And Thomas is quick to put his readers on notice. Right in his second saying, Thomas
quotes Jesus:
Those who seek should not stop seeking until they find. When they find, they will
be disturbed. When they are disturbed, they will marvel, and will rule over all.789
Just in case the reader doesn’t get the point, Jesus reaches for another explicitly
contradictory zinger near the end of Thomas’ gospel: “Damn the flesh that depends on
the soul. Damn the soul that depends on the flesh.”790
In the more contemporary setting of the 20th century, inherent conflicts became apparent
and resolvable vie the concept of dialectical materialism – the unity of opposites. Perhaps
expressed by no one better than the leader of the Chinese communist revolution,
Chairman Mao:
Changes in society are due chiefly to the development of the internal
contradictions in society, that is, the contradiction between the productive forces
and the relations of production, the contradiction between classes and the

787
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contradiction between the old and the new; it is the development of these
contradictions that pushes society forward and gives the impetus for the
suppression of the old society by the new.791
Is there a purpose for the dialectic? For Chairman Mao, it was the impetus for societal
progress.
For Jesus, the motive is less clearly stated. But one can surmise the intent is that of
realizing, of uncovering, of experiencing the kingdom among us in the here and now.
The God of Thomas
If one believes Thomas to be a gnostic, it is easier to understand why the God of Thomas
is so difficult to define. After all, the essence of the gnostic is the secret wisdom unveiled
only to the select.
Indeed, this Father is both similar to that of the four canonical gospel writers and
divergent. All depending on the particular saying or incident of interest.
Who is God? Only the Gospel of Thomas records this unusual encounter between Jesus
and a woman named Salome:
Salome said, “Who are you, mister? You have climbed onto my couch and eaten
from my table as if you are from someone.”
Jesus said to her, “I am the one who comes from what is whole. I was granted
from the things of my Father.”792
For Salome, this introduction is abrupt, smacking almost of rudeness but certainly of
authority. She recognizes this as a person who acts “as if you are from someone.”
For Jesus, the introduction becomes a chance to link himself with the divine – but in a
clearly subordinate position. Jesus is a part of the whole of the divine. He was “granted”
his authority from his Father.
No shrinking violet here. Apparently this abrupt introduction works to good effect for
Jesus. For this appears to be the beginning of a long relationship between Jesus and
Salome. None other than the gospel writer Mark records that Salome (along with Mary
Magdalene and Mary the mother of James) was a follower and supporter throughout
Jesus’ Galilean ministry and then and on to Jerusalem.793
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Mao Tse Tung, "On Contradiction" (August 1937), Selected Works, Vol. I, P. 314.
Thomas 61:2-3.
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Salome is identified by Mark 15:40-41 as one of three women who “used to follow him and provided
for him (Jesus) when he was in Galilee.” At Jesus resurrection, Salome is one of three women reported by
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As in the Gospel of John, the God of Thomas is revealed through the intermediary of
Jesus.
The Jesus of Thomas also talks considerably about what the Father’s imperial rule or
domain is all about. Much as with Mark or Luke’s references to the kingdom of God, for
Thomas the Father’s domain is both inside and outside you. The imperial rule is like a
mustard seed or a person who has good seed to sow, a woman who mixes yeast into
bread dough, a person with murderous intent, a shepherd who searches for the one lost
sheep, a person who had treasure but did not know it.
In short, the Father is known through his Son and his imperial rule – but not directly.
This brings us to the second question.
How is God Experienced? Thomas’ answer to the second question is no better than his
response to the first. The God of Thomas is treated, first, with skepticism and, then, with
wonder.
If we are to believe both the canonical and non-canonical accounts, Thomas’ experience
of the divine is transformed through his association with Jesus. As a disciple, Thomas can
accept divinity only as he experiences it as material, earthly reality. After all, this is the
Thomas who after Jesus’ reported resurrection declares to his comrades: “Unless I see the
mark of the nails in his hands, … I will not believe.”794
Thomas becomes convinced. In this and other encounters, the real God is present but not
apparent, visible but hidden – all at the same time.
Post resurrection, the Thomas portrayed by the manuscript rediscovered in the Egyptian
desert experiences the divine even with no physical manifestation. The first saying in the
Gospel of Thomas to introduce the Father suggests the passage to knowledge of God is
through knowledge of oneself:
… the <Father’s> imperial rule is inside you and outside you. When you know
yourselves, then you will be known, and you will understand that you are children
of the living Father.795
Like John, the Gospel of Thomas makes it clear that we can become children of God.
Unlike John, the path toward acceptance into the heavenly family comes through selfknowledge rather than through belief, or faith, or repentance.
How do we know that we have found our true Father? The Jesus of Thomas answers:
When you see one who was not born of woman, fall on your faces and worship.
That one is your Father.796

794
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John 20:24.
Gospel of Thomas 3:3-4.
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This is a God with an earthly connection, although one who is not born. Again, we are
instructed not to look too closely – but fall on our faces and worship.
Is there no way to get closer? Well, in a saying offering absolutely no parallel in the
canonical New Testament, the Jesus of Thomas offers a clue:
If they say to you, “Where did you come from?” say to them, “We have come
from the light, from the place where the light came into being by itself,
established [itself], and appeared in their image.” If they say to you, “Is it you?”
say, “We are its children, and we are chosen of the living Father.” If they say to
you, “What is the evidence of your Father in you?” say to them, “It is motion and
rest.”797
This gets to the heart of the question: “What is the evidence of your Father in you?” The
evidence is not a direct sighting, nor is it even any manifestation from those who find
themselves as children of God. No, the evidence is the stuff of life itself – motion and
rest, energy and entropy.
There is also a perhaps darker side to Thomas’ formulation of what it takes to know the
Father comes, as is clear from this short saying: “Congratulations to those who have been
persecuted in their hearts: they are the ones who have truly come to know the Father.”798
The path to the Father is not just self-knowledge, but persecution (of at least an emotional
and spiritual nature).
And finally, perhaps the most startling portrayal of the Father comes as a non-picture
with the Jesus of Thomas suggesting:
Images are visible to people, but the light within them is hidden in the image of
the Father’s light. He will be disclosed, but his image is hidden by his light.799
With this metaphor, the light (or presence of God) may be manifest; the image (or
substance of God) is not.
The God of Thomas Summarized: Thomas tries, but ultimately fails to coherently
answer who God is or how he can be experienced. God the Father can be known only
through the manifestations of his Son or imperial rule. But like the person with buried
treasure, God is not easily found.
We are to experience God as his children, but with no clear contact. Ours is a father who
is interested but distant, who moves in ways not apparent.
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Any vision we would have is blinding. We can come near through self-knowledge, even
persecution but our experience of the divine is always at arms-length.
Peculiarities of Thomas
As with the accepted writers of the New Testament, Thomas obviously has his quirks. He
certainly appears more at the edge of mainstream early Christian thought – assuming that
the mainstream is represented by the writings eventually accepted into the Christian
canon.
Several of these peculiarities are of particular note – Thomas views on the charity, the
economy of the kingdom, and women. And we can not end without acknowledging the
apparent contribution of Thomas to gnosticism.
Thomas on Charity: On the question of assisting the less fortunate, Thomas appears to
line up more with Luke and even James than with Matthew, Mark or John. Most
obviously, Thomas includes a version of the beatitude similar to that of Luke:
“Congratulations to the poor, for to you belongs heaven’s domain.”800
Thomas also sketches a parable similar to Luke’s account of the rich man and his bigger
barns, but in Thomas the rich man dies for even thinking about plans for expansion, well
before taking action. And in Thomas, the parable ends with Jesus exclaiming: “Anyone
here with two ears had better listen.”801
Finally, Thomas quotes Jesus as saying: “If you have money, don’t lend it at interest.
Rather, give [it] to someone from whom you won’t get it back.”802 This saying is similar
to quotations from Matthew and Luke, except that only the Jesus of Thomas closes with
injunction against lending with interest.
Thomas’ opposition to wealth is more strident than Luke, perhaps closer to the visceral
reaction expressed by the acknowledged early leader of the Jerusalem church, James.
After all, it was James who in his epistle wrote: “Let the believer who is lowly boast in
being raised up, and the rich in being brought low, because the rich will disappear like a
flower in the field.”803
More so than any accepted New Testament writer, the author of this Gospel of Thomas
demonstrates clear loyalty to the authority of James:

800

Thomas 54. This is the only beatitude cited in the Gospel of Thomas. Matthew’s version of this beatitude
is “Blessed are the poor in spirit”.
801
Thomas 63.
802
Thomas 95. Similar sayings but without the injunction against charging interest are found at Matthew
5:42 and Luke 6:30.
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James 1:9-10.
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The disciples said to Jesus, “We know that you are going to leave us. Who will be
our leader?” Jesus said to them, “No matter where you are, you are to go to James
the Just, for whose sake heaven and earth came into being.”804
Economy of Thomas: The ideology of Thomas goes beyond support for the less
fortunate. As in Luke and James, it is possible to discern the outlines of a broader
theology for the economy of the kingdom. This is the economy of Robin Hood –
redistributing wealth from rich to poor. But this is Robin Hood with an added twist – a
voluntary redistribution predicated on first earning the wealth.
The Jesus of Thomas consistently uses examples with economic content to make a
spiritual point. For example, Mary asks: “What are your disciples like?” In his response,
Jesus gives the example of protecting one’s possessions against thieves:
... if the owners of a house know that a thief is coming, they will be on guard
before the thief arrives, and will not let the thief break into their house (their
domain) and steal their possessions. As for you, then, be on guard against the
world.805
Like Luke and James, the Jesus of Thomas empathizes with the poor: “Congratulations to
the poor, for to you belongs Heaven’s domain.”806 And in a story with parallels to Luke,
Jesus tells of “...a rich man who had a great deal of money. He said, ‘I shall invest my
money so that I may sow, reap, plant, and fill my storehouses with produce, so that I may
lack nothing.’ Those were the things he was thinking in his heart, but that very night he
died.”807
Thomas also has Jesus telling the story of the master who prepared dinner for his wealthy
friends, all of whom decline. As in Matthew and Luke, the master than instructs his slave
to “Go out on the streets and bring back whomever you find to have dinner.”808 Thomas
concludes with Jesus observing: “Buyers and merchants [will] not enter the places of my
Father.”809
As in Luke, Jesus is confronted by an individual who asks: “Tell my brothers to divide
my father’s possessions with me. In Thomas, Jesus responds: “Mister, who made me a
divider?” He turns to his disciples and asks: “I’m not a divider, am I?”810
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In a parallel to Matthew, Thomas recounts the parable of the merchant who sells all for a
pearl. The punch line: “So also with you, seek his treasure that is unfailing, that is
enduring, where no moth comes to eat and no worm destroys.”811
Jesus asks: “Why have you come out to the countryside? To see a reed shaken by the
wind? And to see a person dressed in soft clothes, [like your] rulers and your powerful
ones? They are dressed in soft clothes, and they cannot understand truth.”812
In what appears to be a reversal, Thomas quotes Jesus: “The one who has become
wealthy should reign, and the one who has power should renounce <it>.”813
Once more, Thomas follows Matthew and Luke, but with a unique twist in response to
the question about paying taxes: “Give the emperor what belongs to the emperor, give
God what belongs to God, and give me what is mine.” 814
And in yet another apparent reversal, Thomas has Jesus saying: “The <Father’s> imperial
rule is like a person who had a treasure hidden in his field but did not know it. And
[when] he died he left it to his [son]. The son [did] not know <about it either>. He took
over the field and sold it. The buyer went plowing, [discovered] the treasure, and began
to lend money at interest to whomever he wished.”815
The next saying has Jesus saying: “The one who has found the world, and has become
wealthy, should renounce the world.”816
The Infancy Gospel of Thomas has Jesus expressing his economic values as a child. Jesus
goes with his father to work the fields. At the harvest, an 8-year old Jesus then
“...summoned all the poor in the village to the threshing floor and gave them grain.
Joseph carried back what was left of the grain.”817
However, Infancy Thomas also has Jesus performing miracles to benefit the wealthy and
his father economically. Joseph is making a bed for a rich man, but one cross beam turns
out shorter than the other. Jesus then stretches the one board to make it as long as the
other: “His father Joseph looked on and marveled, and he hugged and kissed the child,
saying, “How fortunate I am that God has given this child to me.”818
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Thomas & Women: Actually, the title of this section might more appropriately read
Thomas & Woman – since the only woman mentioned in the gospel is one Mary. Let’s go
first to the apparent punchline – the very last saying in Thomas:
Simon Peter said to them, “Make Mary leave us, for females don’t deserve life.”
Jesus said, “Look, I will guide her to make her male, so that she too may become
a living spirit resembling you males. For every female who makes herself male
will enter the domain of heaven.”819
Yet the issue may not be quite as clear cut as this. For in an early saying, Mary is quoted
as asking Jesus: “What are your disciples like?” Jesus response to Mary: “They are like
little children …”820
Several aspects of this interchange are noteworthy. First, Mary obviously was on close
personal terms with Jesus to have been able to ask what the disciples are like. Second,
note the phrasing “your disciples”; she clearly is distancing herself from this group of
men. Third, note Jesus’ response, not overly complimentary, as he compares the disciples
to little children – a theme that parallels that of the gospel writer Mark.
One incident and two parables may shed further light on Jesus’ views towards women as
characterized by Thomas. As in two New Testament gospels, a woman tells the Jesus of
Thomas: “Lucky are the womb that bore you and the breasts that fed you.” However,
Jesus response goes beyond that of the New Testament: “For there will be days when you
will say, ‘Lucky are the womb that has not conceived and the breasts that have not given
milk.’ ”821
The parables are more mixed. In one, the Jesus of Thomas appears complimentary toward
the woman who uses leaven to make two large loaves of bread.822 In the second, Jesus
compares the heavenly domain to a woman who absent-mindedly loses all of the meal
she is carrying in a jar that has broken without her notice.
And finally, there is Jesus’ enigmatic comment: “Whoever knows the father and the
mother will be called the child of a whore.”823 Was Jesus referring to his own situation?
Specifically, was he cognizant of the possible rumor circulating among those from his
hometown that he was an illegitimate child?
Thomas & Gnosticism: Since the discovery of the complete Coptic text of Thomas in
1945, the general view is that Thomas expresses Gnostic or proto-gnostic views. At the
most simple level, Gnostics believed that the world is evil, essentially a mistake in the
divine order.
819
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In general, Gnostics can be said to denote a form of Christianity involving those who
choose a life of asceticism.824 These are followers of the Christ who often regard
abstention from food and drink as indicative of and necessary for spiritual excellence,
and who may demand sexual continence as a principal requirement of the Christian
religion.825
To some, the Gospel of Thomas provides insight into:
…an early Christian community taking its first steps in the direction of
Gnosticism, its counter-cultural wisdom a blossom of the anti-cosmic gnostic
orientation that would reach its full flowering among Christians in the second
century. Thomas shares with Gnosticism a basic concern for personal identity
within a world that was widely perceived as brutal and mean.826
It is against this flowering of Gnosticism that the established church authorities
ultimately prevailed – aided and abetted by the political aspirations of the Roman
emperor Constantine. However, we are ahead of the game. This is the subject for a
subsequent chapter.
In the meantime, if there is doubt about Thomas’ intent, consider this shortest of
statements attributed to Jesus: “Be passerby.”827 This has been interpreted by some as a
call to take up the itinerant life of a follower of the way; by others it is seen as a Gnostic
calling to pass through this world and life without becoming attached.
Or consider Jesus statement: “Whoever has come to know the world has discovered a
carcass, and whoever has discovered a carcass, of that person the world is not worthy.”
828
In other words, be careful not to discover the world.
And another on the unveiling of the mysteries of wisdom. The Jesus of Thomas says: “I
disclose my mysteries to those [who are worthy] of [my] mysteries. Do not let your left
hand know what your right hand is doing.”829 God’s heavenly domain is a secret,
unveiled only to those who reject the world and are chosen to penetrate through to the
light.
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Exceptions may be the followers of Simon Magus and Mani who were less likely to view Jesus as the
bearer of hidden wisdom.
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Clement of Alexandria suggested a more simplistic definition of gnostic as someone who penetrates
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And finally, Jesus the Zen philosopher: “I am the light that is over all things. I am all:
from me all came forth, and to me all attained. Split a piece of wood; I am there. Lift up
the stone, and you will find me there.”830
This view of Thomas as a forerunner of full-blown gnosticism is not universally
accepted. To some, the arguments presented represent circular logic:
When authors who claim that Thomas is gnostic explain what they mean by
gnostic (and this they rarely do), they tend to admit that Thomas has almost no
gnostic characteristics. The conclusion that Thomas is gnostic is based upon the
premise that Thomas is gnostic. It was found among a collection of documents,
many of them gnostic, and so it is argued Thomas must be gnostic.”831
Acceptance of Thomas: Due to the recent 20th century appearance of a complete Thomas
manuscript, not much is known about early Church acceptance of this work. However, an
awareness of this gospel has been around for a longer period of time.
The Greek fragments of Thomas were discovered about one-half century before the more
complete and better known Coptic version, just before the turn of the 20th century – in the
debris of an ancient trash heap of Oxyrhynchus, a Roman-era city in upper Egypt.832
Prior to this, there was an awareness of this writing, but it was though to have been lost
forever.
Scholars have known the existence of the Gospel of Thomas since the origins of
Christianity, but no (known) copies have survived any of the puritanical purges. The
work is mentioned by the early orthodox church fathers, and (not surprisingly) almost
always in a negative context. 833
The early third century Christian writer Hippolytus mentions a 'Gospel of Thomas' that is
used by the Naassene Gnostics (Refutatio, ca 223-235CE) and quotes this saying:
Jesus said, "The man aged in days will not hesitate to ask a little child seven days
old about the place of life, and that man shall live; for many of the first will be
last, and they will become a single one." 834
The Valentinians who also followed in the Gnostic tradition used at least one saying of
Jesus which is found in the Gospel of Thomas.
830
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During this same time period (about 233), Origen, writing his first homily on Luke,
mentions the Gospel of Thomas as part of a list of heterodox gospels. Two different
versions of Origen’s treatise have survived, each noticeably different.
Jerome's Latin translation reads,
I know of a certain gospel which is called 'The Gospel according to Thomas' and
a 'Gospel according to Matthias', and many others we have read - lest we should
in any way be considered ignorant because of those who imagine that they
possess some knowledge of these.
In short, Jerome’s version appears to lend credence to the Thomas gospel. In contrast,
Greek fragments from Catenae read:
That is to say there are also in circulation the Gospel according to Thomas and the
Gospel according to Matthias and some others. These belong to those who “have
taken it in hand”.
This later part of this second quotation is from Luke 1:1, essentially meaning that these
other writers were writing without the aid of the Holy Spirit.835
Eusebius of Caesarea cites a Gospel of Thomas among apocrypha "...which have been
adduced under apostolic names by the heretics." And Philip of Side (c. 430), referring to
Eusebius, says "...most of the elders had completely rejected the so-called Gospel of
Thomas as well as the Gospel of the Hebrews and that of Peter, saying that these were the
work of heretics." 836
In short, as an editors’ note to The Complete Gospels observes: “There is still much work
to be done before this text is fully understood.”
Thomas in Summary
The writers of the New Testament introduce us to doubting Thomas – clearly a disciple
who marches (or perhaps meditates) to the beat of a different drummer. The gospel of the
canon portrays Thomas as a skeptic and an empiricist – he has to see to believe.
The non-canonical Gospel of Thomas – rediscovered only in this last century in the sands
of Egypt – carries the inquiring mind a step further. We are carried into the world of the
Jesus of mystery and wisdom.

835

Apparently some commentators give more credence to the Greek fragment. For example, Robert Grant
in The Formation of the New Testament, states that: “Origen rejects it (Thomas) absolutely,” page 65, 1965
edition.
836
The Gospel of the Hebrews is generally believed to be a version of Matthew (minus the nativity) used
by the Ebionites—with the Jerusalem Christians headed by lineal descendants of the apostles. Ebionites
were considered heretics for stressing Jewish roots in a church increasingly dominated by Gentiles.
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The gospel writer John draws us up to the threshold of this mystery of the word with the
revelation of a personalized divinity. Thomas crosses the threshold – yielding tantalizing,
sometimes disconcerting glimpses of the mysteries of God’s earthly and heavenly
domain.
The Jesus of Thomas offers a unique spin to many of the parables found in the New
Testament gospels. This Jesus clearly preaches a gospel of the here and now.
And Thomas’ Jesus gives conflicting advice. The portrait of a conflicted Jesus emerges
from this long-buried, non-canonical work of heresy. In the canonical New Testament,
the conflicts are also present; they just have to be coaxed out more gently.
Thomas’ Jesus is the only one to say: “Give the emperor what belongs to the emperor,
give God what belongs to God, and give me what is mine.”837 The Jesus of Thomas wants
his share; he also appears to distinguish himself from God the Father.
And, this is the Thomas of the bizarre, who ends his list of sayings with Jesus telling
Peter about how he will transform Mary: “Look, I will guide her to make her male, so
that she too may become a living spirit resembling you males. For every female who
becomes male will enter the kingdom of heaven.”838
In retrospect, it is not difficult to understand why the orthodox church felt uncomfortable
with Thomas and the associated spectre of gnosticism. The established church positioned
itself as the arbiter of Biblical interpretation and atonement – particularly after
Constantine. In contrast, Thomas suggested that each individual may have a different
interpretation and spiritual experience – and that is ok.
We have had less than a century to rediscover the Jesus of Thomas. It may take some
time and a willingness to drop prejudices over loaded terms like gnosticism and mystery
cults to experience the Jesus that Thomas labored – through a series of seemingly
disjointed sayings – to reveal.
Which brings us full circle back to the start – to the first saying of Jesus in Thomas that:
“Whoever discovers the interpretation of these sayings will not taste death.”
And the second: “Those who seek should not stop seeking until they find, When they
find, they will be disturbed. When they are disturbed, they will marvel, and will rule over
all.” 839
As we hurtle into the new millennium, there are yet a few that bother to seek. A few have
begun to find – and the ensuing disturbance has yet to unfold.
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Thomas 100.
Thomas 114.
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#9 - The Heresy of Mary: Life & Resurrection
“Do not hold on to me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and
say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.”
- Jesus to Mary Magdalene, as recorded in John 20:17.

If the Gospel of Thomas is disconcerting with its introduction to mystery and wisdom,
the non-canonical so-called Gospel of Mary takes us yet another step – further into the
uncharted waters of modern Christendom. Into the ultimate mystery of Christianity – that
of life and resurrection.
But the story of the heresy of Mary does not start here. It starts with another Mary – the
mother of Jesus.
For this is the heresy not of one Mary, but of a lineage of women – all named Mary. All
enmeshed in a web of legend, of mystery and – according to some – of suppressed
history.
Background of the Mary Accounts
For this story, we look both to canonical and non-canonical accounts. The New
Testament canon is important as a baseline for information – a bit of a teaser. But this is
not necessarily the whole story. For when it comes to the role of women in the life and
times of Jesus and of the early church, there may well be more than what found its way
into the canon of orthodoxy.
At least three non-canonical works are of importance in presenting a decidedly
unorthodox view of women’s roles in the development of 1st century Christianity. One is
the Gospel of Mary; the other two are known as the Dialogue of the Savior and the
Gospel of Philip. All three are considered as part of the Nag Hammadi library, although
an earlier discosvered partial version of the Gospel of Mary exists independent of this
source.
Gospel Dating: There is no complete manuscript available for the Gospel of Mary. For
centuries, this gospel remained virtually unknown.
Fragments from the Gospel of Mary re-surfaced in 1896, when Papyrus Berolinensis
8502 (Akhmim Codex) was acquired in Cairo by collector Dr. Rheinhardt. This Coptic
manuscript dates to the 5th century but, unfortunately, was not published until 1955.840
840

Publication was delayed more than 50 years due to vagaries of war and misfortune. The Gospel of Mary
codex actually contains parts of three distinct texts: The Gospel of Mary, the Apocryphon of John and the
Sophia of Jesus Christ. By the time of its 1955 publication, texts of the Nag Hammadi Library were also
beginning to appear. Greek versions of the Apocryphon of John and the Sophia of Jesus Christ were found
with Nag Hammadi. Both the Coptic and Greek texts have been used to produce translations of these latter
texts as are currently published with the Nag Hammadi Library.
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The Mary manuscript is fragmentary, missing its first six pages and another four pages
toward the middle of the codex.
All told, there are only three fragmentary manuscripts that have been recovered in recent
years. Two are 3rd century Greek fragments in addition to the longer 5th century Coptic
translation.841 Dating of an original document remains uncertain, but some argue that the
Gospel of Mary could have been written in the late first or early second centuries.
In contrast, the Dialogue of the Savior was composed as a conversation between the Lord
and several disciples. The manuscript is believed to have been written around 150 AD.
The Gospel of Philip contains both sayings of and stories about Jesus, from a Gnostic
(Valentinian) perspective. The account is not altogether coherent but often rambling and
disjointed. The available Coptic text is believed to be a translation of a Greek text written
perhaps as late as the second half of the third century.
Authorship: The authorship of the Gospel of Mary is unknown. There is no explicit
claim made that Mary Magdalene is the author of this gospel, although she figures as the
subject of much of the discussion with Jesus (as Savior).
Similarly, there is no author clearly identified with the Gospel of the Saviour. The
Dialogue was originally written in Greek, but now survives only in one fragmentary
Coptic manuscript from Nag Hammadi.
The Gospel of Philip is named for this disciple, perhaps because this is the only apostle
named. However, actual authorship is uncertain.
Tradition of the Three Marys
Untangling the web of historical documentation and legend about Mary is complicated by
the fact that there is not one, but multiple Marys referred to in the New Testament. As the
author of the non-canonical Gospel of Philip wrote:
There were three who always walked with the Lord: Mary his mother and her
sister and Magdalene, the one who was called his companion. His sister and his
mother and his companion were each a Mary.842
The difficulty of objectively evaluating both the story and the significance of one Mary
independent of another is further compounded by the following considerations:
•

While the three Marys appear to be given distinctive identities in the New
Testament gospels, their identity is less directly distinguishable elsewhere; for

841

The two Greek fragments are the P. Rylands 463 and the P. Oxyrhynchus 3525 published in 1938 and
1983, and the later Coptic translation attributed to Berolinensis Gnosticus 8052, first published in 1955.
842
Gospel of Philip 59:6-11, from The Nag Hammadi Library, James M. Robinson, General Editor, 1988.
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example, it is not entirely clear to which of the Marys an author is referring to
in some pertinent non-canonical literature.
•

There is some evidence that during the Qumran era, Mary may not only have
been a name but also a title of honor – a form of Miriam (the sister of Moses
and Aaron).

•

Some claim that Mary(s) who are assumed to be different people in the New
Testament may in fact be one and the same person.843

The Virgin Mother: The Mary story most appropriately begins with the Mary who was
mother of Jesus. Like her husband Joseph, Mary descended from the tribe of Judah and
was of the lineage of David.844 She had a sister apparently also named Mary, and she was
connected by marriage, with Elizabeth, who was of the tribe of Levi and of the lineage of
Aaron.845
The gospel writers Matthew and Mark indicate that Jesus had four brothers – James,
Joses, Judas, and Simon – as well as sisters that are unnamed.846 Legends concerning
Mary the mother of Jesus began circulating in written form as early as the fifth century;
the historicity of these claims is widely (though not universally) viewed with
skepticism.847
In addition to her obvious prominence at the birth and in the early childhood of Jesus,
accounts of Mary are found four times during the subsequent life, death and resurrection
of Jesus:
•

The marriage feast at Cana.

•

At Capernaum, where she and other members of the family are denied an
audience with Jesus.

•

At the crucifixion where her care is placed in the hands of John the disciple.

•

After the ascension of Jesus, when the disciples meet in the upper room.

843

For example, Laurence Gardiner, in Bloodline of the Holy Grail, 1986, claims that Mary Magdalene and
Mary the sister of Martha are one and the same person.
844
Pertinent sources are Psalms 132:11; Luke 1:32; and Romans 1:3.
845
The reference to a Mary as the wife of Clopas is provided in John 19:25. The reference to Elisabeth is at
Luke 1:36.
846
Matthew 13:55–56 and Mark 6:3. The Roman Catholic Church has maintained that Mary remained a
virgin and that these “brothers” and “sisters” were either Joseph’s children by an earlier marriage or were
cousins of Jesus.
847
An example of these accounts is the legendary story of Mary’s birth recorded in the medieval Gospel of
the Birth of Mary.
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The power of the Virgin Mary – a tradition handed down over two Millennia – is linked
not only to her role as mother but as prophet and poet. After her conception but before
delivery, Mary visits her cousin Elisabeth who also is with child.
Herewith the blessing known as the Magnificat:
My soul magnifies the Lord,
and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,
for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant.
Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed;
for the Mighty One has done great things for me,
and holy is his name.
His mercy is for those who fear him
from generation to generation.
He has shown strength with his arm;
he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.
He has brought down the powerful from their thrones,
and lifted up the lowly;
he has filled the hungry with good things,
and sent the rich away empty.
He has helped his servant Israel
in remembrance of his mercy,
according to the promise he made to our ancestors,
to Abraham and to his descendents forever.848
But we’re getting ahead of the story. Let’s backtrack to Matthew’s gospel. Of the three
Marys who are featured prominently in the four gospels, the only accounts given by
Matthew are of Jesus’ mother (though reference is made on two occasions to another
Mary – Magdalene).
Matthew introduces Mary the mother through her husband, initially listing as part of
Jesus genealogy: “1:16 and Jacob the father of Joseph the husband of Mary, of whom Jesus
was born, who is called the Messiah.”849 Joseph is described as a “righteous man,”
willing to break the engagement when he finds Mary is pregnant, but dissuaded by an
angelic messenger who suggests that he “not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the
child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.”850
The next people recorded as interacting with Mary are magi from the east, as follows:
“On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down
and paid him homage.”851
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Luke 1:46-55.
Matthew 1:16.
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Matthew 1:20.
851
Matthew 2:11.
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Perhaps the seminal post-childhood encounter reported between Jesus and his mother
(and siblings) is recorded by all three synoptic writers:
While he was still speaking to the crowds, his mother and his brothers were
standing outside, wanting to speak to him. Someone told him, “Look, your mother
and your brothers are standing outside, wanting to speak to you.” But to the one
who had told him this, Jesus replied, “Who is my mother, and who are my
brothers?” And pointing to his disciples, he said, “Here are my mother and my
brothers! For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and
sister and mother.852
Both Matthew and Mark also record one other post-childhood event involving both Jesus
and his mother, back home in Nazareth:
He came to his hometown and began to teach the people in their synagogue, so
that they were astounded and said, “Where did this man get this wisdom and these
deeds of power? Is not this the carpenter’s son? Is not his mother called Mary?
And are not his brothers James and Joseph and Simon and Judas? And are not all
his sisters with us? Where then did this man get all this?” And they took offense
at him. But Jesus said to them, “Prophets are not without honor except in their
own country and in their own house.” And he did not do many deeds of power
there, because of their unbelief.853
The gospel of Mark does not contain a birth narrative. There are two mentions of Jesus’
mother, both paralleling those of Matthew.
The gospel writer Luke provides a more detailed version of a pre-conception encounter
between Mary and an angelic presence. This event occurs after Mary has visited her
relative Elizabeth (who is pregnant with John the Baptist):
In the sixth month (of Elizabeth’s pregnancy) the angel Gabriel was sent by God
to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a man whose name
was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. And he came to
her and said, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.” But she was much
perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this might be. The
angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God.
And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him
Jesus. He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord
God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the
house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.” Mary said to
the angel, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?” The angel said to her, “The
Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow

852
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Matthew 12:46-50. Similar accounts are found in Mark 3.31-35 and Luke 8.19-21.
Matthew 13:54-58.
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you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God. And
now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son; and this is
the sixth month for her who was said to be barren. For nothing will be impossible
with God.” Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me
according to your word.” Then the angel departed from her. 854
From here, Mary travels to see her sister Elizabeth, then comes home, then reportedly
travels to Nazareth where she delivers the baby. Unlike Matthew, shepherds rather than
wise men are noted as the primary celebrants of Jesus’ birth. Luke treats us to the
reactions of both Mary and the shepherds:
2:16

So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the
manger. 17 When they saw this, they made known what had been told them about
this child; 18 and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them. 19
But Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart. 20 The
shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen,
as it had been told them.855
Luke’s final mention of Jesus’ mother comes shortly thereafter at the circumcision of
Jesus in Jerusalem. Described as a righteous and devout man, one named Simeon offers
an unusual blessing directly to Mary:
This child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel, and to be a
sign that will be opposed so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed –
and a sword will pierce your own soul too.856
More so than Matthew, Lukan accounts are focused on Mary – but they do not extend
beyond the events surrounding Jesus’ birth.
John is the only gospel writer to introduce the mother of Jesus at the end of Jesus’
ministry. In fact, John’s first reference to Mary comes at the scene of the crucifixion,
recounted in this fashion:
Meanwhile, standing near the cross of Jesus were his mother, and his mother’s
sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene. When Jesus saw his
mother and the disciple whom he loved standing beside her, he said to his mother,
“Woman, here is your son.” Then he said to the disciple, “Here is your mother.”
And from that hour the disciple took her into his own home.857
As fragmentary as this is, there is one other mention of Mary the mother of Jesus. This
occurs in the book of Acts, as the disciples “together with certain women” are gathering
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shortly after the reported post-resurrection ascension of Jesus. Among those identified are
“Mary the mother of Jesus, as well as his brothers.”858
All told, Jesus’ mother appears to have had up to four sons and at least three daughters.
The names of the daughters are unknown to us; those of the sons are James, Joses, Jude,
and Simon. It is not clear that Mary was the natural mother of all of these children. It is
possible that Joseph was father but she was stepmother.
As the theology of the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox churches developed, the
significance of Mary the mother of Jesus was gradually enlarged. The concept of Mary’s
perpetual virginity can be traced to the apocryphal Gospel of James. This became an
accepted part of Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox doctrine from about the fifth
century. Mary also became described as Theotokos (bearer of God).
In the 6th century, Gregory of Tours formulated the concept of Mary’s Assumption into
heavenly glory; this became official dogma of the Roman Catholic Church in 1950.
Previously, in 1854 Pius IX proclaimed the dogma of Mary’s Immaculate Conception –
establishing that Mary was considered as being born free of original sin.
The Sister: The second Mary identified – in two of New Testament four gospels – lives
in the Jerusalem suburb of Bethany and is sister to Martha and Lazarus. This Mary
appears in the accounts of Jesus’ ministry written by Luke and John.
The gospel writer Luke offers this well-known account of an interaction with a Mary who
understands and attends to Jesus’ needs better than her sister:
Now as they went on their way, he (Jesus) entered a certain village, where a
woman named Martha welcomed him into her home. She had a sister named
Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was saying. But Martha
was distracted by her many tasks; so she came to him and asked, “Lord, do you
not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself? Tell her then to
help me.” But the Lord answered her, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and
distracted by many things; there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the
better part, which will not be taken away from her.”859
Martha appears to be either the elder or the more prominent of the two sisters – for it is at
Martha’s home that this event takes place. And as is made apparent by John’s other
references to this family, it is clear that Jesus had more than a passing acquaintance with
this threesome.
Unlike Luke, John introduces us to this family at a traumatic time – the illness and
subsequent death of brother Lazarus. Note the account, focused for this discussion on the
role of Mary and the interaction with sister Martha:
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Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister
Martha. Mary was the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped his feet
with her hair; her brother Lazarus was ill. So the sisters sent a message to Jesus,
“Lord, he whom you love is ill.” But when Jesus heard it, he said, “This illness
does not lead to death; rather it is for God’s glory, so that the Son of God may be
glorified through it.” Accordingly, though Jesus loved Martha and her sister and
Lazarus, after having heard that Lazarus was ill, he stayed two days longer in the
place where he was …
When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb four
days. Now Bethany was near Jerusalem, some two miles away, and many of the
Jews had come to Martha and Mary to console them about their brother. When
Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, while Mary stayed at
home. Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not
have died. But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of
him.” Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” Martha said to him, “I
know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.” Jesus said to her,
“I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they
die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die. Do you
believe this?” She said to him, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the
Son of God, the one coming into the world.”
When she had said this, she went back and called her sister Mary, and told her
privately, “The Teacher is here and is calling for you.” And when she heard it, she
got up quickly and went to him. Now Jesus had not yet come to the village, but
was still at the place where Martha had met him. The Jews who were with her in
the house, consoling her, saw Mary get up quickly and go out. They followed her
because they thought that she was going to the tomb to weep there. When Mary
came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet and said to him, “Lord, if
you had been here, my brother would not have died.” When Jesus saw her
weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed
in spirit and deeply moved. He said, “Where have you laid him?” They said to
him, “Lord, come and see.” Jesus began to weep. So the Jews said, “See how he
loved him!” But some of them said, “Could not he who opened the eyes of the
blind man have kept this man from dying?”
Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone
was lying against it. Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” Martha, the sister of the
dead man, said to him, “Lord, already there is a stench because he has been dead
four days.” Jesus said to her, “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would
see the glory of God?” So they took away the stone. And Jesus looked upward
and said, “Father, I thank you for having heard me. I knew that you always hear
me, but I have said this for the sake of the crowd standing here, so that they may
believe that you sent me.” When he had said this, he cried with a loud voice,
“Lazarus, come out!” The dead man came out, his hands and feet bound with
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strips of cloth, and his face wrapped in a cloth. Jesus said to them, “Unbind him,
and let him go.
Many of the Jews therefore, who had come with Mary and had seen what Jesus
did, believed in him. But some of them went to the Pharisees and told them what
he had done.860
Viewed from Mary’s perspective, several items are noteworthy. First, the gospel writer
identifies the village as that of Mary (identified first before her elder sister Martha).
John’s gospel prospectively introduces Mary as the one who wipes Jesus feet – though
this event has not yet been recounted.
Second, Mary appears as the more grief stricken. She stays at home rather than going out
to meet Jesus before he arrives. When Jesus does arrive but is apparently still outside the
house, he asks to talk with Mary. Martha goes to inform Mary “privately” of Jesus
request for an audience. Surrounded by her friends, Mary goes out, kneels in reverence
but is nonetheless accusatory.
Mary repeats the same words that Martha had earlier told to Jesus: “… if you had been
here, my brother would not have died.” It is Mary’s anger that gets to Jesus who, for the
first time, is described as “greatly disturbed.”
Third, the scene switches back to Martha at the scene of the revival of Lazarus; Mary’s
presence is uncertain. However, it is because of Mary (and her friends) that many of
those present become believers after witnessing this apparent resurrection miracle.
It is in the next chapter of John that we are treated to the previously referenced
anointment of Jesus by Mary. The gospel writer describes the scene:
Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of Lazarus, whom
he had raised from the dead. 2 There they gave a dinner for him. Martha served,
and Lazarus was one of those at the table with him. 3 Mary took a pound of costly
perfume made of pure nard, anointed Jesus’ feet, and wiped them with her hair.
The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. 4 But Judas Iscariot, one
of his disciples (the one who was about to betray him), said, 5 “Why was this
perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?” 6
(He said this not because he cared about the poor, but because he was a thief; he
kept the common purse and used to steal what was put into it.) 7 Jesus said,
“Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial.
8
You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me.”861
So we have Mary, the sister of a family with Martha and Lazarus that Jesus loved. Mary
comes across as more interested in the person than the task, relatively emotional though

860
861

John 11:1-46.
John 12:1-8.

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 262

reverential, and willing to spend considerable funds for her moments of intimacy with
Jesus.
This Mary has, at times, been identified with our next figure, Mary Magdalene. Some
early traditions suggest that, together with her brother and sister, Mary later founded
churches in southern France. Which brings us to our last major Mary of the New
Testament.
The Magdalene: Different explanations have been given of this name; but the most
natural is that she came from the town of Magdala on the southwest coast of the Sea of
Galilee. After Jesus cast seven demons from her, she became one of His followers.
According to the Talmud (the collection of Rabbinic writings that make up the basis of
religious authority for traditional Judaism), the city of Magdala had a reputation for
prostitution – a factor that justly or unjustly has served to taint Mary’s reputation over the
last two millennia.
The available New Testament accounts do not describe her illness in any greater detail.
This information, coupled with the fact that Luke first mentions Mary Magdalene
immediately following his account of the sinful woman leads some to the conclusion that
the two women are one and the same. John does not name the woman accused of
adultery; however, this personage also has been assigned by some to Magdalene.
Mary Magdalene has also been linked romantically with Jesus. The non-canonical Gospel
of Philip is the most direct:
And the companion of the Saviour is Mary Magdalene. But Christ loved her more
than all the disciples, and used to kiss her often on the mouth. The rest of the
disciples were offended by it and expressed disapproval. They said unto him,
Why do you love her more than all of us? The Saviour answered and said to them,
Why do I not love you like her? … Great is the mystery of marriage – for without
it the world would not have existed. Now the existence of the world depends on
man, and the existence of man on marriage.862
Some have speculated that Mary Magdalene and Jesus were married and had children.
One recent writer goes so far as to suggest that Magdalene died in AD 63, at age 60 in
what is now southern France.863
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From Philip 63-64. This excerpt is a paraphrase from Laurence Gardner, Bloodline of the Holy Grail,
1986. The Gospel of Philip is part of the Nag Hammadi codices. It is a Coptic text believed to have been
translated from the Greek perhaps as late as the second half of the third century, as described in The Nag
Hammadi Library, James M. Robertson, General Editor, 1978.
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The author of Rabbi Jesus suggests a plausible social context for Jesus’ relationship with
Mary:
Jesus’ itinerant life precluded marriage and raising children. Loyalty to the Torah
precluded adultery. But adultery was defined in Judaism as taking the wife of
another, which, like seducing a maiden (who might become another’s wife), is
clearly forbidden.864 But sexual contact with an unmarried woman who was not a
virgin, particularly a sinner or a formerly demon-possessed person, did not fall
under the definition of adultery or seduction. There is no evidence that Jesus did
or did not enjoy sexual contact during his life, but seven-demoned Miriam
remains the most likely candidate if he did so, because she is the only woman,
apart from his mother, with whom he had persistent contact. Indeed, her status
made her the kind of woman Jesus’ mother might once have hoped her mamzer
son would marry.865
Beyond the speculation, it is perhaps more instructive to consider how the Magdalene is
portrayed in the New Testament gospels.866 The only definitive mention of Mary
Magdalene prior to the reported crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus occurs in Luke’s
gospel, which goes like this:
Soon afterwards he went on through cities and villages, proclaiming and bringing
the good news of the kingdom of God. The twelve were with him, 2 as well as
some women who had been cured of evil spirits and infirmities: Mary, called
Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out, 3 and Joanna, the wife of
Herod’s steward Chuza, and Susanna, and many others, who provided for them
out of their resources.867
This passage clearly indicates two items worth noting:
•

Along with other women, Mary Magdalene had been cured of some form of
spirit possession (or mental illness).

•

The other women mentioned (and possibly Mary) were individuals of some
resources (or wealth), who apparently helped to fund the travels not only of
Jesus but the twelve disciples.

The next time that we definitely encounter Mary is at the crucifixion. This is the first
appearance in Matthew of the Magdalene; the gospel writer provides this account:
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Many women were also there, looking on from a distance; they had followed
Jesus from Galilee and had provided for him. Among them were Mary
Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James and Joseph, and the mother of the sons
of Zebedee. …
So Joseph took the body and wrapped it in a clean linen cloth and laid it in his
own new tomb, which he had hewn in the rock. He then rolled a great stone to the
door of the tomb and went away. Mary Magdalene and the other Mary were there,
sitting opposite the tomb. 868
For Matthew, this apparently is a woman who needs no introduction. And in this account,
the Magdalene even takes precedence over the other Mary, the mother of Jesus.
We now turn to the events of resurrection morning. Here the accounts, while similar,
diverge in the details. Matthew starts it this way:
After the sabbath, as the first day of the week was dawning, Mary Magdalene and
the other Mary went to see the tomb.869
Matthew then recounts how the two women see an angel who tells them not to be afraid,
that Jesus is risen, and that they should go tell the disciples. Both leave the tomb “quickly
with fear and great joy.”
Mark’s gospel offers a nearly identical story, with two notable exceptions. First, Mark
appears to identify the two Marys and also Salome as visiting the tomb on Sunday
morning. Second, and of greater interest, Mark does not refer to the sense of “great joy”
recorded by Matthew. Rather this second gospel states: “So they went out and fled from
the tomb, for terror and amazement had seized them; and they said nothing to anyone, for
they were afraid.”870
And here the second gospel ends – at least the earliest known manuscripts. Later
manuscripts of Mark’s gospel add one of two variations. The first of the variations ends
this way:
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[[And all that had been commanded them they told briefly to those around Peter.
And afterward Jesus himself sent out through them, from east to west, the sacred
and imperishable proclamation of eternal salvation.]]871
The second and more conventional ending of Mark starts this way:
Now after he rose early on the first day of the week, he appeared first to Mary
Magdalene, from whom he had cast out seven demons. She went out and told
those who had been with him, while they were mourning and weeping. But when
they heard that he was alive and had been seen by her, they would not believe
it.872
With any ending, Mary Magdalene figures prominently as the closer to Mark’s gospel.
The question posed by the alternative endings is whether she left in fear or with joy and
confidence.
Luke’s gospel provides an account that is similar to the longer, more conventional ending
to the Gospel of Mark. However, Luke adds a follow-up sequence – with Peter also going
to the tomb following the earlier arrival of the women:
Then they remembered his words, and returning from the tomb, they told all this
to the eleven and to all the rest. Now it was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the
mother of James, and the other women with them who told this to the apostles.
But these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe them. But
Peter got up and ran to the tomb; stooping and looking in, he saw the linen cloths
by themselves; then he went home, amazed at what had happened.873
Then we get to John’s gospel, which makes Mary of Magdalene the clear star of the
resurrection narrative. Not only does she get there first (in this account unaccompanied),
she also is the first to meet and greet the risen Jesus:
Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came
to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the tomb…874
But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over to look into
the tomb; and she saw two angels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus had
been lying, one at the head and the other at the feet. They said to her, “Woman,
why are you weeping?” She said to them, “They have taken away my Lord, and I
do not know where they have laid him.” When she had said this, she turned
around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not know that it was Jesus. Jesus
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said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?”
Supposing him to be the gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if you have carried him
away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.” Jesus said to
her, “Mary!” She turned and said to him in Hebrew, “Rabbouni!” (which means
Teacher). Jesus said to her, “Do not hold on to me, because I have not yet
ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to
my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’ ” Mary Magdalene went
and announced to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord”; and she told them that he
had said these things to her.875
So there we have it, all the events in the canonical New Testament that directly relate to
Mary Magdalene. But not quite, because there are two other matters often attributed to
the Magdalene to be covered:
•

Mary Magdalene has been associated with the “woman in the city who was a
sinner” who washed Jesus’ feet, but there is no definitive New Testament basis
for this.876

•

Mary also is often associated with the woman whom Jesus saved from stoning
after she had been taken in adultery, again an association with no evidence.877

So, the New Testament gospels leave us with a portrait of a woman who clearly was a
long-time follower of Jesus. She was someone who was a doer, evidenced by her
initiative to attend to the grave of her master at the earliest opportunity after death and
the intervening Sabbath.
If we had just the three synoptic gospels, that would be the end of the story. But John’s
gospel opens a new dimension – a story that clearly portrays a more intimate, closer
connection between the teacher and the Magdalene. A closeness evidenced by the
imminence of her reaching out to embrace the Saviour – stopped only by the request of
Jesus not to be touched.
Characterization of the Three Marys: Over the centuries, more myth and speculation
has surrounded these three Marys than perhaps any other figures in the New Testament.
The three faces of Mary that emerge from this accretion of myth is something like:
•
•
•

Mary the blessed
Mary the adoring
Mary the repentant
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A closer reading of the available gospel accounts suggests a more compelling case could
be made for a very different interpretation, something like:
•
•
•

The spurned mother
The petulant groupie
The persistent seeker

Amid this confusion, one is tempted to ask: Will the real Mary please stand up? But wait,
before the task gets simpler, it must first become more complex.
Other Marys: We could easily stop with the three most prominent Marys. After all, they
receive most of the press. However, the web gets more tangled. For completeness, it is
useful to also consider the role of three other Marys who also receive New Testament
mention.
Mary of Cleophas (or Clopas): Identified as the wife of Clopas (or Alphæus), She is first
mentioned on the day of the crucifixion standing by the cross and, later, sitting desolate
at the tome with Mary Magdalene. 878 At the dawn of Easter morning, she is identified by
the three synoptic authors as traveling to the tomb with sweet spices.
Mary of Clopas also appears to be the sister of Mary the mother of Jesus. Two of her sons
(James and John) are listed among the twelve apostles, and a third (Simon or Simeon)
may have succeeded his cousin in charge of the church of Jerusalem.
Mary, Mother of Mark: This Mary was sister (or possibly aunt) to Barnabas, a partner in
the ministries of the apostle Paul.879 She is among the earliest disciples, residing at
Jerusalem. She gave up her house to be used as one of the chief places of meeting. Her
house is explicitly identified as the place to which Peter repaired upon his release from
prison.880 The size of the house and the presence of a maid would indicate that this Mary
was relatively affluent.
Paul’s Unidentified Mary: The final Mary mentioned in the New Testament is identified
by Paul at the conclusion to his epistle to the Romans. Paul offers greetings to a number
of his fellow workers including this message: “Greet Mary, who has worked very hard
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among you.”881 That’s it, no other mention or identification of what her work has been or
who this Mary is.
Life & Resurrection
Enough of the history, Now we dive a bit deeper into the heresy – focusing on the Mary
known as the Magdalene.
As Jesus himself said: “I am the resurrection and the life.”
Mary the Radical Feminist: Is there a war of the sexes at work in the early church, even
earlier in the midst of Jesus? And might Mary of Magdalene be the point person in this
patriarchal revolt?
Strong questions, no doubt. So, let’s consider the evidence. Go back to Easter morning.
Even the gospel writers can’t hide the undertones of sexual tension at play.
Start with Luke. The women (including Mary Magdalene) arrive at the tomb, see two
angels, and then return to tell the eleven of what they have seen. Luke is honest enough
to record the negative reaction of the disciples: “But these words seemed to them an idle
tale, and they did not believe them.” So Peter runs off to the tomb on his own, and comes
back, as Luke says, “amazed at what had happened.”882 The disciples gave little
credibility to the women’s account; Peter is incredulous when he finds that the women
have not hallucinated or dreamed, but have perceived the situation correctly.
Mark’s alternative accounts are the most telling – particularly in comparing a couple of
the alternative endings to this gospel as provided by early manuscripts. The earliest
manuscripts end this gospel with women who have “fled from the tomb, for terror and
amazement had seized them’ and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.”883
End of story and hardly a flattering view of the women at the tomb.
Matthew then recounts how the two women see an angel who tells them not to be afraid,
that Jesus is risen, and that they should go tell the disciples. The leave the tomb “quickly
with fear and great joy.”
Mark’s gospel offers a nearly identical story, with two notable exceptions. First, Mark
appears to identify the two Marys and also Salome as visiting the tomb on Sunday
morning. Second, and of greater interest, Mark does not identify the sense of “great joy”
recorded by Matthew. Rather this second gospel states: “So they went out and fled from
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the tomb, for terror and amazement had seized them; and they said nothing to anyone, for
they were afraid.”884
The second and more conventional ending of Mark puts a more conventional spin on the
event (a la Luke):
Now after he (Jesus) rose early on the first day of the week, he appeared first to
Mary Magdalene, from whom he had cast out seven demons. She went out and
told those who had been with him, while they were mourning and weeping. But
when they heard that he was alive and had been seen by her, they would not
believe it.885
But, in this account which appears in all conventional bibles from the King James
forward, Mary is vindicated. In fact, once Jesus finally appears to the eleven, “he
upbraided them for their lack of faith and stubbornness, because they had not believed
those who saw him after he had risen.”886
It is also useful to consider John, for whom the women’s credibility is less of an issue.
Like Luke, John indicates that Mary arrives first, goes and tells Peter who comes back
with the beloved disciple. Interestingly, the other disciple believes even though this
gospel indicates that he did not understand the scriptural reference that Jesus “must rise
from the dead.”’
Then all the disciples apparently return to their homes. Only Mary stays around the tomb
site, where she then has her encounter with the gardener, actually Jesus. So Jesus tells
Mary:
…go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your
Father, to my God and your God.’ ” Mary Magdalene went and announced to the
disciples, “I have seen the Lord”; and she told them that he had said these things
to her.887
Frankly, John’s account seems a bit confused. While the disciples are not cited as being
openly contemptuous of the message of Mary, they still don’t seem to get it without
Mary. Jesus uses Mary as his envoy to take a message back to the disciples.
If the tension between the apostolic men and women of the Jesus movement is muted in
the canonical New Testament, it flares into the open with several non-canonical works
(all from the Nag Hammadi library discovered in 1945 in the Egyptian desert).
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Start with the most famous of the Nag Hammadi works, the Gospel of Thomas. In the
very last of 114 sayings, Thomas makes this tension explicitly clear:
Simon Peter said to them, “Make Mary leave us, for females don’t deserve life.”
Jesus said, “Look, I will guide her to make her male, so that she too may become
a living spirit resembling you males. For every female who makes herself male
will enter the domain of Heaven.”888
Not only is the tension palpable, but the Jesus of Thomas appears to side with the women
– albeit in a form that suggests continued submission of female to male. A similarly antifemale viewpoint is attributed to Jesus in a separate work from the Nag Hammadi library,
the Dialogue of the Saviour:
Judas asks Jesus: “Why then, in truth, do <the living> die and <the dead> live?”
Jesus answers: “Whatever is from the truth does not die; whatever is from woman
dies.”889
It takes the Gospel of Mary to provide a clear counterpoint. As with the other extracanonical works cited, the Gospel of Mary offers an explicit view of the tension between
male disciples versus, in this case, the perceived special status of Mary (Magdalene).890
The account begins mildly enough. Upon issuing a commandment to “preach the good
news of the domain” (much as is recorded in the four gospels), Jesus leaves them. The
disciples “were distressed and wept greatly”. It is at this point that Mary takes command:
Then Mary stood up. She greeted them all and addressed her brothers: “Do not
weep and be distressed nor let your hearts by irresolute. For his grace will be with
you all and will shelter you. Rather we should praise his greatness, for he has
joined us together and made us true beings.” When Mary said these things, she
turned their minds [to]ward the Good, and they began to [as]k about the wor[d]s
of the Savi[or]. 891
Following this, Peter is reported as saying to Mary: “Sister, we know that the Savior
loved you more than any other woman. Tell us the words of the Savior that you know,
but which we haven’t heard.” Mary then begins to “rep[ort to you as much as] I
remember that you don’t know.” 892
After speaking of the secrets of what she terms the seven Powers of Wrath, Mary falls
silent. At this point, gender definitely becomes an issue:
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“Andrew said: ‘Brothers, what is your opinion of what was just said? I for one
don’t believe that the S[a]vior said these things, be[cause] these opinions seem to
be so different from h[is th]ought.’
After reflecting on these ma[tt]ers, [Peter said], ‘Has the Sa[vior] spoken secretly
to a wo[m]an and [not] openly so that [we] would all hear? [Surely] he did [not
wish to indicate] that [she] is more worthy than we are?’
Then Mary wept and said to Peter, ‘Peter, my brother, what are you imagining
about this? Do you think that I’ve made all this up secretly by myself or that I am
telling lies about the Savior?’
Levi said to Peter, ‘Peter, you have a constant inclination to anger and you are
always ready to give way to it. And even now you are doing exactly that by
questioning the woman as if you’re her adversary. If the Savior considered her to
be worthy, who are you to disregard her? For he knew her completely <and>
loved her devotedly.
Instead, we should be ashamed and, once we clothe ourselves with perfect
humanity, we should do what we were commanded. We should announce the
good news as the Savior ordered, and not be laying down any rules or making
laws.’
After he said these things, Levi left <and> began to announce the good news.”893
The Gospel of Mary (at least with the fragments currently available) ends here. Clearly,
this non-canonical (and deeply heretical) gospel provides the most open assessment of
the tension between the sexes that appeared early in the history of the Christian
movement. For women, the message of this gospel also is one of hope; Mary prevails
over the objections of other prominent male disciples.
What do we make of this? It definitely appears that the New Testament accounts
demonstrate a reluctance for the men to accept the women as credible witnesses. Three
different Nag Hammadi documents suggest that the issue may extend beyond credibility
to resentment of Mary’s special relationship with Jesus. This may be more than just a
difference in perspective. It apparently leads to a confrontation between the men and an
embryonic women’s movement led by Mary – essentially a tussle for early control of the
Christian movement.
From Life to Resurrection: Is the Mary story simply about a first century version of
women’s liberation? It would be easy (and tempting) to stop here.
If we continue to dig, is there more? Or are we merely grasping at straws – at a vapor
always just beyond our senses?
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The evidence available is often fragmentary, often ambiguous. Yet, perhaps there is more
to capture.
We begin back with the New Testament gospel accounts of Mary Magdalene on Easter
morning. While their accounts differ, all four gospel writers place Mary as either the first
or with the first who approach the tomb:
•

The three synoptic writers identify Mary as with those 2-3+ women who first
encounter an angelic presence at the tomb; the Gospel of John gives Mary the
first audience (alone) with the risen Christ.

•

In Matthew, the women are enjoined by the risen Jesus to go tell the disciples;
in Mark, it is a “young man, dressed in a white robe” who gives this
instruction. In Luke the women go to the disciples (without mention of any
prior direction) and in John’s account Mary is instructed by Jesus to go to “my
brothers.”

•

In Luke, the account of the women is not believed by the disciples; in
Matthew and Mark (longer version), the disciples express doubt (even after
other sightings). And in John, Peter and the beloved disciple are described as
though they did “not understand” that Jesus would rise from the dead –
despite having just witnessed an empty tomb. Thomas is identified as another
apostolic doubter.

We have an interesting situation. Mary (and perhaps other women) are the first to
experience the empty tomb and to experience the risen Jesus. The male disciples doubt
the veracity of their accounts. Some of the apostles express doubts even after witnessing
the empty tomb or hearing accounts of resurrection from others.
The question arises: is the first acknowledgement of resurrection by Mary coincidental, a
fluke? Or is there something more significant? Is the initial acknowledgement by Mary
instrumental to achieving broader recognition among other followers of this strange
resurrection back to life? In short, would the Easter story have been possible without
Mary?
Before answering, return again to the non-canonical Gospel of Mary. The gospel records
Jesus commissioning the disciples to “preach the good news of the domain,” then
indicates that “After he said these things, he left them.”
This gospel records that the disciples “were distressed and wept greatly.” It is Mary who
then “stood up” and addressed the disciples. She finishes, having “turned their minds
toward the Good, and they began to ask about the words of the Savior.”894
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Here Mary appears to play a pivotal role not only with the Easter resurrection, but at the
time associated by the New Testament gospels with the post-resurrection ascension.
One more clue, this time back to the canon, in Acts. After the ascension of Jesus, the
disciples return to the upper room in the city. Not only the disciples, but also present are
“certain women, including Mary the mother of Jesus, as well as his brothers.”
The presence of the Magdalene is not clearly stated, but might be implied given her key
participation in other recent events. Also noteworthy about this passage is the
reintroduction of Mary the mother of Jesus and his brothers – who had previously been
snubbed by Jesus. They move back front and center; this is the first recorded step in the
ascension by Jesus’ brother James to a place of authority in ensuing church leadership.
Now, let’s retrace our steps back to an earlier time – the conception of Jesus and the
mother’s pregnancy. Back to the voice of Mary in what we know as the Magnificat:
My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior …
Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed …
He has shown strength …
He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly …
He has helped his servant Israel in remembrance of his mercy …895
Mary (the mother) serves as the conduit through which Jesus can enter the human
dimension, she is the crucible of human life to the divine. She is one of the lowly,
confounding the powerful.
Finally, let’s move back to the home of the third Mary and her sister Martha. On the first
visit by Jesus to their home (as recorded by John), Martha runs out to meet Jesus who
arrived after the death of brother Lazarus. Here we pick up the action:
Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” Martha said to him, “I know that
he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.” Jesus said to her, “I am the
resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will
live. And everyone who lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe
this?” She said to him, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of
God, the one coming into the world.”896
Jesus performs a resurrection miracle at this home. In the process he extracts a confession
of faith from Mary’s sister Martha – based on Jesus’ declaration as the “resurrection and
the life.”
There is one more encounter, shortly thereafter, back at the home of Lazarus. Mary
anoints Jesus’ feet with costly nard perfume. In response to the fuss that Judas raises,
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Jesus states: “Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my
burial.”897
So, what have we? Can we weave a big picture tapestry of the threads given to us about
the three Marys?
In short, is there more to the Mary heresy? Evidence suggests that the answer is yes, that
the Mary factor is instrumental in the delivery of Jesus to life, and from life to
resurrection. Consider:
•
•
•

Mary the mother gave Jesus life in human form.
Mary the sister offered Jesus the opportunity to demonstrate power of life over
death and then to symbolize his own death.
Mary the Magdalene gave Jesus the opportunity for personal witness and intimate
encounter upon re-entry to life from the grave.

Life – death – resurrection – and on – and on. Before the Marys, there was a cycle of life
and death. With the Marys as intermediaries, a new step is added – resurrection. A
pathway to the eternal.
This is the power and the heresy of Mary (of the Marys). Resurrection is not simply an
ethereal concept, it is real, it is vivid, it is intimate, it is personal. It forces a decision for
belief or unbelief.
The Marys mediate and deliver this message. But this is a challenging message –
particularly coming from women in first century Palestine. It’s bad news for the
messenger, as Mary is relegated to whispered rumors, even obscurity. Fortunately, the
message is revived and appropriated – by the apostle Paul. And what was heresy before
could go mainstream as Christianity became liberated from Judaism and repackaged to a
Gentile audience.
Could Christianity have survived without this radical message of resurrection? Unlikely.
Even 20 centuries later, it has been written:
And yet the confidence that God raises life from the dust of death, for all the
various ways it is presented in the New Testament and later theology, is the
genetic chain informing and sustaining the entire organism of Christianity.898
From whence do these good genes arise? None other than the life, the message and
persistence of a woman and women named Mary.
Reconciling Radical Feminist & Life/Resurrection Messages: At the end of the day,
one nagging question remains: how to reconcile Mary the radical feminist with Mary the
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mediator of life and resurrection. Are these flip sides of the same coin? Or different coins
altogether?
One possible path towards reconciliation is that of necessity. Mary is emboldened –
taking command – because the male apostles remain confused and weak even following
Jesus’ reported resurrection and ascension.
A darker version of this path would portray Mary as opportunistic – taking advantage of
her intimacy with Jesus and access to information not available to others.
An alternative path is one of special understanding and insight not available to her male
colleagues. In this view, Mary emerges as a radical leader simply because she possesses
an understanding of Jesus that has yet to penetrate the consciousness of the other
apostles.
As Peter reportedly asks Mary: “Tell us the words of the Savior that you know, but which
we haven’t heard.” Mary starts her response this way: “I saw the Lord in a vision and I
said to him …”899 This clearly suggests not only that Mary received special insight while
Jesus was physically present but also the possibility of some on-going form of dialogue
even post-ascension.
Yes, this from a non-canonical source (the Gospel of Mary), making it easier from some
to discount. But don’t we get the same message from the canon – all four gospels?
In Matthew the angels tell the two Marys to “go quickly and tell his disciples.” Mark’s
version: “But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is going ahead of you to Galilee …”
Luke’s message from two men in dazzling clothes: “He is not here but he is risen.” John
has Jesus telling Mary: “But go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending …’ ”
Here, at the pivotal post-resurrection starting point of the Christian church, Mary is in
command of pivotal information available to none of the other disciples. She is
commissioned to bring a message to those who are skeptical, fearful, confused. She is
asked to take charge – bringing the disciples and, by them, others to understanding.
Mary & The Nature of God
For the Marys of the New Testament, the connection with the Godhead appears to be
primarily experiential and not so theological.
Who is God? In Jesus’ recorded New Testament encounters with the various Marys,
there is little theological explanation of who God is. However in a round-about fashion,
the non-canonical Gospel of Mary provides some insight – for the Mary of Magdalene. In
this context, the nature of God is illuminated through the experience of the divine.

899

Gospel of Mary 6:2 – 7:2.
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After the Saviour (Jesus) has left, Peter asks Mary: “Tell us the words of the Savior that
you know, but which we haven’t heard.” Mary starts in by observing: “I saw the Lord in
a vision …”
In the vision, Jesus tells Mary “Congratulations to you for not wavering at seeing me. For
where the mind is, there is the treasure.”
In the vision, Mary queries Jesus: “Lord, how does a person who sees a vision see it
[with] the soul [or] with the spirit?”
Jesus answers “The <visionary> does not see with the soul or with the spirit, but with the
mind which exists between these two ….”900
In an oblique manner, the Savior appears to be telling Mary that the nature of God has
more to do with the mind than with either the soul or spirit. The Godhead is rational –
mediating between the soul directed toward the material world and the spirit oriented
toward a higher reality.
How is God Experienced? Considerably more information is provided by the New
Testament gospels as to the experience of God by the various Marys. Indeed, if there is
one theme that runs throughout the four gospels, it is the intimacy of the experience
between the women and the divine.
For the mother of Jesus, the first brush with the divine came at the time of Jesus’
conception. The angel Gabriel is dispatched to tell Mary: “Do not be afraid, Mary, for
you have found favor with God.”901 Luke records the opening line of Mary’s Magnificat
as:
My soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has
looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant.902
For Mary the sister of Martha and Lazarus, something of the divine is noted with Jesus
comment to Martha: “Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from
her.”903 Another experience comes at the death of Lazarus. Jesus comments: “This illness
does not lead to death; rather it is for God’s glory, so that the Son of God may be
glorified through it.”904

900

Noted are excerpts from the Gospel of Mary 7:1-7:6.
Luke 1:31.
902
Luke 1:46-48.
903
Luke 10:42.
904
John 11:5.
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For two of the Marys (the Magdalene and the mother of James), God was also
experienced through the experience of meeting with an angel of the Lord “descending
from heaven” on Easter morning.905 They heard about a Jesus who had been raised.
For the Magdalene, the first encounter with the divine comes with Jesus casting seven
demons out of her body. The final encounter recorded in the New Testament comes on
the day of Jesus’ resurrection.
As recorded by John’s gospel, Mary Magdalene is first to reach the tomb and first to see
and then recognize the risen Jesus. She reaches out to him, but Jesus enjoins: “Do not
hold on to me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and
say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’
”906
The God of the Marys Summarized: Throughout both the New Testament and noncanonical works, one major observation is apparent. The God of the Marys is short on
self-explanation, long on revelation (or disclosure).
The God revealed to the Marys is not a theological construct but a divinity to be
experienced – by sight, hearing and touch. This is a God who reaches out for connection
– up close and personal.
Peculiarities of Mary
Before we leave, it is useful to consider two peculiarities of the Mary mystique that
resonate through the ages. They serve to further illuminate the nature of Mary’s heresy
while simultaneously enshrouding the person(s) behind the heresy.
Mary the Loner: In the short depictions we have of the three Mary’s, all are portrayed as
loners (or aloof) at some point. Consider:

905
906

•

Luke twice records events that Jesus’ mother “treasured” or “pondered” “in
her heart” – first at the appearance of the shepherds at the manger and after
her son’s trip to the Jerusalem temple at age 12.

•

John records that upon the death of Lazarus, Mary the sister stayed home
while her sibling Martha went out to find and meet Jesus. Jesus could not
even get to see this Mary except by sending Martha on his behalf as an
emissary.

•

John’s gospel also indicates that Mary the Magdalene stayed behind at the
tomb even after Peter and the other disciple had ventured in to see the

Matthew 28:2 and Mark 16:1.
John 21:17.
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discarded linen wrappings. She is there alone, weeping. Only by staying back
was she able to then be the first to encounter a risen Jesus.
This preference for solitude, for hanging back, figures in the next peculiarity noted – the
understanding nature of these women.
Understanding Nature of the Marys: A second trait shared by the three Mary’s is their
ability to perceive and to treasure insights not available to others:
•

From Jesus’ mother we are given the Magnificat with Mary’s closing
observation that: “ … the dawn from on high will break upon us, to give light
to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into
the way of peace.”907

•

From Mary the sister, we find a woman willing to spend resources on
anointing Jesus when others saw other more important purposes.

•

With the Magdalene, there is an understanding to linger at the tomb when
others more impatient depart.

And with Mary Magdalene, there is also the opportunity to probe for additional insight
with the non-canonical Dialogue of the Savior and Gospel of Mary. Both works of the
Nag Hammadi Library reveal a woman who understands because she first inquires –
incessantly.
The Gospel of Mary reveals a Lord who tells Mary: “Congratulations to you for not
wavering at seeing me. For where the mind is, there is the treasure.”908
While fragmentary, the text available from the Dialogue of the Savior clearly portrays
Mary as one who is always in pursuit, posing questions and comments such as:
Lord, tell me, from where [do I] carry the body [when I] weep, and from where
(do I carry it) when I [laugh]? (Dialogue 8:1)
Where will you set down [the things] about which you asked the son of [Adam]?
(13:1)
Just so: ‘The wickedness of each day <is sufficient>,’ and “Laborers are worthy
of their food,’ and ‘Disciples resemble their teachers.’ ” (20:1) The author of the
Dialogue then notes: “She (Mary) spoke this word as a woman who fully
understood.” (20:2)
Tell me, Lord, why have I come to this place -- to gain or to lose? (24:1)

907
908

Luke 1:78-79.
Mary 7:3.
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I wish to understand everything -- [just how] it comes into being. (26:1)
Everything that endures in this way is seen. (31:1)
There is but one word that I shall [sp]eak to the Lord concerning the mystery of
truth, this one in which we stand and ,in which we appear to the worldly. (33)
[Of wha]t kind is this mustard seed? Is it from heaven or from earth? (36:1)
At one point during the Dialogue, Jesus takes Judas, Matthew and Mary to “the end of
heaven [and] earth ... and ... the place of the abyss below.”909 In response to Mary’s
question regarding the mustard seed, Jesus suggests a male/female deity, saying: “When
the Father established the world for himself, he left many things with the Mother of All.
Because of this he speaks and acts.”910
Acceptance of Mary: Even during their respective earthly tenures and immediately
thereafter, the three Marys were not always widely accepted:
•
•
•

Jesus spurned his mother’s inquiries during his ministry, and had to tell the
beloved apostle to look after her as lay crucified.
Mary the sister aggravated Martha for not helping and disciples for being overly
lavish.
Mary Magdalene was not believed by disciples after Jesus’ resurrection. The noncanonical works of Thomas, Mary and Philip indicate that other disciples
questioned the authenticity of her counsel post-resurrection.

Over the centuries, the power of these three Marys ebbed and flowed – but always
remained, even if in the shadows. Our Marys are pivotal to the resurrection story and
then to formation of the church body. However, the last New Testament mention of
Jesus’ mother and the Magdalene occur early in the history of the church – in Acts 1.
These Marys may have been marginalized, but they could not be totally severed from
Christian tradition. Unable to discredit these women, they have been assimilated into the
lore of the church.
The mother becomes the icon of the eternal virgin. Mary the sister is praised for her
attentiveness to Jesus, ignoring the petulance and perhaps the more radical argument
against pampering the poor.
And the Magdalene is given the image of the adulteress woman (never clearly stated in
the New Testament) and repented sinner. – thus avoiding a perhaps more accurate
portrayal of this third Mary. The Magdalene might be more reliably portrayed as both
leader and mediator – from a resurrected Jesus to post-resurrection Christianity.

909
910

Dialogue of the Savior 17:1-3.
Dialogue 36:3.
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For the early church, one problem remained – the written works associated with Mary. So
they disappeared, largely unknown for centuries – although Greek fragments were
available earlier. Only with discovery of the Nag Hammadi library was the voice of Mary
the leader, Mary the commander resurrected.
Mary in Summary
This is the end of a tale – of events at pivotal junctures in the history of the Christian
faith:
•
•
•

The birth of the God as human child.
The pampering of Jesus as adult and first experience with resurrection – of a
friend.
The first sighting of a post-death, resurrected Jesus.

If the Gospel of Thomas is disconcerting with its introduction to mystery and wisdom,
the non-canonical so-called Gospel of Mary takes us yet another step – further into the
uncharted waters of modern Christendom.
However, this is the heresy not just of one Mary, but of a lineage of women – all named
Mary. All enmeshed in a web of legend, of mystery and – according to some – of
suppressed history. Untangling the web of historical documentation and legend is
complicated by the fact that multiple Marys are referred to in the New Testament.
Events at pivotal junctures in the history of the Christian faith all involve a Mary. What
draws these three Marys together is not just their names but their roles as tough,
purposeful women who dared to understand what others could not see and to speak what
others could not know. They did so from a position of inner strength and intimate
experience with the God-man.
After all, it was to the Magdalene that a newly resurrected Jesus first appeared, as
recorded by John’s gospel saying: “Do not hold on to me, because I have not yet
ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my
Father and your Father, to my God and your God.”
The non-canonical Gospel of Mary picks up the rest of the story – not told within the
canonized New Testament:
Then Mary stood up. She greeted them all and addressed her brothers: “Do not
weep and be distressed nor let your hearts by irresolute. For his grace will be with
you all and will shelter you. Rather we should praise his greatness, for he has
joined us together and made us true beings.” When Mary said these things, she
turned their minds toward the Good, and they began to ask about the words of the
Savior.
From the New Testament and non-canonical sources, the evidence is clear: without the
Magdalene to carry the message of resurrection, there would be no Christian church.
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Experiences so intimate, so exclusive that have yet to be duplicated – except vicariously.
This is why these three Marys and the mutual web of life and resurrection heresies they
have spun live on.
Mary the mother, Mary the doting, Mary the Magdalene: together they animate the
Christian church to faith in the goodness of the present and the confidence of life beyond
the human realm.
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Supplemental Material: Gospel Accounts of Mary Magdalene
In the following two charts we provide side-by-side comparisons of: a) available gospel
accounts of Mary Magdalene prior to resurrection morning, followed by: b) gospel
accounts of Mary Magdalene on resurrection morning.
Gospel Accounts of Mary Magdalene Before the Resurrection
Matthew

Mark

At the Cross:

At the Cross:

Matthew 15: 55-61: Many
women were also there,
looking on from a
distance; they had
followed Jesus from
Galilee and had provided
for him. Among them
were Mary Magdalene,
and Mary the mother of
James and Joseph, and the
mother of the sons of
Zebedee.

Mark 15:40-47: There
were also women looking
on from a distance; among
them were Mary
Magdalene, and Mary the
mother of James the
younger and of Joses, and
Salome. These used to
follow him and provided
for him when he was in
Galilee; and there were
many other women who
had come up with him to
Jerusalem. …

When it was evening,
there came a rich man
from Arimathea, named
Joseph, who was also a
disciple of Jesus. He went
to Pilate and asked for the
body of Jesus; then Pilate
ordered it to be given to
him. So Joseph took the
body and wrapped it in a
clean linen cloth and laid it
in his own new tomb,
which he had hewn in the
rock. He then rolled a
great stone to the door of
the tomb and went away.
Mary Magdalene and the
other Mary were there,
sitting opposite the tomb.

Then Joseph bought a
linen cloth, and taking
down the body,wrapped it
in the linen cloth, and laid
it in a tomb that had been
hewn out of the rock. He
then rolled a stone against
the door of the tomb. Mary
Magdalene and Mary the
mother of Joses saw where
the body was laid.

Luke

John

Jesus Preaching through
Cities and Villages:
Luke 8:1-4: The twelve
were with him, as well as
some women who had
been cured of evil spirits
and infirmities: Mary,
called Magdalene, from
whom seven demons had
gone out, and Joanna, the
wife of Herod’s steward
Chuza, and Susanna, and
many others, who
provided for them out of
their resources.

At the Cross:
John 19:25: Meanwhile,
standing near the cross of
Jesus were his mother, and
his mother’s sister, Mary
the wife of Clopas, and
Mary Magdalene.

At the Cross:
No Lukan account

As this chart indicates, Matthew provides the most extensive comparison; John’s gospel
offers minimalist coverage of the Magdalene pre-resurrection. Luke is the only gospel to
not provide any account of Mary Magdalene at the scene of the crucifixion.
What now follows on the next page is a side-by-side comparison of the four gospel
accounts of Mary Magdalene on resurrection morning.
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Gospel Accounts of Mary Magdalene on Resurrection Morning
Matthew

Mark

Luke

John

Matthew 28:1-10: After the
sabbath, as the first day of the
week was dawning, Mary
Magdalene and the other
Mary went to see the tomb.
And suddenly there was a
great earthquake; for an angel
of the Lord, descending from
heaven, came and rolled back
the stone and sat on it. His
appearance was like
lightning, and his clothing
white as snow. For fear of
him the guards shook and
became like dead men. But
the angel said to the women,
“Do not be afraid; I know that
you are looking for Jesus who
was crucified. He is not here;
for he has been raised, as he
said. Come, see the place
where he lay. Then go
quickly and tell his disciples,
‘He has been raised from the
dead, and indeed he is going
ahead of you to Galilee; there
you will see him.’ This is my
message for you.” So they
left the tomb quickly with fear
and great joy, and ran to tell
his disciples. Suddenly Jesus
met them and said,
“Greetings!” And they came
to him, took hold of his feet,
and worshiped him. Then
Jesus said to them, “Do not
be afraid; go and tell my
brothers to go to Galilee;
there they will see me.”

Mark 16:1-8, 9: When the
sabbath was over, Mary
Magdalene, and Mary the
mother of James, and Salome
bought spices, so that they
might go and anoint him. And
very early on the first day of the
week, when the sun had risen,
they went to the tomb. They had
been saying to one another,
“Who will roll away the stone
for us from the entrance to the
tomb?” When they looked up,
they saw that the stone, which
was very large, had already been
rolled back. As they entered the
tomb, they saw a young man,
dressed in a white robe, sitting
on the right side; and they were
alarmed. But he said to them,
“Do not be alarmed; you are
looking for Jesus of Nazareth,
who was crucified. He has been
raised; he is not here. Look,
there is the place they laid him.
But go, tell his disciples and
Peter that he is going ahead of
you to Galilee; there you will
see him, just as he told you.” So
they went out and fled from the
tomb, for terror and amazement
had seized them; and they said
nothing to anyone, for they were
afraid.

Luke 24:1-12: But on the first
day of the week, at early
dawn, they came to the tomb,
taking the spices that they
had prepared. They found the
stone rolled away from the
tomb, but when they went in,
they did not find the body.
While they were perplexed
about this, suddenly two men
in dazzling clothes stood
beside them. The women
were terrified and bowed
their faces to the ground, but
the men said to them, “Why
do you look for the living
among the dead? He is not
here, but has risen.
Remember how he told you,
while he was still in Galilee,
that the Son of Man must be
handed over to sinners, and
be crucified, and on the third
day rise again.” Then they
remembered his words, and
returning from the tomb, they
told all this to the eleven and
to all the rest. Now it was
Mary Magdalene, Joanna,
Mary the mother of James,
and the other women with
them who told this to the
apostles. But these words
seemed to them an idle tale,
and they did not believe them.
But Peter got up and ran to
the tomb; stooping and
looking in, he saw the linen
cloths by themselves; then he
went home, amazed at what
had happened.

John 20:1-16: Early on the first day of
the week, while it was still dark, Mary
Magdalene came to the tomb and saw
that the stone had been removed from
the tomb. So she ran and went to Simon
Peter and the other disciple, the one
whom Jesus loved, and said to them,
“They have taken the Lord out of the
tomb, and we do not know where they
have laid him.” Then Peter and the other
disciple set out and went toward the
tomb. … Then the other disciple, who
reached the tomb first, also went in, and
he saw and believed; for as yet they did
not understand the scripture, that he
must rise from the dead. Then the
disciples returned to their homes.

THE LONGER ENDING OF MARK
(16:9-11)
[[Now after he rose early on the
first day of the week, he
appeared first to Mary
Magdalene, from whom he had
cast out seven demons. She
went out and told those who had
been with him, while they were
mourning and weeping. But
when they heard that he was
alive and had been seen by her,
they would not believe it.
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But Mary stood weeping outside the
tomb. As she wept, she bent over to look
into the tomb; and she saw two angels in
white, sitting where the body of Jesus
had been lying, one at the head and the
other at the feet. They said to her,
“Woman, why are you weeping?” She
said to them, “They have taken away
my Lord, and I do not know where they
have laid him.” When she had said this,
she turned around and saw Jesus
standing there, but she did not know that
it was Jesus. Jesus said to her, “Woman,
why are you weeping? Whom are you
looking for?” Supposing him to be the
gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if you
have carried him away, tell me where
you have laid him, and I will take him
away.” Jesus said to her, “Mary!” She
turned and said to him in Hebrew,
“Rabbouni!” (which means Teacher).
Jesus said to her, “Do not hold on to me,
because I have not yet ascended to the
Father. But go to my brothers and say to
them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and
your Father, to my God and your God.’
” Mary Magdalene went and announced
to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord”;
and she told them that he had said these
things to her.
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#10 - The Heresy of Constantine: Monolithic
Christianity
“By this sign you will conquer.”
– Dream of Emperor Constantine, 313 AD.

In 313 AD, the Roman Constantine was battling Maxentius for clear title as Emperor of
the western empire. Maxentius brought his troops out from Rome to confront Constantine
at the Milvian Bridge across the Tiber River.911
On the eve of the battle, Constantine dreamed. In the dream he saw the initialed symbols
of the name of Christ with the words: “By this sign you will conquer.”912
With this omen, Constantine had the Chi-Rho monogram painted on the shields of his
soldiers. On April 30, Maxentius lost the ensuing battle and his life; Constantine entered
Rome victorious.
During the ensuing reign of Constantine, Christianity emerged from the shadows as a
way of life and faith for an oppressed minority to become the new Roman state religion.
Three distinct phases of Constantine attitudes about the church and society are noted:913
•
•
•

From conversion in 313-324 – when Constantine extended tolerance toward a
wide range of religions, with limited favoritism shown toward Christianity.
From 324-330 – a period when the emperor leaned more on Christian churches,
treating other religions more harshly.
From 330 to his death in 337 – as he move vigorously to eliminate the old gods
and also divergent (or heretical) forms of Christianity.

Upon conversion in 313, the emperor Constantine published the Edict of Milan on June
15, giving Christians “free and absolute liberty” along with protected legal status. Places
of worship were to be restored along with other property. Compensation would be
provided for church properties previously sold or confiscated.
In 318, the emperor permitted bishops to rule in civil suits. In 321, Constantine decreed
that churches could possess legal status similar to corporations and legislated the Day of
the Sun (the Christian first day) as a weekly holiday from employment.
In 325, Constantine took the step that forever changed Christianity; he convened the first
universal council of the church at Nicaea in Asia Minor.

911

Also known as Mulvian Bridge.
Much of the research for this discussion is drawn from Williston Walker, et al, in A History of the
Christian Church, Fourth Edition, 1985. Chi Rho are the first two letters of the Greek “Christos” or Christ.
913
This analysis is adapted from E. Glenn Hinson, The Early Church: Origins to the Dawn of the Middle
Ages, 1996, p. 198.
912
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From Apostles to Constantine
Constantine’s stroke of genius – wedding church and state – was not entirely of his own
doing. The seeds had been planted over a period of more than two centuries leading up to
his reign. Constantine recognized and was adroit enough to reap the harvest.
In effect, the heresy of Constantine is not his alone. This emperor was able to seize an
opportunity created by the infighting between church leaders extending back to the time
of the apostolic succession to the risen Christ.
In this context, it is most useful to briefly consider the roles of key leaders within the
early Christian movement – those who followed those who actually knew Jesus – from
the period of the latter 1st century to early in the 4th century. A more detailed discussion
can be found in our parallel work Building the Bible.
Conflicting Ideologies: A chronology of the ideologies of the church begins with the
Apostolic tradition (where the New Testament canon leaves off) and reaches its climax
with the Arian movement that precipitated the Nicene Creed – and Emperor
Constantine’s resulting heresy.
A brief review of the major movements of the first three centuries starts with the church
as the apostolic era draws to a close.
Post Apostolic Christianity – covers the time period after about the Roman destruction of
Jerusalem in 70 AD. The leader of the Jerusalem church, James, was put to death in about
62 AD. The death of the apostle Paul likely occurred pre-64 and Peter also by 64.
The years immediately following the fall of Jerusalem are what one writer has described
as “among the most obscure in the life of the primitive Church.”914
The first reported conflict with Roman authority appears to have been occasioned by the
conflagration of Rome in 64 AD. This occurred during the reign of Nero who found
scapegoats described by Tacitus as “those whom the populace called Christians, who
were detested because of their shameful deeds.” In the aftermath of the conflagration,
Christians were arrested, tried and put to death as part of public entertainment
spectacles.915
By the beginning of the second century, a hierarchical ecclesiastical structure had begun
to take shape with bishops and deacons.916 The interest in maintaining an authentic
Christian heritage remained considerable, as reflected in the letter of second century

914

W.H.C. Frend, The Early Church, Fourth Printing, 1987.
Tacitus, Annals 15:44.
916
The offices are described in sources such as the Pastoral Epistles, I Clement and the Didache.
915
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Ignatius commending the church at Ephesus for having “always been of one mind with
the very apostles.”917
Roman persecutions of Christians during this period tended to be brief but intense. Early
persecutions occurred under the emperors Nero, Domitian and Trajan. By about 100 AD,
there were Christian groups in Asia Minor, Syria, Macedonia, Greece and the city of
Rome. By 130, there was a clear Christian presence in Egypt.
Apologists & Gnostics: From about 130-180 AD, the emerging doctrines of the early
mainstream church are derived from the teachings of early writers known as the
Apologists. The term is from the Greek apologia, meaning a speech for the defense.
At this time Christianity was clearly a movement on the defensive throughout the empire.
Jerusalem had been destroyed for the final time by the Roman army after a second Jewish
uprising in 130 AD. The Judeo-Christian portion of the church’s early formation was
over.
As perhaps the best known of the apologists, Justin Martyr made extensive use of the
idea of the divine Logos as the first born, the spirit and the power from God. His theology
represented an initiative to open dialogue between Greek/Roman philosophy and
Christianity. These were the beginnings of what might be called a scientific theology.
At the same time as defenders of the Christian faith were stepping forward, a new
counter-movement was taking shape. This alternative to early orthodox Christianity
consisted of relatively diverse ideas but with commonalities labeled under the umbrella
term of Gnosticism. The term is derived from the Greek word gnostikos, meaning "one
who knows," in turn based on a word for "knowledge," gnosis.
To the Gnostics, knowledge was not derived from ordinary sources; it came from a divine
revelation. Secret knowledge came only to a select number of people. For Christian
Gnostics, Jesus Christ was the main source of revelation.
More than anything, Gnosticism forced the creation of orthodox, written Christian
doctrine. The church’s first doctrinal teachings crystallized in response to a sect that was
seen as separating Jesus from his humanity.
Logos vs. Monarchian Theology: After a long period of Roman tolerance toward
Christians, a less congenial administration took hold under the reign of Marcus Aurelius
(161-180). The response by Christian apologists was, first, to deny the charges of scandal
and insubordination and, second, to take the offensive by attacking paganism. Apologists
argued the truth of monotheism, claiming that only Christian worship of a single God was
valid.

917

Ignatius, Ephesians 11.2.

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 287

However, this teaching soon opened a trap. Was Christianity a teaching of one, two or
three god-like figures?
Toward the close of the second century, Logos theology was formulated as an orthodox
response by Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Tertullian and other apologists – specifically to
distinguish between the Father and the Son. For Justin, the “Son of God” was “another
God” who existed alongside the “sole unbegotten,” or Father. By creating a “second
God,” the Logos theology appeared to critics as inconsistent with the principle of
monotheism, further subordinating the son to the Father.
The reaction to the Logos theology was monarchianism, an attempt to restore a more
pure form of monotheism. In its initial form, monarchianists asserted that “Christ was a
mere man” who was adopted into divinity by his resurrection.918
Imperial Persecution & Christian Reaction: From 249 – 259, two imperial persecutions
jolted what had become an increasingly comfortable world for Christians throughout the
Roman Empire. The first persecution under emperor Decius was relatively brief, lasting
from December 249 to late 250. Christians could get off the hook by sacrificing to the
gods of Rome.
The aftermath created a new dilemma for churches – whether and how to readmit those
who had lapsed, particularly members of the clergy. A second persecution ensued in 258
under emperor Valerian. This would be the last of the imperial persecutions against
Christians until after 300 AD. Despite periodic and intense pressure against the church,
the influence of Christianity gained an even stronger foothold throughout the empire.
The final so-called Great Persecution of Christians was launched on February 23, 303 in
Nicomedia (of Asia Minor) during the 19th year of rule by the Emperor Diocletian.
Scriptures were to be surrendered and burned, churches to be dismantled, and no further
worship meetings held.
In 304, governmental authority effectively passed from Diocletian to Galerius and the
level of intimidation increased. Diocletian had begun to train a young Constantine (son of
Constantius Caesar of the West), and Galerius instructed Constantine to remain at court
in Nicomedia.
In 306, Constantine traveled to Britain and arrived just in time to be on hand when his
father died on July 25. That same day, the army in Britain proclaimed Constantine as
Augustus. The events of that day and Constantine’s subsequent rise to power mark what
one historian describes as:
… a lust for power, a strong element of cruelty, a capacity for quick thinking and
acting, and a religious sense which allowed him (Constantine) to attribute his
success to the intervention of higher powers.919
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In 311, Galerius became ill (possibly with cancer of the bowels). In an act of moderation,
he issued an edict of amnesty, stating that: “Christians may exist again, and may establish
their meeting houses provided that they do nothing contrary to good order.”920
Official Roman sanction of the persecution of Christians came to an end in 313 when
Constantine and Licinius issued the Edict of Milan establishing freedom of religion.
Donatism: The end of governmentally sanction persecution was not accompanied by
interenal harmony within the church itself. A new schism took root in North Africa – a
direct result of the Diocletian persecution. Eventually, the resolution would involve the
direct intervention of this new emperor – Constantine.
The question was how those who had recanted their faith in the face of persecution were
to be treated now that the persecution was over. An church bishop named Donatus came
to be regarded as chief spokesman and long-term leader of the movement that also
appropriated his name.
The first ecclesiastical tribunal convened through imperial authority occurred on
September 30, 313, at the home of Constantine’s wife Fausta. Donatus was condemned
for disturbing established disciplinary procedures, the unauthorized act of rebaptizing
(lapsed) clergy and creating schism within the church.
Writing to the chief civil administrator in Roman Africa, Emperor Constantine himself
mentions that he has heard of attempts by “some irresponsible individuals to corrupt the
congregation of the holy and Catholic Church with vain and base falsifications.”
Constantine further orders that “any found suffering under this vain and bastard delusion
should be hauled before the magistrates.”921
The African church resisted the imperial edict. However, it was not until May 5, 321, that
the emperor finally reversed his prior decision and offered the Donatists toleration.
Constantine had been worn down; his attention was also being diverted to a new and
even more serious religious controversy arising elsewhere from the east – that of the
Alexandrian presbyter Arius.
Arianism: This is the most famous of the controversies of the early church and was the
cause of Constantine’s decision to call the legendary Council of Nicaea. The roots of the
movement can be traced to Meletius, an Egyptian Bishop imprisoned through 304-05
under Diocletian. Like Donatus, Meletius favored a rigorous policy toward re-admittance
of clergy who had lapsed during the persecution of Diocletian.
Around 318, Arius began to expound the view that the Logos is a creature called into
being by God “out of nonexistence,” meaning there was a time when the Logos did not
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exist. Since there can not be two Gods, it follows that the son is a creature. As a created
being, the Logos could change and was capable of either virtue or vice.
This was in opposition to the Monarchian view that there was no distinction between
Father and Son. The views of Arius were well aligned with those of the great theologian
Origen (of an earlier era) but became increasingly opposed by Alexander, pope of
Alexandria. In 318-319, Alexander convened a council of 100 bishops; Arius was
condemned and exiled.
As sole emperor, Constantine once again turned to matters of religion and found this
dispute simmering between Arius and Alexander. He initially attempted to get the
competing sides to mediate, suggesting that the issue being debated was “unprofitable”.
Mediation proved to be just as unprofitable, so Constantine decided to call a universal
council of the church at Nicaea, about 30 miles from the emperor’s capital at Nicomedia.
About 250-300 bishops and staff attended, mostly from the East but with some
representation from the West.
Convened on May 20, 325, the Council had about evenly split minorities supportive of
and opposed to Arius; the vast majority were positioned somewhere in the middle.
Eusebius of Caesarea (the church historian) offered a baptismal creed from his church for
consideration.
However, the creedal statement proposed by Eusebius was not strong enough for those
opposed to Arius. So, a more specific statement including anathemas to condemn the
propositions advanced by the Arians were specifically included. The statement that the
Son is “of one substance [homoousios] with the Father” was also added, specifically at
the suggestion of the presiding official at the Council – emperor Constantine.922
In addition to dealing with Arianism, the council, for the first time, passed canons to
define a formal church structure above the local level. This ecclesiastical order was to be
modeled on provincial divisions of the civil government. In this way, the authority of
local churches also was constrained.
Special status was confirmed for Rome, Alexandria, and Antioch (in Syria). And the
Council established a dating system for Easter using the Roman rather than Jewish
calendar.
The anti-Arian side of the controversy found a new champion in the great defender of
orthodox faith, Athanasius, who became the Bishop of Alexandria. From 325 to the
ascension of Julian as Emperor in 360, Athanasius worked vigorously to enforce the
creed of Nicaea – supported by the majority of Western bishops plus those in Egypt.
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The viewpoint of Athanasius was undergirded by support directly from the Emperor who
wrote to the church of Alexandria: “For the decision of three hundred bishops must be
considered no other than the judgement of God.”923
However, the emperor was aging and would flip-flop in his desire to secure ecclesiastical
unity. The Arians had a renewed chance. Constantine was reportedly desirous of
restoring Arius. But on the day before his full restoration in 336, Arius died (possibly by
poison). The next year, on May 22, 337, Constantine died after receiving baptismal rites
at the hands of Eusebius of Nicomedia.
It was to be 35 years from the Council at Nicaea before the Arian theology would
formally prevail at the Council of Nice on New Years Day, 360 AD. But within just three
years, Arianism was again discredited. By the beginning of the fifth century, orthodox
Trinitarian views had fully prevailed – up to this present era of the 21st century.
The Constantine Union
It is now time to consider Constantine’s contribution to Christianity and his heresy –
monolithic Christianity.
As ruler of the Roman empire, Constantine was able to do what no Christian before – not
even the apostle Paul – could have dared to achieve. In one fell swoop, Christians went
from being the oppressed minority to the triumphant majority.
The transition was sudden, it was unexpected, and it bred consequences that reverberate
up to today – the early years of the third millennium.
The Tradition of Constantine: Dating of Constantine’s birth is somewhat uncertain,
ranging between 272/3 and 282 AD. He was declared Emperor in 306 and sole emperor
in 324, reigning to his death in 337.
Constantine’s mother was Helena.924 His father was Constantius Chlorus, who served as
co-emperor in a tetrarchy with three others – a ruling arrangement that was the brainchild
of Diocletian who had previously succeeded to the imperial throne in 284. Beginning in
February 303, Diocletian issued three edicts calculated to rid the imperial court, then the
army, then the entire empire of Christians.
Two years later, Diocletian retired from office as Caesar Augustus due to ill health.
Constantius became Augustus and stopped the policy of Christian persecution in the
western portion of the empire. Then one year later (in 306), Constantius I died at York in
Britain and Constantine was proclaimed emperor by the army (at approximately 18 years
of age).
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Constantine was assigned to rule Britain, Gaul and Spain – which he did from Trier (in
what is now Germany). It would be another seven years (313) before Constantine would
take unchallenged command of the western empire and convert to Christianity. And then
another 11 years elapsed before Constantine defeated Licinius to become sole ruler of the
whole empire – both east and west. By the end of this process, “… the churches awoke to
find that the cause of Rome and the cause of Christ had become one.”925
Initially, Maximian disavowed Constantines’ claim to the western empire. Constantine
yielded at first recognizing him as senior Augustus – even marrying one Maximian’s
daughters, Fausta, in 307. The peace was short lived, with Constantine and Maximian
engaging in battle at Marseilles in 310. Constantine was victorious; Maximian was killed.
Constantine then went on to win at Milvian Bridge against Maxentius, the son and heir to
Maximian.
As co-emperor, Licinius was married to Constantine’s half-sister Constantia and also
appeared favorably inclined toward Christianity. However, as Constantine tilted ever
more toward the Christian church, Licinius became suspicious. Eventually, Licinius
became more hostile, leading to the arrest of some bishops, demolition of church
buildings and renewal of executions.
From 314-323, Constantine and Licinius engaged in a series of battles for imperial
supremacy. After defeating emerging victorious at Hadrianople on July 3, 323,
Constantine at first spared the life of Licinius on the pleas of his half-sister. However,
fearing insurrection with his rival still alive, the now sole emperor had Licinius executed.
Until the outbreak of the final conflict in 324, Roman coins still bore the inscription “To
the Unconquered Sun.” Thereafter, this last gesture toward the old deities disappeared.
In his later years, Constantine turned ever more toward theology and building of a new
imperial capital at Constantinople (now Istanbul, Turkey). His mother, Helena, undertook
missions to restore and rebuild the holy city Jerusalem.
The Nicene Council established a special, privileged, status for the Bishop of Jerusalem.
Constantine uncovered the site of the crucifixion, burial, and resurrection of Jesus in
Jerusalem, and built on it the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. 926
Immediately after the defeat of Licinius, a new administrative capital for the empire was
ordered to be built at Byzantium and renamed Constantinople. In part, this city was more
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centrally located to serve the empire. And in part, the emperor wanted to create a “new
Rome” as a fully Christian city, free from continued patterns of the old gods and
sacrificial ceremonies in the old Rome. However, the emperor supervised the
construction of the new city himself, reluctant to leave city building in the hands of the
bishops.927
Constantine erected a Church of the Apostles in Constantinople, with his own coffin
prepared and surrounded by six on each side (or twelve total). In this way, the author
Eusebius notes that “he now consecrated the church to the apostles, believing that this
tribute to their memory would be of no small advantage to his own soul.”928
Particularly in the east, Constantine turned more attention to tearing down the remaining
vestiges of paganism – all but the imperial cult. From about 330 on, pagan temple
treasures – gold, silver, bronze, art – were removed to enrich Christian churches or the
new capital. Temples were demolished, particularly those that offended Christians with
rites of sacred prostitution.
Constantine became ill shortly after Easter 337. He traveled to a nearby spa with thermal
hot springs. He then traveled to Nicomedia. He had hoped to be baptized at the Jordan
River in Palestine but this was no longer possible. Instead, he was baptized at his
deathbed by Eusebius of Nicomedia, the bishop he had once sent into exile for his
support of Arian theology.
Constantine died at Pentecost. He hoped to be considered as the 13th apostle. The
Christian emperor was buried in Constantinople’s Church of the Apostles; but the Roman
Senate deified him. Upon his death, new coinage was struck for the realm. As described
by the other Eusebius (the historian):
On one side appeared the figure of our blessed prince, with the head closely
veiled: the reverse exhibited him sitting as a charioteer, drawn by four horses,
with a hand stretched downward from above to receive him up to heaven.929
Wedding Church & State: The dramatic import of the Constantine shift was not lost
even on contemporary observers. As Constantine consolidated power early in his reign
with Licinius as ally, the tables were quickly turned on the purveyors of the old imperial
religion.
For example, one story describes how Theoctinus, the governor of Antioch appointed by
Maximin, had set up an idol at Antioch and actively persecuted Christians. The scene
changed rapidly, for “…when Licinius arrived at Antioch, he hunted out the impostors
and tortured the prophets and priests of the newly made idol.” Licinius did not stop here

927

A more detailed discussion is provided by E. Glenn Hinson, op. cit., p. 205.
Eusebius, as quoted in The New Eusebius, op cit.
929
Eusebius, as quoted in The New Eusebius, op cit.
928

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 293

but “… gave all of them their just desserts: first Theoctenus himself and then his partners
in imposture were subjected to elaborate tortures and handed over to the executioner.”930
Within a few years, imperial authority was to be asserted in matters of theology as well.
At the Council of Nicaea in 325, Eusebius of Caesarea had arrived with a credal
formulation that was rejected by the emperor, but served as the starting point for the
Nicene Creed that ultimately occurred. Writing to his local church congregation of the
initial foray, Eusebius notes:
On this faith being publicly put forth by us, no room for contradiction appeared;
but our most pious Emperor, before anyone else, testified that it was most
orthodox. He confessed, moreover, that such were his own sentiments; and he
advised all present to agree to it, and to subscribe its articles and to assent to them
…931
The target of this assertion of secular over religious authority was Arius. Three years
after the Nicene Council, Arius writes to the emperor, in an attempt to regain his spiritual
standing (and withdrawal of excommunication). Arius cites a compromise version of a
credal formulation he can live with, then begs for imperial pardon:
Wherefore we beseech your piety, Emperor most beloved of God, that we who are
persons ordained to the ministry, and holding the faith and sentiments of the
church and of the holy Scriptures, may by your pacific and devoted piety be
reunited to our mother, the Church, all superfluous questions and the wranglings
arising therefrom being avoided: so that both we and the whole Church being at
peace, may offer our accustomed prayers for your peaceful and pious reign, and
on behalf of your whole family.932
Clearly, the opposition has folded; secular imperial authority has taken precedence to
theological debates. The union of church and state is complete.
Those associated with Arius take collateral damage, and also find themselves seeking
imperial favor. A case in point is Eusebius of Nicomedia together with Theognius of
Nicaea. Writing from exile, they conclude their communication (addressed to an
unknown individual) as follows:
If therefore you should now think fit to restore us to your presence, you will have
us on all points comformable, and acquiescent in your decrees: especially since it
has seemed good to your piety to deal tenderly with and recall even him who was
primarily accused (i.e. Arius). It would be absurd for us to be silent, and thus give
presumptive evidence against ourselves, when the one who seemed responsible
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has been permitted to clear himself from the charges brought against him.
Vouchsafe then, as is consistent with that Christ-loving piety of yours, to remind
of our most religious Emperor, to present our petition, and to determine speedily
concerning us in a way becoming yourselves.933
The hand of the secular state reaches beyond those most directly responsible for opposing
religious and imperial authority to those who are, in effect, guilty by association. They,
too, feel the heavy hand of the combined church/state juggernaut – and seek repatriation.
In 327, Constantine reconvened the Council of Nicaea. Arius was readmitted to
communion. Eusebius of Nicomedia and Theognis were restored to their sees.
But the debate continued. Led by the ever-energetic Athanasius, anti-Arians refused to
recognize Arius and supporting bishops. Consequently, they were condemned at a
council in Constantinople and themselves exiled. In some ways, Constantine’s swing
back to the Arian position is explained by his preference for those willing to compromise
(i.e. Arians) versus those who would not (i.e. Nicaeans led by Athanasius).934
But then Arius overreacted. In 332 or 333, he protested directly to the emperor,
emphasizing his support in Libya. Constantine responded with a severe letter
condemning Arius. The emperor then ordered the works of Arius burned; anyone who
would not surrender their copy was to be executed.
Arius was invited to defend himself, which he did at a gathering of bishops two years
later at Jerusalem (following an early meeting at Tyre to condemn Athanasius). The
synod of Jerusalem in September 335 both cleared Arius and notified Athanasius of this
action, together with Constantine’s approval.
Continuing to press for a united Christian church, Constantine convened the Council at
Caesarea in 334. Athanasius refused to attend because he feared an attempt by the two
Eusebiuses to get Arius again reinstated. Athanasius did attend a council at Tyre a year
later (under threat of deposition against any no-shows). Seeing that he was outvoted,
Athanasius and his Egyptian delegation withdrew, wherein the Council condemned
Athanasius in absentia and accepted an orthodox confession of faith from Arius.
Athanasius appealed directly to the emperor, but was exiled (the first of five times) after
Constantine learned that Athanasius had threatened to prevent shipment of grain from
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Alexandria – breadbasket of the empire.935 Despite imperial directive, Egyptian bishops
still refused communion with Arius.
The emperor recalled Arius to Constantinople, ordering Bishop Alexander to serve Arius
communion. The day before the event, Arius dropped dead – again thwarting imperial
hopes for ecclesiastical reconciliation.
Theology & Politics at Nicaea
In 325, Constantine took the step that forever changed Christianity; he convened the first
universal council of the church at Nicaea in Asia Minor. The Council was convened to
resolve a theological controversy over the nature of God and Christ. The results of the
conference involving 200 to perhaps more than 300 bishops were at least four-fold:936
•

The adoption of a universal statement of Christian faith known today as the
Nicene Creed.937

•

The transformation of Christianity from a colloquium of diverse viewpoints to
a rigorously enforced, monolithic and doctrinaire church (evidenced by the
decision that Easter would be celebrated pursuant to the Roman rather than
Jewish calendar – always to be on a Sunday.)938

•

The marriage of church and state – a situation to remain in force throughout
much of the Mediterranean and Europe for over a millennium.

•

The practice of anathematizing and excommunicating leaders who would not
adopt the newly established doctrine of the emperor and church at Rome.939

Homoiousios, Homoousios and Homoios: As previously noted, the central question
debated by those attending the Council at Nicaea was the relationship of Jesus the Son to
God the father. A number of alternatives (as expressed in the Greek) were possible, each
with its own adherents:
•

Anomoios – the viewpoint taken by extreme Arians that the Son is “unlike” the
Father.
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•

•
•

Homoios – the more generic viewpoint that the Son is “like” the Father, a term
more consistent with New Testament writings, but not viewed as specific enough
by the participants in the debate.940 As a possible compromise position, this term
was rejected by Athanasius at Nicaea and subsequently.
Homoiousios – the more moderate Arian viewpoint that the Son is “of like
essence” with the Father.
Homoousios – the prevailing Nicene formulation (opposed by Arius) that the Son
is “of the same essence” as the Father.

The Nicene Formulation: Reporting on the events of the Council to his church at
Caesarea was Eusebius. He recounts this first of the official creeds as adopted:
We believe in one God, the Father All-sovereign, maker of all things visible and
invisible. And in One Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten of the Father,
only begotten, that is from the substance of the Father, God of God, Light of
Light, true God of true God, begotten, not made, of one substance with the
Father, through whom all things were made, things in heaven and things on earth:
who for us men and for our salvation, came down and was made flesh, and
became man, suffered, and rose on the third day, ascended into the heavens; is
coming to judge the living and the dead. And in the Holy Spirit. And those who
say, “There was when he was not,” and “Before he was begotten he was not,” and
that “He came into being from what is not,” or those that allege, that the son of
God is “of another substance or essence,” or “created,” or “changeable,” or
alterable,” these the Catholic and Apostolic Church anathematizes. 941
The source of the dispute that precipitated the Nicene convention was, of course, that of
presbyter Arius of Alexandria. In correspondence to Alexander, Arius had stated that
Jesus: “… is not equal to God, nor yet is he of the same substance.”942
Strategically, the Arians made an early mistake. Eusebius of Nicomedia, an Arian
supporter, outlined positions that the Arians considered as non-negotiable. Thus, they
allowed themselves no room for maneuvering as the wheeling and dealing began.
Eusebius of Caesarea had proposed a compromise position based on the Palestinian
baptismal confession. But this failed to address the key issue of whether the Son was “of
the same essence” as the father or a lesser being.
Despite their protests – including the observation that the term “of the same essence” was
not to be found in any of the New Testament writings, the Arians lost. Eusebius had
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proposed a creedal statement reflecting a more moderate position – without the loaded
term “consubstantial.”
But according to Eusebius, it was other than the emperor himself who made the final call.
After presenting his position, Eusebius would write that:
On this faith being publicly put forward by us (i.e. Eusebius), no room for
contradiction appeared; but our most pious Emperor, before any one else, testified
that it was most orghodox. He confessed, moreover, that those were his own
sentiments; and he advised all present to agree to it, and to subscribe its articles
and to assent to them, with the insertion of the single word Consubstantial
(homoousios) which, moreover, he interpreted himself saying that the Son is
consubstantial not accordingly to bodiy affections, and that the Son subsited from
the Father neither according to division, nor severance: for the immaterial, and
intellectual, and incorporeal nature could not be the subject of any bodily
affection, but that it became us to conceive of such things in a divine and
ineffable manner. And our most wise and religious Emperor reasoned in this
manner.943 (underlining added for emphasis)
The Nicene Council ended by condemning the person and views of Arius, authorizing his
excommunication and degradation from the presbyterate. Constantine sent him and three
others into exile.944
Subsequent to the Council, the emperor makes known his views of this dissenter:
While more than three hundred bishops remarkable for their moderation and
shrewdness were unanimous in their confirmation of one and the same faith,
which is in accurate conformity to the truth expressed in the laws of God, Arius
alone, beguiled by the subtlety of the devil, was discovered to be the sole
disseminator of this mischief, with unhallowed purposes, first among you, and
afterwards among others also.945
In separate correspondence, the emperor also states his purpose for having called the
council: “My sole desire was to effect universal concord, and in particular to refute and
dispose of this question which began through the madness of Arius the Alexandran …”946
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In case anyone is not catching the full imperial intent, Constantine becomes more
explicit: “So I decided to take action against these ungrateful individuals: I ordered them
to be arrested and banished to the most distant region possible.”947
The strength of the emperor’s disdain for those he viewed as heretics is revealed by the
following imperial edict:
"VICTOR CONSTANTINUS, MAXIMUS AUGUSTUS, to the heretics.
"Understand now, by this present statute, ye Novatians, Valentinians,
Marcionites, Paulians, ye who are called Cataphrygians, and all ye who devise
and support heresies by means of your private assemblies, with what a tissue of
falsehood and vanity, with what destructive and venomous errors, your doctrines
are inseparably interwoven; so that through you the healthy soul is stricken with
disease, and the living becomes the prey of everlasting death. Ye haters and
enemies of truth and life, in league with destruction! All your counsels are
opposed to the truth, but familiar with deeds of baseness; full of absurdities and
fictions: and by these ye frame falsehoods, oppress the innocent, and withhold the
light from them that believe.948
Edicts also were issued against other heresies and schisms including those of the
Paulianists (followers of Paul of Samosata), The decree against the Novationists (of more
political nature) was later retracted.
Three months after Nicaea, Constantine found that Eusebius of Nicomedia and Theognis,
Bishop of Nicaea, still held to Arian views. They were exiled to Gaul and a new election
of bishops was ordered. At one point, the emperor wrote to denounce Eusebius and issue
a personal warning about high treason.
In subsequent writing, Constantine went beyond individual sanctions, placing whole
congregations viewed as being outside of the Catholic faith at risk.
And in order that this remedy may be applied with effectual power, we have
commanded, as before said, that you be positively deprived of every gathering
point for your superstitious meetings, I mean all the houses of prayer, if such be
worthy of the name, which belong to heretics, and that these be made over
without delay to the catholic Church; that any other places be confiscated to the
public service, and no facility whatever be left for any future gathering; in order
that from this day forward none of your unlawful assemblies may presume to
appear in any public or private place. Let this edict be made public.949
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Eusebius of Nicomedia was sent to Gaul temporarily.
Chapter LXIV: Constantine's Edict against the Heretics. From Eusebius of Caesarea, The Life of the
Blessed Emperor Constantine.
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Eusebius, op cit., Chapter LXV: The Heretics are deprived of their Meeting Places.
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And later, the imperial punishment for lesser religious infractions becomes more severe.
In an edict to eight years after the Council of Nicaea, Emperor Constantine stipulates:
This therefore I decree, that if any one shall be detected in concealing a book
compiled by Arius, and shall not instantly bring it forward and burn it, the penalty
for this offence shall be death; for immediately after conviction the criminal shall
suffer capital punishment. May God preserve you!
Just as imperial disfavor was registered against Christians who did not toe the line, so
favor was bestowed on the orthodox church. With ascendancy to ruler of the empire,
Constantine moved to restore property to churches that had been lost during the just
completed period of persecution. For example, in writing to the Proconsul of Africa,
Constantine and Licinius jointly proclaim:
It is in keeping with our benevolence that when things belong by right to another
man we wish them not only to suffer no damage, but also to be restored, Your
Excellency Analinus. Accordingly, it is our wish that when you receive this letter
you will see to it that if any of the former property of the Catholic Church of the
Christians in the several cities or other places is now in the possession either of
citizens or of any other persons, it shall be restored forthwith to the said churches,
inasmuch as we have determined that whatever the said churches formerly
possessed shall be restored to its rightful owners. Since therefore your
Faithfulness sees plainly that the purport of our command is perfectly clear, you
must take energetic steps to ensure that gardens, houses, and everything else of
which the said churches were the rightful owners shall in their entirety be
returned the them at the earliest possible moment, so that we may be duly
informed that this our command has been meticulously carried out by you.”950
So, here we have it. The wedding of church and state. And the silencing of dissenting
voices pursuant to the apostolic, catholic authority of a single monolithic church –
emerging to rule with the full force of imperial law for over a millennium.
Monolithic Christianity
The central heresy of Emperor Constantine is monolithic Christianity – the
transformation of Christianity from a colloquium of vigorously debated, diverse
viewpoints to a rigorously enforced, solidly uniform and doctrinaire church.
In an earlier era, the ecclesiastical term for this monolith would be the catholic church.
This is derived from the Latin term catholicus and from the earlier Greek katholikos
which is comprised of two terms:
•
•
950

Kata, meaning completely; and
Holos, or whole.

Eusebius, The History of the Church, 10.5.
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In other words, catholicism was intended to represent the completely whole or universal
church.
Because the term catholic is today virtually synonymous with the Roman Catholic
denomination, I have preferred to use the term monolithic rather than catholic
Christianity when describing the heresy of Constantine.
A tendency toward monolithic Christianity is not confined to the Roman Catholic
denomination. It is pervasive across both churches of the pre-reformation period
including Greek Orthodox and to the even more diverse array of post-reformation
churches. This is the seemingly overpowering urge for any denomination, sect or other
grouping of believers to perceive their way as the best or only way.
Of course, monolithic Christianity is not the exclusive invention of Constantine. Early
seeds for this ever-spreading form of Christian practice can be found among earlier
patriarchs of the faith – stretching back to Paul the apostle.
After all, it was Paul who, writing to the Galatians of his relationship with Peter, directly
states: “I opposed him to his face, because he stood self-condemned.”951 And it was Paul
who not so facetiously offered a remedy for those Christian opponents (who favored the
Jewish practice of circumcision): “I wish those who unsettle you would castrate
themselves.”952
Within the pre-Constantine church, there were plenty of issues (or isms) over which
vigorous debate could occur. Gnosticism, Docetism, Donatism and finally Arianism are
among the more prominent examples.
In each instance, a view of orthodoxy arose to defend what the “orthodox” perceived to
be as most closely supportive of apostolic tradition. Over time, the vitriol of the orthodox
and dogmatic response increased – in no small part due to the open wounds left between
those who were persecuted and those who recanted during periodic persecutions from
Roman authority:

951
952

•

Interestingly, the first recorded signs of post-apostolic intolerance surfaced
between Christian and Jewish teaching. It was early in the second century that
martyr Ignatius declared the incompatibility of following Jesus and practicing
Judaism.

•

As the first major doctrinal schism unfolded in the second century, the
patriarchal response was both condemning and personal. The early patriarch
Polycarp characterized Marcion (the forerunner of Gnosticism) as “first born
of Satan;” and Marcion was excommunicated less than one century from the
deaths of most of the first apostles.

Galatians 2:11.
Galatians 5:12.
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•

By the close of the second century, it was the great apologist Tertullian who
described the impossibility for heretics to be Christians, and who railed
against debate over dogma within the church.953

•

In the early third century, Cyprian of Carthage refused to readmit lapsed
clergy to the faith except on the deathbed.

An adjunct to this most interesting of puzzles concerns the eventual fates of apologists
who served so ably as defenders of apostolic tradition and orthodoxy. Notable defenders
of church orthodoxy showed some tendency to eventually bolt outside the mainstream of
accepted theology.
Three examples of prominent Christian apologists serve to illustrate the point:
•

The early third century bishop Hippolytus defended Christianity against
Monarchians; subsequently Hippolytus became head of an exile body and was
exiled to Sardinia.

•

The greatest theologian of the era, Origen, was expelled from his home church
in Alexandria. Three centuries after his death, a church council at
Constantinople formally condemned Origen in 553 for views suggesting Jesus
was subordinate to the Father as a second God.

•

The most vigorous polemicist of the early third century (against heretics, Jews
and pagans) was Tertullian, who later became a Montanist awaiting the
imminent return of Jesus.

With the conversion of the Emperor Constantine, the internecine struggles within a
religious movement operating at the fringes of sanctioned society suddenly moved front
and center. Theological disputes now became matters of importance to the state. An
empire that governed by fear and coercion could not accept as its preferred theology a
religion at odds with itself.
So it was that Constantine found himself quickly aware of and then immersed in what
must have seemed as arcane theological disputes. Rather than letting the matters be
resolved within the church (or between the churches), the Emperor chose to become
personally involved.
The first theological dispute in which Constantine becomes directly involved centers on
the African-based Donatist movement of the late third century. This movement was a
direct result of the Diocletian persecution just prior to Constantine’s ascension to power.
As in the aftermath of previous such persecutions, the issue at hand was the treatment of
a new generation of those who recanted their faith during this most recent event.

953

Perhaps fittingly, Tertullian himself separated from the Catholic church himself late in life.
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In effect, Constantine ratifies the approach to settling disputes as one of might makes
right. This is the theme that runs throughout the issues of the church in which he
becomes involved – a pattern subsequently adopted by church orders post-Constantine.
In summary, here is the short course on the pivotal actions Constantine took on behalf of
both church and state during his reign:
•

To settle the Donatist schism, Constantine convened the first ecclesiastical
tribunal under imperial auspice in the history of the empire in 313. This was
five years from the time when Constantine had been declared Augustus by his
troops in Britain. In the aftermath, the emperor for the first time orders that
such heretics should be “hauled before the magistrates.”

•

Twelve years later, this Emperor convened the memorable council at Nicaea
to resolve the issue of whether Jesus was God or a separate man creature.
Constantine does more than convene the assembly; he plays a strong role in
directing those present to subscribe to the creed he participated in formulating,
specifically that those present “assent to them” (the proposed articles).
Writing later of the Council, the Emperor would state that the decision of the
assembled bishops should be considered as the “judgement of God.”

While Constantine’s approach to imposing unity and order on the church was not unique
to this institution, this modus operandi had more far reaching effects in matters of
religion than economics, social order or even statesmanship.954 The Roman empire would
survive for less than another century before Rome would be sacked; Christianity would
reign and survive to today’s post-modern era.
Constantine & The Nature of God
Constantine approached the question of God from a Roman rather than Jewish mindset.
As with the gods of ancient Rome, Constantine’s adopted God was a figure of authority,
one who assisted in the battle – one with whom an emperor over much of the then known
world could readily identify.
Who is God? This emperor was clearly attracted to the concept of a Godhead who is one
– rather than multiple entities. It was Constantine who insisted on the Nicene formulation
that Jesus as son is consubstantial (of the same substance) as God the Father.
In retrospect, after the Council of Nicaea, Church historian Eusebius describes the
emperor’s conduct in this fashion:

954

As the author James Carroll has put it in Constantine’s Sword, “Jesus is God in the way Emperor
Constantine says he is.” Op cit, p. 173. Carroll goes on to say that: “Constantine saw, in owhter words,
that only a unified, sharply defined, and firmly advanced Christianity would overcome paganism,” p. 188.
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Nay, our most religious Emperor did, at the time, prove, in a speech, that He was
in being even according to His divine generation which is before all ages, since
even before He was generated in actuality, He was potentially with the Father
ingenerately, the Father being always Father, as King always, and Saviour
always, being all things potentially, and being always in the same respects and in
the same ways.955
The fear of God was a topic that apparently was clearly impressed on the emperor’s
mind. For example, in a warning to a church bishop, Constantine observes: “How great
the strength of the divine anger is …”956
Many of the emperor’s religious communications ended with the salutation: “May God
preserve you.” From the text, it is clear that God’s preservation is to be hinged on the
compliance of the addressee to the imperial request.
How is God Experienced? Like the apostle Paul, Constantine encountered his God for
the first time at a moment of major crisis. For Paul, the crisis was a mission to capture
and eliminate followers of Christ. For Constantine, the mission was to achieve military
victory over a rival for empire. For both, the encounter occurred through a vision.
At Milvian Bridge in 312 AD, Constantine dreamt before the battle. He envisioned a
Christian God who promised victory by the sign of Christ.
There is no record of other similar Constantinian encounters with the divine over the
remainder of his life as emperor. Indeed, over the centuries, many have questioned the
authenticity of Constantine’s initial conversion.
However, the extent of his involvement in affairs of the church cannot be debated.
Perhaps it was his earlier experience that the emperor had in mind when introducing the
summons of church bishops throughout the empire to Nicaea. The emperor began the
synod like this: “That there is nothing more honorable in my sight than the fear of God,
is, I believe, manifest to every man.”957
Constantine’s God Summarized: While the authenticity of the emperor’s conversion is
debatable, the characteristics that Constantine attributed to the Christian Godhead are
quite clear. Consistent with imperial authority, the ruler of the spiritual realm was a God
to be feared and obeyed. This was also a Godhead united in one composite being – the
Son was “consubstantial” or of the same essence as the Father. No other option – of
separate beingness – could be accepted.
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J. Stevenson, A New Eusebius, quoting the letter of Eusebius of Caesarea to his church, on the creed of
Nicaea.
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J. Stevenson, A New Eusebius, quoting a warning from Constantine to Theodotus, Bishop of Laodicea
in Syria, c. December 325.
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J. Stevenson, A New Eusebius (London: William Clows and Sons, Ltd.), 1957, #299.
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This was the type of God that Emperor Constantine could and did experience – as the
sign for victory in battle. Later in life, this experience made it possible for the emperor to
impose the corresponding authority of imperial rule over ecclesiastical authority. First
came the Godhead, ruled on earth by secular authority, to whom the church also must and
did submit.
Peculiarities of Constantine
Three other features of the Constantinian era are distinctive – for their (perhaps
unintended) effects down through the ages. First is the canonization of the New
Testament.
While not directly superintended by the emperor, the process of identifying an accepted
body of Christian scriptures gathered force and was legitimized by the Constantine view
of an hierarchical Christianity. This process was important not only for the books that
came to be accepted, but for those writings that, ultimately, were not included.
Second is the nearly irreversible wedge that Constantine’s world view drove between
Christianity and Judaism. From Constantine forward, one can trace the increasing tide of
anti-Semitism flowing through the institutionalized church for the succeeding seventeen
centuries.958
Third is the personal life of Constantine the man. While there seldom is total
synchronization between a person’s private and public personae, the deviation between
public and private practiced is particularly pronounced for this first of the church/state
rulers. The violence inherent in maintaining an empire and nascent church against
external and internal enemies also carried over into the emperor’s household. These
topics are explored, in turn.
Canonization of the New Testament: Available historical information indicates that the
27 books of today’s New Testament are the only canonical books remaining out of many
writings generally considered as sacred by the Christians of the 1st and 2nd centuries
AD. However, the sifting process necessary to form the final canon took another 200+
years.
A turning point came in the mid-2nd century as the heretic Marcion identified the works
that he viewed as scriptural. In response, Irenaeus was perhaps the last to use the old
form of oral tradition.
Irenaeus also became the first to begin the process of defining the outlines of a New
Testament canon. Regarding the four gospels, Irenaeus wrote:
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This legacy of Christian animus toward Jews is the central thesis of a book by James Carroll,
Constantine’s Sword: The Church and the Jews (New York: Houghton Mifflin Company), 2001.
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Matthew published a written gospel for the Hebrews in their own tongue, while
Peter and Paul were preaching the gospel in Rome and founding the church there.
After their passing, Mark also, the disciple and interpreter of Peter, transmitted to
us in writing the things preached by Peter. Luke, the follower of Paul, set down in
a book the gospel preached by him. Lastly John, the disciple of the Lord, who had
leant back on his breast, once more set forth the gospel, while residing at Ephesus
in Asia.959
Acceptance of these gospels was to be reinforced by later theologians such as Origen.
The principles by which all of the New Testament books came to be accepted as
canonical were essentially two-fold. First, they had to have been widely circulated.
Second, they had to be apostolic, i.e. written by an apostle or by some person of the
founding generation whose testimony was identical with what was perceived to be that of
the apostles.
A new principle was added as politics entered the realm – orthodoxy. The canon needed
to reflect a tradition that squared with what three hundred years of tradition said the
apostles and their immediate heirs should have believed.
About the year 322, Constantine became more formally drawn into the web of the canon.
He directed the church theologian and historian Eusebius to have 50 copies of the sacred
scriptures written on prepared parchment. While history records that the task was
accomplished quickly, unfortunately neither Eusebius nor other historical sources record
the specific books that were included within these documents.
The first person to articulate the current list of what generally is recognized as the New
Testament canon was Athanasius, also known as chief defender of the creed of Nicaea. In
a Festal letter (for Easter) in 367, Athanasius listed the 27 books that make up the current
canon.
A Tradition of Anti-Semitism: In his book Constantine’s Sword: The Church and the
Jews, author James Carroll argues that the “triumphalism of an empowered Christianity
led to all betrayal of faith that all of Rome’s legions had failed to bring about.”960
Hostility to Judaism is apparent from the first official church council at Nicaea and the
accompanying decision by Emperor Constantine to forbid the observance of Easter at
Passover.
With this decision, the emperor declared: “It is unbecoming that on the holiest of
festivals we should follow the customs of the Jews; henceforth let us have nothing in
common with this odious people.”961
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Irenaeus, Against Heresies, III.1.2.
Carroll, op cit, p. 55.
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As quoted by Carroll, op cit, p. 55.
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Reconciling Household & Holiness: It is not possible to readily disentangle the
Constantine the ruler from Constantine the converted Christian and Constantine the
husband and father.
The year following the Council of Nicaea, Constantine precipitated a household tragedy
of his own making. He executed his son Crispus and wife Fausta during 326, under what
more than one chronicler has described as “mysterious circumstances.”962
Based on the information available, it appears that Constantine’s second wife Fausta
accused Crispus of raping or having an affair with her and plotting to overthrow
Constantine.963 In angry response, Constantine had his son killed.964
Later, it was discovered that Fausta had been lying. So then Constantine had his wife
murdered in her bath. She was locked in and the temperature of the water gradually
raised so that she either suffocated due to the heat and steam, or perhaps was actually
boiled alive.
Most likely, Fausta engaged in this treachery in order to make way for her sons –
Constantine II, Contantius II and Constans – who ultimately became the heirs to their
father's dynasty. Later, the emperor would come to regret his conduct, considering that he
had acted too hastily.
During the year of this family turmoil, Constantine was also busy with matters of the
emerging church. For example, he wrote to the Persian king, Sapor, proclaiming himself
protector of the Church in Persia.
Constantine was also a builder, in part as a political strategy. The new Roman imperial
capital of Constantinople was established in 330 at the junction of Europe and Asia – and
as a planned Christian city.
A major force in the emperor’s household – particularly after Fausta’s death – was the
emperor’s mother, Helena. She personally took an interest in the deteriorated state of the
holy city, Jerusalem, and led the first effort to identify, protect and rebuild the city’s
sacred sites. Emperor and mother built new churches to commemorate Jesus’ birth in

962

This is the case, for example, with J. Stevenson, A New Eusebius, editorial note to 288. Crispus had
been living at Trier with his grandmother Helena, mother of Constantine.
963
Constantine’s first wife and the mother of Crispus was actually his concubine. “Second” wife Flavia
Maxima Fausta was the daughter of Maximianus. In 307 AD, when she was about seventeen, she was
married to Constantine the Great in order to seal his alliance with the regime of her father and her brother,
Maxentius in Rome. Other reasons in addition to or as a replacement to the notion of an affair, have also
been advanced for Crispus and his sudden loss of imperial favor – notably the idea that Fausta worked to
make Constantine envious of Cripus’ to clear the way for her sons accession.
964
Crispus lived from 303 until 326 AD; he served as Caesar from 317 until 326. Crispus was the eldest
son of Constantine and his first wife, Minervina. He was Consul three times and governor of Gaul from the
year 320. Crispus was also an able and popular military commander, winning victories against German
barbarians.
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Bethlehem, burial and resurrection in Jerusalem, and ascension from the Mount of
Olives.965
In Their Father’s Footsteps: Following Constantine’s death, the empire was divided
between the emperor’s three surviving sons – all of Fautsta. All three sons followed their
father’s Christian beliefs, stepped up his attacks on paganism and continued to intervene
at will in affairs of the church.
As the oldest, Constantine II ruled the western empire including Britain, Spain and Gaul.
As the youngest, Constans reigned in the rest of the west as far east as Thrace.
Constantius II ruled the east. In 342, Constantine II charged Constans with flouting his
authority, invaded Italy and was killed, leaving 2/3 of the empire in the hands of the
youngest.
Then in 350, a German officer named Magnentius overthrew Constans but was himself
defeated by Constantius in 351 – reuniting the empire under a single Augustus. As a
western ruler, Constans had leaned toward the Nicaeans but the eastern Constantius was
more of Arian persuasion.
In 341, bishops at Antioch reaffirmed the Nicene credal formula but deposed the chief
defender of Nicaea, Athanasius. Prior to his death, Constans had prevailed upon
Constantius to reinstate Athanasius after his second exile – consistent with results of the
Council of Sardica in 342/343.
With no brother around, Constantius convened the Council of Milan in 355 – to force the
bishops to choose between their own exile and the condemnation of Athanasius.966 The
bishops resisted, causing the emperor to appeal for Arian support and to further declare:
“My will is the canon.” And in 356, Constantius ordered the closing of temples and
cessation of sacrifices under penalty of death.
Toward a Fully Christian State: Upon the death of Constantius in 361, Julian ascended
to the throne.967 His reign was marked by the last official resurgence of paganism. For
example, Julian ordered reopening of pagan temples and sacrifices. He also authored
treatises against Christian theology including his more important work Adversus
Christianos.
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Helena is buried in Trier, Gemany. She is reputed to have brought from Jerusalem the Robe of Christ
and a nail from the true cross together with relics from St. Mattias, the apostle selected to replace Judas
Iscariot.
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Other synods including those at Sirmium (341, 357, 358), Arles (353), Antioch (358) Acyra (358),
Constantinople (360) and Alexandria (362) also favored the Arian position. Arianism may have reached its
peak at the Sirmium, with denials of the true divinity of the Son, Jesus.
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Julian’s reign lasted but two years. Killed in battle, his generals elected Jovian in 363 as
the new emperor. Jovian reinstated a policy of religious toleration, continued by his
successor Valentinian from 364-379.
Gratian began joint rule with Valentinian in 367. He generally continued the policy of
religious non-interference, albeit authorizing confiscation of Donatist property in North
Africa in 376 and banning of certain Christian sects.
Theodosius was invited to share rule with Gratian in 379. This is the emperor who
completed the process of transforming the empire into a fully Christian state. As a
Spaniard, Theodosius was Nicene by inclination and practice. Consequently, Arian
bishops were replaced with adherents to the Nicene Creed.968
Nicaea Confirmed: After the death of Constantius, the theological debate between the
Nicaeans and Arians had continued, albeit with increased complexity. However, there
were efforts to reconcile these viewpoints. Some who favored the Nicene formulation of
homoousios were nonetheless put off because this definition obscured the distinctiveness
of the persons of the Trinity.969
For Athanasius, Father, Son and Spirit essentially represented one being living in a
threefold form, much as one person might be a father, son and brother at the same time.
Athanasius had become known as the chief defender of the outcome of the Nicene
Council.
As one of the Cappadocians, Basil of Neocaesarea tried out a further compromise – by
way of analogy. For Basil, the three entities could be described as three like or equal
beings sharing a common nature, much as different persons share in the common nature
of humanity.
As an ardent Nicene, Theodosius I convened the second ecumenical Council of
Constantinople in 381. An estimated 150 Nicene and 36 Arian bishops, all from the East
attended. The earlier Nicene Creed had been lost and was reformulated as we know it
today – with homoousios as the centerpiece. Arians and other “heretics” were
condemned.
The die was cast. The Western (Roman Catholic) church would stay with Athanasius; the
Eastern (Orthodox) would prove to follow the route of the Cappadocians. The legacy of
Constantine’s Nicene formulation would live on – now enforced by ecclesiastical
authority.
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Despite imperial opposition, Arianism continued as the preference for converted Gauls, Vandals,
Lombards and Burgundians over the next couple of centuries.
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Much of this discussion is adapted from E. Glenn Hinson, The Early Church (Nashville: Abingdon
Press), 1996, pages 236-239.
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Acceptance of Constantine: To the contemporary historian Eusebius as well as to later
observers, Constantine was widely viewed as reshaping the scheme of human salvation –
from Abraham to Moses to Christ and now extending from Abraham to Christ to
Constantine.
The genuineness of Constantine’s own conversion has long been debated. However, there
is no question but that this first Christian emperor invested time, energy and political
capital to shape the church not only for political but theological advantage.
While the Roman Catholic church would emphasize his imperial rule over his
contribution to Christian doctrine, the legacy of monolithic Christianity nonetheless lived
on well into the 20th century. In the minds of some, this “beginning of the long overdue
demise of a Constantinian imperial Catholiciscm” occurred only with the Second Vatican
Council in 1962.970
Constantine in Summary
Of our dozen Christian heretics, Constantine is the only one for whom the pursuit of
Jesus was an avocation rather than life’s primary work. First and foremost, Constantine
was an imperial ruler – holder of the Roman imperial legacy against the onslaught of
disintegration pressing ot the empire both from within and without.
But make no mistake about it. This emperor also directly shaped Christianity as it has
been known for nearly seventeen centuries. Single-handedly, Constantine was
responsible to changing Christianity from its early history as enemy of the state to
religion of the state. Thus emperor’s greatest ecclesiastical achievements also are his
Achilles heel – the sources of the Constantine heresy:
•
•
•
•
•

Wedding church and state.
Placing ecclesiastical under secular imperial authority.
Suppressing diverse expressions of Christian belief and expression.
Most specifically, articulating and then enforcing the view that God the Father
and God the Son are of the same substance.
Carrying out unspeakable violence against the most intimate members of his
immediate family while also representing himself as arbiter of the new Christian
imperial order.

By coming out from the shadows, Christianity lost its informality, its spontaneity, its
diversity and colorful eclecticism. The Christianity of Constantine was forever solidified
as hierarchical. After all, if an organization built on rigorous hierarchy could propel
Roman military and imperial might for a millennium, then why not the church?
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Constantine’s heresy was the monolith – the holy Catholic church. Even later in the
reformation (more than a millennium later), the principle of the monolith lives on –
whether in the Catholic church of Rome or in the Reformation churches of Luther and
Calvin. Each espouses the one correct path to Jesus, one way to salvation.
As one recent author of church history puts it:
Constantine’s contribution to the evangelization of the Roman empire and even
beyond was an immense, but not an unmixed, blessing. … Constantine moved
from tolerance of all cults to favoritism of Christianity to open intolerance and
efforts to make Christianity the religion of the empire. Not only so, but he sought
to effect unity among the Christians, since, in his view, the unity and well-being
of the empire depended on the concord in common faith and worship of all its
citizens. Here he set Christianity on the track of persecution that has cast a
shadow on its history ever since.971
Constantine’s genius was that the church as monolith outlived the imperial empire. But
like the empire, the hierarchical church eventually runs its course. What then, after the
heresy of this church-empire has outlived its usefulness?
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E. Glenn Hinson, op. cit., p. 206.
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Supplemental Material: Two Creeds @ Nicaea
The Christian theologian and author Eusebius of Caesarea reports that at least two
versions of a credal statement were presented at the Council of Nicaea: a) a formulation
presented by Eusebius on behalf of his church, and b) the creed as adopted at the
direction of the emperor Constantine.972
As Initially Proposed by Eusebius

As Adopted by the Nicene Council

We believe in One God, Father Almighty, the
Maker of all things visible and invisible.

We believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker
of all things visible and invisible:

And in One Lord Jesus Christ, the Word of God,
God from God, Light from Light, Life from Life,
Only-begotten Son, first-born of all creation, before
all the ages begotten from the Father, by Whom
also all things were made; Who for our salvation
was incarnate, and lived among men, and suffered,
and rose again the third day, and ascended to the
Father, and will come again in glory to judge living
and dead.

And in One Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God,
begotten of the Father, Only begotten, that is from
the substance of the Father, God from God, Light
from Light, Very God from very God, begotten not
made, Consubstantial with the Father, by Whom all
things were made, both things in heaven and things
in earth; Who for us men and for our salvation came
down and was incarmate, was made man, suffered,
and rose again the third day, ascended into heaven,
is coming to judge living and dead.

And we believe also in One Holy Spirit.

And in the HolyGhost.
Believing each of these to be and to exist, the
Father truly Father, and the Son truly Son, and the And those who say, ‘There was when he was not,’
Holy Spirit truly Holy Spirit, as also our Lord,
and ‘Before he was he was not,’ and ‘He came to be
sending forth His disciples for the preaching, said,
from nothing,’ or those who pretend that the Son of
Go teach all nations, baptizing them in the Name of God is ‘Of other hypostasis or substance,’ or
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.
‘created,’ or ‘alterable,’ or ‘mutable,’ the Catholic
Concering whom we confidently affirm that we so
and Apostolic Church anathematizes.
hold, and so we think, and so we have held
aforetime, and we maintain this faith unto the
death., anathematizing every godless heresy. That
this we have ever thought from our heart and soul,
from the time we recollect ourselves, and now
thinks and say in truth, before God Almighty and
our Lord Jesus Christ do we witness, being able by
proofs to show and convince you that, in times past
also, we constantly believed and preached thus.
Note: Information shown in italics indicates a significant departure from the contrasting credal statement.

The earlier Eusebian statement is considerably longer and more obtuse than what was
finally adopted at Nicaea. Other differences:
•

Eusebius proposes what might be considered as a more Gnostic creed, for
example, emphasizing concepts such as the “Word of God” and noting that Jesus
“lived among men” rather than “was made man.” However, the creed of
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•

•

Eusebius’ church also points to both proofs and historical precedent as a basis for
belief.
The adopted Nicene statement gets to the point about the proposed nature of Jesus
as “consubstantial” of of the same nature as God, avoiding the more ambiguous
Eusebian statement of “before all ages begotten from the Father.”
Both creeds contain anathemas or condemnations but of different types. The
Eusebian church anathematizes “every godless heresy,” perhaps suggesting that
the only valid basis for heresy would come from those who can not profess faith
in God. The adopted creed is much more specific, aiming its anathemas at those
within the Church who suggest a different nature to the Son of God than
consubtantiality with the Father. In this sense, the former credal suggestion is
inclusive while the adopted formula serves to exclude, separate and condemn.
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#11 - The Heresy of Luther: Reformation Undone
“Unless I am convicted by Scripture and plain reason, I do not accept the authority of popes and
councils, for they have contradicted each other – my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I
cannot and I will not recant anything, for to go against conscience is neither right nor safe. God
help me.”
– Martin Luther before the Diet of Worms, 1521.

In 1517, an Augustinian, Master of Arts and Sacred Theology, posted a notice on the
Disputation on the Power and Efficacy of Indulgences, requesting a personal debate or
written response as a public discussion at Germany’s Wittenburg University.973 With
these 95 Theses, thirty-three year old monk Martin Luther declared an end to the 1,200
year era of holy Roman Catholic hegemony over Christian belief and practice.
The single church created by Emperor Constantine would now be faced with a challenger
over an issue as old as the dispute between the apostle Paul and Jesus’ brother James.
Was salvation from eternal damnation to be found as a matter of works or as a matter of
faith?
For Luther, the issue at hand related to the increasingly pervasive practice of selling
indulgences – relief from the eternal damnation or purgatory in exchange for a monetary
contribution. The purpose of much of this pay for grace theology was the funding of the
construction of St. Peter’s basilica in Rome.
The 95 Theses were aimed squarely at papal authority – both temporal and spiritual.
Luther’s thesis #5 launches the attack: “The pope has neither the will nor the power to
remit any penalties beyond those imposed either at his own discretion or by canon law.”
By the time he gets to Thesis #86, Martin has become somewhat more personal in his
attack: “Again: since the pope’s income today is larger than that of the wealthiest of
wealthy men, why does he not build this one church of St. Peter with his own money,
rather than with the money of indigent believers?”
The Reformation Luther launched carries forward as the dominant event of Christianity
for the subsequent 500 years to this 21st century. Unfortunately, this reformation is
incomplete. The Christian revolution was aborted – by none other than Luther himself.
But we are getting ahead of the story. As with the other great heretics of the faith, we
start with Martin Luther – a child of the middle ages.
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Whether Martin Luther actually posted his theses on the door of the castle church in Wittenberg has
been a matter of some debate. There is more consensus that Luther sent copies of his 95 Theses to
Archbishop Albrecht of Mainz and Bishop Jerome of Brandenburg.
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Background of Martin Luther
The life of Martin Luther can be divided into distinct periods– as it has by numerous
theologians and historians. At least three distinct phases can be identified – beginnings,
reformation, church leadership and old age.974
Luther’s Beginnings: Martin Luther was born to Hans and Margaretta Luther in
Eisleben, Germany on November 10, 1483. His father Hans was a copper miner. When
Martin was 7 years old, his father leased a smelter from the count of Mansfield,
improving the family’s fortunes considerably.
The older Luther had high hopes for Martin to become a professional man, a lawyer. At
age 17, his father picked the University of Erfurt, one of the finest universities of the time
– as the place for Martin’s college education – and paid for by Hans.
After graduating 30th in a class of 57, Martin received his Masters degree. His father then
arranged for Martin’s entry into law school. On July 2, 1505, less than two months after
beginning law school, Martin was traveling his way back to Erfurt from his parents’
home and became caught in a violent thunderstorm.
Luther was nearly struck by lightning and thrown to the ground. At this moment, he cried
to Saint Anne to save him, vowing to become a monk if he escaped alive.
Just over 2 weeks later, Martin Luther entered the Black Monastery on July 17 – much to
his father’s displeasure. Luther saw this as perhaps the surest path to his own soul’s
salvation. As a grouping of Augustinian Hermits, the monastery was a strict though not
austere order of mendicant monks.
In 1507, Luther was ordained and celebrated his first mass. The subsequent year he
taught briefly at the new university in Wittenburg. In 1510, he and a traveling companion
are sent to Rome to handle some of the orders’ political affairs. Upon his return in April
1511, Luther was transferred to the newly constructed Black Cloister in Wittenburg.
In 1512, Luther received his Doctor of Theology degree. A year later, he became a
lecturer on the Psalms. At age 30 (in 1513), he also became priest off-campus at
Wittenberg’s city church.
About two years later (at age 31), he was appointed vicar in charge of eleven Augustinian
monasteries. That same year, he began a year of lectures on the subject of the New
Testament book of Romans.
In 1516, plague struck Wittenberg. Luther stayed and began a series of lectures on the
apostle Paul’s epistle to Galatians.

974
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The next year, Johann Tetzel began selling indulgences on the borders of Saxony. This
occurred through licensing action of Pope Leo X as a means to finance the construction
of St. Peter’s basilica in Rome.
Many of the customers for Tetzel’s indulgences also were parishioners of Martin Luther.
As one side effect, Luther noticed fewer people coming to confession. Luther was
outraged.
On October 31, 1517, Martin Luther posted his 95 Theses to protest the sale of
indulgences. To elevate the level of protest, he also had a copy of the Latin text delivered
to the archbishop, hoping to get an answer beyond that of a private disputation. Initially,
Luther received little response, but in December Johann Tetzel wrote two sets of
countertheses after noticing a fall-off in the sale of indulgences.
Reformation: The period of 1517-1526 can be described as the crucible of the
reformation. Post 95 Theses, Luther alternated between deference and defiance toward
Rome. Martin is involved in debates, excommunicated, and sentenced to death. He
alternately hides and defies, begins an active period of writing, and is married.
Less than one year after the posting on the Wittenberg door, Luther was tried (in
absentia) on charges of heresy in Rome. Pope Leo also issued Cum Postquam, outlining
the church’s doctrine on indulgences (in direct opposition to Luther).
By early 1519, Luther was ready to recant and even send a letter of apology to the pope.
In March, he actually sent a letter to Leo X, stating it was not his intent to undermine the
authority of the pope or church. However, Luther also entered into a debate with Johann
Eck. It was during this debate that he denied the primacy of the Pope and the infallibility
of church General Councils.
In 1520, Luther completed three major works. The first was titled and addressed To the
Christian Nobility of the German Nation. It debunked the three walls on which papal
authority had rested: stating that all believers are priests, there is no exclusive papal right
to interpret the Scriptures, and a reformatory council of the church could be called by
others than the pope.975
In Latin, Luther delivered the Babylonian Captivity of the Church, agreeing only to
sacraments as instituted by Jesus: baptism and communion. And he completed The
Freedom of the Christian, presenting his view of the paradox of Christianity: “A
Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none; a Christian is a perfectly dutiful
servant of all, subject to all.” For Martin, servanthood is not a prerequisite but rather an
outcome of faith.
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The concept of a “priesthood of believers” finds its most direct NT reference in I Peter 2:9: “But you are
a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you may proclaim the
mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.”
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During this same year, Rome sent a letter to Luther’s vicar Staupitz, asking him to
restrain Martin or be dismissed. Staupitz resigned his position and Luther received an
offer of protection from 100 knights. The papal bull of excommunication was posted
throughout Saxony. Books of Luther were burned in Cologne and then other cities. In
return, Luther burned papal documents and books of church law and books written by his
enemies under a large Oak outside the walls of the city.
In 1521, Martin Luther was summoned by Emperor Charles V to appear before the Diet
of Worms. During the second hearing, Luther made his position clear: “Unless I am
convicted by Scripture and plain reason, I do not accept the authority of popes and
councils, for they have contradicted each other – my conscience is captive to the Word
of God. I cannot and I will not recant anything, for to go against conscience is neither
right nor safe. God help me.”
At the conclusion of the proceedings, the emperor sided with Rome and asked for
Luther’s immediate condemnation. His status became that of an outlaw. On his way
home (quietly), Luther was captured by (friendly) bandits and taken to safety at the
Wartburg castle.
In February 1522, the papal ban on Luther and followers was lifted. On September 21 of
that year, Martin Luther published the first New Testament written in the German
language.
In 1523, the first Protestant martyrs were burned at Brussels. In 1524, peasants revolted
citing Luther’s teachings and demanding more just economic conditions. Luther also
stopped wearing the religious habit.
In 1525, Martin Luther wrote Against the Murderous and Thieving Hordes of Peasants.
At the Battle of Frankenhausen, 50,000 peasant lives were lost. By the time the uprising
was quelled, nearly 100,000 lives were lost. The peasants believed Luther had betrayed
them.
This same year, Martin Luther married former nun Katherine von Bora. They took up
residence at Black Cloister, the former Augustinian monastery in Wittenberg.
Church Leadership & Old Age: Though married late at nearly age 42, Martin Luther
clearly enjoyed family life. Over the next 9 years, Katherine gave birth to 6 children –
two of whom would die before their father.
His love for family is an on-going legacy – reflected in the Christmas tree tradition begun
for Martin’s family. And he wrote the most basic of the Christmas carols “Away in a
Manger.”
Luther became a composer, completing the Smart Songbook and “A Mighty Fortress is
our God” in 1527. He wrote for the new Lutheran church, including a Small and Large
Catechism.
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He met with Ulrich Zwingli in 1529 as part of the Marburg Colloquy, attempting to
achieve theological unity between Protestants. In 1534, at age 50 Luther published the
first edition of a complete German Bible.
While Luther found marriage enjoyable, advancing age and, perhaps, job stress led to
growing health issues. Within two years of marriage, Luther began to experience heart
problems as well as long-standing digestive and intestinal difficulties. By 1538 (age 54),
deteriorating health (including uric acid stones) and arthritis were affecting his ability to
work and write. The next year, Katherine experienced a miscarriage; Martin was by her
bed much of the time.
Luther also suffered bouts of depression, perhaps experienced most severely after the
death of 13-year old daughter Magdalena in 1542. Advancing age also brought on more
strident writings , capped by his polemic Against the Jews in 1543.
In 1545, Luther wrote Against the Papacy at Rome founded by the Devil. Less than one
year later, Martin Luther died during a visit to Eisleben, the home of his birth. Death was
attributed to heart failure, and Luther was surrounded by an audience. The date was
February 18, 1546, and Martin was 62 years of age.
From Constantine to Luther
For a moment, it is useful to back up a bit. In one fell swoop, we have jumped forward
1,200 years in time from the heretic Constantine to the heretic Martin Luther. What
happened between is often referred to as the dark ages.
This indeed was a period of social and economic regression:
•
•
•
•
•

From the life of the city back to the country.
From an educated elite and middle class back to illiteracy of the masses.
From religious pluralism and pantheism to monolithic monotheism.
From widespread travel and communication back to isolation.
From a time of prosperity and consumer surplus back to survival.

Yet during this age of darkness there are distinctive rays of light. Individuals kept the
flame of Christianity alive, bridging the immense gap between the church of the early
persecuted believers and the church’s later dominant cultural position throughout
medieval Europe.
Augustine of Hippo: One such individual was Saint Augustine. Just a generation after
the Council of Nicaea, Augustine was born in 354 in the North African city of Thagaste
to a pagan father and Christian mother.
As a young man, Augustine took a concubine who bore him a son. They lived together
for fourteen years and the son died early at age 17 or 18 – a great tragedy for Augustine.
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Around 373, Augustine became attracted to the Manichaean movement which, among
other things, repudiated the teachings of the Hebrew Scriptures (Old Testament).
Manichaeans also ridiculed the Christian emphasis on faith, preferring what was
rationally demonstrable.
At age 29, Augustine moved to Rome. Shortly after 395, Augustine became the bishop of
the North African city of Hippo, remaining there until his death in 430. The central
controversy of this time period was occasioned by Donatist emphasis on the church as a
pure body. Augustine saw just the opposite – a mixed body – where the wheat and the
weeds would grow together.
Augustine advocated the reconciliation of Donatists to the Church. Voluntary methods
did not succeed, so gradually Augustine was forced to recognize that a policy of
conciliation was hopeless; rather the pressure of Roman law and police power should
also be brought to bear. Augustine supported the confiscation of Donatist properties and
legal penalties against those who still pledged loyalty to the Donatist way.976 He quoted
Luke 14:23 as justification: “Compel people to come in.”
In his treatise Against the Epistle of Parmenian, Augustine argued that a Christian
emperor (i.e. civilian head of state) had the authority to punish impieties. He personally
headed the Catholic bishops at the 411 Council of Carthage in a final confrontation with
Donatist bishops.
As Augustine was writing his treatise On the Trinity, the Visigoths sacked Rome in 410.
This was a shock to Constantinian Christians, who believed that God would protect the
Roman empire if the people were faithful. In response to this problem, Augustine took up
the writing of On the City of God.
According to the City, it is God alone who grants authority to kings and kingdoms:
These things being so, we do not attribute the power of giving kingdoms and
empires to any save to the true God, who gives happiness in the kingdom of
heaven to the pious alone, but gives kingly power on earth both to the pious and
the impious, as it may please Him, whose good pleasure is always just.977
In this work, the view was articulated that the church superceded the state. To Augustine,
earthly peace and justice went hand in hand – mediated through a secular state infused
with Christian values. And it was Augustine who articulated the concept of original sin, a
hopeless condition of humanity.
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It is a matter of scholarly debate today as to how many thousands of adherents of the Donatist
movement lost their lives during the resulting purge. While advocating extreme measures, Augustine
himself wrote to spare the lives of accused Donatists from martyrdom.
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Finally, it was Augustine who gave the Constantinian practice of suppressing heretics its
theological underpinnings. Again, Augustine opines about the rightful and forceful
exclusion of heresy from The City of God:
But the devil, seeing the temples of the demons deserted, and the human race
running to the name of the mediating Mediator, has moved the heretics under the
Christian name to resist the Christian doctrine, as if they could be kept in the city
of god indifferently without any correction, just as the city of confusion
indifferently held the philosophers who were of diverse and adverse opinions.
Those, therefore, in the Church of Christ who savour anything morbid and
depraved, and on being corrected they may savour what is wholesome and right,
contumaciously resist, and will not amend their pestiferous and deadly dogmas,
but persist in defending them, become heretics, and going without, are to be
reckoned as enemies who serve for her discipline.978
In Augustine’s time, church discipline would mean the arrest and, in some instances, the
death of North African Donatists. A millennium later, Augustine’s logic would serve as
justification for the Spanish Inquisition.
Origen Undone: A victim of the protracted debate between Arians and Nicene of the
fourth century proved to be Origen. At first quoted by both sides, his views increasingly
came under attack. Origen’s views on creation and resurrection were suspect, including
Origen’s doctrine of the pre-existence of souls, restoration of all things, and
subordination of the Logos (or Incarnate Word of God).
In the late fourth century, Jerome translated the homilies of Origen to Latin and prepared
the translation of what would become known as the Vulgate Bible. Initially a supporter of
Origen, Jerome changed course to condemn Origen for his views of universal salvation
and his views on the Trinity. Origen was formally condemned by a Council of at
Alexandria as a heretic in 399/400.979
Over the course of the next 1-1/2 centuries, the Origenist controversy continued to
smolder. In 553, Origen was again condemned by a later Council of Constantinople,
rendering his teachings most suspect in the East.
Split of East & West: In 1054, the final split was sealed between churches of the East and
West. Longstanding issues came to a head when a new Emperor of the Holy Roman
Empire, Constantine IX (1042-1055) demanded that the patriarch of Constantinople
acknowledge the authority of Rome. This the patriarch Cerularius would not do.
Rather, Cerularius persuaded the Bulgarian metropolitan to address a letter to western
churches denouncing them for illicit practices preventing any union of the two churches.
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Such practices included use of unleavened bread with the eucharist and customary fasting
on Saturdays.
As a result, churches in Western Europe, under the authority of the pope at Rome,
separated from the churches in the Eastern Roman (or Byzantine) Empire, under the
authority of the patriarch (bishop) of Constantinople. The churches of the Eastern Empire
have come to be known by the term of the Eastern Orthodox church. The word orthodox
was intended to mean "correct teaching," or "right belief."
Underpinnings of the Reformation
Obviously the Protestant reformation of the 16th century did not spring forward by
happenstance. Growing discontent with the church existed throughout Germany. As one
church historian has written:
The Renaissance papacy invariably lived beyond its means and was often on the
edge of bankruptcy, not least because it required immense sums to maintain its
political standing in Italy. To meet expenses, the papal Curia devised new and
more oppressive taxes, fees, and fines which bore heavily on the higher clergy
who, in turn, passed them on to the lower clergy and, ultimately, to the laity.
Rome became a byword, especially in Germany, for venality and avarice.980
Moral and ethical lapses covered a range of clerical abuses including the increasing sale
of ecclesiastical indulgences, nepotism, absenteeism, and concubinage. Parish clergy
were often minimally educated and impoverished – a more obvious shortcoming as the
general population became more literate and urban.
Popular religion had become less enabling, more oppressive. Great emphasis was placed
on prospects for personal salvation and fear of torments ranging from eternal damnation
to purgatory. Only a faith that demonstrated strong performance of works could achieve
salvation. No one could be sure that he or she had done enough.
The psychologist Erik H. Erikson wrote Young Man Luther, observing that “his young
manhood is one of the most radical on record.” In his work, Erikson comments on the
passing from the medieval era:
It has been said that Descartes’ “I think, therefore I am” marked the end of
medieval philosophy, which began with St. Augustine, who saw in man’s ability
to think the proof not only of God’s existence, but also of god’s grace. Augustine
though that man’s “inner light” is the realization of the infusio caritatis, so that
we may speak of a caritative or infusted identity. It is precisely because Augustine
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centered all his theology in faith that Luther called him the greatest theologian
since the apostles and before Luther.”981
Luther himself saw his role as one of learning by doing. He wrote:
I did not learn my theology all at once, but I had to search deeper for it, where my
temptations took me.982
Reformation Incomplete
As early as 1522, there were signs that Martin Luther was not prepared to go all the way.
A fiery fellow monk, Gabriel Zwilling, was denouncing the tradition of the Catholic mass
and urging the abandonment of clerical vows. Another associate, Karlstadt, opposed the
use of pictures, organs and Gregorian chant in worship services; and he took a wife. To
restore public order in Wittenberg, the city government asked Luther to return. He did
and preached against Karlstadt – who was forced to leave the city. The old order of
worship was reinstated.
In this, Luther’s conservative bent became obvious: “He opposed not only the Romanists,
as heretofore, but those partisans of the revolution who would move, as he believed, too
rapidly. The separations within the reform party itself had begun.”983
Karlstadt went on to espouse more radical views, denying the value of education, living
like a peasant, destroying images and rejecting the physical presence of Christ in
communion.
Even more radical was Thomas Muntzer, a former Catholic priest who broke openly with
Luther in 1523. He opposed the “easygoing flesh of Wittenberg,” advocated violent
revolution to overthrow clerical and secular authority. Perhaps not surprisingly, Muntzer
subsequently became a leader in the peasant revolt.
The peasants revolt started in southwestern Germany in mid 1524. In February 1525,
Swabian peasants put forward a series of twelve articles covering both spiritual and
economic items, demanding among other items:
•
•
•
•
•
•

The right for a community to hire and fire its own pastor
The abolition of grain and livestock tithes
The abolition of serfdom
Reservation of hunting in the forests to the poor
Elimination of forced, unpaid labor
Fair rents
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•
•

Common lands restored
Death taxes abolished

Martin Luther initially took an even handed approach toward both sides, blaming peasant
discontent on “wild and dictatorial tyrants.”984 However, he came to view political
revolution as the greater evil, tantamount to rebellion against God. In writing Against the
Robbing and Murdering Hordes of Peasants, Luther advocated crushing the revolt by
force of arms.
Despite the loss of some appeal to the masses, the Lutheranization of Saxony was
proceeding. Old bishops and suspect clergy were removed, and a new specific worship
style adopted. As church historian Williston Walker writes, “In a word, a Lutheran state
church, coterminous with the electoral territories and having all baptized inhabitants as
its members, was substituted for the old bishop-ruled church.”985
Another threat to the Protestant hegemony of Luther came with Swiss born Ulrich
Zwingli. Whereas Luther held to the Catholic belief that the body and blood of Christ are
substantially present in the bread and wine, Zwingli denied any possible bodily presence.
To Zwingli, Luther’s insistence on the corporeal presence of Jesus was essentially an
illogical remnant of Catholic superstition. To Luther, Zwingli and his supporters were not
Christians.
So, here we have it. The leader of the Reformation was unable to go the distance. Like
Paul before him, Martin Luther:
•
•
•
•
•

Advocated the saving power of grace, but re-established a new church authority
emphasizing performance via a new set of Protestant works.
Preached the priesthood of believers over papal authority, then implemented a
new Lutheran hierarchy intolerant of internal and external dissent.
Threw off papal authority, but left the creed of Nicaea essentially intact.
Stressed the importance of individual faith over collective belief, but rejected the
role of individual reason with equal vehemence.986
Was condemned, then turned and advocated the persecution of those with whom
he disagreed.

For a brief moment, a new window of Christian opportunity was opened. In wafted the
fresh thought of a Jesus movement that might be tolerant of different, even highly
personalized, interpretations of who God is and the most appropriate human response.
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In 1519, Martin Luther had agreed to keep silent on the ecclesiastical questions in dispute
if his opponents would do the same. The case would be submitted to German bishops and
Luther would write a letter indicating continued fealty to the pope.
But then in June and July, Martin Luther was drawn into a series of debates with Eck at
Leipzig. Eck cornered Luther, forcing him to proclaim the fallibility not only of the pope,
but of general church councils. Positions hardened and a papal bull of condemnation was
issued on June 15, 1520.
There was still another chance. As late as 1522, Pope Adrian VI (as successor) had
acknowledged the excess and greed of the papal court under his predecessor, Leo X. This
was the first formal apology in the history of the Church.
However, shortly before, on April 17, 1521, Martin Luther appeared before the emperor
and Reichstag at Worms and was asked whether he would recant. Luther asked for time
to consider. He acknowledged that he had written and spoken too strongly in opposition
to some persons.
But then Luther slammed the window shut. To the emperor, he said he could not retract
unless convicted he was wrong “by the testimony of the Scriptures or by clear reason.”987
The die was cast, permanent separation was the inevitable result. Even though the
emperor cut the discussion short, Luther felt impelled to drive the wedge in further,
reportedly proclaiming: “I can not do otherwise. Here I stand. God help me. Amen.”
A month after his journey home from Worms, Martin Luther was formally put under the
ban of the empire – ordered to be seized for punishment and have his books burned. That
Luther survived is credit only to the vigor of the territorial ruler, Frederick the Wise, who
refused to buckle to imperial edict.
Those who followed Martin Luther drove the wedge in further. Most notable of these is
John Calvin who perfected the Protestant work ethic. Following in Luther’s footsteps, he
solidified the position of salvation unto righteousness. As Calvin said: “We are justified
not without works, yet not by works.”988
The Catholic response hardened; in reaction, so did the Protestant. The result was a
legacy of religious wars and dueling denominationalism. Each offshoot, each
denomination, has felt the seemingly irresistible urge to claim its interpretation, its
authority as the only path to truth.
Half a millennium later, we live in the shadow of Martin Luther’s heresy. Martin’s heresy
was not the doctrine of salvation by grace; Martin merely uncovered what Paul had
written 1,500 years earlier.
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Rather, Luther’s heresy was his inability to put the concept of a priesthood of believers
into practice. Luther’s heresy was the imprimatur for Christianity – Protestant or
Catholic – to continue down the same path of intolerance and repression that continue to
obscure the diversity and true eclecticism of Jesus’ message.
For Roman Catholics, there is a related heresy – the transfer of Christianity idolatry from
hierarchy and tradition to sola scriptura (the Word). The author of Constantine’s Sword:
The Church and the Jews puts it this way:
To Luther, Bible readers are individuals who submit to the Word of God as each
one understands it, but also as each one bows before it. Luther rejected what
appeared to him to be the Church’s idolatry of its own hierarchy, but despite his
best intentions, he replaced it with a deference to the Word that slips all to easily
into an idolatry of its own.”989
Part of the reason for Martin Luther’s inability to shake the Catholic tradition of
intolerance comes from his own proclivity to long bouts of depression. This natural
predisposition was reinforced by Luther’s preoccupation with the wrath of God. During a
bout of this black horror, he could not bear to read biblical words such as those of Psalm
90: “For we are consumed by your anger; by your wrath we are overwhelmed.”990
The early 21st century religious commentator Karen Armstrong puts it this way:
Throughout his career, Luther saw death as an expression of God’s wrath. His
theology of justification by faith depicted human beings as utterly incapable of
contributing to their own salvation and wholly reliant on the benevolence of God.
It was only by realizing their powerlessness that they could be saved. To escape
his depressions, Luther plunged into a frenzy of activity, determined to do what
good he could in the world, but consumed also by hatred. Luther’s rage against
the Pope, the Turks, Jews, women, and rebellious peasants – not to mention
every single one of his own theological opponents – would be typical of other
reformers of our own day, who have struggled with the pain of the new world and
who have also evolved a religion in which the love of God is often balanced by a
hatred of other human beings.991
Luther’s inability to trust in a priesthood of believers, in individual reason, came as the
result of his own insecurities – of a fatalistic view of life and eternity. Because Luther’s
God was a god of vengeance, Martin Luther similarly gave himself license to wreak
havoc on those with whom he disagreed. As with the church he dedicated his life to tear
down, this revolutionary reverted to what he earlier had disdained – a priesthood of one.
Papal authority was no more; in its place would be substituted Luther the new religious
autocrat.
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Luther & The Nature of God
The founder of the Protestant reformation is at his most contradictory when it comes to
the nature of God. On the one hand, Luther’s God is, above all, a God of grace and
mercy. Yet on a more personal, experiential level, this is also a God of wrath and
vengeance.
Who is God? At its most basic level, the God of Martin Luther was simply the God of
Paul’s epistle to the Galatians: “… for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through
faith.”992 For Martin Luther, God could be summed up not through his essence but
through his action – the action of grace.
Thesis #49 of the original 95 posted by Martin Luther read:
Christians should be taught that the pope’s indulgences are useful only if one does
not rely on them, but most harmful if one loses the fear of God through them.
The obvious theme is one of fearing God. Less obvious is that the Christian does not need
the pope, but can access God directly. With Thesis #62, Luther gets closer to his views
on who the real God is:
The true treasure of the church is the Holy gospel of the glory and the grace of
God.
How is God Experienced? Martin Luther first encountered God during a violent
thunderstorm. Nearly struck by lightning, Luther agreed to a spiritual vocation out of
desperation – appeasing a violent God.
If Constantine’s God was one to be feared, Luther went one step further. Luther’s God
was one of vengeance.
Constantine would close his communications with the salutation: “May God preserve
you.” Twelve centuries later, Luther ended his defense at Worms by invoking the even
more personal plea: “God help me.”
Luther’s God Summarized: Resolving the inherent conflict between Luther’s God of
grace and the God of wrath is not easily accomplished. The theological perspective is far
more benign than the experiential. This conflict was to plague Martin Luther the man
throughout his career. The ensuing conflict has plagued the Protestant movement for
nearly 500 years since.
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Peculiarities of Martin Luther
Much like the apostle Paul, Martin Luther was a man of uncommon intellect and
authority. One did not cross Luther lightly.
Yet it is precisely the power of the man from which spring forth distinctive eccentricities.
Three are of specific note for Martin Luther – patterns of vulgarity, exclusion and
equivocation.
The Vulgar Luther: Much of Luther’s vulgar commentary focused on the digestive and
excretory systems – with which Luther himself often experienced physical problems.
Luther was particularly haunted by the presence of the devil – who manifest himself in
obscene ways.
Even a few days before his death, Luther believed he saw the devil sitting on a rain pipe
outside of his window, exposing his behind to Martin.993 This lifelong obsession with
demonology may be a partial explanation for Luther’s scatological defense. It is the
psychologist/historian Erik Erikson who writes: “That the devil can be completely
undone if you manage to fart into his nostrils is only one of those, shall we say,
homeopathic, remedies which Luther, undoubtedly on the basis of a homegrown
demonology, advocated all his life.”994
Luther exhibited the uncanny ability to experience both the basest human and divine
action in a single event. He could say that Christ was defined by two images: one of an
infant “hanging on a virgin’s tits” and one of a man sitting at his Father’s right hand.
In the melancholy mood of his later years, Luther would express what psychoanalyst
Erikson describes as his “depressive self-repudiation in anal terms.” The example
Erikson gives is of Luther at the dinner table, expounding: “I am like ripe shit, and the
world is a gigantic ass-hole. We probably will let go of each other soon.”
Lutherly Exclusion: The Augustinian monk who railed against the egotistical excesses
of the papacy increasingly came to emulate similar patterns of disfavor, then persecution
for those out of synch with his own expectations.
On the canonical level, a particular target of Martin Luther’s ire was the New Testament
epistle of James. The epistle’s assertion that “faith without works is also dead” absolutely
rubbed Martin the wrong way (as it had the apostle Paul before him).995 Luther
commented that James was “a right strawy epistle” and questioned whether a book of
such inferior worth even belonged in the New Testament.996
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The first major break with a major group of supporters came during the peasants’
rebellion. In 1524, just 7 years after the posting of the 95 Theses, a peasants’ revolt
started in southwest Germany. Peasants cited Luther’s teaching as authority and
demanded more just economic conditions between the classes. They indicate a
willingness to overthrow established authority if necessary.
The following year, Luther reveals his true feelings, writing Against the Murderous and
Thieving Hordes of Peasants. Of the rebellious peasants, Luther writes:
A rebel is not worth answering with arguments, for he does not accept them. The
answer for such mouths is a fist that brings blood from the nose.997
That same month, 50,000 peasants died at the Battle of Frankenhausen, increasing to
100,000 casualties before the rebellion ended. Also destroyed were the year’s crops,
hundreds of villages, 1,000 castles and monasteries.
The second and most infamous of Luther’s betrayals is that of the Jews. Early in his
career, Luther appeared sympathetic to Jewish resistance to the Catholic Church. For
example, he wrote:
The Jews are blood-relations of our Lord; if it were proper to boast of flesh and
blood, the Jews belong more to Christ than we. I beg, therefore, my dear Papist, if
you become tired of abusing me as a heretic, that you begin to revile me as a Jew.
Luther condemned preaching that would “enormously exaggerate the Jews’ misdeeds
against Christ”. He even suggested that Jews had been right to resist Catholic attempts to
convert them – going back a few years to the time of the Spanish inquisition.
But then, just three years before his death, Martin Luther wrote Against the Jews. At the
outset, Luther clearly states his intent:
I had made up my mind to write no more either about the Jews or against them.
But since I learned that these miserable and accursed people do not cease to lure
to themselves even us, that is, the Christians, I have published this little book, so
that I might be found among those who opposed such poisonous activities of the
Jews who warned the Christians to be on their guard against them.
Luther can not resist reference to scatological sarcasm: “Did I not tell you earlier that a
Jew is such a noble, precious jewel that God and all the angels dance when he farts?”998
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Consistent with his response to the peasants, Luther also evokes a note of class warfare:
“Over and above that we let them get rich on our sweat and blood, while we remain poor
and they suck the marrow from our bones.”
And for solutions, Martin Luther writes:
I wish and I ask that our rulers who have Jewish subjects exercise a sharp mercy
toward these wretched people, as suggested above, to see whether this might not
help (though it is doubtful). They must act like a good physician who, when
gangrene has set in, proceeds without mercy to cut, saw, and burn flesh, veins,
bone, and marrow. Such a procedure must also be followed in this instance. Burn
down their synagogues, forbid all that I enumerated earlier, force them to work,
and deal harshly with them, as Moses did in the wilderness, laying three thousand
lest the whole people perish. They surely do not know what they are doing;
moreover, as people possessed, hey do not wish to know it, hear it, or learn it.
There it would be wrong to be merciful and confirm them in their conduct. If this
does not help we must drive them out like mad dogs, so that we do not become
partakers of their abominable blasphemy and all their other vices and thus merit
God’s wrath and be damned with them. I have done my duty. Now let everyone
see to his. I am exonerated.
In addition to burning synagogues and forcing work, Luther advocated setting fire to
Jewish schools, razing and destroying homes, confiscating prayer books and Talmudic
writings, forbidding rabbis to preach on pain of loss of life and limb, eliminating safe
conduct on highways for Jews, and prohibition of usury including removal of all cash and
precious metals.
This is strong language – even for a polemical time – and Luther justifiably shares some
portion of responsibility for ensuing events including the 20th century holocaust some
400 years later. However, Jews were not Luther’s only targets.
Similar venom was aimed in the direction of a religious splinter group – the Anabaptists.
The term was one coined by their opponents, meaning rebaptizers. In reality, Anabaptists
(also known as Swiss Brethren) recognized one baptism only – for consenting adults
rather than infants. They also opposed establishment of a state church.
In the latter part of the 1520s, Anabaptists had achieved sizeable followings in Germany,
Switzerland and the Netherlands. In the remaining Catholic parts of the empire,
Anabaptist sympathies were nearly as strong as Lutheran. At the diets of Speyer (1529)
and Augsburg (1530), the old Roman law of heresy was applied by Catholics and
Protestants alike, meaning that membership in any Anabaptist group was now punishable
by death.
Early on, Luther preached tolerance. In 1528, he suggested banishment rather than
execution of Anabaptists. At one point, Luther wrote:
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No matter how you judge the Anabaptists, they are doing wrong, blaspheming,
and dishonoring God’s discipline. It is, nevertheless, not correct – and I am
dreadfully disappointed to see this – that one murders, burns and gruesomely kills
such wretched people. One should let everyone believe what he wants to believe.
If his faith is incorrect, he will be punished enough by the eternal flames in hell.
Less than a decade later, Luther apparently had changed his mind, deciding that a policy
of tolerance was no longer acceptable. By 1536, he allowed for the possibility of
executing Anabaptists who disrupt the public order and refuse to stay in banishment.
A year earlier, in 1535, Catholic and Lutheran troops recaptured the city of Munster
which had been taken by radical Anabaptists. The radicals had established polygamy, a
communal society and slaughtered opponents. In recapturing the city, Anabaptist leaders
were themselves put to death by extreme torture.
Luther came to regard Anabaptists as subverters of the faith and opponents of political
order, based on his perception that they believed in salvation by works and the law. He
took them to be an enemy on par with Catholics. In his Commentary on the Epistle to the
Galatians, published in 1535, Luther wrote in opposition both to Catholics and
Anabaptists.
Lutheran Equivocation: While Martin Luther typically is viewed as holding strong
positions, there are times when he equivocated. In this aspect of his personality, Luther
follows in the footsteps of two seemingly strong-willed predecessors – Peter the apostle
and emperor Constantine. And in these instances, political expediency typically prevails
over doctrine.
A most unusual incident, late in Luther’s career, illustrates his willingness to bend to the
new political European order he had helped to create. A Protestant prince who had a wife
with seven children occasioned the incident. The prince, Landgrave Philip of Hesse, no
longer desired his wife and so asked for the hand of a 17 year old. The mother’s consent
was conditioned on the ability to provide a real marriage. Philip’s wife consented and so
the matter was brought before Martin Luther and Melanchthon, and to the Saxon elector
for their blessing.
On December 10, 1539, Luther and Melanchthon gave approval to the marriage, provided
that it be conducted in secret. Polygamy was declared as contrary to the law of creation,
but could be overcome in cases of great distress of conscience. In short, exceptions could
be made for pastoral reasons.
An attempt was made to keep the marriage secret, Luther advised a “good strong lie.”
However, Philip refused and the scandal became public.
Luther’s Legacy: The death of Martin Luther in 1546 came at a low ebb for the
burgeoning Protestant movement. The disputes of the reformers, to which Martin
contributed, would lead to a multiplicity of squabbling Protestant denominations.
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Luther’s last years had been plagued by ill health, though he had the benefit of a warm
family life.
Perhaps most of all, Martin Luther was troubled by the failure of his doctrine of
justification by faith to transform social, civic and political life. There are even
indications that Luther regretted his part in the cruel crushing of the peasant’s revolt.999
Almost a decade after Luther’s death, the Peace of Augsburg was achieved on September
25, 1555. Equal rights in the empire were extended to Catholics and Lutherans – no other
evangelical Christians were recognized. Only one faith would be permitted in a given
territory at the choice of the prince or ruler.
From the perspective of the early 21st century, it is clear that Martin Luther has left an
indelible imprint on the course of western civilization over the last half millennium. A
noted church historian puts it this way:
Martin Luther, from whom this protest came, is one of the few individuals of
whom it may be said that the history of the world was profoundly altered by his
work. Not an organizer or a politician, and by no means a self-declared
revolutionary, he moved people by the power of a profound religious faith,
resulting in unshakable trust in God and in direct, personal relations to God,
which brought a certainty of salvation that left no room for the elaborate
hierarchical and sacramental structures of the Middle Ages. For centuries an
object of vitriolic attacks by Roman Catholic detractors, Luther is today widely
honored in Catholic circles as a genuine homo religiosus and as a worthy partner
in theological dialogue – a notable change that has grown out of the modern
ecumenical movement and dispassionate historical scholarship. But whether
honored or opposed, none can deny that Martin Luther occupies a pre-eminent
place in the history of the church.1000
The 20th century psychologist Erik H. Erikson puts a more analytical spin on Luther’s
contribution to the modern age:
He (Luther) is revered as a voice of genuine inspiration, or made out to be the
tool of a conspiracy of crude economic forces which were in need of a bit of
evangelical polish. Be all this as it may, Luther was the herald of the age which
was in the making and is – or was – still our age: the age of literacy and
enlightenment, of constitutional representation, and of the freely chosen contract;
the age of the printed word which at least tried to say what it meant and to mean
what is said, and provided identity through its very effort.1001
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Martin Luther in Summary
With Martin Luther, we profile the last in a lineage of great heretics of Christianity.
Luther took his historic stand at Wittenburg – placing himself in opposition to the
combined weight of more than a millennium of accreted Catholic dogma. His 95 theses
unleashed the forces of people, faith and politics against papal authority and the
economic hegemony of a single European church-state.
More so than the other heretics of the Christian faith, Martin Luther changed not only the
church, he changed the state. The economic and social energies unleashed by the
Reformation heralded the end of feudalism, the triumph of capitalism, the resurgence of
education, and eventually a swelling tide of democracy.
If the 21st century still resonates in the freedom and dynamic energy released by of these
tidal forces, we also remain imprisoned within the socio-religious fortress that Luther
reinforced. Jesus remains a caricature of the Nicene Creed which remains supreme.
To those who know nothing of Nicaea, God remains approachable primarily through
ecclesiastical intermediaries. Our understanding of Jesus and our relationship with the
divine is shaped primarily by what the church we listen to has to say.
To the dominant church of the era, Martin Luther’s heresy came in his challenge to papal
authority. To those who value the divine, Luther’s heresy was the claim of salvation
through grace, not works. But these heresies were nothing new; Luther was merely
rediscovering and again unleashing the power of a Pauline ministry 1,500 years earlier.
For those who have lived in the ensuing five centuries of Luther’s legacy, the real heresy
lies in Luther’s failure to complete the Reformation he started. Luther failed to throw off
the shackles of Nicaea, to accept and celebrate diverse interpretations of the Jesus
message, and to center a revived church on the message of creative conflict rather than
monolithic uniformity. That time, that fulfillment of reformation, has yet to come.
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#12 - The Heresy of Jesus: Conflicted Christianity
Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth?
No, I tell you, but rather division!
From now on five in one household will be divided,
three against two and two against three;
they will be divided:
Father against son and son against father,
mother against daughter and daughter against mother,
mother-in-law against her daughter-in-law
and daughter-in-law against mother-in-law.
– Jesus, from Luke 12:51-54 1002

We began this excursion into the great heresies of Christianity with the first New
Testament gospel. From Matthew to Luther, the central argument has been that each of
these 11 proto-Christian figures introduced some new twist to the Christian faith –
challenging the orthodoxy of the time.
The resulting legacy has been one of dissension and conflict within the Christian ranks –
from the 1st century through the 21st. A simple question is posed: Is this conflict intended
or unintended?
To answer the question, we must travel back to the source – back to the very person of
Jesus.
In exploring the first 11 heresies, we have viewed Jesus through the eyes of others. This
includes those who were Jesus’ contemporaries and those who came later.
Now we take the last step – stripping back the layers of time and tradition to see Jesus as
he was. And when we take this step, we discover that conflicted Christianity comes as no
accident. The conflicts are there because Jesus wanted it that way.
Restated, our argument embodies three distinct but related themes:
•

•
•

While early New Testament era authors each gave their own spin to Jesus’ life,
the reported conflicts reflect something far deeper – contradictory statements and
actions by the historical Jesus himself.
Jesus intentionally set up situations of conflict and contradiction.
We can never fully experience the kingdom of God without living through the
contradictions – both individually and collectively.
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Jesus stands as the first and last of the Christian heretics. He delivered a message that,
even 20 centuries later, we are inclined to avoid or ignore.
Jesus intended the conflict. He desired that we be fully immersed in the turmoil. And
there is a purpose – that we wrestle with the contradictions, draw new understanding
synthesized for changing times, and apply the understanding in the here and now of our
daily lives.
When we fail to grasp the message, we miss the full wonder of God’s kingdom – the
kingdom that is among us here and now.
Background of Jesus of Nazareth
Once again, we are getting ahead of the story. As with our other heretics, it is useful to
start with what we know about Jesus, then move to this most important and challenging
of the Christian heresies.
First, Some Methodology: Here, we face a conundrum. We know nothing about Jesus
except from what others have written about him. Jesus left no CD disc, no videotape, no
writings, not even a drawing of his likeness.
As our examination of the New Testament authors makes clear, no writer approached the
task of reporting Jesus’ ministry in a fully objective fashion. Each was telling his (or her)
own story. Each put their own spin on the message – by choosing specific incidents (and
words) to include or exclude.
So, is it really possible to strip back the accretions of time and tradition to find the real
historic Jesus? The answer is both yes and no.
Yes, it is possible to piece together a portrait of the man from what others have written
about Jesus – biases and all. No, it is not possible to totally eliminate those biases and
distortions of the record as it has been received. However, the risks are greatly reduced
when we look to multiple accounts – both within and outside the New Testament canon.
And for this topic – that of conflicted Christianity – we have an even better option. We
can simply take and absorb each account on its own merits. If even a single author
reports that Jesus contradicted himself, we need not worry about different spins between
writers. Maybe something else really is going on.
The Tradition of the Historic Jesus: The essentials of who Jesus was can be gleaned
from a variety of both historical and credal documents passed down through two
millennia. Consider first the creed formulated under our heretic of religion and politics,
the Roman emperor Constantine at the Council of Nicaea:
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We believe in ….. One Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God …. who for us men and
for our salvation, came down and was made flesh, and became man, suffered, and
rose on the third day, ascended into the heavens ….”1003
When it comes to the historical Jesus, this first credal formulation is very simple. Jesus
was the son of God, became human, died, was resurrected, and ascended to heaven.
Now consider a different formulation, ostensibly from a dispassionate source, that of the
first century Jewish military leader and historian Josephus:
Now, there was about this time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a
man, for he was a doer of wonderful works – a teacher of such men as receive the
truth with pleasure. He drew over many to him both many of the Jews, and many
of the Gentiles. He was [the] Christ; and when Pilate, at the suggestion of the
principal men amongst us, had condemned him to the cross, those that loved him
at the first did not forsake him, for he appeared to them alive again the third day,
as the divine prophets had foretold these and ten thousand other wonderful things
concerning him; and the tribe of Christians, so named from him, are not extinct at
this day.1004
The essentials as recounted by Josephus parallel those of the Nicene Creed in several key
respects. Jesus was an actual human, died on a cross, and reappeared. Josephus also calls
Jesus a doer of wonderful works (miracles?), a teacher, and as the source for a movement
involving people known as Christians.
Jesus also is mentioned as an historical figure by two Roman figures of the first and early
second centuries – historian Tacitus and politician Pliny the Younger. Neither could be
considered as friends of the nascent Christian movement.1005
Beyond these early, cryptic formulations, most of what can be gleaned about the life of
Jesus is contained in the four Gospels of the New Testament. The apostle Paul provides
few clues in his writings about Jesus’ life – describing only his death and resurrection.
Other early information is available from non-canonical sources of the first two centuries.
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The essentials of what we can know with some reasonable certainty can be summarized
as follows:
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Jesus was born in Bethlehem to a woman named Mary (reputedly a virgin)
betrothed to a man named Joseph (as indicated by two of the four gospels –
Matthew and Luke). By Matthew’s account, Jesus’ birth is placed near the end of
the reign of Herod the Great (about 4 BC). Luke’s account appears to be in
conflict, placing Jesus’ birth at the time of a Roman census authorized when
Quirinius was governor of Syria (about 6-7 AD).1006
After a brief sojourn by his parents in Egypt, Jesus apparently was raised in the
Galilean village of Nazareth (Matthew and Luke), about which little is known
except that Jesus may have traveled to the temple in Jerusalem at age 12
(recounted only in Luke).1007
When Jesus was about 30 years old, he began a period of ministry that extended
over about three years.1008 The three synoptics (Matthew, Mark, Luke) place most
of this ministry in Galilee, while most of the events recounted by John’s gospel
occur in Judea. Jesus ministers primarily to Jews, though some brief incidents
with non-Jewish individuals also are recounted. All four gospel writers indicate
that Jesus’ ministry begins about the time of his baptism by the person known as
John the Baptist in the Jordan River.
Jesus status within Jewish culture of the 1st century was questioned or ridiculed –
because of the insignificance of his home town Nazareth and questions about his
paternal parentage.1009
All four gospels report that Jesus message was increasingly opposed by certain
segments of the Jewish religious establishment, notably the sects of the Pharisees
and Sadducees.
All four gospels (and most of the non-canonical gospels) also report that Jesus
performed both healing and nature miracles. Three of four gospels (except John)
feature Jesus as a teller of parables.
All four gospels provide an account of Jesus’ death and subsequent apparent
resurrection. Two gospels (Matthew and Luke as well as Acts) clearly indicate
that Jesus then ascended to heaven, as do later (but not the earliest) extant
manuscripts of Mark’s gospel.
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There are a variety of other items taken for granted by many Christians but about which
the New Testament gospels are not as clear or consistent. These include questions related
to the divinity and messiah mission of Jesus, personal salvation, social reform, heaven
and hell, and second coming (or future eschatology).
The Missing Years: There has always been considerable speculation as to what Jesus did
between the years of his childhood and his call to active ministry about 30 AD. Mark’s
gospel provides a clue; he had followed his father’s footsteps as a carpenter.1010
While the consensus position is that Jesus’ ministry occurred over about three years,
there are alternative views. One view is that the ministry of Jesus spread over a much
longer time than three years. A 21st century writer suggests that Jesus began an
apprenticeship with John the Baptist, then was involved in a gradually widening ministry
over the course of more than a decade prior to his crucifixion.1011
Conflicted Christianity
For two millennia, theological and doctrinal debates over the life, teachings and actions
of Jesus has been predicated on the notion that there is but one truth. Where there may
appear to be two conflicting statements, the truth must be reconciled through
harmonization.
Seeming contradictions are to always be reconciled, no matter how bizarre the
explanation. The contradictions may be of two types: (a) internal inconsistencies noted
within the account of a single author; and (b) between different authors.
Conflicts Within Gospel Accounts: Conflicts between gospel accounts are more often
noted than those conflicts internalized within a single New Testament gospel. Yet it is
these latter conflicts that are of most interest – because they appear to portray Jesus at
war with himself.
Virtually all of the New Testament gospels and some of the non-canonical writings
provide vivid examples of a conflicted Jesus.1012 In the Gospel of Mark alone, at least 15
different sets of conflicting statements attributed to Jesus can be found.1013
Here is an example. Speaking to a rich man, Jesus invokes the Mosaic commandment to:
“Honor your father and mother.”1014
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Yet, just moments later, Jesus admonishes Peter his disciple: “Truly, I tell you, there is
no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields,
for my sake and for the sake of the good news, who will not receive a hundredfold now in
this age – houses, brothers and sisters, mothers and children, and fields, with persecutions
– and in the age to come eternal life.”1015
So the question is: how does one honor father and mother while leaving mother and
father? Or alternatively stated: does one command take precedence over another? Or is
the answer situational? Mark’s New Testament gospel provides no definitive answer;
rather, we are left to devise our own answers.
Matthew provides differing perspectives about Jesus on the subject of anxiety. In his
Sermon on the Mount, Jesus asks rhetorically: “And why do you worry about clothing?
Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin…But if God so
clothes the grass of the field, which is alive today and tomorrow is thrown into the oven,
will he not much more clothe you – you of little faith? Therefore, do not worry….”1016
Late in his ministry, Jesus sings a different tune, warning his disciples to: “Keep awake
therefore, for you do not know on what day you Lord is coming…Therefore you also
must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour.”1017
Which is it? Should one be care free or worry about the future?
The Jesus of Matthew also flip-flops on the question of whether to accept and heal a nonJew. The story is worth recounting in its entirety:
Jesus left that place (Gennesaret) and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon.
Just then a Canaanite woman from that region came out and started shouting,
“Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.”
But he did not answer her at all. And his disciples came and urged him, saying,
“Send her away, for she keeps shouting after us.” He answered, “I was sent only
to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” But she came and knelt before him,
saying, “Lord, help me.” He answered, “It is not fair to take the children’s food
and throw it to the dogs.” She said, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs
that fall from their masters’ table.” Then Jesus answered her, “Woman, great is
your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish.” And her daughter was healed
instantly.1018
Why did Jesus change his mind and help the woman? One interpretation is that he was
testing to see how badly she wanted healing. A second explanation is that he was
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persuaded by the strength of her logic. A third and related explanation would be that
Jesus was confronted by his own prejudicial attitudes to non-Jews. He was confused by
the contradiction between his belief and her assertion, leading Jesus to repent of his own
xenophobia. So, no matter what the explanation, here is a picture of Jesus potentially who
is either disingenuous or conflicted by his own varied personal beliefs and emotions.
Luke’s Jesus is conflicted over money. One the one hand, Jesus espouses charity and
forgiveness of debts: “If you lend to those from whom you hope to receive, what credit is
that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, to receive as much again. But love your
enemies, do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return.”1019
But, Luke’s Jesus appears to be disseminating a completely different message in a
parable. The punchline goes like this: “Why then did you not put my money into the
bank? Then when I returned, I could have collected it with interest.”1020
Does Jesus support lending for a return on investment? As Luke relates, the answer
would appear to depend on the day and the circumstance.
For the three synoptics, the ambivalence of Jesus message is focused more on the present
material world. The Gospel of John also provides evidence of tension between a soft
versus hard Jesus; however, John’s emphasis is more on the future and the spiritual.
To the sellers in the Temple, Jesus shouts: “Stop making my Father’s house a
marketplace!”1021 Here, Jesus is very much concerned with protecting the sacredness of a
Temple at a physical location – in Jerusalem.
But, to a Samaritan woman, Jesus seems to convey a different message: “…the hour is
coming when you worship the Father neither on this mountain (Gerizim) nor in
Jerusalem.”1022 In this latter case, Jesus seems to show disdain for the Jewish Temple –
the symbol of an age that is passing away.
Again, which is it? Is God to be worshiped at one place? Or everywhere? Will the real
Jesus please stands up?
As if this is not enough, Jesus also fuels the ageless debate as to whether sin causes
disease. To a man Jesus heals and finds later at the Temple, Jesus says: “See, you have
been made well! Do not sin any more, so that nothing worse happens to you.” 1023
But in talking of a blind man, Jesus clearly decouples illness from sin. Talking of a blind
man, Jesus observes: “Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born blind so that
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God’s works might be revealed in him.”1024 In this case the purpose of disease is not
punishment, but glorification of God – albeit at the obvious expense of this individual’s
well being.
So, once again – does illness occur as a result of sin or for other reasons? The answer – it
depends!
Conflicts Between Gospel Accounts: Conflicts between gospel accounts have been more
widely cited – particularly different chronologies of Jesus’ ministry provided by the
gospel writers. There are also both distinct and more subtle differences in message.
The doctrinal conflict is most simply illustrated by Matthew's rendition of the beatitude
"Blessed are the poor in spirit" versus Luke's more abbreviated "Blessed are the poor."
So, is this blessing directed at those who are poor in material possessions or in spirit? In
this case, the answer depends on who is telling the story.
Both Matthew and Luke generally appear to provide relatively comparable accounts for
most of the messages of conflict noted for Mark. However, some aspects of the apparent
conflicts cited for Mark receive significantly different treatment from Matthew and Luke
– with what might be termed as alternative perspectives on a hard versus soft Jesus.
Mark’s statement that “the Sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind for the
Sabbath....” is softened by both of the other synoptics to read more simply as: “...the Son
of Man is lord of the Sabbath.”1025
There also are interesting differences in the way that the early Sunday visit to Jesus’
tomb is handled. None of the three synoptics seem to agree on specifically which women
made the visit.1026 Of greater interest, the three synoptics describe the reactions of these
early morning visitors quite differently.
Early manuscripts of Mark’s gospel (ending at verse 8 of chapter 16) clearly have the
women fleeing from the tomb in “terror and amazement.” Matthew describes a somewhat
more complex emotion of “fear and great joy”. Luke simply describes the women
“returning” from the tomb to relay the information to the disciples and others, with no
other emotion specifically noted.
More than the other synoptics, Luke exhibits a tendency to play down (or soften) some of
the conflicts. In response to the question of the Sadducees regarding marriage in heaven,
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Mark has Jesus saying: “He is God not of the dead, but of the living.”1027 Luke’s Jesus
makes the same pronouncement, then adds: “for to him all of them are alive.”1028 In this
way, Luke implies not only the continued life of Old Testament patriarchs, but also the
ongoing existence of eight brothers who were husbands to a widow.
Mark has Jesus saying that he talks in parables in part so that those “outside” “may
indeed look, but not perceive, and may indeed listen, but not understand, so that they may
not turn again and be forgiven.”1029 Luke deletes this hardened (italicized) portion of the
statement.
Mark’s Jesus is blunt with the disciples in the storm tossed boat: “Have you still no
faith?”1030 Matthew softens this somewhat to “you of little faith.”1031 Luke goes further to
simply ask: “Where is your faith?”1032 Of the three accounts, clearly Mark’s is the most
pejorative – especially as only Mark inserts the accusatory term “still” in the question.
Jesus is clearly exasperated with what Mark perceives to be a gaggle of dimwitted
disciples.
In responding to the question of the high priest as to whether this is the Messiah, Mark’s
Jesus answers “I am”. Matthew has Jesus saying: “You have said so.” The Jesus of Mark
and Matthew both then go on to make the statement that “you will see the Son of Man
seated at the right hand of (the) Power and coming on (with) the clouds of heaven.”1033
In contrast, Luke’s Jesus fails to definitively say that he is the Messiah, instead saying:
“If I tell you, you will not believe.”1034 Luke goes on to depict the Son of Man seated at
the right hand of the power of God but deletes the introductory statement that the high
priest will see this and also deletes any reference to a future “coming with the clouds of
heaven.”
Finally, it is noteworthy that both Matthew and Mark quote Jesus precisely the same in
predicting his own death: “See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be
handed over to the chief priests and the scribes, and they will condemn him….”1035 Luke
replaces those to whom Jesus will be handed over to from “chief priests and the scribes”
to “the Gentiles”.1036
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Throughout his gospel, Luke places special priority on assistance to the poor. Mark takes
a different tack, quoting Jesus as saying: “For you always have the poor with you, and
you can show kindness to them whenever you wish, but you will not always have me.”1037
Matthew has Jesus making the same statement, only a bit more hard hitting by deleting
the italicized phrase noted above.1038 Luke avoids this comment about always having the
poor altogether in his parallel account of the anointing of Jesus.1039
While a reading of Mark provides perhaps the most distinctive differences between a soft
and a hard Jesus, Matthew and Luke also offer some passages unique to their respective
gospels. For example, Matthew is notable for contrasting God’s emphasis on love and
care versus uncertainty and strife. Luke tends to present conflicts in more practical and
every day terms – including examples associated with lending or saving and the
sacrifices involved in following Jesus.
John’s gospel takes a tack.similar to Matthew, adding the parenthetical note that Judas
Iscariot had raised the question “not because he cared about the poor, but because he was
a thief; he kept the common purse and used to steal what was put into it.”1040 So John lets
Jesus make the tough statement, but then excuses it with a parenthetical explanation.
In short, the gospel writers consistently portray Jesus differently in terms of theology,
politics and humanity. Is this simply because each writer is injecting his own unique bias
or spin into the account?
Or could these differences also reflect genuinely different faces of the same Son of Man?
A rabbi who could be both hard and soft, who preached both a personal and social
gospel.
The answer may be both neither and both. Each interpreter sought to explain this
conflicted Jesus in terms that would be understandable to the intended audience. It is not
surprising that each author would find a different thread on which to weave his particular
version on the meaning of this unique ministry.
James & Paul: Of course, the conflict over who Jesus is does not end with the four
gospel writers. It carries forward into the early church – notably the dialogue between
two apostles added to the original twelve – the apostle Paul and Jesus’ brother James.
Nowhere is this conflict more apparent than in the dispute over the primacy of Christian
faith versus works. James generally is perceived as presenting the viewpoint most in
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opposition to that of Paul. The short epistle of James unequivocally presents the position
that “faith without works is dead.”1041
However, at the conclusion of his letter, even James momentarily appears to back off just
a bit. He comments that the “prayer of faith will save the sick.” Then James provides an
important works oriented caveat: “The prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective.”
In the final analysis, the prayer of faith is powerful, but this prayer is built on a
righteousness of works.
Of all the accounts of Jesus and his teachings, those of Paul might be thought of as the
most straightforward, with the least potential for internal conflict. Certainly, Paul’s lack
of interest in recounting specific events of Jesus’ life renders his books more immune
from evaluation – at least with regard to conflicts between different quoted sayings of
actions of Jesus.
However, even Paul is not able to avoid presenting conflicted views of Jesus’ teaching.
For example, Paul’s advocates the primacy of faith over works most forcefully in his
letter to the Galatians. In this epistle, Paul unequivocally states that “we know that a
person is justified not by the works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ.”1042
Paul rails most particularly at the practice of circumcision as rendering Christ to be of
“no benefit.”1043 Yet even Paul can not totally endorse a position of unfettered faith and
freedom. He also is compelled to warn: “for you were called to freedom, brothers and
sisters; only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through
love become slaves to one another.”1044
A second, more personal form of conflict also pervades various writings of Paul
including his epistle to the Galatians. Consider: “For what the flesh desires is opposed to
the Spirit, and what the spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; for these are opposed to
each other, to prevent you from doing what you want.” Paul goes on to warn that those
who indulge in the desires of the flesh “will not inherit the kingdom of God.”1045
So, while generally perceived as being on opposite ends of a theological spectrum, both
Paul and James also were forced to confront a conflicted Jesus. When push came to
shove, Paul would back away from faith to performance; James would back off from
works alone to also talk of faith.
Non-Canonical Gospels: As we turn to accounts outside the generally accepted New
Testament, some writers offer relatively cohesive pictures. Others present a collage of
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what may include more discordant elements. This is especially true of the Gospel of
Thomas.
Within this non-canonical gospel can be found at least 13 sets of conflicting statements
that this author attributes to Jesus, involving:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Commensality vs. conflict
Short vs. long-term orientation (or is it don’t worry vs. complain)?
Rewards for poverty vs. wealthy philanthropy
No planning vs. preparation
Hidden vs. revealed truth
Defense vs. offense
Meager vs. plentiful harvest (Is the cup half empty or half full?)
Following the blind (or babes) vs. exercising discretion?
Jesus the caretaker vs. executioner
Reverence for John the Baptist or Jesus (Christ?), or both?
Willingness of the rich to embrace others vs. stay away
Who’s fit to judge?
Take what you see (or hear) at face value vs. don’t

The difficulty of pinning Jesus to any particular position on moral or theological issues
viewed as important by his audience is illustrated by the question posed about accepting
persecution. On the one hand, Jesus says: “Congratulations to you when you are hated
and persecuted.”1046
But, does he really mean to turn the other cheek? Not necessarily. At least, Jesus suggests
that one should plan to avoid unpleasant circumstances.
In a statement comparable to the canonical writings of Matthew and Luke, Jesus suggests
that: "…if the owners of a house know that a thief is coming, they will be on guard
before the thief arrives and will not let the thief break into their house (their domain) and
steal their possessions."1047 And more directly, he offers: “"Congratulations to those who
know where the rebels are going to attack. [They] can get going, collect their imperial
resources, and be prepared before the rebels arrive."1048
The Jesus of Thomas also sends mixed signals about the priority placed on reconciliation
with those believers who fall by the wayside. In strong language unique to this non-
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canonical gospel, Jesus is quoted as saying: “"Damn the Pharisees! They are like a dog
sleeping in the cattle manger: the dog neither eats nor [lets] the cattle eat."1049
But, this is the same Jesus who can tell the parable of the lost sheep with a straight face:
"The Kingdom is like a shepherd who had a hundred sheep. One of them, the largest,
went astray. He left the ninety-nine and looked for the one until he found it. After he had
toiled, he said to the sheep, 'I love you more than the ninety-nine.'"1050
Some (though not all) of the other non-canonical gospels also are imbued with their own
unique built-in contradictions. For example, the Secret Book of James provides a contrast
between the values of preserving one’s health and life versus no care for the future. At
one point, the author quotes Jesus as saying: “Congratulations to those who have not
been sick, and have experienced relief before they become sick. God’s domain belongs to
you.”1051
Yet, two chapters later, Jesus evidences a seemingly different concern, noting that:
“…none will be saved who are afraid of death; for <God’s> domain belongs to those who
are dead.” 1052 So, is illness to be feared and averted, or is illness – even death – to be
embraced?
If Secret James is confusing because of apparent contradictions in Jesus’ teachings, the
Infancy Gospel of Christ is striking for its wildly contrasting actions of the young Savior.
The author claims that Jesus as a youth withers the hand of a boy who drains a pond
Jesus made; another boy is struck dead just for bumping into Jesus.1053 Later, after
receiving a scolding from his father (Joseph), Jesus evidences a change toward actions of
healing. He resurrects a child who fell from a roof, heals a young man’s foot, heals a
snake bite of brother James, and restores life to a construction worker. 1054
It is not surprising that Jesus’ apparent ambiguity would create confusion among even his
closest followers. The writer of the Secret Book of James expresses the frustration of at
least one disciple, in this case the anxiety of Peter who is telling Jesus:
Sometimes you urge us on toward heaven’s domain, yet at other times you turn us
away, Lord. Sometimes you make appeals, draw us toward faith, and promise us
life, yet at other times you drive us away from heaven’s domain.1055
The reply of Jesus is of little direct help. Rather, Jesus faults the disciples’ lack of
understanding. What’s more, the response appears directed toward the wrong person in
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his own brother James rather than Jesus’ critic Peter – as Jesus complains: “I have
offered you faith many times; moreover, I have made myself known to you, James, and
you have not understood me.”1056
The Persona of Jesus Amid Conflict
“Persona” denotes the public role or personality that a person assumes or is perceived to
assume. With Jesus, all we have available is a persona derived from the now public
accounts of four gospel writers and some early though non-canonical writings.
So, how does Jesus handle himself in messy situations? What is his persona amid
conflict?
The answer is “it depends”. Consider the following types of situations:
•

•

•

•

•

The centuries paint an increasingly passive portrait of Jesus – avoiding conflict
with soothing words. This is the gentle shepherd who calls: “Let the little children
come to me, and do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of
heaven belongs.”1057
There are times when Jesus is seemingly oblivious to conflict around him – until
he is called up short by the cries of others. This is classically illustrated with Jesus
asleep in the bottom of a boat even as the weather surges and his disciples are
terrorized. Jesus is awakened with the plaintive question: “… do you not care that
we are perishing?”1058
Jesus had an uncanny ability to defuse conflict by cutting to the quick of an issue,
sometimes shaming others in the process. This occurs, for example, when the
scribes and Pharisees bring Jesus a woman caught in adultery. Jesus defuses a
potentially murderous situation with one statement: “Let anyone among you who
is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.”1059
There also are times when Jesus manages to sneak away from (or rise above)
conflict – perhaps best exemplified as he “passed through” a crowd even as they
were ready to throw him from a cliff (and in his own hometown).1060
Sometimes Jesus intentionally creates conflict – setting himself in direct (and
often seemingly needless) opposition to others. This occurs as Jesus calls out
“…woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you lock people out of the
kingdom of heaven.” And again, “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!
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•

For you cross sea and land to make a single convert, and you make the new
convert twice as much a child of hell as yourselves.”1061
Finally, there are times when Jesus refuses to directly engage in conflict – even in
self-defense. At his trial, he is asked by Pilate: “Are you the king of the Jews?”
The first time Jesus replies: “Yes, it is as you say.” The second time Pilate asks
the question comes after Pilate agrees to release Barabbas at the request of the
assembled crowd. This time Pilate asks Jesus, “Where are you from. Initially,
Jesus does not answer. Pilate presses; this time Jesus both opines and lets Pilate
off the hook: “You would have no power over me at all unless it were given to
you from above. So the one who brought me to you has the greater sin.”1062

So, why does Jesus respond to conflict one way in one situation, another in another
situation. Several possibilities are suggested: a) his responses are part of a larger strategic
game plan; b) responses are based on Jesus emotions of the moment; c) responses are
random; or d) some combination of the above.
The strongest scriptural support is given for option (d) – a combination of reasons. It is
the unknown writer of Hebrews who provides a reason why. He explains the unique role
of Jesus as both high priest and yet fully human. “For we do not have a high priest who is
unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has
been tested as we are, yet without sin.”1063
So, Jesus response to conflict much as he preaches conflict – in widely if not wildly
different ways. He responds situationally much as most of us pure humans also respond.
If the writer of Hebrews is correct in suggesting that these responses to conflict can
diverge but yet be without sin, that is a possibility that can be extraordinarily liberating.
Contradictory Actions of Jesus
Not only do we have Jesus responding differently to external conflict in varying
situations, but this is a person who can take contradictory actions even when the
circumstances are seemingly similar. With the exception of Mark, the four gospels of the
New Testament canon devote the majority of their respective narratives to the words of
Jesus. But, as the colloquialism goes, “actions speak louder than words.”
And so, we turn to the actions of Jesus. Do they show a pattern of conflicted behavior
that corresponds with his spoken statements? The answer is a decided yes.
Look at the earthly record of an individual who:
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Left his parents at age twelve but at age 33 made sure to entrust his mother into
the care of a beloved disciple.
Drove the money changers from the temple with a whip and then submitted days
later to Jewish and Roman authorities without any resistance.
Encouraged children but cursed an olive tree.
Could command center stage with a Sermon on the Mount but yet slip through a
crowd ready to stone him.
Repulsed a gentile woman seeking healing, but then relented after she persisted.
Performed healing and natural miracles in both urban and rural venues, but not in
his own home town (of Nazareth).
Deliberately set his face to Jerusalem and the accompanying expectation of death
but then asked God to reverse this course of action.

Some contradictions might be the result of changed attitudes or circumstances over time.
For example, the Jesus who disappeared into the temple at age 12 obviously must have
matured by age 33.
If this is the case, the non-canonical literature poses even more startling illustrations of
Jesus maturing with age. For example, in the Infancy Gospel of Thomas, the child Jesus
gets angry and causes the death of a boy who earlier had bumped him while running.1064
This is the same Jesus who 20+ years later replaces the ear severed by Peter at the time of
Jesus’ arrest.
This theory suggests a Jesus who changes, possibly becoming more divine as he grows
up. But what if Jesus doesn’t change – if he is the same yesterday, today and forever?
Another explanation might be that these are contradictions in appearance only.
Seemingly conflicting events actually hide deeper meaning – and so really represent a
consistent manifestation of Jesus’ holy nature. For example, Jesus’ driving of moneychangers from the temple represented a righteous anger appropriate for this event but not
for Jesus’ later arrest and trial. At the trial, the divine imperative for submittal to the
foreordained outcome of crucifixion outweighed any consideration of an angry response.
But then, how does one explain Jesus’ ability to work miracles everywhere but Nazareth?
Was he simply too nervous to do the miracle thing around those who had known him
since childhood? Or was he unmasked by those who knew the real Jesus and judged him
a charlatan?
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Why All the Contradiction?
Are these contradictions real or only apparent? Are they simply to be explained away, to
be “harmonized,” as has been the goal of Christian theologians since the first century.1065
What if all these efforts to "make sense of it all" are missing the real message? A
message with three parts:
1. While early New Testament era authors each gave their own spin to Jesus’ life, the
reported conflicts reflect something far deeper – contradictory statements and actions by
the historical Jesus himself. This observation holds for writers of works both in and
outside the currently accepted New Testament canon.
Undoubtedly, the gospel writers (particularly Luke) may have preferred not to document
the seemingly contradictory statements and actions of one Jesus of Nazareth. However,
this was a subject they simply could not avoid.
Conflict and contradiction run throughout Jesus’ ministry – both in word and deed. Early
Christian writers felt compelled to report at least some of the major conflicts as they
occurred – because Jesus actions and his teachings simply could not be explained
otherwise.
2. Jesus intentionally set up situations of conflict and contradiction. Are these just the
ravings of a person too confused to operate logically? Or do these situations reflect the
presence of an individual who prefers turmoil to peace, anxiety to satisfaction, and
reliance on the divine to doing it his own way?
The gospel text gives clear clues that Jesus intentionally set up conflict, intentionally
making those around him uncomfortable. After all, it was Jesus who deliberately refused
to see his mother, brothers and sisters when they traveled to see him. Instead, he
mockingly asks: “Who are my mother and my brothers?”1066 And it is Jesus who says that
he speaks in parables – specifically so that his listeners will not understand his message.
The evidence from gospel accounts in and outside of the canon is clear. This ministry of
contradiction and conflict is intended by Jesus as a dialectical teaching method.1067
Jesus serves up the contradictions. At times, he offers hints of resolution. However, the
gospel accounts often fall short, leaving the hearer and the reader with the opportunity to
create a personal synthesis – applied to the needs of each individual situation.
1065
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3. We can never fully experience the kingdom without living through the contradictions –
both individually and collectively. This statement involves the greatest leap from the
Jesus of the New Testament to the Jesus of today. Jesus is making his listener – then and
now – reach for understanding.
The Jesus of Matthew puts it this way: “Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you
will find; knock, and it will be opened to you.”1068 If this formula seems too easy, perhaps
it is.
Matthew’s Jesus’ gives some indication of the value that the seeker must place on the
treasure with this brief but telling parable: “… the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant
in search of fine pearls; on finding one pearl of great value, he went out and sold all that
he had and bought it.”1069
The non-canonical Gospel of Thomas etches the words of Jesus in even bolder relief:
“Those who seek should not stop seeking until they find. When they find, they will be
disturbed. When they are disturbed, they will marvel, and will rule over all.”1070
Jesus & The Nature of God
The New Testament does not necessarily offer us a direct view into Jesus’ views of the
nature of God. Rather, Jesus’ perspective must be filtered through the lens of four
different gospel writers.
Who is God? For the writer of the first New Testament gospel, the relationship is
essentially familial in nature. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says that we are children
of God; we are to bring glory to our Father.
In contrast, the God as portrayed by Mark’s Jesus is more task oriented – intent on the
delivery of “good news.”
Luke’s Jesus emphasizes a God who is merciful and worthy of praise. And for John, we
have a God who is interested but one step removed from humanity. John’s God is
accessible only through his Son.
How is God Experienced? For Matthew, the experience of God is best summed up by the
refrain of Isaiah’s prophecy for “God with us.” At the end of Matthew, Jesus’ parting
words seem almost an afterthought: “And remember, I am with you always, to the end of
the age.”1071 By the time of his ascension, Jesus has assumed the role of the Father – an
everlasting spiritual presence with humankind.
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A similar sense of familial intimacy is expressed by Mark, who quotes Jesus as crying
out: “Abba (daddy)…”
Luke’s Jesus expresses less opportunity for direct access to the Father. God is less
immediate. Jesus weeps over Jerusalem because it “did not recognize the time of your
visitation from God.” Like two ships passing in the night.
Paradoxically, the gospel of John leaves the most intimate portrait of the Son but also
paints the most distant image of the Father. The Father remains in charge, but the day-today interaction with real people here on Planet Earth occurs (or is mediated) through the
Son.
This division of divine responsibility is made most clear in Jesus’ final prayer -- as
recorded by John, just before the master’s arrest. Jesus looks toward heaven and offers a
somewhat bizarre prayer, excerpts of which follow:
They were yours, and you gave them to me, …the words that you gave to me I
have given to them, … I am asking on their behalf; I am not asking on behalf of
the world, but on behalf of those whom you gave me, because they are yours. …
The glory that you have given me I have given them, so that they may be one, as
we are one, I in them and you in me. ... I desire that those also, whom you have
given me, may be with me where I am, to see my glory, which you have given me.
… so that the love with which you have loved me may be in them, and I in
them.1072
John’s Jesus has effectively stepped in as the intermediary between God and humanity.
Jesus’ God Summarized: Despite apparent differences, are there common themes that
consistently express Jesus’ views of God in all four gospel accounts? The answer lies not
in the character of God, for each gospel writer has Jesus give a different response.
Rather, the answer lies in the intended experience of the divine. The Jesus of all four
gospels articulates a close – even intimate – relationship between the divine and the
human. For Mark, the cry to God is familial – Abba. For Matthew, both the Father and
Son reach out to the world. For Luke and particularly for John’s Jesus, the relationship is
clearly to be mediated by Jesus as the new contact on behalf of the Father. For John, the
relationship with the Godhead through Jesus is also clearly the most personal – and
intimate.
Despite these differences in delivery and slant, the overall theme is clear. The Godhead
wants a real-time personal connection with mere mortals. For the duration of human
earthly experience, this is the opportunity not to miss.
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Peculiarities of Jesus
When the Christian (or even the atheist/agnostic) thinks of Jesus, there is usually little
thought given to a man who might have his own eccentricities or foibles. To the devout
Christian, Jesus is more often portrayed as the epitome of the perfect man. So there is no
room for personal foibles.
To the atheist or agnostic, the focus is on opposition to Jesus message and supernatural
capabilities rather than on any side show or eccentricity. Jesus could not have existed as
described in the New Testament, so why waste any time on describing or understanding
his personal character?
However, a careful reading of the gospel accounts simply as literature reveals at least
four peculiarities of note: Jesus’ often unbridled anger; his proclivity to gluttony, a
widely reported sense of eschatology; and Jesus’ selective reluctance to intervene in
human suffering.
Unbridled Anger: Virtually all serious observers and followers of Jesus are aware that
there is more to Jesus’ image than that of the gentle shepherd. There are notes of irony, of
biting sarcasm, and of downright anger.
To the believer, these outbursts typically are characterized as examples of righteous
wrath. This is the explanation, for example, that is given with Jesus’ cleansing of the
Temple – overturning sales booths of the merchants.
However, there are other incidents not so readily explained as a display of righteous
anger by the representative of a loving God. The first incident centers on the degree to
which Jesus is critical of his own disciples – particularly as recorded in Mark’s gospel.
For example, after the feeding of four thousand, Jesus rails at his disciples for their
failure to understand what he is doing. Jesus tirade:
Do you still not perceive or understand? Are your hearts hardened? Do you have
eyes, and fail to see? Do you have ears, and fail to hear? And do you not
remember? … Do you not yet understand?1073
The second example comes from Jesus’ characterization of those who dare to question
him. Rather than disagreeing solely on the issues, Jesus often gets downright personal
with ad hominem attacks. In today’s politically correct environment, such personal
attacks likely would be construed as verbal abuse.
Jesus’ sharpest attacks are directed at the spiritual elites. He condemns the scribes and
Pharisees, saying: “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you cross sea and
land to make a single convert, and you make the new convert twice as much a child of
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hell as yourselves.”1074 The invective carries on: “You snakes, you brood of vipers! How
can you escape being sentenced to hell?”1075
To his own disciple, Peter, Jesus similarly rails: “Get behind me, Satan.”1076
The third and perhaps most bizarre example occurs with Jesus cursing a fig tree (as
recounted in Matthew and Mark). Here is Mark’s version:
On the following day, when they came from Bethany, he (Jesus) was hungry.
Seeing in the distance a fig tree in leaf, he went to see whether perhaps he would
find anything on it. When he came to it, he found nothing but leaves, for it was
not the season for figs. He said to it, “May no one ever eat fruit from you again.”
And his disciples heard it.
… In the (next) morning as they passed by, they saw the fig tree withered away to
its roots. Then Peter remembered and said to him, “Rabbi, look! The fig tree that
you cursed has withered.” Jesus answered them, “Have faith in God. Truly I tell
you, if you say to this mountain, ‘Be taken up and thrown into the sea,’ and if you
do not doubt in your heart, but believe that what you say will come to pass, it will
be done for you. So I tell you, whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you
have received it, and it will be yours.1077
There are number of unusual, if not inexplicable, aspects to this two-day event. First, why
should a divine being curse a plant? Is this to be one of the results of original sin?
Second, why curse a tree when it is clear that this is not even the season when fruit
should be expected from the tree? The curse appears, at best, to signify a capricious
exercise of supernatural power.
Third, on the next day when the disciples call attention to the fact that the curse has
worked, Jesus has no explanation other than an exhortation to faith. The point of this
exercise in plant killing seems somewhat disingenuous.
Is Jesus really saying that, with faith and prayer, his followers can accomplish any feat –
including those of a non-spiritual or even vindictive nature? Or is this just a case of
intended hyperbole – with the real intent either unknown or known only to those
privileged to receive special knowledge of the Savior.
Jesus & Gluttony: The very first miracle (or sign) that the Gospel of John reports occurs
at the wedding of Cana. Jesus makes wine after the guests have drunk all that was
available on the premises. What Jesus produces is not just any inferior wine which would
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normally be expected after the guests have “become drunk,” but it is “good wine”
surprisingly reserved for the tail end of the party.
As John writes, Jesus did this not only because his mother made the request and not only
because he enjoyed a good party, but because this miracle “revealed his glory.”1078 Glory
in drink – hardly the picture that we typically ascribe to Jesus. But from one gospel
writer’s vantage point, this was the story chosen to introduce the distinctive nature of
Jesus’ character and his message.
One of the starkest differences between Jesus’ lifestyle and that of his predecessor John
the Baptist came in the area of eating and drinking. After all, John is described as one
who “…wore clothing of camel’s hair with a leather belt around his waist, and his food
was locusts and wild honey.”1079
Luke’s gospel clearly describes this sharp contrast beginning with a banquet hosted by
the tax collector Levi with Jesus as the featured attraction. Luke makes a point of noting
that “there was a large crowd of tax collectors and others sitting at the table with
them.”1080 The Pharisees and their scribes complain first about Jesus dining with “tax
collectors and sinners,” then they turn their attention to the disparity in the lifestyle of
Jesus’ disciples versus those of John the Baptist:
Then they said to him, “John’s disciples, like the disciples of the Pharisees,
frequently fast and pray, but your disciples eat and drink.” Jesus said to them,
“You cannot make wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with them, can
you? The days will come when the bridegroom will be taken away from them,
and then they will fast in those days.”1081
Jesus is talking about the festivity that occurs as the kingdom of God is introduced. This
is no time for an ascetic lifestyle. To drive this new concept home, Jesus then goes on to
tell a parable about the folly of putting “new wine into old wineskins.” Doing so will
burst the old skins and the new wine “will be spilled,” hardly a desirable outcome for any
party.
Jesus’ reputation for the good life builds. This time John the Baptist gets into the act. He
sends two of his disciples to Jesus to find out if he (John) has correctly picked Jesus as
“the one who is to come.” Jesus uses this as an opportunity to characterize what his
critics (apparently once again the Pharisees) are saying about him in contrast to John:
For John the Baptist has come eating no bread and drinking no wine, and you say,
‘He has a demon’; the Son of Man has come eating and drinking, and you say,
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‘Look, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!’
Nevertheless, wisdom is vindicated by all her children.”1082
Jesus neither affirms nor denies this characterization ascribed to him by others.1083 He
appears to enjoy the consternation he is creating both for the disciples of John and the
Pharisees. Even if some hyperbole is involved, Jesus also clearly is enjoying a lifestyle
far different from that of his cousin John the Baptist.
This is the Jesus who in Luke’s next scene is anointed at the home of a Pharisee by a
sinful woman, who proceeds to “bathe his feet with her tears and to dry them with her
hair.”1084 This is the Jesus who, along with his disciples, was provided for by Mary
Magdalene, Joanna (the wife of Herod’s steward), Susanna and “many others.” As Luke
says, these women “provided for them (Jesus and the disciples) out of their own
resources.”1085
In short, this was a man who appreciated good food and drink, being the recipient of
personal attention and material gifts and the acquaintance of all in society – from
prostitute to pharisee.
Jesus & Eschatology: The term “eschatology” refers quite simply to the teaching of last
things – including the future destruction of the earth as we know it, judgement and
resurrection. Within the four gospels and beyond, Jesus comes across as clearly interested
in the topic of end times.
Jesus is at his most apocalyptic in Matthew’s gospel. Interestingly, Matthew is relatively
silent on this subject until near the end of Jesus’ ministry.
Sitting on the Mount of Olives within a few days of his death, Jesus cuts loose with an
apocalyptic vision unparalleled in the other gospels. Matthew’s Jesus speaks of signs of
the end of the age, coming persecutions, a desolating sacrilege in the holy place, the
coming of the son of man at the angels’ trumpet call, the need to be watchful, and the
judgment of the righteous versus sinners (with the rewards of eternal life versus eternal
punishment).1086
After Jesus’ resurrection, Matthew finishes his gospel with the great commission and the
closing line: “And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”1087

1082

Luke 7:33-35. This seeming contradiction in approach has been interpreted by some as indicating that
the ministries of both the ascetic and the seeming hedonist can have their place in the kingdom of God.
1083
Jesus at times created the party scene witness, for example, his making of wine at the wedding in Cana
– the first recorded miracle in John’s gospel. His approach also supports what 20th century author John
Dominic Crossan has called the fellowhip mix of “meal and commensality.”
1084
Luke 7:38.
1085
Luke 8:3.
1086
Matthew 24-25.
1087
Matthew 28:20.

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 355

The first hint of a hereafter comes in Jesus response to the request of James and John to
sit at the right and left hands of Jesus “in your glory”. As part of his response, Jesus
indicates that “…to sit at my right hand or at my left is not mine to grant, but it for those
for whom it has been prepared.”1088
Jesus also responds to the Sadducees question about no marriage after resurrection,
because those raised from the dead are like “angels in heaven.”1089
What often goes unnoticed is that Jesus’ statement on resurrection contradicts not only
the view of the Sadducees, but of the Pharisees as well. The Sadducees do not believe in
resurrection; Jesus does.
However, the Pharisees believed in a resurrection of the physical body; Jesus apparently
does not. Rather, he compares those raised like “angels in heaven”. In other words, when
resurrected, these humans might take on a spiritual, not material, form.
As in Matthew, Mark’s gospel speaks to future persecution, the desolating sacrilege, the
coming of the Son of Man “to gather his elect from the four winds”, and the need for
watchfulness.1090
Luke repeats the eschatological themes found in Matthew and Mark and adds a few of his
own. His opener is unique to Luke. Before talking about bringing division, he declares: “I
came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled.”1091
In describing the “narrow door” to salvation, Luke’s Jesus goes on to describe
“…weeping and gnashing of teeth when you see Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and all the
prophets in the kingdom of God, and you yourselves will be thrown out.”1092 Luke also is
the only gospel writer to describe hell (or Hades) in explicit terms albeit in the parable of
the rich man and Lazarus the poor man.1093
The eschatology of John’s Jesus takes a somewhat different course. John is the only
gospel writer who does not refer to hell. Much of John’s eschatology appears focused on
the brighter side of the hereafter, i.e. heaven.
In the well known passage of Chapter 3, Jesus talks of the prospects for eternal life. Later
in the same chapter, he describes: “The one who comes from heaven is above all.”1094
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In Chapter 6, Jesus describes “bread from heaven” and goes on to explain: “This is
indeed the will of my Father, that all who see the Son and believe in him may have
eternal life; and I will raise them up on the last day.” (6:40) Later Jesus states to his
audience: You are from below, I am from above; you are of this world, I am not of this
world.” (8:23)
In the well known passage of Chapter 14, Jesus introduces the future residence of the
disciples: “In my father’s house there are many dwelling places. If it were not so, would I
have told you that I go to prepare a place for you?”1095 Nowhere does the Gospel of John
describe the apocalyptic end times in terms similar to those of the synoptics.
Most of Paul’s letters do not contain any explicit theology of eschatology. However,
there are a few brief glimpses provided here and there. To the Corinthians, Paul writes
both of the resurrection body and then the resurrection event: “For the trumpet will
sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed.”1096
In the first letter to the Thessalonians, this theme is repeated but with more detail: “For
the Lord himself, with a cry of command, with the archangel’s call and with the sound of
god’s trumpet, will descend from heaven, and the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we
who are alive, who are left, will be caught up in the clouds together with them to meet the
Lord in the air; and so we will be with the Lord forever.”1097
The non-canonical Gospel of Thomas provides several somewhat ambiguous sayings that
conceivably might be considered as eschatological in nature, depending on one’s point of
view. These sayings also incline more toward the Gnostic than much of the rest of this
gospel. For example, Thomas records that: “Jesus said, ‘I have cast fire upon the world,
and look, I’m guarding it until it blazes.’”1098
There are other sayings of even more ambiguous meaning. For example: “This heaven
will pass away and the one above it will pass away. The dead are not alive, and the living
will not die. During the days when you ate what is dead, you made it come alive.”1099
But then, Jesus backs away from an apocalyptic vision. In response to the disciples’
question of when the Father’s imperial rule will arrive, Jesus indicates: “It will not come
by watching for it. It will not be said, ‘Look, here!’ or ‘Look, there!’ Rather, the Father’s
imperial rule is spread out upon the earth, and people don’t see it.”1100
Heal Yourself: Many of the best known stories in the gospel portray a Jesus eager to
become involved in the lives of those around him. All four gospels recount numerous
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incidents of Jesus healing, interacting with both sinners and the pious. It is Jesus who
beckons: “Let the little children come to me, and do not stop them; for it is to such as
these that the kingdom of heaven belongs.”1101
But occasionally, we get glimpses of another Jesus – one who shies away from
opportunities for healing of the body and spirit. We witness this inability to perform
miracles early in Luke’s version of Jesus’ ministry – right in the master’s home town of
Nazareth.
Jesus has just finished reading a passage from the book of Isaiah at his hometown
synagogue. Then he makes a startling claim, stating that “this scripture has been fulfilled
in your hearing.” The congregants are amazed, asking among themselves: “Is not this
Joseph’s son?” Subtext: is the hometown boy stepping out of line?
Sensing their unease but before the crowd can voice a common outcry, Jesus responds:
“You will surely say this proverb to Me, ‘Physician, heal yourself! Whatever we
have heard done in Capernaum, do also here in Your country.’ ” 2Then He said,
“Assuredly, I say to you, no prophet is accepted in his own country”1102
Luke’s account goes on to indicate that Jesus talked about outreach to the gentiles since
“no prophet is accepted in the prophet’s hometown.” The synagogue attendees become
enraged, attempting to hurl Jesus off the cliff from the hill of Nazareth.
Why was Jesus’ impotent here? Why was he unwilling or unable to cure those so close to
home?
Matthew’s gospel records another time when Jesus uses the physician analogy. His
disciples have just been asked by the Pharisees why Jesus (“your teacher”) eats with tax
collectors and sinners. Jesus overhears the question and responds, stating:
Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. Go and
learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ For I have come to call not
the righteous but sinners.1103
In this case, Jesus clearly is talking about those in need of spiritual rather than physical
healing. However, the point is the same as at Nazareth. Jesus expects those who are able
to take care of themselves.
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In what situations was Jesus reluctant to engage the supernatural whether for healing of
the body or spirit? Clearly, in one instance as recorded by Mark, he bails out when the
crowd gets too intense.
Worried that the crowds would “crush him”, Jesus asks the disciples to prepare a boat for
his escape. He travels across the Sea of Galilee, then up a mountain, and “called to him
those whom he wanted.”1104
Even more telling is Mark’s account of the Greek or Syro-Phoenician woman. She
approaches Jesus asking him to remove a demon from her daughter. Jesus demurs,
suggesting that he is not available to help non-Jews.
In fact, his rejection is both blunt and crude, as Jesus suggests: “Let the children be fed
first, for it is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” She wins Jesus
over only by besting him – with an even stronger comeback, replying: “Sir, even the
dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.”1105
In this instance, there was a demonstrable need for healing. Yet Jesus was prepared to
hurl racial insults and walk away from this non-Jew’s need. His willingness to assist is
predicated on her continued persistence.
Finally, we return to Luke for the story of Jesus interaction with yet another woman –
who initiated contact to obtain healing. Here is Luke’s account in full.
As he went, the crowds pressed in on him. Now there was a woman who had been
suffering from hemorrhages for twelve years; and though she had spent all she
had on physicians, no one could cure her. She came up behind him and touched
the fringe of his clothes, and immediately her hemorrhage stopped. Then Jesus
asked, “Who touched me?’’ When all denied it, Peter said, “Master, the crowds
surround you and press in on you.” But Jesus said, “Someone touched me; for I
noticed that power had gone out from me.” When the woman saw that she could
not remain hidden, she came trembling; and falling down before him, she
declared in the presence of all the people why she had touched him, and how she
had been immediately healed. He said to her, “Daughter, your faith has made you
well; go in peace.”1106
This incident again points to the value of persistence – even from one who is fearful of
contact with the master. At the time the hemorrhaging woman intercepted Jesus, he was
actually on his way to another appointment – to heal the daughter of Jairus.
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She reached out to heal herself – drawing on what she assumed to be the healing power
of Jesus. It was Jesus who said that healing was due to faith. The expression clearly was
not passive, but required action.
One can look to other instances of Jesus’ healing ministry. Examples that come readily to
mind include Jairus, the Roman Centurion, blind men and lowering of the paralytic
through the roof. In each instance, the first step toward healing was initiated either by the
suffering person or their representative.
On the flip side, there also are examples of healing initiated by Jesus. Perhaps the best
known is that of the invalid at the pool of Bethesda in Jerusalem. In this instance, Jesus
initiated the contact, approaching him and pointedly asking: “Do you want to be made
well?”
The sick man demurred, claiming he couldn’t make it to the pool on his own for healing.
So, rather than offer to heal, Jesus commands: “Stand up, take your mat and walk.” The
rest, as they say, is history.1107
“Heal yourself.” Jesus facilitates, but in virtually every instance action is required on the
part of the person looking for healing – whether for their own person or another that is
loved.
The Legacy of Jesus: After his death, resurrection and ascension, the effects and the
memory of Jesus lived on – in ways extending well beyond the theological.
Perhaps surprisingly, the ramifications extended even to the realm of politics. Three
major figures eventually would be affected by the manner in which the Jesus issue had
been handled – Caiaphas, Pontius Pilate, and Herod Antipas.
Caiaphas’ influence within the Sanhedrin waned after Jesus’ execution. The first bad
omen for the high priest was the tearing of the large tapestry in front of the Holy of
Holies at the time of Jesus’ death.
Caiaphas continued to wage war on the followers of Jesus, as recorded by the Acts of the
Apostles, but had increasing difficulty making his charges stick. The apostles were
threatened and flogged, but persisted in teaching and preaching of Jesus as Messiah both
“in the temple and at home.”1108
A Pharisee named Gamaliel even stood up in the council suggesting that the only form of
punishment should be to do no more than flog the apostles one more time. During his
tenure, there is no record that Caiaphas even attempted to challenge the authority of
Jesus’ brother James.
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History records that the trial, death and reported resurrection of Jesus made an impact on
the Roman procurator of Judea, Pontius Pilate. Matthew’s gospel records that the
procurator’s wife had a bad dream and advised her husband not to condemn Jesus.1109
This same writer suggests that Pilate washed his hands of the matter, saying: ““I am
innocent of this man’s blood; see to it yourselves.”1110
The fourth century church historian Eusebius goes further, indicating that Pilate even
reported the death and apparent resurrection of Jesus, widely known throughout
Palestine, back to the Roman emperor, Tiberius. According to this account, “… Pilate
knew all about Christ’s supernatural deeds, and especially how after his death He had
risen from the dead and was now generally believed to be a god.”1111
Some believe these incidents are contrived to absolve the Roman government and
unfairly blame the Jewish leadership for Jesus execution by crucifixion. However, the
historical record also makes it clear that Roman authorization was required for execution,
whether or not at the instigation of others.
In any event, Pilate appears to have continued with ill-advised, intemperate attacks
against the population of his Judean protectorate. The final straw came when he ordered a
large number of Samaritans seeking the sacred vessels of Moses killed at Mount
Gerazim.1112 In about 37 AD, the Roman legate to Syria, Vitellius, dismissed both
Pontius Pilate and the high priest Caiaphas.1113
Most likely, Pilate retired to Italy, avoiding the further wrath of Tiberius due to the
emperor’s untimely demise.1114 Caiaphas probably became an ordinary member of the
Sanhedrin.
Herod Antipas, ruler of Galilee, also met with misfortune. First, he was put up to a war
with the king of Nabatea by his first wife – due to Herod’s dalliance with Herodias.1115
Fifteen years after the beheading of John the Baptist, the army of Antipas was destroyed.

1109

Matthew 27:19. Pilate’s wife was Claudia Procula, indicated by historical references as the illegitimate
daughter of Julia, the only natural offspring of Augustus Caesar. Julia had numerous lovers and married
Tiberius as her third husband. She was banished from Rome by Augustus for her lewd behavior. After
Tiberius ascended the throne, he adopted Claudia as his own daughter.
1110
Matthew 27:24. See also 27:19.
1111
Eusebius, The History of the Church, 2.2.
1112
Other anti-Jewish actions of Pilate included bringing images of Caesar into Jerusalem and threatening
the execution of Jewish leaders who “bared their necks”, and appropriation from the Temple treasury
(Corban) to fund development of water aqueducts.
1113
As recorded by Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, 18.85-95. Josephus records that Pilate served for 10
years as procurator in Judea. He was ordered to Rome to answer the accusations of the Jews before the
emperor, but Tiberias died before Pilate arrived back in Rome.
1114
In his Ecclesiastical History 2.7, Eusebius writes that Pilate later committed suicide. However, this
assertion has been questioned by some as an example of wishful thinking.
1115
Herodias was first married to Herod Phillip of Rome.

12 Heresies of Christianity
(Release 1.03 – September 2005)

© jesustheheresy.com
Page 361

As the historian Josephus would later write, Herod’s defeat “… came from God, and that
very justly, as a punishment of what he did against John that was called the Baptist.”1116
The troubles of Herod Antipas were not over. Egged on by his misappropriated new wife
Herodias, Herod traveled to Rome in 39 AD to be granted title as king of Perea as well as
Galilee. But then, the new emperor Caligula banished Antipas to Spain in response to
charges raised by Herod Agrippa, brother of Herodias.1117
Jesus’ growing band of post-resurrection followers would also provide fodder for another
Roman emperor just one generation later. Nero would blame the conflagration of Rome
in 64 AD on the subversive band of those who had become known as Christians.1118
Jesus’ legacy would reach beyond even theology and politics to other forms of human
endeavor. Take art, for example. In the fourth century, historian Eusebius would write
that he had personally seen both a statute and coloured portrait of “Christ himself.” The
statute reportedly was erected by the woman who had been healed by Jesus of
hemorrhages.1119 Eusebius describes his personal encounter with the statute and the
owner like this:
Her house was pointed out in the city (Caesarea Philippi), and a wonderful
memorial of the benefit the Saviour conferred upon her was still there. On a tall
stone base at the gates of her house stood a bronze statute of a woman, resting on
one knee and resembling a suppliant with arms outstretched. Facing this was
another of the same material, an upright figure of a man with a double cloak
neatly draped over his shoulders and his hand stretched out to the woman. Near
his feet on the stone slab grew an exotic plant, which climbed up to the hem of the
bronze cloak and served as a remedy for illnesses of every kind. This statute,
which was said to resemble the features of Jesus, was still there in my own time,
so that I saw it with my own eyes when I resided in the city.1120
Jesus in Summary
Jesus has been portrayed in countless ways over 20+ centuries – in forms ranging from
the written word to artistic renditions. He is shown as the gentle shepherd, the embracer
of children, the suffering Messiah and, yes, as the scourge of the money changers at the
Temple.

1116

Josephus, op cit, 18:116.
Agrippa had flattered the as yet private citizen Gaius Caligual, praying “the sooner to see Tiberius
dying…” This was reported on by one of Agrippa’s domestics to Tiberius who then had Agrippa
imprisoned and tortured for six months until the death of Tiberius. From Josephus, Jewish War, 2-179-180.
1118
As documented by the Roman historian Tacitus.
1119
Mark 5:24-34.
1120
Eusebius, The History of the Church, 7.18.
1117
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These images typically convey a single theme, a simple agenda. This is a Jesus of
purpose, often single-minded intent. Too seldom are the complexities – or the internal
conflicts – of this man/god adequately captured in a single portrait.
In this discussion, the focus has been to understanding the essential character of the real,
historical Jesus – as a conflicted figure. Yet Jesus’ ambiguity is often misunderstood,
more often ignored.
It is this ambiguity that made it so difficult for his disciples to answer the question: "Who
do you say that I am?” Yet it is the underlying conflict within the man that makes this
question still difficult to answer even for those who have come some twenty centuries
later.
Making sense of it all has been a major preoccupation of theologians starting with the
apostle Paul. For most, the objective has been to smooth out the rough edges, to
“harmonize” the gospels.
The question has been posed: what if these efforts to "make sense of it all" are missing
the real message? There is a possible answer. The answer is that Jesus may have been
delivering a totally unexpected message – a message with three parts:
1. While early New Testament era authors each gave their own spin to Jesus’
life, the reported conflicts reflect something far deeper – contradictory
statements and actions by the historical Jesus himself.
2. Jesus intentionally set up situations of conflict and contradiction.
3. We can never fully experience the kingdom without living through the
contradictions – both individually and collectively.
As Jesus lived in and through conflict, he asks as much of those who follow behind. We
are asked to work out our salvation via conflict – both personal and familial. So that, like
the pagan, Canaanite woman who was rebuked by Jesus, we persist until the master
relents, saying: “Let it be done for you as you wish.”1121

1121

Matthew 12:28.
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Supplemental Material: A Study in Conflict
This supplement takes the verse provided from Luke’s gospel at the outset of this chapter
and compares it with similar material from the OT book of Micah, the NT gospel of
Matthew and the non-canonical Gospel of Thomas.
Micah 7:5-6
Put no trust in a
friend, have no
confidence in a oved
one;
guard the doors of
your mouth from her
who lies in your
embrace;
for the son treats the
father with contempt,
the daughter rises up
against her mother,
the daughter-in-law
against her mother-inlaw;
your enemies are
members of your own
household.

Matthew 10:34-36
Do not think that I
have come to bring
peace to the earth; I
have not come to
bring peace, but a
sword.
For I have come to set
a man against his
father, and a daughter
against her mother,
and a daughter-in-law
against her mother-inlaw;
and one’s foes will be
members of one’s
own household.

Luke 12:51-54
Do you think that I
have come to bring
peace to the earth?
No, I tell you, but
rather division!
From now on five in
one household will be
divided, three against
two and two against
three;
they will be divided:
father against son
and son against father,
mother against
daughter
and daughter against
mother, mother-in-law
against her daughterin-law
and daughter-in-law
against mother-in-law.

Thomas 16
Perhaps people think
that I have come to
cast peace upon the
world. They do not
know that I have
come to cast conflicts
upon the earth – fire,
sword, war
For there will be five
in a house: there’ll be
three against two and
two against three,
father against son and
son against father, and
they will stand alone.

Between the two New Testament writers, there are definite stylistic differences. Matthew
hews closest to the verbiage of the OT passage from Micah, but uses the imagery of a
sword to symbolize conflict. Luke speaks of division rather than a sword, then elaborates
on and elongates the imagery of Micah and Matthew. Thomas opens more slyly, saying
“Perhaps people think …” Thomas ends with the comment that the outcome of this
division will be to “stand alone,” a figure of speech which for some could lend support to
the solitary life of a wandering ascetic or monk.
In addition to differences in verbiage, each of these accounts is set in a different context:
•
•

Micah’s initial use of this imagery comes as part of an OT prophecy against both
Samaria and Jerusalem.
Matthew’s rendition comes as Jesus is preparing to send his 12 disciples out to
preach to surrounding villages; and is followed by John the Baptist’s disciples to
ask if Jesus is the Messiah: “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for
another?”
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•

•

Luke’s saying comes in a different setting – after Jesus has addressed a crowd
then his disciples privately. He then goes back to the crowd which is now mixed
with those who tell of an atrocity committed by Roman procurator Pontius Pilate.
Thomas essentially offers no context – at least in terms of narrative – because the
book is a collection of sayings without any storyline (or plot).

As might be expected with a difficult text, widely different interpretations are offered of
the conflict which this text address. The NRSV focuses on the threat of division if the
Messiah is rejected. The NKJV speaks to creation of division within humankind. The
NIV speaks not of division but peace available to believers, but offset by conflict
between Christ’s children and the devil’s children – including among members of the
same family.
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Epilogue
And so we reach the end of a nearly two millennia long tour of Christian heresy. Rather
than focusing on those condemned by ecclesiastical orthodoxy, our attention has turned
more toward reputed pillars of the church. To those whose views often were canonized –
at least across wide portions of the Christian spectrum.
Yet it was not always so. At the time each wrote or acted, the opinions expressed were
perceived as heretical by others then in authority.
The beginning of this chain of heresy can be traced to the writers of the New Testament
gospels. Matthew wrote in an attempt to prove that Jesus was the subject and the
fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy. His was a (failed) campaign to bring Christianity
back within the fold of Judaism.
One and one-half millennia later, Martin Luther wrote and spoke in opposition to the then
dominant and nearly universal (or Catholic) Church. He succeeded in positing a new
form of Christian experience – re-establishing the Pauline primacy of faith over works.
However, Luther’s reformation failed when it came time to turn the authority of the
church on its head – a move toward a true priesthood of all believers. Rather, the
reformation simply substituted one authoritarian and hierarchical system for another.
In between Matthew the taxman and Martin the monk, we have profiled nine other great
heretics of the Christian faith:
•
•
•
•

The other gospel writers – Mark, Luke, and John.
The triad of early Christian leaders – Paul, James and Peter.
Two relegated to the fringes of acceptability – Thomas and Mary.
And the first to marry church and state – Emperor Constantine.

The author and the finisher of this chain of heresy is none other than Jesus. This is the
one who posited the first heretical views of the nascent Christian movement – for which
he was put to death. This same conflicted Jesus launched a movement moored in inherent
and seemingly implacable contradictions. These conflicts have served as a source of
theological disputes, persecutions, and holy wars over nearly two millennia.
The Legacy of Heresy
What are we to make of this legacy of Christian heresy? Four thoughts come to mind:
1. The success of the Christian movement can be directly linked to the willingness of its
leaders to risk heresy. While Matthew failed to bring Christianity and Judaism within
the same fold, he succeeded at establishing a spiritual and theological link between
the Hebrew Scriptures (Old Testament) and the revelation of a new way through
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Jesus as the fulfillment of God’s promise. Mark told us that any credit for the
Christian faith rests with the source, not the followers. Luke espoused social
conscience and John the opportunity for intimate connection with the divine.
Paul advocated a religion of faith strong enough to capture the imagination of the
Greek and Roman world. James reminded the early church that faith alone without
evidence of good works is dead. Peter sought the opportunity for compromise –
respecting diverse views and practices of those following the way.
Thomas exposed the hidden side of truth. Mary bridged the gap between death,
resurrection and Christian mission.
Constantine sealed the imperial conquest of faith, making Christianity the organizing
force for western civilization. And Martin Luther’s reformation stirred the work ethic
leading to the industrial and information revolutions of the most recent 500 years.
In short, taking risks to interpret the Jesus experience has changed our world – both
spiritually and materially.
2. Heresy requires conflict, over and over again. Jesus kicked off this pattern by stating
that he had come to bring division rather than peace. Parables were intended to
obscure rather than illuminate the truth.
Subsequent to this brief ministry, it is not surprising that only a few years were
needed before James and Paul would contend for the heart and soul of the nascent
church. James would state unequivocally that “faith by itself, if it has no works, is
dead.” And Paul would bluntly respond to those who advocate Christianity by works:
“I wish those who unsettle you would castrate themselves.”
Thomas restated Jesus’ views towards money: “Give the emperor what belongs to the
emperor, give God what belongs to God and give me what is mine.” Mary Magdalene
propelled the disciples forward at a time when they were ready to give up. For this,
she was branded a whore. For their heresies, the writings attributed to Thomas and
Mary essentially disappeared until rediscovery of ancient manuscripts only within
about the past century.
Constantine ostensibly settled a conflict between rival theological positions by
imposing a religious and secular solution – known as the Nicene Creed. Luther
reopened the conflict by exposing the hypocrisy of the resulting encrusted state
church.
Each heresy has its flip side – when the beneficial insights brought to faith and
experience are fully extrapolated without regard to Christian balance and moderation.
In short, each of these dozen heresies lives on today – serving its own on-going
legacy of conflict:
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•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•

Matthew’s fast and loose interpretation of biblical prophecy enables televangelists
of today to interpret prophecies to their own whim.
Mark’s unbridled criticism of Jesus’ chosen twelve apostles lives on in the
countless uncivil conflicts within churches and between denominations.
Luke’s social service gospel foments do-goodism independent of Christ’s
observation that the poverty will never cease.
John’s portrait of a personally accessibly Jesus introduces the idolatry of
worshiping a Son (begotten of the Father) rather than the Father.1122
Paul’s trashing of tradition drove a wedge between Christianity and Judaism that
remains unbridged 20 centuries later.
James’ rejoinder of salvation via works easily gives way to the abuses of
performance oriented Christianity – from penance to Christian work at the
expense of home and family.
Peter’s call to compromise spawns the ecumenicism of good feeling without
substance.
Thomas’ veil of mystery gives rise to movements emphasizing special and
mystical knowledge ranging from the Moonies to New Age occultism.
Mary’s assertion of a special relationship with the Savior may have provoked a
counter-thrust relegating women to the back rows with chauvinistic Christianity
only recently challenged.
Constantine’s marriage of church and state has led to authoritarianism of church
leadership that continues even within today’s secularized society.
Martin Luther’s half-a-reformation rings increasingly hollow – particularly just
after the completion of a century of world wars, holocausts and ethnic cleansing.
And Jesus’ legacy of ambiguity has degenerated over two millennia to a fractured
movement often uncertain of its bearings or shared interests.

3. Jesus advocates and embraces conflict as the vehicle to a richer earthly and spiritual
experience. If feeling good was all there was to it, Christianity could be welcomed to
the trash-heap of philosophical and religious systems that have outlived their
usefulness.
But now, for the rest of the story. Jesus says, “I have not come to bring peace, but a
sword.” Conflict is not just the name of the game, it is the game. Get used to it, get
over it and get on with it. Over and over and over again.

1122

Both John and Paul most clearly articulate the view that Jesus is not just the son of God, but is God.
This Christian trinitarian view has perceived as a form of idolatry by Judaism. Islam also strikes a similar
note. For example, the Koran at 3:67 states: “Ibrahim was not a Jew nor a Christian but he was (an) upright
(man), a Muslim, and he was not one of the polytheists.”
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To his disciples, Jesus is recorded as saying: “To you it has been given to know the
secrets of the kingdom of God, but to others I speak in parables, so that ‘looking they
may not perceive, and listening they may not understand.’ ”1123
The non-canonical Gospel of Thomas offers perhaps the most unique insight into
Jesus’ motivation, quoting Jesus as saying: “Those who seek should not stop seeking
until they find. When they find they will be disturbed. When they are disturbed, they
will marvel, and will rule over all.”1124
And so it is. Jesus on the one hand is offering access to the kingdom of God, but he
nonetheless intentionally sets hurdles in the way of getting there. One must be
motivated to search for the kingdom, then be prepared to get frustrated along the way.
But persistence leads to eventual understanding and even to opportunity for mastery.
4. The continued vitality of Christianity depends on encouragement of diverse
viewpoints and experiences. Starting with Paul and extending through Constantine
and Luther, Christianity has been driven by the imperative that the “winner takes all.”
Each sect, each denomination pushes to find and then adhere to one correct
interpretation; others all too often are belittled, excluded, and condemned.
But that’s not what Jesus says. Jesus claims to be “the way, the truth and the life.” In
practice, there are diverse ways to get there – all somehow mediated through this
Jesus.
To a non-Jewish woman, the key was persistence despite racist remarks from the
Savior. To a rich man, the suggested means is selling everything and giving it to the
poor. To the learned Pharisee, it is to be born again. To the Samaritan woman, the
essential ingredient is something called “living water.”
The keys to the kingdom are both practical and metaphorical. Continued vitality of the
faith depends on diversity, not conformity. It is up to the listener to decide which
keys apply to their own situation. It is up each individual, each community to seek,
then find.
Which Way Christianity?
And so we reach the end of a tale of a dozen Christian heresies – viewpoints and
lifestyles that bucked the system but also changed lives. It has now been almost five
hundred years from the last great heresies of the Christian movement – those of Martin
Luther and his contemporaries ranging from Calvin to Zwingli.

1123

Luke 8:9-10. The apostle Paul presents a somewhat different spin on the same topic, talking of the need
to “work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.” From Philippians 2:12.
1124
Thomas 2.
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The last 500 years brought western civilization and then the world to and through the
industrial age to colonial power to world war and then to the ascendancy of capitalism
predicated on a protestant inspired work ethic.
The soft underbelly of Luther’s reformation is now exposed. This is apparent in
contemporary indifference to matters of organized Christian spirituality. In Europe, this
trend was accentuated through atrocities of the First and Second World Wars including
the Jewish holocaust.
More subtly but as perniciously, modern churches – most denominations – remain rooted
in hierarchical (and often authoritarian) organizational structures, each denomination
with its own set of dogmas. Internal dissent requires risk – whether the church is of
conservative or liberal bent. Cooperation and dialogue across faiths remains difficult –
despite the ecumenicism focused on traditional mainline denominations.
Maybe it’s time for another heresy or two to come front and center. To challenge the
established order of parochial, inbred interests. To reinvigorate dialogue within churches,
between denominations and faiths, and to draw renewed interest from the wider public.
If there is a need, it is to complete the reformation that Martin Luther initiated in 1517
but proved incapable of finishing. To restore the “priesthood of believers” back to the
primary position of individual and communal interaction with the Godhead – each
pursuing the practice of their own faith in their own way.
Will heterogeneity spawn new heresy? Absolutely yes!
Some passages out of the mainstream will spawn beliefs and practices wholly
incompatible even with a loose interpretation of scripture. Others will lead to life
reinvigorated by a scriptural understanding relevant to the unique challenges of today.
At the dawn of the third millennium, the world stands at the threshold of a new era,
incomprehensible only a decade ago. The planet is awash in information; people can
interact globally as large groups or one-on-one.
Reinvigorating Christianity requires a return to our spiritual roots. This means a
willingness to critically reexamine scriptural texts together with historical and other
materials from outside the canon.
In an age dominated by rational scientific empiricism, Christian faith must stand the test
of historic authenticity. We can no longer gloss over or rationalize away obvious
inconsistencies. Spiritual consumers are too sophisticated to readily accept the
rationalizations or overly simplified explanations of the pre-modern era.
We can and should expect that the search for our Christian roots will lead to new and
perhaps unexpected discoveries. Some of the discoveries will undoubtedly prove
disconcerting – challenging previous beliefs. Virtually all will prove to be enlightening if
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we are willing to let the information inform our knowledge and practice of the Christian
way.
For those of us willing to experience the conflict, we will have the opportunity to marvel
at what we find. If we can truly become excited, no doubt our faith will be stretched.
Others who have viewed Christianity as outmoded or irrelevant may just be attracted to
this new burst of robust vitality.
We seek a Jesus who consistently demonstrates that, just when we think we have the
answers, there are new questions. When we feel we’ve run the race, we find we’ve only
just begun.
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