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ABSTRACT

Although historical Jesus research in the last three decades has produced a great

deal of divergence of results, one is able to discern several important areas of

progress. Perhaps the most important gain is in a renewed appreciation of the

Judaic character of Jesus, his mission, and his world. New source material and

more nuanced, contextual methodology have sharpened Jesus’ profile as a

Galilean Jew, standing in the tradition of Israel’s redemption and restoration.
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These are exciting times for those who have learned interest in the Jesus of

history. The publication of a significant number of Dead Sea Scrolls just

over a decade ago, the publication in the last two decades or so of a host of

related writings from or just before the New Testament period, and ongoing

archaeological work in Israel, especially in and around Jerusalem and in

Galilee, have called into question old conclusions and assumptions and

opened the doors to new lines of investigation. It is not surprising that

several academic and semi-academic books, published by leading presses,

have enjoyed unprecedented sales and attention. Even major network

television has produced documentaries and news programs, some of which

were viewed by record-setting audiences.

The purpose of the present essay is to outline what I believe are key facets

in the scholarly discussion of the historical Jesus. In my view there are five

important areas of investigation and in all five there has been significant

progress in recent years. I shall frame these areas as questions. They include

(1) the question of the ethnic, religious, and social location of Jesus; (2) the

question of the aims and mission of Jesus; (3) the question of Jesus’ self-

understanding; (4) the question of Jesus’ death; and (5) the question of

Jesus’ resurrection. Some of these questions have important implications for

Jewish-Christian relations.

1 The present study is a revision of the plenary paper given at the AAR/SBL Rocky Mountains/Great

Plains regional meeting in April, 2005. I thank Professor Thomas A. Wayment, president of the region, for

the invitation and generous hospitality. I also thank my AAR/SBL colleagues for their questions and

comments.
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The Question of Ethnic, Religious, and Social Location

Although it would be claiming too much to say that the fact and relevance of

Jesus’ Jewish heritage were rarely taken into consideration by Christian

scholars and theologians, it would not be too far off the mark. One of the

great blemishes of much of twentieth-century scholarship allegedly

concerned with the historical Jesus was the surprising lack of interest in the

Jewish world in which he grew up and in which he conducted himself as an

adult. Perhaps even worse, when the Jewish world of Jesus was taken into

account, all too often it was presented in a distorted, jaundiced way.

It is not surprising that it has been Jewish scholars themselves who have

tried to correct this neglect and distortion. Perhaps the most impressive

effort came from Joseph Klausner (1874–1958), whose work appeared in

Hebrew in 1922 and then in English translation in 1925.2 Although lacking

some of the critical perspective widely accepted and expected today,

Klausner’s book is a masterpiece, marked by learning and fairness. His

survey of the primary sources and his review of the scholarship of the

previous century are still of great value. Of particular usefulness is his

critical survey of Jewish scholarship, from Joseph Salvador (1796–1873)3 to

Claude Montefiore (1858–1938).4 Klausner calls our attention to Abraham

Geiger’s ‘Judaism and its History in Twelve Lectures’, which devotes three

2 J. Klausner, Yeshu ha-Notzri (2 vols., Jerusalem: Stybel, 1922); ET: Jesus of Nazareth: His Life,

Times, and Teaching (London and New York: Macmillan, 1925; 3rd ed., 1952).
3 J. Salvador, Jésus Christ et sa doctrine: histoire de la naissance de l’église, de son organisation et de

ses progrès pendant le premier siecle (2 vols., Paris: A. Guyot et Scribe, 1838; 2nd ed., Paris: M. Lévy

Frères, 1864–65); GT: Das Leben Jesu und sein Lehre: die Geschichte der Entstehung der christichen

Kirche, ihrer Organisation und Fortschritte während des ersten Jahhunderts (Dresden: Walther’s

Buchhandlung, 1841). Klausner (Jesus, pp. 106-9) rightly complains that Albert Schweitzer, in his widely

read and influential Quest of the Historical Jesus, gives Salvador short shrift, misspelling his name (viz.

Salvator) and summarizing his work in a misleading and erroneous manner. Klausner wonders if an

explanation lies in Schweitzer’s deficiency in French. Perhaps, but as already noted here, a German

translation of Salvador’s important work was in fact available. For Schweitzer’s brief discussion of

Salvador, see Von Reimarus zu Wrede: Eine Geschichte der Leben-Jesu-Forschung (Tübingen: Mohr

[Siebeck], 1906), p. 161, n. 1; ET: The Quest of the Historical Jesus: A Critical Study of Its Progress from

Reimarus to Wrede (New York: Macmillan, 1968), pp. 162-63, n. 2. The first ET appeared in 1910.

Schweitzer locates his brief mention of Salvador’s work in a chapter titled ‘Further Imaginative Lives of

Jesus’.
4 C.G. Montefiore, The Synoptic Gospels: Edited with an Introduction and a Commentary (with a series

of additional notes by I. Abrahams; 3 vols., London: Macmillan, 1909; 2nd ed., 2 vols., 1927; repr. New

York: Ktav, 1968). Among many other books, this prolific scholar also published Some Elements of the

Religious Teaching of Jesus (The Jowett Lectures for 1910; London: Macmillan, 1910) and Rabbinic

Literature and Gospel Teachings (London: Macmillan, 1930). Montefiore believes that much of Jesus’

teaching represents the best of Jewish religious teaching. Not all Jewish scholars agreed with this

assessment. See G. Friedlander, The Jewish Sources of the Sermon on the Mount (London and New York:

Bloch, 1911; repr. New York: Ktav, 1969).
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lectures to Jesus and his disciples.5 Far from minimizing the Judaic character

of Jesus and his teaching, Geiger (1810–74) goes so far as to describe Jesus

as ‘a Jew, a Pharisaic Jew of Galilean type, one who looked forward to the

hopes held at the time and who believed that those hopes would be fulfilled

in himself. He propounded nothing whatever that was new, nor did he

transcend the national limitations’.6 Geiger’s first sentence, with prescience

and succinctness, adumbrates the findings of modern scholarship. His

second sentence, however, is not only highly questionable, but stems from

polemic and apologetic.7 Nevertheless, for all of its shortcomings, Geiger’s

work rightly situates Jesus in his Jewish setting and recognizes the Judaic

character of his teaching and activities.

Building on the work of Salvador, Geiger, Montefiore, and others, and

moving beyond this early work with remarkable sophistication, Klausner

himself concludes that ‘Jesus was convinced of his messiahship; of this there

is no doubt; were it not so he would have been nothing more than a deceiver

and imposter—and such men do not make history’.8 In my opinion, this

sensible conclusion has been vindicated.

Klausner’s brilliant contribution unfortunately had little impact in Europe,

which at that time was influenced by a new surge in historical skepticism,

resulting largely from form criticism, and by varying degrees of anti-

Semitism, which discouraged serious and positive investigation into the

Judaic character and setting of Jesus. Indeed, the so-called New Quest of the

historical Jesus, which erupted among the students of Rudolf Bultmann in

the 1950s, was hardly an improvement in the situation. Bultmann and his

pupils clung to the curious notion that what was authentic in the Jesus

tradition could only be material that was dissimilar to first-century Judaism.

Such a method—known as the criterion of dissimilarity—could hardly

accommodate a portrait of Jesus that takes into account his Jewish context

and the Jewish dimensions of his teaching and activities. Fortunately, this

5 A. Geiger, Das Judenthum und seine Geschichte in zwölf Vorlesung (3 vols., Breslau: Schletter, 1864;

2nd ed., 3 vols. in one; Breslau: Skutsch, 1865), pp. 108-48.
6 Geiger, Das Judenthum und seine Geschichte in zwölf Vorlesung, p. 117, as quoted in English by

Klausner, Jesus of Nazareth, p. 115.
7 Klausner (Jesus of Nazareth, p. 115, n. 49) notes further that Geiger, in Jüdische Zeitschrift 10 (1872),

p. 156, asserts that ‘when all was said and done Jesus did nothing at all’. Klausner rightly rejects this

judgment.
8 Klausner, Jesus of Nazareth, p. 342. A major shortcoming in Klausner’s work is in his assumption that

Jesus grew up in bucolic isolation. At the time that Klausner wrote, archaeology and geographical surveys

of Nazareth and Galilee were only in their beginning stages.
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dubious criterion has received the trenchant criticism it deserves.9 Almost no
one today is guided by it.

During the decades in which the German New Quest got under way, lost
momentum, and finally foundered, Jewish scholars rediscovered Jesus. In
1954 Hans-Joachim Schoeps (1909Ð1980) published his account of the life
of Jesus.10 Schoeps had prepared for this work by undertaking several years
of critical study, comparing aspects of Judaism and Christianity.11 In 1964
Asher Finkel (1935Ð) compared the teaching content and style of Jesus to
those of his Jewish contemporaries, finding many parallels.12 In 1967
Schalom Ben-Chorin (1913Ð1999) published hisBruder Jesus, a second
edition of which appeared in 1978 and an English translation,Brother Jesus,
in 2001.13 In 1968 David Flusser (1917Ð2000) published hisJesus in
Selbstzeugnissen und Bilddokumenten, which subsequently appeared in
revised editions and in English translation.14 All of these books attempt to
show how fully Jewish Jesus was and in doing this they fly in the face of
dominant forces in ChristianÑ largely GermanÑ scholarship during this
period. Although exerting relatively minor influence at the time of their
publication, as it turns out, these works adumbrated things to come.

Perhaps the most influential Jewish scholar to turn his attention to the
historical Jesus has been Geza Vermes (1924Ð). VermesÕ trilogy of works,
beginning in 1973 withJesus the Jew, has influenced a generation of
scholars and has placed Jesus in a Jewishsetting once and for all.15 The full

9 Many scholars have criticized this criterion. For a recent criticism, see T. HolmŽn, ÔDoubts about
Double Dissimilarity: Restructuring the Main Criterion ofJesus-of-History ResearchÕ, in B.D. Chilton and
C.A. Evans (eds.),Authenticating the Words of Jesus(NTTS, 28/1; Leiden: Brill, 1999), pp. 47-80. See
also the approach proposed in G. Theissen and D. Winter,Die Kriterienfrage in der Jesusforschung: Vom
Differenzkriterium zum PlausibilitŠtskriterium(NTOA, 34; Gšttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1997);
ET: The Quest for the Plausible Jesus: The Question of Criteria(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press,
2002). The subtitle in the German original underscores the shift away from the criterion of dissimilarity to a
criterion that places emphasis on plausible context.

10 H.-J. Schoeps,Das Leben Jesu:Versuch einer historischen Darstellung(Frankfurt:Eremiten,1954).
11 H.-J. Schoeps,JŸdisch-christliches ReligionsgesprŠch in 19. Jahrhunderten;Geschichte einer

theologischen Auseinandersetzung(Berlin: Vortrupp,1937); ET:The Jewish-Christian Argument:A
History of Theologies in Conflict(London:Faber and Faber,1963).

12 A. Finkel, The Pharisees and the Teacher of Nazareth(AGSJU, 4; Leiden: Brill, 1964; repr., with
corrections, 1974).

13 S. Ben-Chorin,Bruder Jesus:Der Nazarener in jŸdischer Sicht(Munich: List, 1967; 2nd ed. 1978);
ET: Brother Jesus:The Nazarene through Jewish Eyes(Athens :University of Georgia Press,2001).

14 D. Flusser,Jesus in Selbstzeugnissen und Bilddokumenten(Rowohlts monographien; Reinbek bei
Hamburg:Rowohlt,1968); ET:Jesus(New York: Herder and Herder, 1969; 2nd ed., with R.S. Notley,
Jerusalem: Magnes, 1997; 3rd corrected and expanded edition with R.S. Notley, Jerusalem: Magnes, 2001).

15 G. Vermes,Jesus the Jew: A HistorianÕs Reading of the Gospels (London: Collins; Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1973); idem,Jesus and the World of Judaism(London: SCM Press, 1983; Philadelphia: Fortress,
1984); rev. and repr. asJesus in His Jewish Context(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003); idem,The
Religion of Jesusthe Jew(London: SCM Press; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993).


