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What this class is and is not:
1. This is not Bible study.

2. We will use the tools of  history and other 
scholarly fields to analyse what we can 
know about the development of  
Christianity in its first centuries.

3. This will be a reading-intensive course, both 
from primary and secondary sources.

4. Discussion is an important part of  this class 
in addition to writing.

5. We will  conduct ourselves respectfully.

Constantine, the 
first Christian 
Emperor of 
Rome, Basilica of 
St. John the 
Lateran, Rome, 
personal photo.



Course Syllabus



Contact Information

Instructor:  John Treat

Office: Old Main 510

Thursdays 2:15 to 3:15 and 5:15 to 6:15 p.m. or by appointment.

Note:  This is a change from the syllabus.  I will not be holding Tuesday office 

    hours other than by appointment.



Course Objective

The goal of  this course is to familiarize the student with key events in the first four 

centuries of  Christianity. Attention will be given to the creation of  the new testament, the 

changing self-understanding of  the church and its political, economic, social fortunes and 

to the evolution of  Christian cultic praxis to help the student better understand the 

multiple forces that affected the development of  the Christian religion.  Students will be 

assessed on their mastery of  these concepts through their participation in class discussion 

and by writing three papers on assigned topics.



Grading

Assignment Points Possible

Participation 250

Paper 1: Exegesis of  the Passion (Due March 1) 250

Paper 2: Christianity and the Martyrs (Due April 19)             250

Paper 3: Christian worship (Due May 9)                         250

Total                1000



Grading Scale

A:  900-1000

B:  800-899

C:  700-799

D:  600-699

F:  Below 600



Participation
Each week, you will receive a grade for your class participation encompassing both your questions and comments 

during lectures and your participation in the class discussions we will have each Thursday. 

Your lowest two grades out of  16 weeks weeks will be dropped and the remaining 14 averaged to determine your final 

grade.  You will receive interim participation grades in week 6  and week 12.

A         =         dynamic and informed participation

B         =         solid, consistent participation with evidence of  a careful reading of  the sources

C         =         occasional participation with evidence of  having consulted the readings

D         =         present but not participating

F (0)         =         not present and no excused absence



Attendance
A sign-in sheet will be circulated each class session. Since attendance is a graded activity, signing in for someone else 
is a matter of academic dishonesty and will be treated as such. 

 Should illness, family emergency, or university athletic commitments keep you from attending class, you MUST 
provide appropriate documentation to the instructor to avoid receiving a zero.  

For documented, excused absences, you will receive a 75% for the day.  Visit uofacares.uark.edu for more information 
on receiving assistance and proper documentation for absences due to illness and emergencies. 

Note:  Since two weeks of participation grades will be dropped, these may be used strategically for skips

Promptness:  Once the classroom door is closed, you have missed your chance to attend for the day and forfeited your 
points. 

 Do not come in after the door is closed. If you have a legitimate excuse, as outlined above, follow the procedures you 
would for any other absence.

http://uofacares.uark.edu/


Papers
You will  write three five-to-seven page (Times 12pt, 1 inch margin, double-spaced) papers during the course of the 
semester. 

 The first paper will be a comparison of the accounts of the resurrection of Jesus in the gospels of Matthew, Mark, 
and Luke.  The second will look at the place of martyrdom in the early church against evolving doctrinal ideas and 
a changing social landscape.  The final paper will address the evolution of Christian worship.  

An instruction sheet will be provided for each paper giving specific information on the expectations for that 
particular assignment.

You are encouraged to bring your questions and draft papers to my office hours.  I am willing to answer simple 
questions about papers by email, but will only review drafts or answer extensive questions that you bring to me in 
person during regular office hours or by appointment.

Papers are due electronically on Blackboard before class on the due date.  Late assignments will docked by 10 
percent per day.



Contested Grades
If you believe that you have received a lower grade than you deserved on an assignment, please come to my 

office hours to discuss your grade, but only after at least 24 hours have elapsed.  

This gives time for initial reactions to a grade to cool and time for me to be able to review your work with fresh 

eyes.  

Bring written points based on the assignment sheet showing why you feel that your grade was in error to make 

your case.  



Academic Dishonesty (Cheating)
As a core part of its mission, the University of Arkansas provides students with the opportunity to further their 
educational goals through programs of study and research in an environment that promotes freedom of 
inquiry and academic responsibility. Accomplishing this mission is only possible when intellectual honesty 
and individual integrity prevail.

Each University of Arkansas student is required to be familiar with and abide by the University’s
‘Academic Integrity Policy’ which may be found at http://provost.uark.edu/ Students with questions about how 
these policies apply to a particular course or assignment should immediately contact their instructor.

For further information, a useful video can be found at http://honesty.uark.edu/policy/.  

Short summary:  cheating (including plagiarism) will most likely result in an F on the assignment, in the course, or 
possible dismissal from the U of A.

http://provost.uark.edu/
http://provost.uark.edu/252.php
http://honesty.uark.edu/policy/


Intellectual Property

State common law and federal copyright law protect my syllabus and lectures. 

Students are not authorized to record my lectures or electronic presentations or to make 
any commercial use of  them without express prior permission from me. 

Notes and lecture presentations are for your personal use only.



Electronic Devices

All electronic devices should be muted and stored out of  sight before class.  

If  I see a cell phone, tablet, laptop, or other electronic device, you will be asked to leave for 

the day.

And will forfeit your participation points for the entire week.



ADA Notice

University of  Arkansas Academic Policy Series 1520.10 requires that students with disabilities 
are provided reasonable accommodations to ensure their equal access to course content. 

If  you have a documented disability and require accommodations, please contact the Center for 
Educational Access (479–575–3104 or http://cea.uark.edu). 

The center staff  are very helpful and will assist you in documenting your condition and for 
arranging appropriate accommodations, which may include assigning a  note taker to the class, 
arranging for longer examination times, or other helpful measures. 

http://cea.uark.edu


Inclement Weather

If  campus is closed, class will not be held.  

For those who live off  campus, use your best judgment.



Class Norms of  Behavior
Respect is key when discussing a subject that engenders strong feelings.  

State your opinions and make your arguments as strongly as possible, but only do 
so based on historical evidence and solid reasoning. 

Argue with positions, not other class members.  

Attacking another class member rather than his or her argument will affect your 
participation grade and, in some cases, may result in you being asked to leave the 
course for the day.



Syllabus Changes

The syllabus may change at any point in the course at the instructor’s discretion.



Emergency Procedures

The syllabus provides information about what to do in case of  threatening 
weather or of  violence on campus, including an active shooter.

Yes, some faculty and staff  on campus may be armed now as a result of  
changes in state law.

No, students may not be.



Course Units



Part I:  The New Testament
We will examine how the New Testament came to 
be.

We will learn the basics of  biblical criticism.

We will examine the genres of  NT literature.

We will look at texts that did not make the canon.

Papyrus Bodmer, 3rd-4th century 
CE, Wikimedia Commons.



Part II: The Church & Martyrs
The accounts of  the lives of  the martyrs and 
changing attitudes toward them are an important 
window into the early church.

We will examine how the martyrs understood 
their suffering.

We will look at how the early church treated these 
first saints during its first four centuries.

Faithful Unto 
Death – 
Christianæ ad 
Leones., 
byHerbert 
Gustave 
Schmalz 
(1856-1935), 
Wikimedia 
Commons..

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herbert_Gustave_Schmalz
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herbert_Gustave_Schmalz
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herbert_Gustave_Schmalz


Part III: Worship
Looking at what was done, not merely 
what was thought is another important 
window into the early church.

We will examine:

1. The Eucharist

2. Baptism

3. Liturgical Prayer Agape feast, Catacomb of Priscilla, 
Rome, 200 to 400 CE, Wikimedia 
Commons.



The Mediterranean World
A Fast Review of  1000 Years in Maps



Greek Colonization 800 to 400 BCE
(Wikimedia Commons)



Empire of  Alexander the Great, 323 BCE(Wikimedia Commons)



After Alexander, circa 220 BCE
(Wikimedia Commons)



The Eastern Mediterranean, 200 BCE
(Wikimedia Commons)



Roman Expansion, 218 BCE to 117 CE (Wikimedia Commons)



Rome Under Augustus, 31 BCE to 14 CE
(Wikimedia Commons)



Palestine in the Time of  Jesus

Biblical 
Palestine (+/- 
modern Israel 
and the West 
Bank) is 
approximately 
1/6th the size 
of Arkansas.

(Wikimedia Commons)

(Wikimedia Commons)



Roman Empire Compared to the USA

Comparison in Square Miles:

Roman Empire:   2.5 million
Continental US: 3.2 million



The World in 300 CE
(Wikimedia Commons)



A Diverse Religion

Judaism in the First 
Century CE



Political Situation in Palestine

720 BCE Northern Kingdom (Israel) falls to Neo-Assyrian Empire.

586 BCE Southern Kingdom (Judea/Judah) falls to Neo-Babylonian Empire.

330 to 140 BCE Alexander and Selucid Domination.

140-63 BCE: Hasmonean Kingdom.

63 BCE: Conquest by Rome.



Political Situation in Palestine
37 BCE to 4 BCE - Rule of  Herod the Great.

4 BCE - Approximate date of  the birth of  Jesus.

6 CE - Establishment of  Province of  Judea and direct Roman rule.

70 CE - Destruction of  Jerusalem and its temple by the Romans.

70 to 100 CE - Canonical gospels written.

135 CE - Bar Kokhba Rebellion leads to Jewish banishment from Jerusalem.



Varieties of  Judaism in 
the First Century



Temple Judaism
Traditionally begins at with the giving of  the law to Moses.

Tradition ascribes the first Temple in Jerusalem to Solomon 
in about 1000 BCE, but no evidence exists of  it.

In 536 BCE, the Second Temple is built then greatly 
expanded by Herod the Great around 20 BCE.

With the abolition of  the monarch, the temple was the 
center of  political power

The Second Temple was destroyed in 70 CE. Second Temple Model, Israel Museum, Wikimedia 
Commons.



Temple Judaism
The temple cult revolved around honoring the majesty 
of  God and expiating sin through sacrifice and praise.

While later prophets stressed right spirit, like most 
religions, Judaism was concerned with right action.

Most scholars agree that the current form of  the books 
Hebrew Scriptures date only from the Babylonian exile, 
making it difficult to know what was done and how.

Jesus and his followers appear to have accepted the 
temple cult, but had differences with the Saducees 
(“Zadok’?), who are portrayed as its champions.

The Western Wall today, personal photo.



Hellenistic Judaism
War, exile, and economic opportunity created Jewish 
communities across the Roman world.

Alexandria developed a Jewish community that would 
become a major center of  Jewish life and throught.

These diaspora communities faced:
1. Creating a religious life without access to the temple.
2. Using languages other than Hebrew and Aramaic.
3. Reconciling Judaism with Hellenistic culture.

Funerary Slab of Pomponius Terme, Monteverde 
Catacombs, 3rd century BCE, Wikimedia Commons.



Hellenistic Judaism
Hellenistic Judaism produced its own scriptures in Greek, 
the Septuagint, which differed from those of  Palestinian 
Jews and which became the scripture of  the early church.

Jewish philosophers, such as Philo of  Alexandria (25 BCE 
to 50 CE) emphasized philosophical concepts (such as 
logos) that would have much in common with Christianity.

For a variety of  reasons, notably the spread of  Christianity, 
Hellenistic Judaism did not survive late antiquity.

Moses as a Greek at the burning bush, Synagogue of 
Dura Europos, 245-244 BCE, Wikimedia Commons.



Proto-Rabbinic Judaism
The origins of  contemporary rabbinic Judaism are contested.

The New Testament details the existence of  synagogues, but 
their relationship to the Pharisees is unclear at this stage.

Rabbinic Judaism accepts the written law of  Moses as well as 
the oral law--traditional interpretations.

The concept of  the oral law made the law more adaptable to 
new situations.

Shalom Al Yisrael Synagogue mosaic, 
Jericho, 600-700 CE, צילום:ד"ר אבישי טייכר



Proto-Rabbinic Judaism
Pharisees (“set apart”) mentioned in the New Testament are generally thought of  
as the intellectual progenitors of  rabbinic Judaism.

Pharisees get negative treatment in the New Testament, but Jesus shares similar 
theories of  interpretation and beliefs (resurrection, a messiah, acceptance of  
inspired books other than the Torah) with them.

Josephus says that there were only 6000 at the destruction of  the Second 
Temple, but they would become the dominant party.

The Mishna, codified around 200 CE puts the oral tradition into writing.



Proto-Rabbinic Judaism
Synagogue worship reinforces the idea of  a religion of  the book:  readings from 
scripture become central in a way unknown in other Western religions of  the time.

Over time, regular cycles of  readings, teaching, and corporate prayer marked the 
service. (We are less sure about the nature of  set prayers and the use of  psalms.)



Readings for Thursday’s 
Discussion



General Considerations
What is the author’s argument?  Try to boil it down to one sentence.

What types of  evidence does he or she muster to support it?

Which specific points or sub arguments are best supported/most persuasive?

Which specific points or sub arguments seem least supported or persuasive?

What was the most surprising thing you learned from the article?

Overall, were you convinced or not?



Nehemiah 8

Setting:  Nehemiah is governor of  Judea at the return from the Babylonian exile.

Who are the actors in the text?

What specific actions do they perform?

Does this seem to be a regular worship service or a special occasion? 



Lee I. Levine, “The Nature and Origin of  the Palestinian 
Synagogue Reconsidered”

Journal of  Biblical Literature:  Flagship journal of  Biblical Studies.

Levine:  Rabbi, archeologist, noted historian of  synagogues in Judaism.

Article gives insight into Judaism at the time of  Jesus as well as into one of  the New 
Testament’s most important settings.

How does the synagogue evolve?

What is its relationship to the Temple?



Bernadette Brooten, “Jewish Women's History in the 
Roman Period: A Task for Christian Theology”

Brooten: Holds a chair at Brandeis, is a noted scholar of  slavery, women, and 
sexuality in the ancient world.

Article gives us insight into the place of  women in the Mediterranean world and 
also into the scholarly problems of  biblical interpretation.

What arguments have scholars used to dismiss women’s leadership titles?

Why does Brooten say they are wrong?

How might this evidence change our views of  the early church?



Discussion: The Temple, 
the Synagogue, and Women



Groups for Wk 1 Discussion
Team Nehemiah
Baker
Battye
Bertrand
Brickman Jr.
Combs
Court

Team Brooten
Shackelford
Tally
Thompson
Todd
Van Doorn
Walters
White
Wilson
Wooldridge
Young

Team Levine 1
Denham
Ellis
Gardner-Knight
Gibbs
Holmes
Hulbert
Johnson
Kapp
Keasling
Kimbrough

Team Levine 2
Knipp
Lauriano
Loth
Miller
Mitchell
Pullin
Quigley
Reese
Rothmeyer
Ruggiero



Groups for Wk 1 Discussion
Team Nehemiah
1. Who are the main actors 
in this passage?
2. What specific actions do 
they perform?
3. Which parts of  this 
passage are like a worship 
service?
4. Which seem to be 
something larger?
5. Was Nehemiah 
intentionally setting a 
pattern for future use? If  
not, why did others see 
it this way?

Team Brooten
1. What titles are documented 
as belonging to women in the 
ancient synagogue?
2. How have scholars argued 
that these titles do not connote 
actual offices?
3. Why does Brooten say they 
are wrong?
4. How does Brooten’s 
argument affect our view of  the 
synagogue?
5. What might it imply for our 
understanding of  the role of  
women in the early church?

Levine 1
1. What were the early 
functions of  the Synagogue?
2. What do we know about 
early palestinian synagogues 
architecturally?
3. How are the synagogue’s 
functions similar to those of  
a city gate?
4. How did architectural 
changes, according to Levine, 
aid the development of  the 
synagogue?

Levine 2
1. Was the institution of  the 
synagogue a departure or an 
evolution?
2. Is the public reading of  the 
Torah in competition with or 
complementary to the 
Temple sacrifices?
3. How does the use of  the 
synagogue change after the 
destruction of  the Temple?
4. How does its architecture 
change?
5. How does the synagogue 
provide a model for the early 
church?



Nehemiah
1. Who are the main actors in this passage?

2. What specific actions do they perform?

3. Which parts of  this passage are like a worship service?

4. Which seem to be something larger?

5. Was Nehemiah intentionally setting a pattern for future use? If  
not, why did others see it this way?



Levine: Team 1
1. What were the early functions of  the Synagogue?

2. What do we know about early palestinian 
synagogues architecturally?

3. How are the synagogue’s functions similar to 
those of  a city gate?

4. How did architectural changes, according to 
Levine, aid the development of  the synagogue?

Torah niche, 
Synagogue 
of Dura 
Europos, 
1932-1933, 
245-244 
BCE, 
Wikimedia 
Commons.



Theodotus Inscription

Jerusalem (Judea, Samaria, and the Galilee, Asia Minor). AGRW 270 = CIJ 

1404 = John S. Kloppenborg, “Dating Theodotus (CIJ II 1404),” Journal of 

Jewish Studies 51 (2000) 243-280  = ID# 1883 

 before 70 CE
Text: http://philipharland.com/greco-roman-associations/270-dedication-of-a-synagogue-by-theodotos/

Image: Wikimedia Commons.

“Theodotos son of  Vettenus, priest and head of  the 

synagogue (archisynagōgos), son of  a head of  the 

synagogue, and grandson of  a head of  the synagogue, 

built the synagogue (synagogē) for the reading of  the law 

and for the teaching of  the commandments, as well as 

the guest room, the chambers, and the water fittings as 

an inn for those in need from abroad, the synagogue 

which his fathers founded with the elders and 

Simonides.”
Translation by: Kloppenborg

http://philipharland.com/greco-roman-associations/270-dedication-of-a-synagogue-by-theodotos/


Levine: Team 2
1. Was the institution of  the synagogue a departure or an evolution?

2. Is the public reading of  the Torah in competition with or complementary to 

the Temple sacrifices?

3. How does the use of  the synagogue change after the destruction of  the 

Temple?

4. How does its architecture change?

5. How does the synagogue provide a model for the early church?



Levine Overall

1. What is the Levine’s argument?  Try to boil it down to one sentence.

2. What types of  evidence does he muster to support it?

3. Which specific points or subarguments are best supported/most persuasive?

4. Which specific points or subarguments seem least supported or persuasive?

5. What was the most surprising thing you learned from the article?

6. Overall, were you convinced or not?



Team Brooten
1. What titles are documented as belonging to women 

in the ancient synagogue?

2. How have scholars argued that these titles do not 
connote actual offices?

3. Why does Brooten say they are wrong?

4. How does Brooten’s argument affect our view of  the 
synagogue?

Zodiac mosaic, synagogue of Hamat Tiberius, 
fourth century CE, Wikimedia Commons.



Team Brooten, cont.
6.  What might Brooten’s arguments on 
     the role of  women in ancient 
     Judaism imply for our understanding 
     of  the role of  women in the early 
     church?

Woman praying, Catacomb of Callixtus, Rome, fourth 
century CE, Wikimedia Commons.



Brooten Overall

1. What is the Brooten’s argument?  Try to boil it down to one sentence.

2. What types of  evidence does she muster to support it?

3. Which specific points or sub arguments are best supported/most persuasive?

4. Which specific points or sub arguments seem least supported or persuasive?

5. What was the most surprising thing you learned from the article?

6. Overall, were you convinced or not?



Palestine in the Time of  
Jesus



Political Situation in Palestine
63 BCE - Conquest by Rome.
49 BCE - Julius Caesar made Dictator of  Rome.
37 BCE to 4 BCE - Reign of  Herod the Great.
27 BCE to 14 CE - Reign of  Augustus as first Emperor.
4 BCE - Approximate date of  the birth of  Jesus.
6 CE - Establishment of  Province of  Judea and direct Roman rule.
6 to 39 CE - Reign of  Herod Antipas in Galilee and Perea.
26 to 36 CE - Pontius Pilate prefect of  Judea.
50 CE -  Approximate date of  I Thessalonians.
70 CE - Destruction of  Jerusalem and its temple by the Romans.
70 to 100 CE - Canonical gospels written.
135 CE - Bar Kokhba Rebellion.

Church of the Nativity, 
Bethlehem, 565 CE.  The earliest 
remaining major Christian 
building in Palestine.



Herod the Great (74 to 4 BCE)

Nabatean (Arab) by birth from a family of  Jewish converts.
Appointed King of  Judea by the Roman Senate in 39 BCE.
Builder of  Masada and Caesarea Maritima.
Rebuilder of  the Temple.
A paranoid who killed one wife and three sons.
Matthew 2 has him attempting to kill the child Jesus.

BUT
Represented a period of  stability.
Faced balancing Roman and Judean demands.

Thermal baths built by Herod the Great at 
Masada, 37-31 BCE, Wikimedia 
Commons.



Orientalism
How Not to View the Material We Study



Edward Said, Orientalism

“In a sense the limitations of  Orientalism are, as I 
said earlier, the limitations that follow upon 
disregarding, essentializing, denuding the humanity 
of  another culture, people, or geographical region.” 



Said, Continued
“ There is in addition the hegemony of  European ideas about 
the Orient, themselves reiterating European superiority over 
Oriental backwardness, usually overriding the possibility that a 
more independent, or more skeptical, thinker might have had 
different views on the matter. In a quite constant way, 
Orientalism depends for its strategy on this flexible positional 
superiority, which puts the Westerner in a whole series of 
possible relationships with the Orient without ever losing him 
the relative upper hand.” 



De-Orientalizing Herod

 
The Popular Image 
of  Herod the Great

Brooklyn Museum.



De-Orientalizing Herod
The Actual Herod

Embassy of Israel.



Model of  Herod’s Mausoleum, Jericho

De-Orientalizing Herod

Dr. Avishai Teicher Pikiwiki Israel

The 
“Treasury” 
of  Nabatean 
Petra, first 
century CE.            
Wikimedia Commons.



Herod Antipas: The Image
In the New Testament, 
executes John the Baptist 
and tries Jesus.

In art, turbans, robes, 
plumes, bare breasts, and 
general decadence.

“Das Gastmahl des Herodes," 1660, 
Stephan Kessler, Diözesanmuseum 
Hofburg Brixen.



Son of  Herod the Great.

Tetrarch of  Galilee and Perea 6-39 CE.

Educated at Rome.

Builds the spa town of  Tiberius as his capital.

Greatly expands the hellenistic Sepphoris near Nazareth.

Some theorize Jesus or his family may have worked there.

Others have used this to argue that Jesus spoke Greek.

Herod Antipas: The Reality
Herod 
Antipas, 
1886-1894, 
James Tissot, 
Brooklyn 
Museum.



 

Separate This ...

Museum of 
Fine Arts, 
Boston, 
personal 
photos.



        Meander    Augustus          Domitian

From This

Museum of 
Fine Arts, 
Boston, 
personal 
photos.



Women Too . . .

Photo one, 
woman in 
mosaic from 
Pompeii, 
Freeparking, 
Flickr, 
https://www.fl
ickr.com/phot
os/freeparkin
g/210842373
3
Photos two 
and three, 
Museum of 
Fine Arts, 
Boston, 
personal 
photos. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/freeparking/2108423733
https://www.flickr.com/photos/freeparking/2108423733
https://www.flickr.com/photos/freeparking/2108423733
https://www.flickr.com/photos/freeparking/2108423733
https://www.flickr.com/photos/freeparking/2108423733


And Then There Is This
 

Kevin Garrett, Flickr
Adam and Eve, Precious Moments Chapel, Carthage, MO, 
personal photo.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/krocksydilph/


    "Westboro Baptist Church in New York by David Shankbone" -                                                 Cartoon Jesus, 1917, Art Young, Wikimedia Commons         
    Licensed under CC BY-SA 3.0 via Wikimedia Commons



Which Isn’t a New Problem

Hermes Kriophoros, Wikimedia Commons Good shepherd, third century CE, Catacomb of Priscilla, 
Rome, Wikimedia Commons.



Not a New Problem at All

 Apse Mosaic, 1291, Santa Maria 
in Trastevere, Rome, Personal 
Photo.                     



                   Chasuble, c. 1840, Cathedral of Lyon, Personal Photo.



Back to Palestine in the 
Time of  Jesus . . .



Palestine in the Time of  Jesus

Biblical 
Palestine (+/- 
modern Israel 
and the West 
Bank) is 
approximately 
1/6th the size 
of Arkansas.

(Wikimedia Commons)

(Wikimedia Commons)



Palestine after Herod
  Territory under Herod Archelaus, from 6 CE  

   Iudaea Province

  Territory under Herod Antipas

  Territory under Philip 

  Salome I (cities of  Jabneh, Azotas, Phaesalis) 

  Roman province of  Syria 

  Autonomous cities (Decapolis)

(Wikimedia Commons)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herod_Archelaus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iudaea_Province
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herod_Antipas
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Salome_I
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jabneh
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syria_(Roman_province)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Decapolis


Judea: Most Jewish Region
Center of  Jewish Population but Samaria and Idumea as well.

Under Roman Procurators (Pilate).

Procurator = governor of  a small imperial province.

Caesarea (100,000), is the port city is administrative capital.

Jerusalem (20,000) is the religious capital, housing the 
Temple and Sanhedrin. 



Decapolis: Most Hellenized
Ten cities with a degree of  self  governance.

Largely date from Seleucid period.

Welcomed Rome defeating Hasmoneans.

Greek in culture with heavy Roman influence.

A gentile majority.

On the edge of  the empire, but cosmopolitan.

Three gospel mentions (man with demons, deaf-mute).



Galilee: Mixed with Enclaves
Formerly part of  the traditional territory of  the Kingdom of  Israel.

A contested territory historically

Jews migrated to populate in second and first centuries BCE.

Ruled by Herod Antipas 6-39 CE from Tiberias.

Home to some hellenized cities and Greek speakers.

Nazareth and north are hilly and rough. Cut off  from Judea by Samaria and Decapolis.

Had a reputation for political unrest (Simon the Zealot).

The major center of  Jesus’s ministry in the gospels.



What Can We Know 
from History?



What We Don’t Have:

There are no original manuscripts of  any New 
Testament books.

Our first complete copies of  the NT are two codexes 
from the fourth century.

From the second and third centuries, we have various 
fragments.

Fragment of 
the Gospel of 
John, Papyrus 
Oxyrhynchus 
208, third 
century CE, 
Wikimedia 
Commons.



Josephus
There are no outside accounts from the time of  Jesus.

Josephus, in The Antiquities of  the Jews (Bk XX, Ch 9.1) (93-94 CE) says:

“Ananus [the high priest] … thought he had now a proper opportunity. ... so 
he assembled the sanhedrim of judges, and brought before them the 
brother of Jesus, who was called Christ, whose name was James, and 
some others; and when he had formed an accusation against them as 
breakers of the law, he delivered them to be stoned”

(He also mentions John the Baptist and a corrupted passage mentions Jesus.)



Pliny the Younger
As governor of  Bithynia, writes to Emperor Trajan circa 112:

Meanwhile, in the case of those who were denounced to me as Christians, I have 
observed the following procedure: I interrogated these as to whether they were 
Christians; those who confessed I interrogated a second and a third time … those who 
persisted I ordered executed. … There were others … because they were Roman 
citizens, I signed an order for them to be transferred to Rome.

They asserted … that the sum ... of their fault ... had been ... to meet on a fixed day 
before dawn and sing responsively a hymn to Christ as to a god, and to bind 
themselves by oath, not to some crime, but not to commit fraud, theft, or adultery, not 
falsify their trust, nor to refuse to return a trust when called upon to do so. When this 
was over, it was their custom to depart and to assemble again to partake of food--but 
ordinary and innocent food.



The Canon of  Scripture
Many Christian writings circulated in the first centuries.

We have numerous gospels, acts, letters, and apocalypses not included in the NT.

In divisions over doctrine it became important to give authority to some sources and 
to discredit others.

Marcion, who taught dualism, creates the first canon, expelling all but Paul.

Disputes will continue until the imperial establishment of  Christianity.

(More to come as the course unfolds …)



Diversity in the Canon
The undisputed letters of  Paul have different ideas of  governance and subordination 
than the pastoral epistles.

Matthew and Paul have different ideas about the status of  the law.

James and Paul seem to differ over works and faith.

The Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) differ from John.

The Synoptics differ from one another.



The Quest for the 
Historical Jesus



What Can Be Known as Fact?

Literary criticism and empiricism were applied to the Bible 
from the 18th century.

Once faith claims are removed how can we come to know 
about someone who lived centuries ago?



First Quest: 19th Century
"The study of  the Life of  Jesus has had a curious history. It set out in 
quest of  the historical Jesus, believing that when it had found Him it 
could bring Him straight into our time as a Teacher and Saviour. … 
But He does not stay; He passes by our time and returns to His 
own.”

      -Albert Schweitzer The Quest for the Historical Jesus (1906)

-Lives of  Jesus casting him in various ways had marked 19th century.
-Schweitzer argued we cannot know the Jesus of  History.
-Instead, we find the image we want.

Albert Schwitzer, Wellcome Library, 
London. Wellcome Images 



-Heavily influenced by German scholars such as Ernst Käsemann.

-Gospels are not historical documents, but do contain historical memories.

-Emphasis on humanity of  Jesus:  What made him great?  A genius?

Methods
-Double dissimilarity (to Judaism and Christianity).
-Multiple attestation (does a saying or story appear more than once).
-Coherence (is a saying compatible with others believed authentic). 
-Criterion of  Embarrassment (wouldn’t make up embarrassing stories).

Second Quest: 1950s-1960s



“Moreover, a critical feminist theology of  liberation has to 
challenge the notion that Christian identity must remain 
contingent upon scientific reconstructions of  the historical Jesus 
as founding father, feminist hero, or divine man …”
-Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Jesus: Miriam’s Child, Sophia’s Prophet.

-Cannot find Jesus himself, but we can know the “Jesus Movement.”
-Critical of  attempts describing Jesus’s exceptionalism.

Methods
-Criterion of  historical plausibility (story fits known situation).
-Criterion of  rejection and execution (explains what got Jesus killed).

Third Quest: 1980s-Present

                         Tower Books.
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How We Will Use These Books
1. The goal is to expose you to a variety of  opinions and styles.

2. Lectures will cover the same material, but will not necessarily be based on them.

3. Lectures will not necessarily agree with the texts.

4. I expect you to be able to bring the readings to our discussions.

5. I expect to see a strong grasp of  the readings in your papers.


