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Jesus and the  
First Christians
Christianity was, and still is, unusual among the major religions in 
that its founder is also its message. Christians do not simply believe 
things that Jesus taught – they believe things about Jesus. So who 
was Jesus? What do we know about him, and how did his followers 
come to believe such remarkable things about him?

Judaism
Both Jesus himself and the first generation of Christians can be 
understood only in the context of the Jewish religion. Judaism 
in the first century was enormously complex, and is still only 
imperfectly understood. A proper discussion of Judaism and the 
various parties and sects that composed it is beyond the scope of 
this book. Here we shall just indicate some of the most important 
and relevant elements.

All Jews believed that they belonged to a special people, 
descended from Abraham. All Jewish boys were circumcised on 
the eighth day after their birth as a sign of this covenant, and all 
Jews sought to keep the Law. This was part of a sacred covenant 
between God and his people. God, for his part, had promised to 
Israel – the Jewish people – that they would occupy the land of 
Palestine. Perhaps the greatest event in the sacred history of Israel 
was the exodus, described in the book of that name in the Old 
Testament, when God had rescued his people from slavery in Egypt 
and brought them to the Promised Land. He had given the Law to 
Moses and Israel had promised to keep it. The holiest festival in the 
Jewish religion was therefore Passover, when Jews ate a sacred meal 
in remembrance of the meal that their ancestors had shared on the 
eve of their departure from Egypt.

Modern-day ultra-Orthodox 
Jewish men say the Passover 
prayers at the Western Wall in 
Jerusalem’s Old City.
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At the heart of the Jewish religion was the Temple, which had 
originally been built by King Solomon in Jerusalem centuries before 
and had been recently restored and rebuilt by Herod the Great. This 
immense building and its precincts surrounded an inner chamber, 
known as the Holy of Holies, which could be entered only by the 
high priest, once a year. The Pentateuch prescribed a complex 
system of sacrifices which were all offered here, and it employed 
around 20,000 priests and lower clergy, known as Levites. The 
number was so high because they all worked only part time at the 
Temple, spending most of their time in other jobs all over Palestine. 
This meant that although there was only one Temple, there were 
priests in every community.

Although the Temple was central to Judaism, most Jews did 
not live in Jerusalem and could not visit it often. The central focus 
of most Jewish communities was 
the synagogue. Synagogues at this 
time were places not of worship or 
sacrifice, but of prayer and study of 
the Scriptures. In most synagogues, a 
meeting would have involved readings 
from the Scriptures, as well as prayers, 
and the recitation of passages from the 
Scriptures. These Scriptures were also 
central to the Jewish faith, although 
it had not yet been officially decided 
which texts were ‘scriptural’ and which 
were not; the notion of a ‘canon’ of 
Scripture distinct from all other writings 
had not yet developed. The most 
important texts, however, were those 
contained in the Torah, also known as the Pentateuch, consisting 
of the first five books of what Christians call the Old Testament. 
These books contained the story of the creation, God’s covenant 
with Abraham and the other ancestors of the Jews, the exodus 
from Egypt, and the Law which he gave to Moses. The attempt to 
follow this law in all aspects of life was one of the major elements of 
Judaism as a religion, and one of the major ways in which Jews as a 
people distinguished themselves from others.

The Jewish Sukkot holiday is celebrated by 
the Premishlan congregation in Bnei Brak, 

Israel. The rebbe is seen with his hassids 
who are carrying the Four Species. 
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Jesus’ Palestine

It is often thought that the Palestine in which 
Jesus lived was an occupied territory. His people 
was a conquered people, living in fear of the 
Roman forces who taxed them mercilessly or 
treated them like slaves, an image which has been 
reinforced by Hollywood in films such as Ben 
Hur and parodied by Monty Python’s Life 
of Brian. In fact the truth was much 
more complex. Rather than rule the 
area directly, the Romans preferred to 
appoint a suitable local ruler. At the 
time of Jesus’ birth, this was Herod 
the Great, who had been in power 
for over thirty years. Herod ruled 
mostly independently, although 
he was required to send tribute 
to Rome and follow Roman 
foreign policy.

When Herod died in 
4 bc, his territory was 
divided between his 
sons. However, the 
son who governed 
Judea – the most 
important part, where 
Jerusalem was – 
proved ineffective 
and unpopular. In 
ad 6, the Roman 
emperor Augustus 
removed him 
from power 
and replaced 
him with 
a Roman 
official, the 
prefect, who 
would govern this 
area directly. But 
the prefect did not 
do much day-to-day 

governing. He left that to the Jewish high priest of 
the Temple in Jerusalem.

Jesus came from Galilee, in the north, and 
apparently spent most of his life there. It was a 
largely rural, agricultural area noted for the fertility 
of its soil and the excellent fishing in the large 

lake known as the Sea of Galilee. So he lived in 
an area that was technically part of the Roman 
empire but which was effectively self-governing. 

He would have seen Roman-style civilization 
in the Hellenized towns of the region, 

especially Sepphoris – just a few miles 
from Nazareth – and Tiberias. But 

scholars disagree over 
how ‘Roman’ life was 

in these towns, 
which seem 
to have had 
largely Jewish 
populations, 
and how 
much they 
might have 

allowed someone 
like Jesus to become 

familiar with Roman 
culture.

Map of Palestine in Jesus’ 
time, showing the division 
of Herod the Great’s 
territory between his   
four sons.
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Because the Law was so central to Jewish life, interpreting it properly 
was a key concern of many Jews. There were many points where 
the Torah was not exactly clear, and these sparked debates among 
Jewish scholars about what exactly it meant. Scholars would issue 
pronouncements which would be treated by their followers as 
definitive, and which would become rather like legal precedents. 
These pronouncements were known as halakah, and they would 
eventually find their way into a vast corpus of literature known as the 
Mishnah, which was compiled over the following couple of centuries. 
However, different scholars often interpreted things differently.

In many ways, then, Judaism was very uniform. But there 
was also considerable variety within it. By Jesus’ day there were 
more Jews outside Palestine than in it, mostly spread throughout 
the Roman and Persian empires. Every city contained a Jewish 
community with its own synagogue. Inevitably, the Judaism of the 
Diaspora tended to be less focused upon the Temple than Judaism 
in Palestine. Members of these communities might be influenced by 
local religious or philosophical traditions.

Even in Palestine itself there were different groups within 
Judaism. One of the most important in the first century were the 
Pharisees, who were mostly laymen, although a few were also 
priests. The Pharisees had no official status or authority within 
Jewish society or religion; they were simply a group of dedicated 
Jews who were particularly interested in trying to understand the 
Law and apply it to their lives. In pursuit of this aim they developed 
a number of halakah, although these were intended for their own 
use, and were not meant to be normative for other people. However, 
the Pharisees were extremely popular; even those who did not 
belong to this party liked them because they were trying to preserve 
and apply their people’s traditions and cultures.

There was also a strong current among some Jewish groups of 
eschatology, or interest in the end times. Many believed that God 
would, at some point, make a massive personal intervention in 
history, when all wrongs would be righted; this would effectively 
be the end of the world and the beginning of something new and 
better. This way of thinking had its roots in various passages from 
the prophetic writings, some of which predicted that a new King 
David (one of the great heroes of Jewish history) would emerge in 
the end times. But there were different versions of this hope. Some 
were political in nature: people hoped that God would appear and 
remove the Romans, restoring Israel to full independence. Others 
were more global in scope: people hoped that God would appear and 
sweep away the whole earthly system, making a far more radical 
change than just a different government. There were also different 
versions of the new David, although most eschatologists (scholars of 
the end times) agreed that he would be a human descendant of the 
ancient king. Some texts refer to him as ‘Messiah’, a term meaning 
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‘anointed’. It is important to note that this title did not imply that 
he would be anything more than a normal human being, although 
he would be specially blessed and ordained by God.

These various eschatological hopes sometimes coalesced around 
individual figures. There were, in fact, many charismatic teachers 
and others around at the time. Some were regarded as miracle-
workers. One of the most famous was Honi the Circle Drawer, who 
was active a few decades before the birth of Jesus. He would draw 
a circle on the ground and stand in it praying to God. He had a 
particular reputation for being able to pray for rain. Another well-
known miracle-worker was Hanina ben Dosa, who was probably a 
younger contemporary of Jesus and came from Gabara, just a few 
miles from Nazareth. He could also apparently pray for rain, but, 
like Jesus, he was especially famous for his healing miracles.

Jesus
More books have been written about Jesus than about any 

other figure from history. Today, scholarly interest in the 
historical Jesus is intense, and the literature 
on the subject is vast, offering a dizzying 
array of interpretations of the evidence. Once 
again, a proper survey of the information 
is well outside the scope of this book. We 
can, however, offer a brief outline of what 

we can know, with a reasonable degree of 
confidence, about Jesus.

The sources for Jesus
The sources for Jesus’ life fall into three main 

groups. First, there are non-Christian sources. 
The early ones are extremely patchy and tell us 
nothing except that Christians followed him, 
while the later ones either depend upon Christian 
sources or seem unreliable. Second, there are 
Christian sources outside the New Testament, 
such as Gospels that purport to describe Jesus’ life 

or teachings, but which never made it into the Christian Bible. 
Most scholars agree that almost all of them give us no reliable 

information about the real Jesus. Most were written relatively late 
(from the second century ad onwards) and contain material that 
is obviously legendary or written simply to support the doctrines 
of the groups who produced them. The only major exception to 

this is the Gospel of Thomas, but scholars do not agree whether the 
author of this Gospel had access to authentic sources apart from the 
canonical Gospels.

The earliest known fragment 
of the New Testament is 
P52. Dating from c. ad 125, it 
contains text from John 18.

Jesus
More books have been written about Jesus than about any 

other figure from history. Today, scholarly interest in the 
historical Jesus is intense, and the literature 

The sources for Jesus’ life fall into three main 
groups. First, there are non-Christian sources. 

The early ones are extremely patchy and tell us 
nothing except that Christians followed him, 
while the later ones either depend upon Christian 
sources or seem unreliable. Second, there are 
Christian sources outside the New Testament, 
such as Gospels that purport to describe Jesus’ life 

or teachings, but which never made it into the Christian Bible. 
Most scholars agree that almost all of them give us no reliable 

information about the real Jesus. Most were written relatively late 
(from the second century 
is obviously legendary or written simply to support the doctrines 
of the groups who produced them. The only major exception to 

this is the Gospel of Thomas, but scholars do not agree whether the 
author of this Gospel had access to authentic sources apart from the 
canonical Gospels.
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The third group of sources is by far the most important: the New 
Testament, that is, the documents from the early church which, 
by the end of the fourth century ad, were accepted throughout the 
church as Scripture. The most important part of the New Testament 
for our knowledge of Jesus is the four Gospels, which are named 
after the people who are traditionally supposed to have written 
them, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Matthew and John were 
disciples of Jesus, while Mark and Luke were followers of Peter 
and Paul respectively. However, the texts themselves include no 
authors’ names, and most scholars today think it unlikely that these 
people really wrote the Gospels. But it is usual to use the traditional 
names to refer to both the Gospels themselves and their authors, 
for convenience’s sake. Matthew, Luke, and Mark are known as the 
‘Synoptic Gospels’, meaning that they have a similar viewpoint; 
there is much repetition between them and it is likely that Matthew 
and Luke both took material from Mark. John has different material 
and is different in tone from the others. Many scholars believe 
that John is less historically reliable than the Synoptics, but some 
disagree.

As this suggests, no one is quite sure how reliable the Gospels 
are as sources for Jesus himself. Most of the material in them seems 
to be based upon earlier, oral traditions, mainly fairly short stories 
about Jesus. These were originally stories which Christians told each 
other about Jesus: the authors of the Gospels collected these and 
wrote them down. The order in which they appear in the Gospels 
therefore seems to be entirely the invention of the authors, but the 
stories themselves were not, at least for the most part.

This means that the Gospels are very complex documents. When 
we read one of these books, we are not simply reading a single text 
that a single author sat down and wrote – either as a form of fiction 
or as an honest memoir. Each Gospel contains a number of voices. 
First, there is whatever Jesus himself actually said or did. Second, 
there are the innumerable Christians who, later on, remembered the 
event and told it to one another, perhaps changing elements here 
and there. And third, there is the author of the Gospel, who wrote 
down the story as he heard it and perhaps changed it himself, or 
created a context for it, to make it serve his purpose.

This is not to say that trying to isolate the first of these layers 
– Jesus himself – from the others is a hopeless task. Both the oral 
tradition and the writers could be quite conservative and reluctant 
to alter important elements. A good modern analogy might be jokes. 
When a joke is told and retold, it tends to change as each teller 
gives it his or her own spin – but the basic ‘point’ of the joke, the 
situation it describes, and the punchline tend to remain the same. If 
they didn’t, the joke would lose its value. Similarly, we can imagine 
that stories about Jesus were moulded as they were transmitted, but 
that the ‘point’ would tend to remain roughly intact.



14

TH
E

 C
R

U
C

IB
LE

 O
F

 C
H

R
IS

TI
A

N
IT

Y

The ministry of Jesus
Jesus was actually called Yeshua (‘Jesus’ is a Latinization). It was 
a fairly common Jewish name at the time and also appears in 
another form as ‘Joshua’. He was probably born in around 4 bc in 
Palestine and apparently worked in Galilee as an artisan, perhaps 
(although not certainly) a carpenter. At some point he became 
attached to the movement associated with John the Baptist, a 
popular preacher, and was baptized. He then set out as a preacher 

The titles of Jesus

In John’s Gospel, Jesus hardly ever talks about 
the kingdom of God or gives ethical teaching, but 
instead talks about himself most of the time. In 
this teaching, which is delivered openly, he calls 
himself ‘the Son’, and he speaks of his relationship 
to ‘the Father’, that is, God. But the Synoptics 
offer a completely different picture. There, Jesus’ 
teaching is dominated by moral questions and 
the kingdom of God; he talks about himself very 
rarely. When he does, he does not talk of ‘the 
Son’ or offer ‘I am’ statements. Instead, by far the 
most common phrase he uses is ‘Son of man’. But 
it is not clear whether this is an oblique way of 
referring to his own mortality and humanity (the 
phrase has this meaning in the book of Ezekiel) or 
a way of claiming to be a heavenly herald of the 
eschaton (the end times) (it has this meaning in 
Daniel chapter 7).

Other titles for Jesus appear in the Gospels, 
with two in particular being of interest. The first 
is ‘Son of God’. In later centuries, Christians came 
to believe that Jesus had two natures: he was fully 
divine and fully human at the same time. Later 
theologians often used the two titles – ‘Son of 
God’ and ‘Son of man’ – to express these two 
natures. The implication was that the title ‘Son of 
God’ indicated Jesus’ divinity just as ‘Son of man’ 
indicated his humanity. However, this is not what 
it would have meant to first-century Jews. The 
title ‘Son of God’ appears at various points in the 
Jewish Scriptures, where it is applied to different 
people, generally meaning that they are especially 
dear to God. For example, Psalm 2:7 applies it to 

the king of Israel. In the Gospels, Jesus never calls 
himself by this title; it is always suggested by other 
people, although he usually does not deny it. In 
fact the most common appearance of the term in 
the Gospels is in exorcisms, when demons use it 
to address Jesus. So the question whether Jesus 
believed himself to be ‘the’ Son of God, which 
is sometimes asked today, is rather misleading. 
Whether Jesus himself used that actual title of 
himself or not, he did at least believe himself to 
be close to God and favoured by him; and that is 
all that the title would have meant to him and his 
contemporaries. It certainly would not have meant 
that he was literally God’s biological offspring.

Finally, there is the title ‘Messiah’. It is 
surprising, given how important the title ‘Christ’ 
(the Greek version of ‘Messiah’) would later be 
for Christians, how rarely this title appears in 
the Gospels. Jesus is almost never represented 
as applying it to himself. Indeed, the remarkable 
paucity of material portraying Jesus as claiming to 
be the Messiah, when the authors of the Gospels 
were convinced that he was the Messiah, indicates 
how reluctant they were to invent material of 
their own. If the authors of the Gospels were 
more interested in glorifying Jesus and confirming 
the beliefs that they and their readers had about 
him than they were in the historical truth, we 
might expect them to have simply invented a few 
sayings of their own in which Jesus told everyone 
he was the Messiah. The fact that they did not do 
this shows that they were quite conservative in 
their handling of the material.
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in his own right and acquired a reputation as a miracle-worker, 
as well as a group of disciples. In around ad 30, he was put to 
death near Jerusalem on the orders of the Roman prefect of Judea, 
Pontius Pilate. But within a few days, his disciples were convinced 
that he had been raised from the dead, and began preaching that 
he was the long-awaited Messiah.

Details are harder to fill in. As with other ancient figures from 
lowly backgrounds, we probably know most about the end of 
Jesus’ life and least about its beginning. 
All four Gospels portray Jesus as being 
initially involved with John the Baptist 
in some way, but he soon left John the 
Baptist and started preaching in his own 
right. According to the Synoptic Gospels, 
Jesus preached almost exclusively in 
Galilee, and then made one fateful 
journey to Jerusalem, which ended in his 
death. According to John, however, Jesus 
preached all over Palestine, and visited 
Jerusalem on a number of occasions. 
Nevertheless, all the sources agree that 
Jesus preached, that he healed people, and 
that he worked non-healing miracles too. It 
seems certain that, at the very least, Jesus 
had a reputation for all of these things 
within his lifetime or very soon afterwards. 
This in itself was unusual. There were 
various holy men with reputations for 
working miracles, and there were preachers 
who taught their followers how to live, but 
we know of no one who did both to the 
extent that Jesus seems to have done.

Opposition and death
The Gospels tell us that Jesus clashed 
repeatedly with various individuals and groups during his ministry, 
clashes that ultimately led to his death. Much of the controversy 
described in the Gospels concerns Jesus’ attitude to the Law. 
For example, a series of stories from Mark 2:1 to 3:6 shows the 
Pharisees objecting to Jesus’ behaviour: he tells people their sins 
are forgiven; he eats with sinners; he does not fast; his disciples 
pick grain on the Sabbath; and he heals someone on the Sabbath. 
Most of these actions would probably not have been offensive or 
law-breaking. For example, telling someone that their sins were 
forgiven would have been a normal way of stating that God forgave 
them, while healing someone simply by speaking did not break any 

The Presentation of Christ Before the  
People, c. 1500, painted by  

Hieronymus Bosch (c.1450–1516). 
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rules about the Sabbath at all. Moreover, Jewish religious experts 
themselves disagreed about how to interpret and apply the Law. 
Jesus’ actions and sayings on the matter seem to fit well into that 
tradition, which makes it hard to see how they could have brought 
about the kind of opposition that the Gospels report. The rabbinical 
literature tells us of Jewish teachers who deliberately flouted the 
Law altogether without being murdered for it. It seems likely, then, 
that these accounts of conflicts with Pharisees and others over the 
Law reflect the later situation of Christians rather than of Jesus 
himself. They were written at a time when many Christians were 
facing great opposition from many Jews, and they make it seem as 
if Jesus faced the same kind of opposition.

Moreover, the Gospels suggest that the hostility that Jesus 
aroused was so great that it led to his death. It seems intrinsically 
unlikely that such extreme hostility could have come from these 
kinds of disputes; Jewish teachers disagreed with one another all 
the time about such things without plotting to kill one another. 
It may, then, be more likely that Jesus’ death was caused by more 
immediate factors associated with his presence in Jerusalem during 
Passover, rather than by long-term factors that had been building up 
over the course of his ministry.

It is virtually certain that Jesus was indeed crucified on the 
orders of Pontius Pilate, probably in around ad 30. No official record 
of the sentence exists, but enormous numbers of people were 
executed in this fashion and no official records survive for any of 
them. But we can be confident that the Gospels are correct in saying 
that Jesus was crucified, because the later Christians would not 
have made it up. As we shall see in chapter 3, increasingly hostile 
relations with the Jewish authorities led the Christians to tend to 
try to ‘blame’ them for Jesus’ death, and exonerate the Romans 
and especially Pilate. But crucifixion was a Roman punishment. If 
the Christians had invented the details of Jesus’ death, they would 
probably have said he had been stoned to death, a more Jewish 
method of execution. As it is, the authors of the Gospels have to 
take considerable pains to ‘show’ that although Pilate ordered 
Jesus’ death, he did so very reluctantly and only because the Jewish 
leaders forced him to. It seems that we can safely conclude that 
Jesus really did die in this way.

To suffer Roman execution Jesus must have committed some 
crime against the Roman state. According to the Gospels, Pilate 
ordered his men to attach a mocking sign to Jesus’ cross, reading 
‘This is the king of the Jews’. If Jesus had made such a claim it 
would have been a treasonous rejection of the authority of Rome, 
and this would explain why Rome had him executed. According to 
the Gospels, the high priest of the Temple in Jerusalem had handed 
Jesus over to Pilate for punishment. The high priest was responsible 
for keeping public order, but he could not authorize executions.
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Why, then, did the high priest arrest Jesus in the first place? He 
may simply have seen Jesus as a troublemaker. This preacher had 
arrived in Jerusalem during Passover, when the city was packed 
with pilgrims and tensions were high, and the Roman prefect 
and his men were in residence to try to keep things calm. He had 
entered the city in a sort of ‘triumph’ on a donkey, gone around 
preaching about the kingdom of God and predicting that the Temple 
would be destroyed, and caused some kind of disturbance in the 
Temple itself. That would probably have been quite enough for the 
high priest to want to remove Jesus from the scene before anything 
got out of hand.

The first Christians

The followers of Jesus
Even during his own lifetime, Jesus was not an isolated figure but 
the focal point of a movement. Jesus is the main character of the 
Gospels, but they feature a strong supporting cast of disciples. Jesus’ 
disciples were not simply hangers-on who decided they might learn 
something from him; he actively went out and commanded at least 
some of them to follow him. The Gospels agree that this was one of 
the first things he did, almost immediately after his baptism. Two 
sets of brothers – Simon and Andrew, and James and John – were 
the most important. In the Synoptic Gospels, Andrew falls into the 
background, leaving James and John and above all Simon (whom 
Jesus renames Peter) as the leading disciples. These three were part 
of a group known as ‘the Twelve’. The Twelve are named at various 
points in the Gospels, but the names do not all add up to exactly 
twelve. However, we can explain this apparent discrepancy easily 
if we bear in mind that ‘the Twelve’ was actually the name of the 
group, and not simply the number of its members. Twelve was a 
very significant number in antiquity, and it was especially significant 
to Jews, being the number of the sons of Jacob and of the tribes 
descended from him. But the twelve tribes had been scattered and 
most of them lost. If Jesus chose an inner circle of disciples called 
‘the Twelve’, then he did so to make a symbolic point: this was to 
be the beginning of the renewal of Israel and its twelve tribes. And 
if this is so, then there needn’t actually have been precisely twelve 
of them. The name was what mattered. This would explain why, if 
one adds up all the disciples named as members of the Twelve in the 
Gospels, one comes up with rather too many.

Certainly the most prominent of the Twelve was Peter, who acts 
more or less as the spokesmen for the disciples in the Synoptics. 
Close behind him come James and John; these three are present at 
Jesus’ transfiguration in Mark 9:2–8, and he takes them with him to 
pray just before his arrest in Mark 14:33. In John’s Gospel, however, 
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James and John are not even mentioned, except obliquely in 21:2, 
and Peter is rivalled by an unnamed ‘beloved disciple’. Traditionally, 
this disciple has been thought to be John (and the author of the 
Gospel, hence the name). A flaw with that explanation is that if he 
were John one would expect him to be accompanied by James, but 
James doesn’t appear at all. Perhaps this disciple is John or one of 
the others, who had founded the community that read the Gospel, 
and therefore did not need to be named; or perhaps the character is 
simply a literary device of the author’s and cannot be identified with 
any historical figure at all.

There were many other disciples too – Paul mentions a group of 
over 500 of them in 1 Corinthians 15:6. The Twelve appear to have 
all been men, but many women are mentioned in the Gospels as 
quite dedicated disciples. By far the most famous female disciple 
is Mary Magdalene. However, contrary to some popular accounts, 
virtually nothing is known about her, like most of the other named 
disciples in the Gospels. Later stories that she was a reformed 
prostitute, or that she was in love with Jesus and even bore his 
child, have no basis in any reliable evidence.

These disciples formed the core of what would later become the 
church. To any observer at the time of Jesus’ arrest, this might not 
have seemed very likely. The Gospels tell us that even before Jesus 
had been executed, his disciples scattered in fear. When bystanders 
asked Peter if he was one of Jesus’ followers, he denied that he even 
knew him. After his death, Jesus’ body was taken down and buried 
in a grave donated by a supporter, Joseph of Arimathea, but the 
burial was done quickly because it was Friday afternoon and the 
Sabbath was about to begin. It was not permissible to handle a dead 
body on the Sabbath. Apart from Joseph, who according to Mark 
15:46 actually took Jesus’ body down from the cross and wrapped 
it, the only disciples left on the scene were some of the women, 
notably Mary Magdalene. Perhaps the male disciples had given up 
and run away entirely.

The resurrection
All four Gospels tell us that on the Sunday morning, with the 
Sabbath over, the women returned to Jesus’ tomb to finish 
preparing his body properly. But they found the tomb – a cave 
with a large stone in front of the entrance – empty. Mark’s Gospel 
ends there, with the women leaving the tomb fearfully and telling 
no one. Later editors seem to have found this unsatisfactory and 
tacked on two alternative endings to the Gospel, which tell us 
that in fact the women went and told the other disciples, and that 
Jesus himself appeared to them. This is exactly what happens in 
the other Gospels: they all agree that the first people to encounter 
the risen Jesus were the women, that the women returned to the 
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male disciples and told them what had happened, and that Jesus 
appeared to all of them.

People have proposed all sorts of theories about what ‘really’ 
happened – everything from Jesus not really being dead at all, 
and waking up and walking off, to someone hiding the body as a 
practical joke. Many others argue that the best explanation is that 
Jesus really did rise from the dead and appear to his followers. 
One of the central issues here is how reasonable it is to accept a 
‘miraculous’ explanation of events such as this. It is not the place of 
this book to try to answer questions of this kind. We can, however, 
at least point to another problem in interpreting the resurrection 
stories, which is quite distinct from metaphysical or theological 
issues. This is that the evidence is so fragmentary. The Gospels agree 
on some key points, such as that it was Jesus’ female followers 
who first went to the tomb on Sunday morning and realized that 
something dramatic had happened. But they disagree on which 
women it was and whether they saw the risen Jesus themselves. 
They also disagree on who saw Jesus after this, and under what 
circumstances. They even disagree on what form the risen Jesus 
took. Some stories describe him as apparently a normal, physical 
person who could eat and drink; others have him passing through 
locked doors or changing his appearance in the blink of an eye. In 
1 Corinthians 15:8, Paul – who never met Jesus in his lifetime, and 
who does not explicitly mention the story of the empty tomb – lists 
himself as one of those who saw the risen Jesus. But the description 
of this event in Acts 9 suggests that all he saw was a bright light, 
not a physical person at all. Later, in 1 Corinthians 15, Paul speaks 
of the future resurrection of all believers, of which he regards Jesus’ 
resurrection as a sort of prototype. He tells his readers that they will 
be raised with a ‘spiritual body’, the meaning of which is hard to 
determine.

There can be no reasonable doubt that the disciples believed 
that Jesus had been raised from the dead and that he had appeared 
to his followers. All the early Christian sources agree on that 
fundamental claim, at least, and the subsequent history of the first 
years of the Christian church confirms the certainty with which the 
disciples continued to believe it. But it is less certain what these 
first disciples thought that ‘raised from the dead’ meant, exactly, 
or what they experienced that led them to hold this belief with 
such devotion. This means that it seems very hard to state with any 
certainty – from a historical point of view – what actually happened.

The Acts of the Apostles
In dealing with the Christian movement in the first two decades 
after Jesus’ death, we are reliant almost entirely upon a single 
document: the book known as the Acts of the Apostles, or just Acts. 
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This book, which appears in the New Testament after the Gospel of 
John, was almost certainly written by the same person who wrote 
the Gospel of Luke – scholars sometimes refer to ‘Luke-Acts’, as if 
it were a single work in two volumes. It is traditionally thought to 
have been written by Luke, one of Paul’s companions, because in 
some passages it slips into the first person, suggesting that it was 
written by somebody who was actually there. However, scholars 
disagree over how these passages should be interpreted, and they 
may well be just a literary device.

Acts probably dates from around the 80s of the first century – 
some decades after the events it describes. Some scholars are very 
dubious about the value of Acts as a historical document, partly 
because the sections of it that deal with Paul seem to contradict 
Paul’s own letters on a number of points. For example, Acts 
9:26–30 describes Paul’s first visit to the Jerusalem church and 
tells us that he met the apostles, argued with some members of 
the church, and was taken away by others. But Paul’s own account 
of the same occasion in Galatians 1:18–20 specifies that the only 
Christians he met there were Peter and James. Where there are such 
discrepancies, scholars usually think it more reasonable to trust 
Paul (who was certainly there) rather than the anonymous author 
of Acts. However, that does not mean that the general outline of 
Acts is not reliable. In the example of Paul’s visit to Jerusalem, 
Luke disagrees with Paul over who he met there, but he agrees that 
this visit occurred. If Luke is shaky over (some) details, there is 
no reason to distrust him when it comes to the general course of 
events. For the most part, Acts is virtually all we have to go on for 
our information about the church before Paul started writing twenty 
years after Jesus’ death, in the early 50s. So we are very reliant upon 
it for our knowledge of this critical period, whether we like it or not.

Pentecost
According to Acts, the key events during this period all took place 
in Jerusalem. The disciples here seem to regard themselves as a 
definable group, able to plan for the future and organize themselves; 
they are in fact a ‘church’. The Greek term that Luke uses literally 
means ‘assembly’.

The major event during this time, as Acts describes it, occurred 
during the festival of Pentecost. Jesus had been executed during 
Passover, and Pentecost occurred on the fiftieth day after Passover. 
Luke tells us that, during this festival, ‘they’ (just the Twelve, or all 
of the disciples?) were gathered together in one house when the 
Holy Spirit came upon them like a rushing wind and a fire. They 
all acquired the ability to speak many languages and the urge to 
preach in them. Peter took the lead, standing before the crowd and 
preaching to them that Jesus was the Messiah, that he had been put 
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to death by Israel but raised by God, and that the outpouring of the 
Holy Spirit which had just occurred was a sign of the last days, as 
foretold by the prophet Joel. This emphasis on the Holy Spirit is very 
typical of Luke: in both his Gospel and Acts he mentions the Spirit 
more frequently than other New Testament authors, and in Acts he 
often talks about people becoming filled with the Holy Spirit or led 
by the Holy Spirit to go to particular places or do particular things. 
Clearly, he wants to stress that the history of the early church was 
being directed by God himself.

The first days of the church
According to Luke, the disciples’ preaching on the day of Pentecost 
led to 3,000 people joining the movement. If the resurrection 
experiences mark the beginning of 
the distinctive faith of the Christian 
church, then the first conversions 
of Pentecost mark the beginning of 
its existence as a social movement. 
For the first time, people had joined 
the movement who had never met 
Jesus, but who put their faith in 
him through the testimonies of 
others. Luke gives us the following 
description of their lifestyle:

They devoted themselves to the 
apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to 
the breaking of bread and the prayers. 
Awe came upon everyone, because 
many wonders and signs were being 
done by the apostles. All who believed 
were together and had all things 
in common; they would sell their 
possessions and goods and distribute 
the proceeds to all, as any had need. 
Day by day, as they spent much time 
together in the temple, they broke 
bread at home and ate their food with 
glad and generous hearts, praising 
God and having the goodwill of all the 
people. And day by day the Lord added 
to their number those who were being 
saved.

Acts 2:42–47

A late 10th-century 
manuscript in the 

pontifical of Westminster 
portrays the events of 

Pentecost.
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Some commentators regard this as something of an idealization. If we 
remember that Luke was writing perhaps fifty years later, it is easy to 
imagine that he might look back upon those early days through rose-
tinted spectacles. In Acts 12:12, for example, we hear of a Christian 
named Mary who owned her own house, suggesting that they didn’t 
really own everything in common.

However, some elements of Luke’s account stand out as 
particularly interesting. He tells us that the community was 
rapidly growing, which seems intrinsically highly likely given how 
widespread it had become within a couple of decades of this period. 
He also tells us that ‘the apostles’ were effectively the leaders of 
the community. Who were these? One might think that they were 
simply the Twelve, but in 1 Corinthians 15:5–7 Paul distinguishes 
between these two groups, implying that ‘the apostles’ are a larger 
group than ‘the Twelve’. We should perhaps understand ‘the 
apostles’ to be those people who had been Jesus’ disciples during his 
lifetime, including but not restricted to the Twelve. Again, it is very 
reasonable to suppose that these original disciples would take the 
lead, just as it is reasonable to suppose that Peter – according to the 
Gospels Jesus’ closest friend – would be pre-eminent among them.

Finally, it seems from Luke’s account that the followers of Jesus 
existed quite happily within Judaism. They had ‘the goodwill of all 
the people’, so there were no conflicts with the religious authorities; 
and they frequented the Temple. Indeed, the next verse after this 
passage – Acts 3:1 – tells us of an incident that took place as Peter 
and John were going to the Temple at the hour of prayer. There 
seems, then, to have been no sense among the community at 
this time that they were founding a new religion. They remained 
what the apostles had been during Jesus’ lifetime: Jews who were 
followers of Jesus.

The faith of the first Christians
What message did the apostles preach that led so many to join 
them in those early days? This first Christian message is sometimes 
known as the primitive ‘kerygma’, meaning ‘preaching’ or 
‘proclamation’. What did it consist of?

Given that we have no Christian writings until the letters of 
Paul – written twenty years after the primitive kerygma was first 
proclaimed, and containing Paul’s own much more developed and 
personal understanding of the Christian message – one might think 
it a hopeless task to try to reconstruct the preaching of the very 
first Christians. But in fact we can have quite a good idea of this 
preaching, for two main reasons. The first is that the New Testament 
authors, and especially Paul, incorporate older material into their 
work at certain places. In fact there are a number of passages in 
Paul’s letters where he is evidently working older formulations of 
faith into his text, but here we can mention two in particular:



JE
S

U
S

 A
N

D
 TH

E
 F

IR
S

T C
H

R
IS

TIA
N

S
 

23

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.

1 Corinthians 15:3–5

[God’s] son... 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.

Romans 1:3–4

Taken together, these two passages contain much of the core of the 
original Christian message. Jesus was the Christ or Messiah, and he 
died, but God then raised him from the dead. There are two particular 
points of importance. In the 1 Corinthians passage, Paul states that 
Christ died ‘for our sins’ – he didn’t simply die; he died to save 
people, in some way. And in the Romans passage, Paul states that 
Jesus’ resurrection was not simply a resuscitation – it was a powerful, 
dramatic event which actually made Jesus the Son of God and Lord.

We find much of this reflected in our second main source for 
the primitive kerygma, the book of Acts. Despite the doubts that 
some scholars have about the historical reliability of this book, the 
preaching which Luke attributes to the apostles does seem to match 
what other sources tell us about the primitive kerygma. Consider the 
speech that, according to Luke, Peter made to the crowds on the day 
of Pentecost:

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... 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... Therefore let the entire house of 
Israel know with certainty that God has made him both Lord and 
Messiah, this Jesus whom you crucified.

Acts 2:22–24, 33, 36

Here again we have the notion that God raised Jesus in a way that 
transformed him: he actually became Lord and Messiah through his 
resurrection. Another element which is found in other speeches in 
Acts is the claim that Jesus was going to return very soon. This is 
also attested to in other sources. Jesus seems to have taught that the 
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kingdom of God was coming soon, and the first Christians believed 
the same thing. Paul’s first surviving letter, 1 Thessalonians, devotes 
some space to assuring its readers that those who have died will 
not miss out on the coming kingdom. Evidently, the Thessalonian 
Christians had assumed that the kingdom would come within their 
own lifetimes, and had been unprepared for the prospect of any of 
them dying. In 4:15–17 Paul assumes that he and at least most of his 
readers will still be alive when Jesus returns, and he even specifies 
that this comes from ‘the word of the Lord’, that is, the teaching of 
Jesus himself. Clearly, the imminent return of Jesus was an element 
central to the primitive kerygma.

So we can summarize the very first Christian message quite 
simply. Jesus was a holy man, who performed great miracles by 
the power of God; but he was despised and executed. But God 
raised him from the dead, as a result of which he is now Lord and 
Messiah. Right now, those who believe in him can be saved from 
sin. And very soon, he will return in power, bringing the kingdom of 
God.

The first persecutions
However, Acts suggests that not everyone was pleased to hear this 
message. According to Acts 4, the priests and the Sadducees (an 
aristocratic group within Palestinian Judaism associated with the 
priests) objected to the preaching of Peter and John and had them 
brought before the high priest and the Jewish council. The council 

told them not to preach about Jesus, 
but no further action was taken and 
the apostles were released. The next 
chapter tells us that the high priest 
actually arrested the apostles and 
imprisoned them, but they escaped 
and had to be arrested once more. At 
the urging of Gamaliel, a prominent 
Pharisee, the council decided to 
wait and see what happened to the 
new movement. The apostles were 
scourged and then released.

Finally, Acts 6–7 tells of the 
arrest of Stephen, not one of the 
apostles but a prominent member 
of the church, who was arrested 
for blasphemy. Ordered to explain 
himself, Stephen gives a long speech 
to the council about the patriarchs 
and prophets, concluding that the 
Jews have always persecuted those 

In St Stephen Before the High 
Council, Vittore Carpaccio  
(c. 1455/65–1526) shows 
Stephen defending himself 
against the council. 
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whom God sent, and describing the building of the Temple itself 
as a sign of the rejection of God by Solomon, for God cannot be 
located in a physical building. Such a claim would certainly have 
been incredibly offensive to most Jews of the time, since, as we have 
seen, the Jewish religion revolved around the Temple. The claim 
also sits very uneasily with the notion that the apostles were in the 
habit of going to the Temple to pray. There are several possibilities 
to explain this. Perhaps Luke has exaggerated the degree to which 
the early church conformed to Jewish behaviour, and they didn’t 
really pray at the Temple. Alternatively, perhaps Stephen did not 
really hold views like those Luke attributes to him: perhaps this 
is an anachronistic speech, written to make Stephen seem to hold 
the views of later Christians about Judaism in general and the 
Temple in particular. Another alternative is that Stephen did hold 
these views, and other Christians did pray at the Temple, and there 
was enormous disagreement within the early church about these 
matters. Finally, perhaps Luke has done some telescoping: perhaps 
Stephen’s trial occurred quite some time after the period when 
members of the church prayed at the Temple.

The story of Stephen’s trial in Acts ends with Stephen stating 
that he can see the Son of man standing at the right hand of God. 
Enraged, the council drag him out of Jerusalem and stone him to 
death. Luke tells us that immediately following this, persecution 
broke out against the church, and many members fled Jerusalem.

The spread of the church
Luke portrays this persecution as the catalyst that led to the 
movement spreading beyond Jerusalem, where it had been confined 
until this point. In fact it may have existed in other locations 
already. According to Matthew and John, Jesus’ disciples went 
straight back to Galilee after his resurrection. If some did do this, 
we know nothing about what they did or how their faith developed 
while they were isolated from the other disciples.  
In any case, the narrative of Acts from chapter 8 onwards changes 
into what is effectively a long description of missionary activities 
on the part of the apostles. Initially, they travel through Palestine 
preaching about Jesus, but they do not restrict their preaching to 
Jews: in Acts 8:26–39, Philip preaches to a visiting official from 
Nubia (he is described as an ‘Ethiopian’, but this term was often 
used in antiquity to mean someone from anywhere south of Egypt).

In chapter 11, however, we first hear of the church outside 
Palestine – in Phoenicia, in Cyprus, and above all in Antioch, 
the major city of Syria. Antioch had been founded some three 
centuries earlier by Seleucus Nicator, one of the heirs to the empire 
of Alexander the Great, as a shining beacon of Greek civilization 
in the east. It became famous as a centre of learning, before the 
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Romans conquered it in 64 bc. The city quickly became one of the 
most important in the Roman empire, helped by a programme of 
major building works. ‘Golden Antioch’, as it was sometimes called, 
lay between Mount Silpius – where the city’s citadel was located – 
and the River Orontes, and consisted of four walled quarters which 
together made up the ‘Tetrapolis’ or ‘four cities’ of Antioch. The 
city had many parks and gardens, including a park dedicated to 
Daphne which contained a large temple to Apollo; another temple 
to Jupiter had recently been built on Mount Silpius. With a varied 
and cosmopolitan population of a couple of hundred thousand at 
the end of the first century ad, it was the third largest city in the 
empire, after Rome and Alexandria, and it was also a very important 
military base. There was a particularly thriving Jewish community 
here, and the city was relatively tolerant of new or unusual religious 
groups, so it is perhaps unsurprising that this is the first place where 
we hear of Christianity taking root outside Palestine itself.

According to Acts 11:26, Antioch was the first place where 
members of the church were called ‘Christians’. Antioch also played 
two further critical roles in the development of the early church. 
First, it was the scene of crucial conflicts over the relationship 
between Christianity to both Judaism and paganism. And second, 
it was one of the major bases of operations of the man who 
would become the first and most influential of the great Christian 
theologians, Paul of Tarsus.

Paul
Paul is without doubt the most forceful and dominant personality 
of the New Testament outside the Gospels. Indeed, he looms so 
large that many people have regarded him as the true founder of 
Christianity. On this view, Paul hijacked the movement started by 
Jesus and changed its message, creating a new religion of his own 

A Roman street of ruins in 
Pisidian Antioch, modern-day 
Turkey. Acts 13 tells how 
Paul and Barnabas visited the 
city on their first missionary 
journey.
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which eventually smothered the original faith. But is there any 
truth to this? Who was Paul really?

We do not know when Paul was born, although it is often 
supposed that he was probably born at around the same time 
as Jesus. Fortunately we know some details about his early life 
from his own writings. According to his own account of who he 
was before he became a Christian, Paul was ‘circumcised on the 
eighth day, a member of the people 
of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, 
a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as 
to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, 
a persecutor of the church; as 
to righteousness under the law, 
blameless’ (Philippians 3:5–6). Paul 
deliberately emphasizes his Jewish 
credentials in that passage as part 
of the argument he is making, 
but it is still clear that he was 
not only a Jew but a very devout 
one – not only a Pharisee, but 
one who believed that he upheld 
the Law perfectly. ‘Paul’ was the 
Greek version of his name, which was ‘Saul’ in Hebrew. Acts 13:9 
states that he was known by both names, although Luke’s habit of 
calling him ‘Saul’ before this point and ‘Paul’ afterwards creates the 
impression that Paul actually changed his name after he became 
a Christian. In fact it seems more reasonable to suppose that he 
used whichever form was more appropriate in the linguistic or 
cultural context in which he found himself. Finally, like all Jewish 
men of the time, Paul knew a trade and mentions in his letters 
that he supported himself by his own labour during his career as a 
missionary. According to Acts 18:3, that trade was tent-making.

This stone slab from the sepulchre of a 
child, Amellus, depicts the apostles Peter 

and Paul and dates from c. ad 313.




