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  Preface


  Although Easter is the high point of the Christian calendar, throughout much of the world it has been eclipsed by Christmas as the paramount annual festival. Celebrating the “birth of the saviour” is not what drives the seasonal orgy of consumption but, for all that, baby Jesus, wise men on camels, a stable and a star are forever decorative elements in the yearly Christmas spendfest.


  Each Christmas season, thousands of young children still dress as shepherds, wise men, angels (and quite possibly, snowflakes!) and act out a pageant in which they play homage to “Mary’s boy child”, the “little baby Jesus”.


  Harmless enough, one might think, except that such dramatization can instill in young minds a false view of history. Over time, an ancient fable impressed upon the credulous and trusting child, mutates into a distorted yet enduring belief of what really happened, long, long ago, in a land far away. At one time, and not so long ago, the cute (“uplifting”) tale of a pregnant virgin and a babe in a manger, in the minds of almost everyone, would have been believed to be a faithful history of real events, two thousand years ago, when God himself took a hand in the affairs of man.


  Today, many people are neither so gullible nor, thankfully, so concerned, as to believe such nonsense in every detail but still fondly imagine that “core elements” of the Jesus tale – a trial before Pilate, a crucifixion, for example – reflect a genuine history. Alas, they do not.


  The fabricated saviour of the world has been deconstructed by many authors, not least of all the present one (www.jesusneverexisted.com). The serpentine and protracted process by which a godman was assembled, given a brief life, mighty deeds, words of wisdom, and a protracted death, is quite fascinating. But history is rarely reducible to a pageant that will amuse but not tax the minds of children and delight the simple-minded.


  In the introduction which follows, the nonsense of “prophecy fulfilled”, a “star in the east” and “royal genealogy” is exposed in forensic detail. The nativity tale was a preamble, added late in the day, to a more primitive story of the ministry and passion of a Son of God, Jesus Christ, the self-sacrificing deity who “died for our sins”.


  And if the nativity is recognized as an elaborate lie, what does that say about the story tellers? What confidence does that give to the rest of the fabulous story?


  Enjoy.


  Kenneth Humphreys
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  The Nativity of Jesus


  The New Testament presents two radically different accounts of the nativity.


  The Gospel of Matthew tells of the appearance of an angel to Joseph in a dream, urging him to marry his divinely impregnated virgin wife-to-be; of a new star in the sky and wise men from the east; of the flight of the holy family to Egypt and of the massacre of the innocents of Bethlehem. Matthew invokes ancient Jewish prophecy to validate his surreal claims.


  The Gospel of Luke mentions none of these dramatic events but instead reports the appearance of an angel to Mary; a worldwide census; the birth in a manger; a choir of angels; adoring shepherds; and a joyful presentation in the Temple. None of this is mentioned by Matthew.


  The lack of mutual support between the two tales, and the fantastic nature of the purported events are damning enough. But what blows the fable clean away from the known universe is the ignorance of any such yarn by the earliest Christians, whether Matthew’s version or the fabrication of Luke. Not Paul, nor any of the epistle writers, know the tale and the gospels of Mark and John say nothing of the birthing of Jesus either. Those who should have known most about these wondrous events know least.


  But then, the fable of the nativity is late and fake and was a necessary step in transforming the righteous hero of Mark’s gospel into a demigod and – at length – into a preexistent co-creator of the universe.


  Raped by a ghost?


  In Matthew, angels appear to Joseph in his dreams, advising him of his young bride’s divine impregnation. Nonsense three levels deep. But Mary herself does not get a tip off until Luke writes in Mary’s own angel in Luke 1.35.


  
    “Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been betrothed to Joseph, before they came together she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit.


    And her husband Joseph, being a just man and unwilling to put her to shame, resolved to divorce her quietly.


    But as he considered these things, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, ‘Joseph, son of David, do not fear to take Mary as your wife, for that which is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.’ ” – Matthew 1.18–21.

  


  In becoming pregnant outside of marriage Mary was certainly taking a risk. Joseph would more than “put her to shame”. As the Bible would have it, a virgin, having sex with a man other than herbetrothed, was to be stoned to death.


  
    “If there is a betrothed virgin, and a man meets her in the city and lies with her, then you shall bring them both out to the gate of that city, and you shall stone them to death with stones, the young woman because she did not cry for help though she was in the city, and the man because he violated his neighbour’s wife.


    So you shall purge the evil from your midst.” – Deuteronomy 22:23–24.

  


  In Mary’s case there was no option of her crying out for help. The Holy Spirit did the deed without her even knowing. Just imagine the consequences if Joseph had forgotten his dream and got on with his carpentry!


  “The star they had seen in the east went ahead of them.”


  In Matthew’s fable it is “magi from the east” who traipse to Bethlehem, not the holy family. In Matthew Joseph and Mary already live there. Matthew knows nothing of the census so important to Luke’s alternative fable.


  Soon after the birth of Jesus, magi from the east arrive in Jerusalem, and ask, “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews?” The word gets around that they had “seen his star in the east”. But why, one wonders, did the magi associate a new star with a Jewish king rather than one of their own, or indeed with some other portent?
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  Did the “wise men” follow a star from the east? Matthew does not say that but many Christians appear to think so. But if that were the case, the author of Matthew not only wrote fiction and passed it off as fact, he confused east with west.


  To get from the east to the west guided by a star, the star would need to be in the west, not the east.


  
    “After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, ‘Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him.’ ” – Matthew 2.1–2.

  


  If the “wise men” reached Jerusalem unaided by a star –a journey of up to two years and quite a distance – why did they need to ask Herod, of all people, where to go next?


  In reality, Matthew was merely working up a yarn from scripture, “a Star out of Jacob”. A new star was indicative of divine intervention in human affairs and symbolized “the light”.


  “Star of wonder” all right!


  In Matthew’s tale the sky watchers are secretly called into the presence of the current Jewish king, the dastardly Herod the Great, who obviously, is always ready to receive eastern mystics who say they’ve seen stars. But why had not the whole of Judea also seen the star? In the normal universe the same stars are seen across a vast arc of the hemisphere.
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  Herod asks the visitors when, exactly, the star had appeared. We will subsequently learn that it was two years previous (“according to the time that he inquired exactly from the mages” – Matthew 2.16). Had they followed the star for two years or merely made a bee-line for Jerusalem?


  It is the words of the magi – and not the star – that disturb Herod – and, oddly, “all Jerusalem with him.” Was not Herod a brutal and hated king? Should not the people have been delighted by the birth of a new king heralded by a celestial sign – or were the Jews dependent on eastern magi to interpret their own oracles?


  But no, Herod asks his own chief priests “where the Christ was to be born” (he surely could have done that at any time) – and the priests provide the answer (Bethlehem, as we all know), information which Herod passes on to the magi. The mystics are redirected by Herod himself towards the town made famous by David, a mere short walk from Jerusalem. Remarkably, rather than accompany with his guards or tag the worship-bound magi, Herod merely asks them to return to him with news of the child “that I may come and worship Him also.” The “wise men” are evidently not wise to the fact that Herod might be a tad displeased with the birth of his replacement. It’s also rather odd that Herod, with all the resources at his disposal, could not have found the holy infant with or without word from the magi – after all, we’re ask to believe he soon after killed all the others!


  Thus it seems that the magi first saw the “star in the east” and knew that it was the sign of a royal birth to the Jews –but the Jews themselves did not see the “star”, or simply did not relate it to anything special before the magi showed up.


  It also seems that the Jews knew that the Christ was to be born in Bethlehem –but the magi, experts on Jewish oracles, did not!


  Following yonder star?


  The “star in the east” (having perhaps stalled for a moment?) now makes either a reappearance (!) or a course correction. This time there is no uncertainty, the star really does lead the magi, not east or west but south! Was the star itself aware of the exchange of vital information between Herod and the magi or had it “known” all along that it would “pick up” the magi in Jerusalem and lead them on the final leg of their journey?


  Did no one else in Jerusalem notice this extraordinary phenomenon? Where were the frenzied crowds if “all of Jerusalem” was disturbed?
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    Bethlehem, around 6 miles due south of Jerusalem. Acourse correction for the star?

  


  And just how long might it take a “star” to traverse around six miles? It obviously would not have been long – Bethlehem was a walk of barely an hour or so from Jerusalem, and rather less if our magi were on the camels so beloved of Christmas card vendors.


  Remarkably, the star makes a precision stop over a particular house (a maneuver challenging enough for a helicopter).


  
    “They went on their way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was.” – Matthew 2.9.

  


  Is the “star” not really a star at all but rather, a guiding angel? Aah, that makes it all so much more realistic …


  


  Bearing gifts?


  How remarkable that the oriental mystics brought not just gold (always acceptable, one imagines) but frankincense, an incense used in temples to honour gods; and myrrh, a resin used in embalming and, purportedly, in the burial of Jesus (John 19.39). If this were history, myrrh would be an alarming choice for a new born baby, but this is fable, a “prefiguring” of the climactic finale to the Jesus tale.


  Both early and late churchmen have acknowledged that the gifts were redolent with meaning and prescience – gold for kingship, frankincense for deity, and, most mystically, myrrh for sacrificial death. Thus Clement made the connection when he gave the example of the phoenix as a “proof” of resurrection:


  
    “The phoenix makes for itself a coffin of frankincense and myrrh which in the fulness of time it enters and so dies.” – Clement, Epistle to the Corinthians (2nd century).

  


  In the famous carol by the Reverend Hopkins (1857) the Christian understanding of the symbolism is spelt out in detail:


  
    “Gold I bring to Crown him again, King forever, ceasing never, over us all to reign

    Frankincense to offer have I, Incense owns a Deity nigh

    Pray’r and praising, all men raising Worship Him, God most high

    Myrrh is mine, its bitter perfume Breathes of life of gathering gloom

    Sorrowing, sighing, bleeding, dying.”

  


  Thus the macabre gifts from the “wise men” acknowledged the child as both king and god and “anticipated” Jesus’ death and burial. The gifts of the magi graphically illustrate that the whole nativity yarn is no incidental late addition to the fable of Jesus. The redactor of Matthew, well aware of the ending, placed appropriate offerings into the hands of his travelling mystics.


  Dream time


  Having worshipped and delivered their precious gifts (whatever happened to those gifts, one wonders?) a surreal, collective “dream” deters any thoughts of the magi returning to Jerusalem.


  
    “Then, being divinely warned in a dream that they should not return to Herod, they departed for their own country another way.” – Matthew 2.12.

  


  Quite how Matthew got to know of this “dream” generations later one can but wonder! And the star? Rather like the “wise men” themselves, this most remarkable of celestial objects makes a prudent exit.


  If only reality was quite so capricious.


  Magi from the East – The evolution of a myth


  Matthew was intent on convincing wavering Jews that his godman Jesus had been both anticipated by their own prophets and recognised (even) by Gentiles. He found his inspiration in Isaiah, not a single prophet but several, writing from the 8th to the 6th century. So-called “third Isaiah” was writing after the exile, when Judah had been reconstituted within the Persian empire and Judaism was beginning to take shape. In this happy time, the prophet anticipates the subservience of the Gentiles who will bring great wealth and blessings to Zion.


  The holy city will become a place of homage and tribute from “the nations” (non-Jews) and God will appear in “light – glory – name.”


  In Isaiah 60 Matthew finds all the elements he needs to create a star, “magi from the east” and gifts of gold and frankincense.


  
    “Arise, shine; for your light has come! And the glory of the Lord is risen upon you. For behold, the darkness shall cover the earth, and deep darkness the people; But the Lord will arise over you, and His glory will be seen upon you.


    The Gentiles shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your rising. Lift up your eyes all around, and see: They all gather together, they come to you; Your sons shall come from afar, And your daughters shall be nursed at your side. Then you shall see and become radiant, and your heart shall swell with joy; Because the abundance of the sea shall be turned to you.


    The wealth of the Gentiles shall come to you. The multitude of camels shall cover your land, The dromedaries of Midian and Ephah; All those from Sheba shall come; They shall bring gold and incense, And they shall proclaim the praises of the Lord.” – Isaiah 60.1–6.

  


  Note that Isaiah 60.6 also refers to camels and kings, not points used by Matthew, who surely has to stress the astrological wisdom of his magi who are able to divine a Jewish king in an oriental sky. But soon enough these details were added by early Christians (thus, Tertullian, Adv. Marcion 3.13., also drawing on Psalms 72.11, “May all kings fall down before him”). So the magi became kings and travelled by camel.


  
    	Matthew doesn’t number the magi which prompted many early believers to speculate (twelve perhaps? or maybe a multitude?). But by the 2nd century, the magi were identified as three in number, matching the gifts. Thus argued Origen (Homilies on Genesis 14.3, 205).



    	Having established a number, pious inventiveness soon provided names. By the 5th century, in the “western tradition”, the kings were named as Balthassar, Melchior and Gaspar. Later embellishment identified Balthassar as dark-skinned and bearded, Melchior as a clean-shaven youth and Gaspar as grey haired and balding. The three thus represented the known world – Africa, Europe and Asia – all coming to pay homage to Christ. And verses could be plucked from here and there in scripture to support the fancy (thus Psalm 72.10–11, “May the kings of Tarshish and of the isles render him tribute, may the kings of Sheba and Seba bring gifts … May all the nations serve him.”).


  


  
    [image: Magi]

    The Magi – as the early Christians saw them. The clothing is that of the priests of Mithras


    Catacomb of Marcus and Marcellianus. (Rome 4thcentury)

  


  Who were the Magi really? Not “wise men”, “astronomers”, “astrologers” or “kings” but the priests of Mithras. The Bible in fact condemns sorcery and astrology as black arts (Deuteronomy 18:10–11, Leviticus 19:26, and Isaiah 47:13–14).


  The magi’s adoration of the Christ child was a cypher for the submission of Mithraism to the more aggressive religion of Christianity. Justin (Trypho 77–78) cites Isaiah 8.4. to this effect. Origen adds that the power of the magi weakened when the star appeared (Contra Celsus, 1.49–50).


  
    [image: mithras]

    ‘Alcimus,slave-bailiff of Tiberius Claudius Livianus, gave the gift to the sun-god Mithras in fulfillment of avow.’


    (Rome 2nd century)

  


  
    	The “Revelation of the Magi”, written most probably in the 2nd or 3rd century and preserved in an 8th-century Syriac manuscript, purports to have been written by the magi themselves. It seems that having returned to the east, the magi proselytized the Christian faith and were themselves baptized by the apostle Thomas on his way to India. Alternatively, by providential good fortune (or suspect “tradition”), the bones of all three magi were said to have been found by Helena, the mother of Constantine, in her progress through the Holy Land and taken back to Constantinople. Those bones – or at least some bones – were eventually carried off to Germany and placed into the Shrine of the Three Kings at Cologne Cathedral, where they continue to entertain curious if less gullible pilgrims.

  


  Well, we all like a story with a happy ending.


  
    [image: shrine of three kings]

    Shrine of the Three Kings at Cologne Cathedral containing the bones of the magi. Honest.

  


  “Born under star” from soothsayer with a talking donkey!


  If you’ve ever wondered where the “born under a star” nonsense began it actually comes from the mouth of an Arab wizard supposedly hired to curse the Israelites, who rides a talking donkey:


  
    “And Balaam said unto the ass, Because thou hast mocked me: I would there were a sword in mine hand, for now would I kill thee.


    And the ass said unto Balaam, Am not I thine ass, upon which thou hast ridden ever since I was thine unto this day? was I ever wont to do so unto thee? And he said, Nay.” – Numbers 22.29,30.
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  Balaam himself is a literary device intruded into the story of Moses. He is a foil used to demonstrate that even Gentile prophets, intent on cursing the Israelites, are obliged by Yahweh to dispense “blessings” instead. A little after his discourse with the donkey, Balaam utters the words wrenched out of context centuries later by Christian novelists:


  
    “And Balaam said unto Balak …


    The oracle of Balaam son of Beor, the oracle of one whose eye sees clearly, the oracle of one who hears the words of God, who has knowledge from the Most High, who sees a vision from the Almighty, who falls prostrate, and whose eyes are opened:


    I see him, but not now; I behold him, but not near. A star will come out of Jacob; a sceptre will rise out of Israel. He will crush the foreheads of Moab, the skulls of all the sons of Sheth. Edom will be conquered; Seir, his enemy, will be conquered, but Israel will grow strong. A ruler will come out of Jacob and destroy the survivors of the city.” – Numbers 24.12,17.

  


  Blindingly obvious, the “oracle” refers to a mighty conqueror, not any effete prophet of passivity and “love of enemies”; it also refers to a time when places such as Moab and Edom still existed (in fact, they disappeared into Nabatea and Idumaea centuries before any Jesus).


  With its boast of might and vengeance, this particular notion of a “star out of Jacob” resonated with the Jews. Josephus saved his own skin with “an ambiguous oracle” found in Jewish sacred writings –and the presumption is that he was referring to Balaam. In any event, Josephus flattered the vanity of Vespasian that he would be that “foretold” world ruler (War 6.312).


  A messianic claimant of the 130s, Simon ben Kosiba, was also heralded by his followers as a star, as “Bar Kochba”, in other words, as a “son of the star”. But unlike Matthew and his fable of Jesus, there was no attempt made to finesse Simon’s stellar qualities into a fiery object in the sky.


  Bethlehem – Tribe, town or man?


  
    “Where was Jesus born? Was it Bethlehem or Nazareth or even Sepphoris, Tiberias or Jerusalem? We cannot know for sure because the early Christians themselves apparently did not know.” – Steve Mason, Where Was Jesus Born? The First Christmas, Biblical Archaeology Society, 2009

  


  Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem was supposedly “foretold” in the Old Testament prophecy:


  
    “Herod … inquired of them where the Christ was to be born. So they said to him, ‘In Bethlehem of Judea, for thus it is written by the prophet:


    But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, Are not the least among the rulers of Judah; For out of you shall come a Ruler Who will shepherd My people Israel.’ ” – Matthew 2.3–6.

  


  This appears to be from Micah but Matthew does not quote accurately. In fact, he conflates Micah with 2 Samuel and also subtly alters the text. In 2 Samuel “the tribes” (collectively?) are speaking to David at Hebron. It is the occasion of his anointing as king. The 30-year-old has impressed Yahweh with his prowess as a military commander.


  
    “In the past, while Saul was king over us, you were the one who led Israel on their military campaigns. And the Lord said to you, ‘You shall shepherd my people Israel, and you shall become their ruler.’ ” – 2 Samuel 5.

  


  Micah – one of the quartet of 8th century “prophets” (along with Isaiah, Amos, and Hosea) – refers not to Bethlehem but to Bethlehem Ephrathah and in the Old Testament, Ephrath is not simply a place name but also a description for members of the Israelite tribe of Ephraim.


  According to the yarn in Genesis, Ephraim was a son of Joseph and among his descendants was Joshua son of Nun (that’s the guy who led the conquest of Canaan) and Jeroboam, the first king of Israel (1 Kings 11.26). They were thus “northerners” but according to 2 Chronicles, Ephraimites fled south into Judah in the time of king Asa (9th century BC). As northerners, they apparently had a very distinctive accent, a point related in a memorable massacre of the Ephraimites at the hands of Gileadites, east of the Jordan (Judges 12).


  
    “Now Jephthah gathered together all the men of Gilead and fought against Ephraim … There fell at that time forty-two thousand Ephraimites.” – Judges 12.4–6.

  


  Apparently, in this conflict between the tribes, the pronunciation of shibboleth as sibboleth was sufficient evidence to identify Ephraimites and get them killed! (Judges 12.5–6.) Thus Ephrathite appears to be synonymous with Ephraimite. Thus Samuel’s father Elkanah, a native of Ephraim, was described as an Ephrathite:


  
    “There was a certain man of Ramathaim-zophim of the hill country of Ephraim whose name was Elkanah the son of Jeroham, son of Elihu, son of Tohu, son of Zuph, an Ephrathite. He had two wives.” – 1Samuel 1.1–2. (ESV).

  


  Note that several modern translations smooth away this tidbit by substituting Ephraimite for Ephrathite.


  It seems that surviving Ephraimites settled near to Bethlehem, giving the settlement its double name. And then along came David:


  
    “Now David was the son of that Ephrathite of Bethlehem Judah, whose name was Jesse, and who had eight sons.” – 1 Samuel 17:12

  


  Micah, or whoever wrote in that name, was ostensibly an exile from the northern kingdom, writing in the time of Hezekiah (c.728–698 BC). He makes very clear precisely when in history his hero will “shepherd Israel” to glory:


  
    “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are little among the thousands of Judah, yet out of you shall come forth to me the one to be ruler in Israel, whose goings forth are from of old, from everlasting …

  


  
    When the Assyrian comes into our land, and when he treads in our palaces, Then we will raise against him seven shepherds and eight princely men. They shall waste with the sword the land of Assyria, and the land of Nimrod at its entrances. Thus He shall deliver us from the Assyrian, When he comes into our land and when he treads within our borders.” – Micah 5.2–6.

  


  Nothing here suggests a prophecy of a far-distant future. In fact, it was a pathetic forecast even for Micah’s own age. The tiny theocracy of Jerusalem laying waste the Assyrian empire? Only in the delusional mind of a religious fanatic.


  Herod’s massacre of the innocents? – The recycled story of a bad Pharaoh!


  
    “Arise, take the young child and his mother, flee to Egypt, and stay there until I bring you word; for Herod will seek the young child to destroy Him.” – Matthew 2.13.

  


  The argument is often made that ordering the death of innocent children “would not be untypical” of Herod the Great, given that there is plentiful testimony that he murdered many of his own family. But that falls a long way short of evidence that he did do so and the claim is undermined by the failure of any historian, evangelist, or writer of a New Testament epistle, other than Matthew, to mention this infamous episode.


  A more recent “damage limitation” strategy from Christian apologetics – having taken on board that 1st century Bethlehem was a thinly populated village, is to calculate that the number of infants thus murdered was perhaps between six and a dozen individuals. This is a far cry from earlier Christian tradition, where the number of “martyrs” rose exponentially to reach the dizzying heights of 144,000 by the late Middle Ages.


  The alleged atrocity, whatever its magnitude, belongs not in history but in religious fantasy. In the real universe, God could have saved everybody a whole lot of trouble if he had brought forward the death of Herod by a few years (he had, after all, hardened Pharaoh’s heart so that “His wonders could be multiplied in the land of Egypt.” – Exodus 10.20; 11.9).


  But Matthew wanted a drama that forged a connection between his Jesus character and the hero of the ancient Israelites, Moses. By such a link, Matthew strengthened his new hero’s Jewish and messianic credentials and created a figure that was “pre-figured” and could be proven from “prophecy”. Thus the tale of Jesus in a number of key details is patterned after the tale of Moses but with certain important inversions. For Jesus, Egypt is the sanctuary to escape to, not flee from. In the birthing of both heroes, the designs of a nasty king have to be thwarted.


  
    “Then Pharaoh commanded all his people, ‘Every son that is born to the Hebrews you shall cast into the Nile, but you shall let every daughter live.’ ” – Exodus 1.22.


    “When Herod realized that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he was furious, and he gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old and under, in accordance with the time he had learned from the Magi.” – Matthew 2.16.

  


  Baby Moses survived, as indeed did baby Jesus (in each case, while others died). Bizarrely, Matthew chose to buttress his yarn here by jumping forward a century or two among the prophets to a chaotic work known as Jeremiah.


  
    “Then was fulfilled what was spoken by the prophet Jeremiah: ‘A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for her children; she refused to be consoled, because they were no more.’ ” – Matthew 2.17–18.

  


  The self-defining “prophet to the nations” Jeremiah was in fact the collective pseudonym for a whole group of writers, the earliest from the era of Josiah and the “Deuteronomists”, and others from the Persian period. The selected “prophecy” – a reference to a wailing (but long dead!) Rachel (in her tomb), weeping for her children, at the very time “her children” (the Jews) were returning from exile –is wholly at odds with any Herodian massacre centuries into the future – as indeed it is with any concept of reality at all. Matthew simply found a reference to children and weeping and threw it into the pot!


  As adults, both Moses and Jesus interceded for Israel before God, acted as prophets, gave laws, performed feeding miracles, and so on. Quite simply, Matthew fabricated Jesus as the “new Moses”.


  Jesus, like Moses, was to be a “saviour” of his people.


  Flight to Egypt? – “Out of Egypt I called my son.”


  
    “When he arose, he took the young child and his mother by night and departed for Egypt, and was there until the death of Herod, that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the Lord through the prophet, saying, “Out of Egypt I called My Son.” – Matthew 2.14–15.

  


  After the magi departed, Matthew spins the tale that the holy family made a mad dash to Egypt, having been tipped off by an angel in a dream of King Herod’s murderous designs. The same angel promises to “bring word” when it will be safe to return home. An angel gives this “all clear” just a few verses later, assuring Joseph that now “those who sought the young child’s life are dead” (Matthew 2.20). Oddly, when he does get home to Judea, Joseph is not so sure about the family’s safety and in fact God himself (2.22) agrees: a warning in yet another dream sends the holy vagrants off to Galilee.


  The support for this scantily detailed yarn (How did they evade capture? Where in Egypt did they stay? How long were they in Egyptian refuge?) are “prophecies” that Matthew has artfully selected to mirror his words.


  The stay in Egypt was matched to a “prophecy” in Hosea. Christians were (and are) able to deceive themselves that the Messiah must come out of Egypt.


  
    “Out of Egypt I called My Son.” – Hosea 11.1.

  


  But what is the context for this convenient tidbit in Hosea?


  The book of Hosea is another collective work that pours curses upon the northern kingdom and issues stern rebukes upon Judah. It is a curious parable in which Hosea is himself married to a whore. The symbolism is interleaved with its “real” meaning: Yahweh is wedded to Israel. Hosea’s wife goes whoring, as do Israelites who “go after false gods”. The obscure drivel can be dated by its use of the name Ephraim for the northern kingdom, that is, a time when most of the north had already fallen to the Assyrians, but before the foundations of Judaism have been set (there is no mention of Jerusalem or Zion). Pronounces the stern Hosea:


  
    “They shall not dwell in the Lord’s land but Ephraim shall return to Egypt and they shall eat unclean things in Assyria.” – Hosea 9.3.

  


  The writer concatenates Egypt and Assyria, the one a land of ancient bondage, the other of present enslavement. In chapter 11 (the one pillaged by Matthew) Yahweh is reminiscing about the time his “son” – the tribe of Israelites, and particularly Ephraim – were freed from the yoke of slavery and idol worship in Egypt. But now:


  
    “He shall not return into the land of Egypt but the Assyrian shall be his king … My people are bent to back-sliding from me.” – Hosea 11.5–7.

  


  There is absolutely no connection between the words of Hosea and any Christian godman several hundred years into the future – other than in the creative fiction of Matthew and the naive mind of believers. “He”, the “son”, is not a person at all but an entire people.


  “Prophecy” – Late and fake


  Did Micah copy his soothsaying from Isaiah or did Isaiah copy his from Micah – or are the prophets entirely bogus?


  
    Micah 4.1–3.


    Now it shall come to pass in the latter days

    That the mountain of the Lord’s house

    Shall be established on the top of the mountains,

    And shall be exalted above the hills;

    And peoples shall flow to it.

    Many nations shall come and say,


    
      “Come and let us go up to the mountain of the Lord,

      To the house of the God of Jacob;

      He will teach us His ways,

      And we shall walk in His paths.”

    


    For out of Zion the law shall go forth,

    And the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.

    He shall judge between many peoples,

    And rebuke strong nations afar off;

    They shall beat their swords into plowshares,

    And their spears into pruning hooks;

    Nation shall not lift up sword against nation,

    Neither shall they learn war anymore.


    Isaiah 2.2–4.


    Now it shall come to pass in the latter days

    That the mountain of the Lord’s house

    Shall be established on the top of the mountains,

    And shall be exalted above the hills;

    And all nations shall flow to it.

    Many people shall come and say,


    
      “Come and let us go up to the mountain of the Lord,

      To the house of the God of Jacob;

      He will teach us His ways,

      And we shall walk in His paths.”

    


    For out of Zion shall go forth the law,

    And the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.

    He shall judge between the nations,

    And rebuke many people;

    They shall beat their swords into plowshares,

    And their spears into pruning hooks;

    Nation shall not lift up sword against nation,

    Neither shall they learn war anymore.

  


  Oops! A failed “prophecy”


  
    “In that day, says the Lord, I will assemble the lame, I will gather the outcast and those whom I have afflicted; I will make the lame a remnant, and the outcast a strong nation; so the Lord will reign over them in Mount Zion from now on, for ever and ever.” – Micah 4.6–7.

  


  Most assuredly, Yahweh, the god of the Jews, has not reigned over his “remnant” in Mount Zion since the 8th century BC!


  If Micah could be so wrong about events in his own day (failing to see Judah’s complete subjugation to Assyria), what does this say about his much overused “Bethlehem prophecy”?


  “And he came and dwelt in a city called Nazareth”


  The author of Matthew started the deceit that the title ‘Jesus the Nazorene’ should in some manner relate to the town of Nazareth, by (as ever) quoting “prophecy”:


  
    “And he came and dwelt in a city called Nazareth: that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the prophets, He shall be called a Nazarene.” – Matthew 2.23.

  


  Yet Matthew is misquoting – nowhere in prophetic literature is there any reference to a Nazarene. What is ‘foretold’ (or at least mentioned several times) in Jewish scripture is the appearance of a Nazarite and in these precedents there are several echoes of the “Mary story”. For example, in the birthing of Samson, his unnamed barren mother is told (by an angel):


  
    “For, lo, thou shalt conceive, and bear a son; and no razor shall come on his head: for the child shall be a Nazarite unto God from the womb: and he shall begin to deliver Israel out of the hand of the Philistines.” – Judges 13.5.

  


  In the birthing of the prophet Samuel, his erstwhile barren mother Hannah had given a vow:


  
    “And she vowed a vow and said, ‘O Lord of hosts, if you will indeed look on the affliction of your servant and remember me and not forget your servant, but will give to your servant a son, then I will give him to the Lord all the days of his life, and no razor shall touch his head.’ ” – 1 Samuel 1.11.

  


  That Matthew had Samuel in focus when constructing his nativity yarn is betrayed by his fellow story teller Luke. Now Luke did not require a pretext for placing the holy family in Nazareth (for Luke Nazareth was their regular home) but nonetheless, Luke follows Matthew’s lead by drawing upon the tale of Samuel:


  
    “And the child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom; and the favour of God was upon him … And Jesus increased in wisdom and in stature, and in favour with God and man.” – Luke 2.40; 52.


    “Now the young man Samuel continued to grow both in stature and in favour with the Lord and also with man.” – 1Samuel 2:26.

  


  Just as blatantly, Luke fashions the virgin’s eulogy to the Lord after the acclamation from the “barren” Hannah at her similar good fortune.


  Why waste a good yarn?


  Luke copies from Samuel


  In her biggest scene, Mary delivers her only set-piece speech, the so-called ‘Magnificat’. Luke has modelled this paean after the so-called ‘song of Hannah’, delivered after her own divinely sponsored pregnancy.


  
    1 Samuel 2.1,10.

    ‘Song of Hannah’


    
      “And Hannah prayed, and said, My heart rejoiceth in the Lord, mine horn is exalted in the Lord: my mouth is enlarged over mine enemies; because I rejoice in thy salvation …


      The bows of the mighty men are broken, and they that stumbled are girded with strength … they that were hungry ceased: so that the barren hath born seven; and she that hath many children is waxed feeble.


      The Lord maketh poor, and maketh rich: he bringeth low, and lifteth up. He raiseth up the poor out of the dust …


      The adversaries of the Lord shall be broken to pieces.”

    


    Luke 1.46,55.

    ‘Magnificat’


    
      “My soul doth magnify the Lord,

      And my spirit hath rejoiced in God my Saviour. For he hath regarded the low estate of his handmaiden …


      He hath put down the mighty from their seats,


      He hath filled the hungry with good things;

      and the rich he hath sent empty away.


      He hath helpen his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy …”

    

  


  The birth of Jesus Christ– Competing mythologies


  Unlike Matthew, Luke had no need to slyly substitute “Nazarene” for “Nazarite”.


  By replacing Nazarite (“he who vows to grow long hair and serve god”) with a term which appears to imply “resident of” Matthew is able to fabricate a hometown link for his fictitious hero.


  Of such duplicity are dreams made.


  Matthew


  Mary/Joseph already live in Bethlehem.


  Angelic announcement: to Joseph in dreams.


  Birth in house


  Celestial sign: Star in the East


  Genealogy: “42” generations back to Abraham (actually 41 names)


  Royal ancestry: Lineage accentuates Jewishness


  Adoration: from Magi


  Dream-inspired flight to Egypt


  Herod’s murder of the innocents


  Move to (new home) Nazareth


  Luke


  Mary/Joseph live in Nazareth.


  “Worldwide” Census (pretext for birthing in Bethlehem)


  Angelic announcement: to Mary in visions


  Birth in manger


  Celestial sign: Chorus of angels above a sheep pasture


  Genealogy: 42 generations back to David.
 Then another 14 generations back to Abraham, and another 21 generations back to God himself. Extended ancestry now inclusive of Gentiles


  Adoration: from Shepherds


  Presentation in the Temple; recognised as a “light to the Gentiles” by prophets; Prodigy in the temple at aged 12


  Return to (hometown) Nazareth


  2


  Elaboration of a myth


  Neither Mark nor Paul, nor any of the other writers of the New Testament letters, know of Jesus’ birth to a virgin; in fact, they show no awareness of his nativity at all. Though collectively all are earlier writers than Matthew and Luke, they evidently know least about his birth. Perhaps even more surprising, the authors of John, though certainly aware of the birth tales presented by Matthew and Luke, have passed over those stories as unworthy of a mention in their own gospel. But for all that, the pretty tale of miraculous birth and fulfillment of ancient prophecy has delighted and enthused generations of Christians who, with simple faith, are able to weather the harsh storm of rationality and objectivity with a halfwit’s beaming smile. Hey, it’s Christmas.


  No nativity yarn in Epistles, Mark or John


  In the letter to the Galatians, the writer of this particular Pauline epistle stresses one point about the birth of the Christ – and it is not the extravagant claim that he was born to a virgin. It is the rather prosaic claim that the birth conformed with Jewish Law (in other words, that Christ was born a Jew):


  
    “But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law.” – Galatians 4.4.

  


  In the verse that follows the writer explains that the son was born as a Jew in order that he might “redeem” others who were also Jews. Nowhere in this, or any other epistle for that matter, is there any reference to a virgin, called Mary or by any other name, bringing forth a child. In the one passage where Paul does discuss virgins (1 Corinthians 7) the writer says virgins serve the Lord better than wives because they are not distracted by the needs of their husbands!


  The only other occasion where the Pauline writers are at all concerned with the birthing of Jesus is Romans 1.1–3. and here the reference is to “human seed”, not the agency of divine spirit:


  
    “I Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle and separated onto the gospel of God … concerning his Son Jesus Christ our Lord, which was made of the seed of David according to the flesh.”

  


  The Pauline position is unequivocal. The authors know nothing of a supernatural conception and in fact say the very opposite – the birth was normal and Jewish, albeit of “kingly seed”.


  The author of Mark is another who has no story of a holy virgin or divine impregnation. Mark’s Jesus makes his first appearance as an adult, not a child, and there is no later referral to any supernatural, or even natural, birth. Mark sketches in the barest detail regarding his hero’s origin. His Jesus came “out of Galilee”, emerging from the city of Nazareth for his baptism by John. But that is all Mark has to say on the matter.


  Perhaps more telling is the treatment of Jesus’ origin in the gospel of John. Here, the author, though he almost certainly knew the earlier fables dreamed up Matthew and Luke, like Mark, has no interest in any human genesis of his “Word of God made flesh”. John states very clearly that Jesus was “the son of Joseph” (John 1.45; 6.42) – which could hardly have left Mary a virgin. Again, like Mark, he prefaces his story of Jesus with a preamble about John the Baptist and when the “Light” and the “lamb” first appears it is as an adult. Later in his gospel, John’s Pharisees discuss the Christ and they are clearly under the impression that Jesus had no connection with Bethlehem (John 7), a belief shared earlier in his tale by the soon-to-be disciple Nathanael. Not even the evangelist John is sold on the fantastical “virgin birth” yarn!


  Fulfilled prophecy? No, just cut and paste


  
    “All this took place to fulfil what the Lord had spoken by the prophet:

    ‘Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall call his name Emmanuel.’ ” – Matthew 1.22–23.

  


  No one in the New Testament actually calls Jesus “Emmanuel”. The prophet who supposedly made this prophecy was Isaiah, although “Isaiah” is at least three writers, composing material over a period of two hundred years. First or “proto” Isaiah, sometime in the 8th–7th century BC, wrote:


  
    “Therefore the Lord Himself giveth to you a sign, Lo, the Virgin is conceiving, And is bringing forth a son, And hath called his name Immanuel.” – Isaiah 7.14. (Young’s Literal Translation)

  


  Such a “literal” translation of Isaiah’s words still retains a Christian spin. Note, however, that the present tense is used.


  The context for this supposed “messianic prophecy” is a world away from Herodian or Roman Judea. “The Lord” (through Isaiah) is speaking to King Ahaz, the ruler in Judah around 734–728 BC. The young woman in question is probably a wife or concubine of Ahaz himself, present among the courtiers addressed by the prophet. She is pregnant (clearly so, hence the “Behold!”), and, despite the insistence of Ahaz that he won’t “test the Lord”, Isaiah is determined to present the woman’s imminent birthing as a “sign” from Yahweh. The “sign” is not the miracle of a virgin pregnancy – or even a miracle at all. The “sign” is that the soon-to-be-born son will quickly learn righteousness, will enjoy the favour of the Lord, and that the House of David will prevail.


  A more accurate rendering of the text would be:


  
    “Therefore Yahweh himself gives you a sign. Look! The young woman who is pregnant will give birth to a son and she should call his name Immanu’El (Yahweh is with us).”

  


  But the “sign” that Isaiah has identified in the pregnant maiden is incomplete without the verses that follow:


  
    “Butter and honey shall he eat, that he may know to refuse the evil, and choose the good. For before the child shall know to refuse the evil, and choose the good, the land that thou abhorrest shall be forsaken of both her kings.” – Isaiah 7.15–16.

  


  In other words, before the child eats “butter and honey” and learns to chose good over evil (surely a choice quite unnecessary for Jesus to learn?) Judah’s current enemies will be rendered low. The timeframe is not centuries but very short. The political/military crisis caused by the then occurring assault on Judah from Ephraim (the northern kingdom, Israel) and Damascus (Syria) will – says Isaiah – result in their mutual defeat.


  The “prophet” Isaiah is offering reassurance to King Ahaz, given in return for his fidelity to Yahweh.


  Clearly, we are not dealing with any Roman province or a messiah to be born some seven hundred years into the future (and of scant consolation to a king facing imminent defeat!). In fact, the “prophecy” pointed towards Ahaz’s own son Hezekiah (728–698 BC) and that is the surest guide that the “sign” was actually concocted during the reign of Hezekiah himself.


  And as it happens, “Hezekiah” is theophoric name, meaning “Strengthened by Yahweh”. For some later rabbis Hezekiah fulfilled the messianic hope; for others that hope would be fulfilled by Hezekiah’s return. The Talmud ascribes the Jewish sage Johanan ben Zakkai (c. 30–90 AD), head of the Yabneh rabbinic school, with the last words, “prepare a throne for Hezekiah, the King of Judah, who is coming.” (Berakhot 28b).


  Other rabbis considered that the messianic hope had already been fulfilled in the historical Hezekiah.


  Propaganda for a king in peril


  In reality, Ahaz did not solely “trust in Yahweh” – he appealed to Assyria and its ruler Tiglath-Pileser, who in 732 BC reduced Judah’s enemies, Damascus and Israel. As a result of this “alliance” with a superpower, and to the chagrin of Yahweh’s “prophets” like Isaiah, Assyrian gods were introduced into Jerusalem and Judah effectively became a vassal to Assyria.


  When Hezekiah inherited the throne a few years later it was at the height of Assyrian expansionism. The early years of his reign witnessed a rebellion by the northern kingdom under Hoshea, which provoked the wrath first of Shalmaneser V and then of his successor Sargon II. As a result, the northern kingdom, based on Samaria, was destroyed in 721 BC and much of its population (”the lost ten tribes”) deported.


  Though in vassalage to Assyria, Judah gained emigre priests from the north, whose presence at the royal court strengthened the hand of the Yahwehists and prompted religious “reform” and notions of resistance. And indeed, following Sargon’s early death, and in collusion with Egypt, Hezekiah found the courage to rebel, and launched attacks against neighbouring Assyrian allies. At this juncture, propaganda highlighting the king’s “favour in the eyes of the Lord” became apposite to Judah’s very survival and “Isaiah” got to work.


  Like all “prophecy” Isaiah’s words were written for a contemporary purpose but were dressed in the clothes of a similar, earlier conflict, in this case one thirty years earlier involving Hezekiah’s own father. It assuredly had nothing at all to do with the birth of a godman far into the future, in the time of Herod. Also, like all “prophecy” it was worthless. Four years into Hezekiah’s rebellion, the Assyrian war machine rolled over Judah, destroying Ashkelon, Joppa, Lachish and trapping the Jewish king “like a bird in a cage”. To survive at all, Hezekiah had to forfeit his entire treasury and “strip the gold from the doors of the temple” (2Kings 18.16). The humiliated king died within three years and both his son Manasseh and grandson Amon ruled as Assyrian vassals.


  
    “With the acknowledgement of Assyrian overlordship, and the attendant recognition of Assyria’s gods, the theological foundations of the monarchy – Yahweh’s eternal choice of Zion and David – were thrown into question.” – J. Bright, Peakes Commentary, p. 489.

  


  Quite simply, the “prophecy of a virgin birth fulfilled in Jesus”, although repeated a million-fold in every nation that ever succumbed to the psychosis of Christianity, is pious rubbish from beginning to end.


  
    [image: prophet]

    A “double portion for the Jews” prophesied Isaiah

  


  The “prophet Isaiah” could not see beyond the end of his nose


  In passing, it’s worth noting that in the time of Hezekiah’s great grandson, Josiah, Assyrian power did indeed collapse. But even that did not save “the house of David”. Egypt, under pharaoh Necho, was now an energetic ally of a weakened Assyria, and Necho’s army destroyed Josiah and his warriors on the way north to aid the Assyrians.


  Within twenty years Judah was no more, conquered by the new superpower Babylon. The line of the kings of Judah came to an end and the hate-filled ramblings and vainglorious promises of Isaiah were exposed as the pious nonsense that they ever were.


  
    “Your people … shall inherit the land for ever … the sons of the alien shall be your ploughmen and your vine dressers … Men shall call you the ministers of our God. You shall eat the riches of the Gentiles … Instead of your shame there shall be a double portion …” – Isaiah 60.21–61.7.

  


  How wrong can you be? Instead of Gentile servants and a “double portion”, the Jewish elite were exiles in a foreign land. With their poster boy Josiah eliminated and the “Davidic line” at an end, émigré priests in Babylon began fabricating Judaism anew (with further updates to “Isaiah”).


  


  A census? Straight from the pages of Josephus


  
    “And it came to pass in those days that a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be registered. This census first took place while Cyrenius was governing Syria. So all went to be registered, everyone to his own city.” – Luke 2.1–3.


    “Now Cyrenius … came at this time into Syria … being sent by Caesar to he a judge of that nation … Cyrenius came himself into Judea, which was now added to the province of Syria, to take an account of their substance, and to dispose of Archelaus’s money;” – Josephus, Antiquity of the Jews – 18.1.1–3.

  


  Luke combines the idea of Jesus as a Galilean from Nazareth with the somewhat conflicting idea that Jesus also fulfilled the prophetic promise that the Messiah would arise from the “city of David”, that is, Bethlehem, some seventy miles further south in Judah.


  Whereas Matthew’s yarn moves the holy family from a hometown of Bethlehem to a new residence in Nazareth on the pretext of escaping the nasty Archelaus, a son of Herod (and they thus come to settle in Galilee, where another son of Herod, Antipas, happens to rule!), Luke moves the trio in the opposite direction, from Nazareth to Bethlehem. The move is purely temporary and is accompanied by no anxieties about nasty Herodian princes.


  Luke’s reason given for the journey (undertaken with a wife heavily pregnant) is decidedly dubious: a census of all the world, requiring every one to return to his “own city” – not, that is, the place of normal domicile but the ancestral seat of the family.


  
    “And Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into Judaea, unto the city of David, which is called Bethlehem; because he was of the house and lineage of David: To be taxed with Mary his espoused wife, being great with child.” – Luke 2.4–5.

  


  Joseph, says Luke, goes to Bethlehem not because he was born there but because King David had been a thousand years earlier!


  The nonsense of such a proposition is palpable.


  The tale also illustrates how the author of Luke was heavily dependent on the work of Josephus for his “historical accuracy”. Josephus provided Luke with all the tidbits he needed about the registration in Judea of 6 AD for him to construct the brief preamble to the nativity tale. But even Josephus does not vouch for a “worldwide” registration and neither does anyone else.


  The Romans certainly conducted censuses (the word itself originated in ancient Rome) and during the Republican era, the office of censor was a respected “sacred magistracy”. Its duties involved both the registration of citizens and their property and the maintenance of public morals. (“The Censors are to determine the generations, origins, families, and properties of the people …” – Cicero, De legibus iii.3.) On the lists at Rome (Tabulae censoriae), citizens were registered by tribe and class. Slaves, like cattle, appeared under property. Augustus is known to have taken a census of Roman citizens at least three times, in 28 BC, 8 BC, and 14 AD. Claudius ordered a census in Egypt in 45 AD. But Luke is not even clear when his Jesus was born.


  If the birthing of Jesus had occurred during the reign of Herod the Great (Luke 1.5) then there would not have been any “Roman” census in the kingdom of this client king, who conducted his own tax regimen (and in any event, censuses were forbidden under Jewish law). One of the reasons why client kingdoms were subsequently absorbed into the empire was precisely to increase the efficiency of tax collection.


  If, on the other hand, Luke’s birthing occurred during the registration that was conducted in Judea in 6 AD (Luke 2.2) – and he certainly was referring to that event – then the bounds of the ancient tribal settlements, never stable and long since abandoned by the Jews, were of no interest to Roman tax officials. Shortly before that census the territory of Judea, together with Samaria and Idumea, had been added to Syria and placed under a Roman prefect. But the tetrarchy of Galilee remained under the rule of Archelaus’s brother Antipas until the latter’s own banishment many years later by Caligula. Joseph, as a resident of this tiny, client principality – not part of the newly created Iudaea Province – would not have needed to travel to Bethlehem in Judea, and his betrothal Mary would not have needed to travel at all!


  Though one of the world’s most familiar stories, and much cherished by Christians, Luke’s nativity tale has absolutely no creditability as an event in history.


  An earlier census? – Not according to Luke!


  Never able to concede gracefully, Christian apologists devote a lot of energy to rescuing Luke from his chronological errors by manipulation of both the text and historical evidence. Thus the verse “And this taxing was first made when Cyrenius was governor of Syria” (Luke 2.2) is now made to read: “And this was the registration before Cyrenius was governor of Syria”. By this simple substitution the census is cut free from the year 6 AD – and this opens up the possibility (… probability … certainty!) that there was an earlier census. If this seems to cast a shadow on why, in that case, Luke bothers to mention Cyrenius at all, then the apologist now moves the second piece of sticking plaster into place: Cyrenius was governor of Syria twice!


  This would all appear laughable – and it surely is – but “biblical archaeologists” have endeavoured to provide the evidence.


  Back in the 18th century, near Tivoli (Rome) an inscription was discovered (Lapis Tiburtinus) which refers to someone who held a legateship for the second time in the province of Syria. But the name is lost and whilst the second legateship may have been in Syria that by no means establishes that the first was too. And just who was the inscription referring to? The “evidence” is still argued over but the “two census” thesis is dismissed from an unexpected quarter: Luke himself.


  Luke refers to the census a second time – in Acts 5.36–8:


  
    “Men of Israel, be cautious in deciding what to do with these men.


    Some time ago, Theudas came forward, claiming to be somebody, and a number of men, about four hundred, joined him. But he was killed and his whole following was broken up and disappeared.


    After him came Judas the Galilean at the time of the census; he induced some people to revolt under his leadership, but he too perished and his whole following was scattered.”

  


  In this notorious passage Luke makes clear he has only one census in focus, that which precipitated the tax revolt of Judas of Galilee, in other words, in the year 6 AD. Ironically, Judas of Galilee helped Luke colour in his Jesus character (thus, from Josephus, “Judas … was a teacher of a peculiar sect of his own, and was not at all like the rest of those their leaders.” – Wars, 2.8.1). Judas of Galilee appears in the historical record at precisely the time and place that Jesus of Galilee appears in Luke’s religious masterpiece. But whereas Judas is a militant, Luke’s “Jesus” is a pacifist. And we now know why Joseph and Mary make that unnecessary journey south to Bethlehem. They are demonstrably not tax rebels. They are good “citizens” who observe Roman law and obey the emperor’s demand to register for taxation.


  What makes this passage particularly notable is that Luke makes another chronological error. He is following Josephus closely, and Josephus discusses the rebel magician Theudas before mentioning Judas of Galilee. But Josephus’s text makes clear (Antiquities 20.5.1–2) – because he’s talking about the sons of Judas – the correct chronological sequence. Luke, however, has his character Gamaliel name the rebels in the wrong order, and in fact, names Theudas who is “too late” to be known to Gamaliel at all!


  Far from being a “remarkably accurate historian” Luke is an alarmingly inaccurate plagiarist from Josephus!


  No room – in a town full of Joseph’s relatives?


  
    “And so it was, that, while they were there, the days were accomplished that she should be delivered. And she brought forth her firstborn son, and wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid him in a manger; because there was no room for them in the inn.” – Luke 2.6–7.

  


  If Joseph returned to his “ancestral” home in order to register for the census, presumably so too did other relatives, both close and distant. One would also anticipate that some, and probably many, members of the tribe continued to live “in the city of David”. Which makes it all the more surprising that there was “no room” in a village made up of Joseph’s own kinsmen. The place should have been chock-full with his own relatives.


  Were the villagers all so heartless that they would not even accommodate a heavily pregnant young woman, one to whom they were distantly related and who was supposedly of the Davidic line? It is preposterous to suppose that the occupants of any lodging house would not have given priority to a woman about to give birth. Here, of course, is a streak of Luke’s anti-semitism. Matthew, more pro-Jewish than Luke, accommodates the holy trio rather more realistically: “And when they had come into the house …” (Matthew 2.11).


  “Humble birth”


  In reality, the story of baby Jesus was enhanced by a “humble birth” in which the infant was placed into an animal feeding trough. Despite the tradition, no “stable” is mentioned in the gospels. In the Greek, the word used is kataluma, meaning a place “to break a journey”, which can be translated variously as “guest room”, “lodging place” or even “cave”. Certainly, early Christians developed a cherished “tradition” that the birthing of Jesus had taken place in a cave and can you get any more humble than that? In the 4th century, when the construction of the Christian dreamscape was in full spate, a church was built over a conveniently located cave in Bethlehem and a grander version of that church was built in the 6th century by emperor Justinian. That same “cave” is so honoured in the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem to this day.
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    “The cave of the nativity”, Bethlehem

  


  The birthing venue is significant because, from the very first, Christians made a bid to sequester the sites of ancient pagan veneration. Already by the time of Justin (circa 150) the cave tradition had been established:


  
    “But when the Child was born in Bethlehem, since Joseph could not find a lodging in that village, he took up his quarters in a certain cave near the village.” – Dialogue with Trypho, 78.

  


  Church Father Origen (?182–251) offered the evidence of a cave (plus a manger!) for any doubters unconvinced by the “proofs” of prophecy and the gospels themselves:


  
    “With respect to the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem, if any one desires, after the prophecy of Micah and after the history recorded in the Gospels by the disciples of Jesus, to have additional evidence from other sources, let him know that, in conformity with the narrative in the Gospel regarding his birth, there is shown at Bethlehem the cave where he was born, and the manger in the cave where he was wrapped in swaddling-clothes.” –Origen. Contra Celsus, I, 51.

  


  Fourth century churchman Jerome, a long-term resident of Bethlehem, gives the game away in a letter to the Gallic bishop Paulinus of Nola. In a passing comment Jerome reports that the cave shrine in “Christian” Bethlehem was formerly consecrated to the god Adonis-Tammuz!


  
    “Even my own Bethlehem, as it now is, that most venerable spot in the whole world of which the psalmist sings: the truth has sprung out of the earth, was overshadowed by a grove of Tammuz, that is of Adonis; and in the very cave where the infant Christ had uttered His earliest cry lamentation was made for the paramour of Venus.” – Jerome to Paulinus Letter 58.3.

  


  Besides the Babylonian god Tammuz, Hermes and Mithras were among the many pagan deities born in caves centuries before Jesus put in his subterranean appearance. No wonder Justin (Dialogue with Trypho, 70) accused the “deceiving serpent” of preemptive imitation!


  Why waste a good yarn?
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  Isaiah was plundered yet again for nativity imagery when the brethren noticed a reference to a crib, ox and a donkey! Yippee!


  
    “The ox knows its owner

    And the donkey its master’s crib.” – Isaiah 1.3.

  


  That’s it! That’s Jesus!


  Isaiah was actually sounding off about the wickedness of Judah whose people, he said, were dumber than farm animals – but hey, who cares?


  Unlike Matthew, Luke makes no appeal to the Jewish prophet Micah or any other prophet in his nativity story; for Luke, announcements from angels suffice. The whole thrust of his gospel is to present a saviour acceptable to the non-Jewish world (“A light to bring revelation to the Gentiles …” says the ancient but “living” prophet Simeon in the temple, at last able to die happily –Luke 2.32). An embellishment of Orthodox tradition holds that Simeon was one of the original translators of the Septuagint (in Alexandria, 3rd century BC!). He was thus 360-years-old when he beheld Jesus in the temple. Kinda says it all.
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  With that same “universal audience” in mind, Luke extends the fantastical genealogy of Matthew way beyond the ancestor of the Jews (Abraham) to the progenitor of the entire human race (Adam).


  Luke – “Angels but no star”
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  In his nativity yarn, Luke intrudes not eastern mystics, but humble shepherds. Having heard the chorus from a heavenly host, Luke’s shepherds find the infant Jesus without the aid of any star. In fact, Luke knows nothing of the star so important to Matthew’s rival yarn.


  
    “And they came with haste, and found Mary, and Joseph, and the babe lying in a manger.” – Luke 1.16.

  


  These rustics represent humanity, receiving from yet another angel the “good tidings” that a “Saviour” is born (Luke 2.10–11). While Mary herself keeps silent on the momentous events (Luke 2.19) – and Matthew’s magi make a fast exit – the shepherds “made known abroad … all the things they had heard and seen”. In other words, “the common man” is the prime witness to the wondrous message received from on high and the most important event in human “history”.


  Curiously, we don’t hear of these uniquely privileged shepherds again!


  “Parthenogenesis” – Virgin birth, a popular motif


  In the ancient world, virginity had a cachet now lost, simply because it was rare among women of marriageable age. Young girls were typically given in marriage in their early teens if not younger. In an age ignorant of medical science, in which even the simplest maladies could prove fatal, procreation was a social duty. For a woman to be “barren” was a public stigma, as the Bible frequently reminds us (Isaiah 54.1; Luke 1.25; etc.). Both in the world of Rome and in societies beyond the frontier, motherhood (or death in birthing) came early in life. Thus a virgin acquired a certain specialness that was readily finessed into an aura of sanctity. Her latent fertility could be given to a god on behalf of the community. In Rome, the Vestals, only six in number, sworn to the protector goddess for thirty years, maintained the eternal fire and safeguarded the security of the whole city. No doubt the cult grew from a simple, and very ancient, fire ritual.


  The respect, even reverence for virginity, commonly supposed that such chaste individuals had special gifts (in the case of the Vestals, it was to prophesy, a talent apparently shared by Anna, an old virgin in the Jewish temple who greets the infant Jesus (Luke 2.36), and the four virgin daughters of Philip the evangelist! (Acts 21.9.) From such beliefs, it can be seen that “birth from a virgin” would be especially auspicious, a very powerful sign from the gods and conferring on the birthed child a semi-divine, if not a divine, status. Thus in the fables of Rome, Romulus and Remus, the founders of the city, were birthed of Rhea Silvia, a Vestal virgin (with the god Mars taking a hand – Silvia was thus impregnated by a spirit!).


  Goddesses were not only served by virgins, they were often as not believed to be virgins. The virgin Vesta shared the epithet with, among others, Athena, Artemis and Hera. Then again, a god fathering a child by a human virgin was not uncommon. A classic example is that of Perseus, the preeminent Greek hero, purportedly fathered by Zeus from the virgin Danaë, daughter of the king of Argos. The divine semen on this occasion was a shower of gold.


  Men of ambition were not slow to exploit popular credulity in manufacturing a fable of their own origins. Suetonius reports a story that Atia, the mother of Augustus, conceived the future world ruler while passing a night in the temple of Apollo. In her dream, the agent of pregnancy was a serpent (The Twelve Caesars, Augustus, 94). Doubtless, the astute Augustus was more than happy to let such reverential nonsense circulate.


  Posthumous invention also had a hand to play. Both Plato and the Buddha were ascribed virgin births by their devoted and deluded followers. And though Apollonius of Tyana, the famous neo-Pythagorean philosopher, said he had a father, according to Philostratus (The Life of Apollonius) popular belief was that “Proteus … the god of Egypt” and Zeus himself had a hand in his conception.


  The nativity: a trajectory of embellishment


  
    “Luke’s Bethlehem story is not complementary to Matthew’s, filling in the gaps, as is often assumed. Rather, it is an irreconcilably different account from beginning to end: in story line, supporting characters, geographical and historical detail, and style. Where was Jesus born? Was it Bethlehem or Nazareth or even Sepphoris, Tiberias or Jerusalem? We cannot know for sure because the early Christians themselves apparently did not know.” – Steve Mason, Where Was Jesus Born? The First Christmas, Biblical Archaeology Society, 2009.

  


  The birth of Jesus to a virgin was not so much hinted at in the gospel of Mark. On only two occasions does Mark bother to refer to JC’s mother and both references also mention Jesus’ several siblings (3.31; 6.3) – scarcely an endorsement of Mary’s virginity or even of any particular value attached to her.


  Matthew retains the second of these two verses (at 12.46) but introduces the notion that Joseph did not have intercourse with his betrothed with two phrases: “before they came together” (1.18) and “did not know her” (1.25). The notion of Mary’s virginity is only intruded into the story by the quotation wrenched from Isaiah. After all, Joseph may not have “known” Mary but someone else surely could have done. But of course, the angel of the Lord, in a dream, reassures the cuckolded old man that all is well, paternity is from the Holy Spirit. Prudently, Matthew immediately moves on to the postnatal tale of “Wise Men from the East”.


  Luke, however, is not happy with Matthew’s implied virginity. He drops any reference to a “prophecy from Isaiah” and early on emphasizes “to a virgin betrothed … The virgin’s name …” (1.27). But Luke has another trick up his sleeve. John the Baptist has an important part to play in Mark’s gospel, a tale copied quite closely into the gospel of Matthew. In both versions, quite reasonably, John is introduced as an adult.


  But Luke decides to add a preamble to the Jesus birthing with a not dissimilar yarn on the birthing of John the Baptist. Zacharias and Elizabeth assume a role similar to that of Joseph and Mary, with certain inversions. Elizabeth is not a virgin but instead is barren. The angel Gabriel appears to Zacharias, as he does to Mary. Each is “troubled” by the vision. To each, the angel says, “Fear not”, and in each case the angel declares what the future child is to be named. With each birthing a son arrives to rejoicing and promises of future greatness.


  Almost certainly, for stylistic and other reasons, the nativity prologue is by a later hand than the writer who wrote most of Luke. Luke’s preamble is drum roll for the main event, well and truly casting John as a subordinate and disposable figure. It’s clever – but it is certainly not history.


  Last word
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  3


  The genealogies of Jesus


  How the godman was given a bogus pedigree


  The genealogies found in Genesis provide a necessary link between the six days of divine creation, the descendents of Noah after the Flood, and the foundation narratives of Abraham and the Patriarchs. The sacred tale continues through the books of Exodus, Joshua and Judges into the Davidic age. It is a faux history for a prehistoric era.


  In a later and less fabulous time genealogies retained their importance. A noble ancestry strengthened the claims of a ruler and was useful to those who aspired to power. A purported ancient lineage legitimized priestly and regal authority, gave justification to vast disparities of wealth, and was the basis on which placement and precedence in political and temple hierarchies were assigned.


  The Jews were far from unique in this reverence for bloodlines. Greeks and Romans, too, had noble houses claiming descent from heroic, even divine progenitors. Julius Caesar, for example, claimed descent from the goddess Venus. The priestly aristocracy of the Jews, however, stressed above all else divinely ordained racial purity. Theirs was a religious duty to preserve the bloodline of the chosen people from the pollution of alien seed – and that alien might live only a few miles from Jerusalem. According to Deuteronomy 23.3, Moabites – people on the eastern shore of the Dead Sea – were to be excluded from the community of Israel “even to the tenth generation”, a prescript which, if enforced, would have excluded King David himself, a great-grandchild of the Moabite Ruth!


  But if the social and priestly elites jealously guarded and judiciously redacted their ancestral scrolls, the common people had no such heirlooms. Illiterate peasants and artisans, especially those in obscure hamlets far from Jerusalem, had no such genealogies and it’s doubtful if any could recall ancestors farther back than a few generations, assuming they even knew who was their father.


  Whence, then, does a lowly carpenter from Galilee, acquire a genealogy tracing his descent from the very beginning of the human race?


  A humble carpenter with a 3500-year pedigree?


  
    “Avoid foolish genealogies … for they are unprofitable and useless.” – Titus 3.9.

  


  All the grandees from Adam to Noah lived for several centuries, most of them more than 900 years! Collectively, these fabulous creatures account for 1,500 years of antediluvian “history”. So long-lived were they that Adam and eight subsequent generations were simultaneously alive even into the time of Lamech, the father of Noah.


  This unsurpassed nonsense is the earliest part of the genealogy of Jesus – at least according to the gospel known to the world as Luke. Of course, Jesus had no human father in the normal sense of the word. The Hebrew God himself is named as the father, with the Holy Spirit taking on the role of divine semen. We know this because Luke records that the angel Gabriel told Mary “you will conceive in your womb … The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you.” (Luke 1.31,35.)


  A divine parentage – a commonplace of ancient mythologies – might be perceived as accolade enough but in the case of the Galilean carpenter a second superlative ancestry was asserted. Jesus was also, it seems, a scion of the royal house of David, the fabled dynasty that established – and lost – an ancient empire, the existence of which none but the Jews noticed.


  But what of the time before the evangelist wrote his wondrous tale? Luke built on the work of his predecessors.


  Mark – No claim to Davidic descent


  The first gospel Mark had nothing to offer in terms of Jesus genealogy – beyond, that is, the generic terms Son of Man and Son of God. Mark does not even record the name of Jesus’ father. For Mark, Jesus was a righteous man, adopted by God at baptism. His human descent was not relevant and his family were discarded (Mark 3.31–35).


  A blind man, Bar Timaeus, does appeal to Jesus as a “son of David” (see below) but Mark’s Jesus positively rejects any suggestion that he is of Davidic descent by having his hero quote Psalm 110 (“Jehovah said to my Lord: ‘Sit at my right hand, till I make your enemies your footstool’ ”). Jesus points to the simple logic that an ancestor cannot also be a descendant:


  
    “Then Jesus said … “How is it that the scribes say that the Christ is the Son of David? David himself calls Him ‘Lord’. How then is He his son?” –Mark 12.35–37.

  


  Mark’s Jesus actually denies that the messiah should be of Davidic descent – an idea that had lost ground with the obvious success of the non-Davidic Hasmoneans. JC’s rhetorical jibe is immediately followed by a vitriolic attack on those same scribes and Pharisees for their “love of long clothing”, privileges, and appetite for widows’ houses. Even as the story moves towards its climax, JC remains coy on any regal claims:


  
    “And Pilate asked him, ‘Are you the King of the Jews?’ And he answered him, ‘You have said so.’ ” – Mark 15.2.

  


  In Mark’s gospel, Jesus never describes himself as a king, even in his frequent references to the imminent Kingdom of God. The accusation of would-be kingship comes from his detractors (Pilate, Roman soldiers, the criminals at the crucifixion). The messiah as a descendant of the “royal house of David” – or of any other ancestry for that matter – was not an element in the original gospel story. It is a later refinement.


  The genealogies of Jesus


  Matthew 1


  The scroll of lineage of Jesus Christ, son of David son of Abraham:


   1. Abraham

   2. begat Isaac,

   3. and Isaac begat Jacob,

   4. and Jacob begat Judah and his brothers,

   5. and Judah begat Perez and Zarah by Tamar,

   6. and Perez begat Hezron,

   7. and Hezron begat Aram,

   8. and Aram begat Aminadab,

   9. and Aminadab begat Nahshon,

  10. and Nahshon begat Salmon,

  11. and Salmon begat Boaz by Rahab,

  12. and Boaz begat Obed by Ruth,

  13. and Obed begat Jesse,

  14. and Jesse begat King David,

  15. and David begat Solomon by the wife of Uriah,

  16. and Solomon begat Rehoboam,

  17. and Rehoboam begat Abijah,

  18. and Abijah begat Asaph,

  19. and Asaph begat Jehoshaphat,

  20. and Jehoshaphat begat Joram,

  21. and Joram begat Uzziah,

  22. and Uzziah begat Jotham,

  23. and Jotham begat Ahaz,

  24. and Ahaz begat Hezekiah,

  25. and Hezekiah begat Manasseh,

  26. Manasseh begat Amos,

  27. Amos begat Josiah,

  28. and Josiah begat Jechoniah and his brothers in the time of the Babylonian exile.

  

  After the Babylonian exile,

  29. Jechoniah begat Salathiel,

  30. and Salathiel begat Zerubbabel,

  31. and Zerubbabel begat Abiud,

  32. and Abiud begat Eliakim,

  33. and Eliakim begat Azor,

  34. and Azor begat Zadok,

  35. and Zadok begat Achim,

  36. and Achim begat Eliud,

  37. and Eliud begat Eliezer,

  38. and Eliezer begat Matthan,

  39. and Matthan begat Jacob,

  40. and Jacob begat Joseph the husband of Mary,
 41. by whom was born Jesus the being called Christ.


  Therefore all the generations from Abraham until David are fourteen generations, and from David until the Babylonian exile are fourteen generations, and from the Babylonian exile until the Christ are fourteen generations.


  Luke 3


   1. 3.23 And he himself was Jesus, beginning [about] thirty years old, being son, as was supposed, [of] Joseph,

   2. [son] of Eli,

   3. 24 [son] of Matthew,

   4. [son] of Levi,

   5. [son] of Melchi,

   6. [son] of Jannai,

   7. [son] of Joseph,

   8. 25 [son] of Mattathias,

   9. [son] of Amos,

  10. [son] of Naoum,

  11. [son] of Esli,

  12. [son] of Naggai,

  13. 26 [son] of Maath,

  14. [son] of Mattathias,

  15. [son] of Semein,

  16. [son] of Josech,

  17. [son] of Judah,

  18. [son] 27 of Jonan,

  19. [son] of Rasa,

  20. [son] of Zurababel,

  21. [son] of Salathiel,

  22. [son] of Neri,

  23. 28 [son] of Melchi,

  24. [son] of Addi,

  25. [son] of Kosam,

  26. [son] of Elmadam,

  27. [son] of Er,

  28. 29 [son] of Joshua,

  29. [son] of Eliezer,

  30. [son] of Jorim,

  31. [son] of Mattat,

  32. [son] of Levi,

  33. 30 [son] of Simeon,

  34. [son] of Judah,

  35. [son] of Joseph,

  36. [son] of Jonam,

  37. [son] of Eiachim,

  38. 31 [son] of Melea,

  39. [son] of Menna,

  40. [son] of Mattatha,

  41. [son] of Nathan,

  42. [son] of David,

  43. 32 [son] of Jesse,

  44. [son] of Jobed,

  45. [son] of Boos,

  46. [son] of Sala,

  47. [son] of Naasson,

  48. 33 [son] of Aminadab,

  49. [son] of Admin,

  50. [son] of Arnia

  51. [son] of Esrom,

  52. [son] of Phares,

  53. [son] of Judah,

  54. 34 [son] of Jacob,

  55. [son] of Isaac,

  56. [son] of Abraham,

  57. [son] of Thara,

  58. [son] of Nachor,

  59. 35 [son] of Serouch,

  60. [son] of Raga,

  61. [son] of Phalek,

  62. [son] of Eber,

  63. [son] of Sala,

  64. 36 [son] of Kainam,

  65. [son] of Arphaxad,

  66. [son] of Shem,

  67. [son] of Noah,

  68. [son] of Lamech,

  69. 37 [son] of Methuselah,

  70. [son] of Enoch,

  71. [son] of Janet,

  72. [son] of Maleleal,

  73. [son] of Kainam,

  74. 38 [son] of Enos,

  75. [son] of Seth,

  76. [son] of Adam,

  77. [son] of God.



  Matthew makes Jesus a true Jew


  Matthew is the first to introduce ancestry into the Jesus story and the writer has a Jewish, not a universal, audience in mind. As a preface to his nativity yarn of wise men, infanticide and a star, Matthew ties his Jesus to the Hebrew patriarchs and begins his lineage for Jesus with Abraham, the father of the Hebrew nation.


  For his “generations” down to the 6th century BC Persian client king Zerubbabel, Matthew mines the books of Genesis and Chronicles but he is manifestly using the Septuagint (LXX), the Greek translation of Hebrew scripture. So much for Papias and the supposed “Aramaic original” of Matthew!


  Matthew is determined to present his hero as the “fulfillment of Jewish prophecy,” and not as an adored but newfangled guru. A key part of Matthew’s design is to show that Jesus does indeed issue from the royal line of David. The anointing of a king, certainly in the case of David, symbolized the descent upon him of the holy spirit and his “messiahship” (he was the “anointed of God” and hence, in Greek, the christos).


  
    “The Lord said to Samuel … I will send you to Jesse the Bethlehemite, for I have provided for myself a king among his sons. … And Jesse made seven of his sons pass before Samuel … There remained yet the youngest … keeping the sheep … And the Lord said, ‘Arise, anoint him, for this is he’ … And the Spirit of the Lord came upon David from that day forward.” – 1 Samuel 16.1–13.
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  In its original form Matthew almost certainly envisaged Jesus as the natural son of Joseph and Mary – an idea certainly favoured by some early Christians. At least one manuscript preserves what is probably the original wording: “Jacob begat Joseph. Joseph, to whom was espoused Mary the virgin, begat Jesus, who is called Christ.” (Matthew 1.16, Sinaitic Syriac Palimpsest). The mantle of a Christ was by birthright and the writer identifies that Joseph, before the birth of Jesus, was also a “Son of David” (Matthew 1.20).


  After all, if Joseph was not the actual father of Jesus what precisely was the value of the genealogy of Joseph? Did a godman whose descent supposedly passed through all the patriarchs and King David really need a second line by adoption? Only later will conception by the Holy Ghost be intruded into this Jesus story, making the lineage of Joseph redundant.


  For Matthew it is Joseph, not Mary, who receives divine guidance. On no fewer than four occasions angels visit Joseph’s dreams. The birth of Jesus itself is almost an aside, the story moving quickly on, with warnings and flights to and from Egypt.


  Playing with magic numbers


  Matthew is not overly concerned with “accuracy” in his genealogy but with the religious symbolism of numbers. He organizes his “king list” into three sets of fourteen to derive a total of 42 generations.


  But why? The answer is to be found in Hebrew gematria. King David’s name equals fourteen (D = four, V = six, D = four) and fourteen itself is double the “spiritual perfection” of seven. Thus the very fabric of Jewish history, read through the lens of magic numbers, can be shown to point towards the coming of Christ.


  The first set of fourteen is consummated with the reign of David himself and up to this point Matthew closely follows Chronicles.
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  The second set of fourteen – the Davidic royal line through Solomon –ends at a low point, with Jeconiah (aka Jehoiachin). This forlorn character is taken into Babylonian exile and remains there for thirty-six years. But in order to maintain his numerical symbolism Matthew has to omit several kings along the way. Thus, between 9th century king Jehoram and 8th century Uzziah Matthew skips Ahaziah (aka Jehoahaz), Johoash and Amaziah. Having reached number fourteen, Matthew then says:


  
    “… and Josiah begat Jechoniah and his brothers in the time of the Babylonian exile.” – 1.11.

  


  It is an abbreviation. The 7th century king Josiah (639–609 BC) came to the throne as a child. The priesthood, strengthened by emigres from the destroyed northern kingdom of Israel, were in the ascendency. A particularly intolerant monotheism was proclaimed, the Jerusalem temple cult of Yahweh displaced all local sanctuaries, and a reinvented sacred history (Deuteronomy) was “found” justifying the reforms and expansion to the north.


  Priests of Josiah invent the Davidic line


  
    “By the word of the Lord he cried out against the altar: ‘Altar, altar! This is what the Lord says: “A son named Josiah will be born to the house of David. On you he will sacrifice the priests of the high places who make offerings here, and human bones will be burned on you.” ’ ” – 1 Kings 13.2.

  


  Central to the new mythology was a covenant with the deity and a perpetual “Davidic dynasty” leading back from the young Josiah. Thus, bad king Jeroboam received a warning from an unnamed “man of God” that a son would be born to the “house of David” who would roast the naughty polytheists (1 Kings 13). In this original version of the yarn of the “Davidic line” the prophesied hero is named as Josiah himself. Another motif in this episode includes a divine instruction to the old prophet “not to return by the way he came” –as with the “wise men from the east”!


  The “royal line of David” was not remembered history but an invention of the priestly elite at the court of the child king Josiah.


  Its purpose was to legitimize Judah’s ambition to conquer the north, taken by the Assyrians eighty years earlier. There was no possibility that Josiah could actually trace his lineage back centuries to the legendary ancestor. The genealogy was court propaganda. But though the lineage could never be proved, as a tenet of holy scripture neither could it be contested. Unfortunately, God reneged on the contract: about the age of thirty, Josiah was killed by Necho II of Egypt.


  Josiah’s first son was Jehoahaz, who ruled for three months before being deposed by the Egyptians. In his stead, the pharaoh installed his brother Jehoiakim (aka Eliakim) who ruled for eleven years and (according to 2 Kings) died during the first assault on Jerusalem by the Babylonians. It was Jehoiakim’s son and Josiah’s grandson Jeconiah who surrendered the city and went into exile. Thus Matthew has simplified history and made a grandson into a son.


  Matthew then goes on to omit a genuine son of Josiah and Jeconiah’s uncle – Zedekiah (aka Mattaniah) – who ruled Judah from 597 to 587. It was Zedekiah’s rebellion against his Babylonian overlord that led to the second assault on Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar and the destruction of the city and its temple. Brought before the Great King, Zedekiah witnessed the execution of his sons, was blinded and then deported to Babylon.


  Thus ended the line of the kings of Judah. Even God added to the woes of the house of David with a curse on Jeconiah (well, at least according to the prophet Jeremiah):


  
    “For no man of his descendants will prosper sitting on the throne of David or ruling again in Judah.” – Jeremiah, 22.30.

  


  All this, Matthew subsumes under the simple phrase “the time of the Babylonian exile”.
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  Matthew’s “scarlet women”


  Defenders of the faith love to prattle on about the inclusion of four disreputable women in Matthew’s genealogy.


  Tamar was a Canaanite and one-day prostitute who seduced her father-in-law in order to get pregnant. It was her right, don’t you know? Result was Perez, an ancestor of David. (Genesis 38.)


  Rahab was a Canaanite and career prostitute who betrayed her people to the enemy. She saved her own skin and “dwelt in the midst of Israel.” Result was Boaz, great grandfather of David. (Joshua 2.)


  Note that only Matthew says that Rahab was the mother of Boaz. Earlier sources say simply that Salmon was his father. If Rahab really was a contemporary of Joshua (at the time of the fall of Jericho) and married Salmon, only four generations cover the 460 years to the birth of David!


  Ruth was a widow who left her native Moab to live in Bethlehem, where her mother-in-law encouraged her to seduce a relative – Boaz (the son of Rahab). Result was Obed, the grandfather of David. (Ruth.)


  Bathsheba, probably a Hittite, was seduced by King David who subsequently had her husband murdered. Result was Solomon, the great emperor himself! (2 Samuel.)


  The point of all this? To remind listeners that the royal house of Israel itself sprung from whores.


  Kinda makes an unwed virgin getting pregnant par for the course.


  David’s mighty brood


  In passing, it’s worth noting that as a man of many wives, David fathered many sons. Born to him in Hebron: Amnon, Daniel, Absalom, Adonijah, Shephatiah, Ithream. Born to him in Jerusalem: Shammua, Shobab, Nathan, Solomon, Ibhar, Elishua, Eliphelet, Nogah, Nepheg, Japhia, Elishama, Eliada and Eliphelet  19 sons in all, excluding those “sons by his concubines” and Tamar their (only?) sister.


  If just one of David’s sons Solomon really had “700 wives and 300 concubines” (1 Kings 11.3) just about every Jew alive would be of Davidic ancestry!


  After the Kings of Judah


  The last set of fourteen names in the Jesus pedigree is the most problematic – and arguably the most pertinent for the veracity of the “historical Jesus”. It covers five hundred years of wars, conquests and destructions from which even the Jewish prophets cannot assemble a cogent chronology. Matthew needs to pick up the Davidic trail from Babylon. It is a time of Judean subjugation by the new superpower Persia. But Matthew’s sources are conflicting. According to the book of Ezra the “Prince of Judah” was now Sheshbazzar:


  
    “Cyrus king of Persia had them [articles taken from the Jerusalem temple] brought by Mithredath the treasurer, who counted them out to Sheshbazzar the prince of Judah.” – Ezra 1.8.

  


  However, the book of Haggai, describing the same occasion, names “Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel” as the governor of Judah (Haggai 1.1). Is Sheshbazzar an alternative name for Zerubbabel? Not according to Ezra 5 which makes clear they are distinct characters. Is Sheshbazzar, perhaps, a son of Jechonias, the last king of independent Judah? According to Chronicles the descendants of “Jehoiachin the captive” (Jechonias) were “Shealtiel (Salathiel) his son, Malkiram, Pedaiah, Shenazzar, Jekamiah, Hoshama and Nedabiah”.


  But the same text goes on to list Zerubbabel not as the son of Shealtiel but of Pedaiah, his brother. (1 Chronicles 3.17–18.)


  Thus we have three possible routes for the “Davidic line”: Jechonias through Sheshbazzar; Jechonias through Shealtiel then Zerubbabel; and Jechonias through his brother Pedaiah then Zerubbabel. Ezra provides yet a fourth option. The scribe lists the families that had returned from exile:


  
    “This is the genealogy of those who went up with me from Babylon, in the reign of King Artaxerxes … of the sons of David, Hattush.” – Ezra 8.2.

  


  This Hattush is a co-signatory of a “binding agreement” with Nehemiah the governor (Nehemiah 10.4) but neither he nor his descendents are heard of again.


  Luke will later add yet another twist: Shealtiel’s father was not Jechonias after all but an unknown man named Neri!


  Matthew again simplifies all this in the interests of his holy master plan.


  
    “And after they were brought to Babylon, Jechonias begat Salathiel; and Salathiel begat Zorobabel.” – Matthew 1.12.

  


  But it gets worse!


  Who’s the daddy?


  Matthew agrees with Chronicles that Salathiel was the father of Zerubbabel but has different ideas as to where the sacred bloodline goes next. Chronicles rather fully details:


  
    “The sons of Zerubbabel: Meshullam and Hananiah. Shelomith was their sister. There were also five others: Hashubah, Ohel, Berekiah, Hasadiah and Jushab-Hesed.” – 1 Chronicles 3.19,20

  


  How curious that with seven brothers to chose from, instead of choosing one of them, Matthew lists the son of Zerubbabel as an unheard of Abiud (1.13). Adding to the fun, at this same point Luke says Zerubbabel’s son was not Abiud but Rhesa, another unknown figure (3.27)!
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  But it gets worse!


  Ahead lies a five-hundred year period of Persian, Greek, Ptolemaic, Seleucid, Hasmonaean, Herodian and Roman rule. Yet aside from the stories of Ezra and Nehemiah set in the 5th century BC, until the 2nd century BC nothing is known of the “Davidic line”. The changes of regime during this half millennium are seismic and include the rise of two non-Davidic dynasties – the Maccabees and the Herodians. Because of the frequent revolutions there are serious gaps in the historical record. Temple scrolls, even the temple itself, were destroyed more than once. Clearly, this obliges the evangelist to rely on “divine inspiration” and in Matthew’s gospel, descent from Zerubbabel, through Abiud, to Joseph now passes through a series of otherwise unknown names. But for such a long period of time – with its multiple devastations – a mere fourteen names is woefully inadequate, less than three names per century!


  But there is a further difficulty. Matthew says there are fourteen generations from the Babylonian exile until the Christ but, bizarrely, the writer has lost count: he lists only thirteen names. Matthew’s genealogy of 42 generations, in the event, turns out to be only 41 generations!


  At length we arrive at “And Jacob begat Joseph …”


  A later writer, Luke, found the efforts of Matthew less than adequate to the noble purpose and set about a drastic revision.
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  Zerubbabel promoted to king?


  

Zerubbabel (the name means “seed of Babylon”) was made governor of the province of Yehud (Judah) by Persian King Cyrus (circa 530 BC). He is often credited with rebuilding the temple and restoring the Davidic dynasty.


  
    “On that day, says the Lord of Hosts, I will take you Zerubbabel, son of Shealtiel, my servant, and wear you like a signet ring; for it is you whom I have chosen. This is the word of the Lord of Hosts.” – Haggai 2.23.

  


  But the story of restoration fizzles out. We next hear of the ethnic cleansers, Ezra and Nehemiah a hundred years later and a Davidic king is nowhere to be seen.


  Prime cause?
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  Luke’s genealogy: first, turn upside down…


  
    “Nor give heed to fables and endless genealogies, which cause disputes rather than godly edification which is in faith.” – 1 Timothy 1.4.

  


  The writer of Luke, aware of the problems with Matthew’s bloodline, made a fresh attempt at concocting a lineage for Jesus and managed to sidestep most of the difficulties. Luke introduces his genealogy for Jesus not, as with Matthew, in a preamble to the auspicious birth story but much later, after the adult baptism of his hero. At this point, John the Baptist is already in prison and Jesus is shortly to begin his mission.


  Why this odd placement? Perhaps for a reason related to Luke’s other unorthodox choice: his genealogy, uniquely, runs backwards.
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  In keeping with his idea of Jesus as a saviour of all mankind and not just of the Chosen People, Luke pushes his genealogy back to the first man, Adam, the original Son of God. For the legendary epoch from Adam through to David, Luke closely follows the pedigree found in Genesis and Chronicles, and for the immediate descendents of Abraham he is in agreement with Matthew.


  The fun starts with the children of David. With no obvious rationality, Luke takes the royal bloodline through David’s son Nathan, one of at least 19 siblings (the number excludes “sons by his concubines”). Nathan is the third of four sons born to David by Bathsheba, and is thus an older, full brother to Solomon. But other than his name being listed in Samuel and Chronicles, this Nathan is nowhere else mentioned in Jewish scripture. He is a nonentity, a sibling among many who does not become king.


  The curiosity is that it is a Nathan who plays a very important part in the careers of kings David and Solomon – but that is not David’s son but Nathan the Prophet. It is this Nathan who delivers God’s promise of the eternal Davidic kingdom (2 Samuel 7), denounces David’s sin with Bathsheba (2 Samuel 12) and ensures that Solomon will be the successor (1 Kings 1). The prophet even intervenes when Adonijah, another brother of Solomon, challenges him for the throne. The pivotal role of the illustrious namesake is almost certainly the reason why Luke chose the otherwise obscure son as an ancestor for Jesus.


  Luke rescues Matthew’s flawed magic


  Luke, like Matthew, also observed the arcane magic of lucky numbers, especially seven, the number of “spiritual perfection”.


  From Adam to Abraham, Luke determines that there are three sets of seven generations. But to achieve this Luke has to intrude a second Cainan between Arphaxad and Shelah not found in Hebrew scripture (Luke 3.36 cf. Genesis 10.24; 11.12–13 / 1 Chronicles 1.24). This Cainan is found in the Septuagint (LXX) but is absent from the Hebrew Masoretic text. Clearly, Luke – like Matthew – was basing his genealogy on the Greek translation – and not a scroll that he found in the Temple!
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  Another two sets of seven brings the royal bloodline down to David. Again, Luke intrudes an additional name “Admin, the son of Arni” (the early manuscript copies of verse 3.33 vary widely, some dropping a generation). An additional three sets of seven carry the lineage down from Nathan to Salathiel and the time of exile.


  Thus Luke restores the number of generations after David, down to and including Salathiel, back to the twenty-one generations listed in Chronicles (compared to a mere fifteen generations found in Matthew). A further three sets of seven names from Zerubbabel, covering post-exilic times, completes Luke’s linage and arrives at Jesus as the 77th generation – double 7 – how wonderfully perfect!


  In this artful scheme of things Luke has realigned (and corrected) Matthew’s auspicious forty-two generations but in Luke’s list there are now forty-two generations to Jesus – not from Abraham but after David!


  The poetic rendition of sacred history is not without its problems. Because Luke branched off the regal line with Nathan, he has had to find inspiration for a great many names. Bizarrely, he returns to the orthodox lineage after the exile with Salathiel and Zerubbabel, but thereafter, because neither Chronicles nor Matthew is of help, Luke is again obliged to concoct a series of names, beginning with an unknown son of Zerubbabel called Rhesa and finishing by having Joseph, the husband of Mary, not as the son of Jacob, but of an unknown Heli.


  Now if Luke’s gospel had displaced totally the work of his rival Matthew, none of this would actually matter. But because the compromise that united the early church retained four gospels (two without genealogies at all and two with radically different bloodlines) that same church had to rationalize “apparent” discrepancies.


  Is Luke giving Mary’s genealogy?


  
    “Luke’s genealogy, was universally supposed to be that of Joseph.” – Philip Schaff, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, NPNF2-01.

  


  
    “Mattan, who was descended from Solomon, begat Jacob. And when Matthan was dead, Melchi, who was descended from Nathan begat Eli by the same woman. Eli and Jacob were thus uterine brothers. Eli having died childless, Jacob raised up seed to him, begetting Joseph, his own son by nature, but by law the son of Eli. Thus Joseph was the son of both.” – Eusebius, History of the Church, 1.7.15.

  


  Eusebius is indebted to Julius Africanus (Epistle to Aristides), a 3rd century Christian writer, for an ingenious resolution of the “alleged discrepancy” in the genealogies presented by Matthew and Luke. It seems that two men married the same woman and each fathered a son. The two sons grew up and then married the same woman – and the result was Joseph, the husband of Mary – “although we can urge no testimony in its support,” adds Eusebius.
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  But in any event, ancient authors were universally agreed that both genealogies referred to Joseph, a natural reading of the texts and in fact a conclusion supported elsewhere by Luke himself:


  
    “In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a city of Galilee named Nazareth, to a virgin betrothed to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David; and the virgin’s name was Mary.” – Luke 1.27–28.


    “And Joseph also went up from Galilee, from the city of Nazareth, to Judea, to the city of David, which is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and lineage of David …” – Luke 2.4

  


  For all this, John of Damascus, a Christian working for the 8th century caliphate and author of the Assumption of Mary, defended the veneration of Mary on the grounds of her own “Davidic” descent. The notion gained currency within the church in step with the elevation of the Blessed Virgin herself. The idea, though a commonplace among Christians today, is quite wrong – as well as flatly contradicted by centuries of church understanding.


  Not only does Luke stress that Joseph has Davidic ancestry, nowhere does he suggest the same of Mary. On the contrary, Luke makes Mary a relative of Elizabeth, and she is a descendent of the priestly family of Aaron (Luke 1.5,6). Elizabeth is also married to Zechariah, himself a Levite of the Abijah division, so-named after a priest who returned from exile with Zerubbabel. The clear inference is that Mary has priestly, not royal, blood.


  Moreover, genealogy traced through the maternal line is not characteristic of Judaism. Luke makes it abundantly clear that he is tracing the descent of Jesus through Joseph and it is only the existence of a contradictory bloodline in Matthew that compels apologists to ignore the natural reading of Luke and proffer an untenable alternative.


  Other problems for the “genealogy of Jesus”


  Oops! Despite God’s curse (Jeremiah, 22), Salathiel the son of Jeconiah did become ruler in Judah, as did Zerubbabel his grandson! Joseph is evidently a descendant of a cursed line of kings!


  One apologetic argument uses, rather than ignores, “God’s curse on Jeconiah”, by contending that the natural line ended with the exile and that the “legal right” was transferred to “Salathiel of the house of Nathan” (a blatant contradiction of Matthew 1.12) and that Zerubbabel and his father were different people entirely from their famous namesakes! Such contorted logic meant that Luke’s bloodline circumvented the curse and “proved” the truth of the anathema from God.


  Is Heli the father-in-law of Joseph?


  Luke has introduced Heli (or Eli) as the father of Joseph: “Joseph son of Heli” is clear enough. But again this is a stark contradiction of Matthew’s “Jacob begat Joseph”.


  To resolve this conundrum defenders of the faith seize upon the Greek syntax (“of” rather than “begat”) to insist that when Luke says of he actually means “son-in-law”. It is Mary, it seems, who is fathered by Heli, not Joseph – although according to the 2nd century Protevangelium of James the father of Mary is said to be Joachim (and her mother is Anna).
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  The mismatch obliges apologists to make yet another contortion: Heli, they say, is an abbreviation for Heliachim, which equates in Hebrew to the name Joachim. But earlier in his genealogy Luke lists an Eliakim (son of Melea), unabbreviated – and Matthew, too, has an Eliakim (son of Abiud).


  The same “son-in-law” trick is used by some to bring Salathiel back into Solomon’s bloodline by contending that Salathiel was only the son-in-law of Neri. Then again, in a questionable step towards authenticating Luke’s bloodline, another suggestion is that Luke has used the genealogy of Clopas (husband or father of Mary’s sister Mary!). A “Church tradition” identifies the shadowy Clopas as Joseph’s younger half-brother, and thus it can be argued that it is this guy who is fathered by Heli!


  The games that can be played with supposed blood ties, in-laws, childless deaths and Levirate marriages are without end because nothing can prove nor disproved such faith-driven speculations. And all to refute a blatant and embarrassing contradiction between two equally spurious genealogies.


  Where DID they get their ideas?


  Luke’s sources: “As described in the public records”?


  
    “Herod, inasmuch as the lineage of the Israelites contributed nothing to his advantage, and since he was goaded with the consciousness of his own ignoble extraction, burned all the genealogical records, thinking that he might appear of noble origin if no one else were able, from the public registers, to trace back his lineage to the patriarchs …” – Eusebius, History of the Church, 1.7, quoting Julius Africanus.

  


  The idea that Luke – or Matthew, for that matter – had access to “scrupulously maintained ancestral scrolls” for their heroic Galilean carpenter is palpable nonsense. Certainly, Jewish scripture provided a supposed lineage of the patriarchs from the age of fable – but then anyone might claim descent from these worthies. Rather more pertinent for the bloodline for Joseph (or Mary) were the immediately preceding centuries – and that’s where the greatest difficulties arise. Even Josephus, the 1st century historian and a Jew proud of his lineage had difficulty establishing ancestors for more than a few generations.
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  Josephus claims for himself – as Luke claims for Jesus! – both priestly and kingly ancestry. Josephus says he was descended from the Hasmoneans on his mother’s side but then gives a genealogy through his father, not his mother.


  One characteristic of both Luke’s genealogy of Jesus and the ancestry of Josephus is the repeating alternation of fathers’ and sons’ names “Joseph” and “Matthew” (or variations thereof). Josephus lists among his immediate ancestors three Matthias and a Joseph. Luke lists two Mattathias, a Mattatha, two Matthat, a Maath and three Josephs!


  It is notable that the foundation figure of the Maccabees was himself a Mattathias – doubtless the reason for the name’s popularity in that generation – and that the dynasty took its name from a Hasmoneus to whom Josephus also claimed a bloodline!


  
    “I am not only sprung from a sacerdotal family … nay, further, by my mother I am of the royal blood. For the children of Asamoneus, from whom that family was derived, had both the office of the high priesthood and the dignity of a king, for a long time together.” – Life, 1.2.

  


  In his autobiography, Josephus tells us that he was born in the first year of the reign of Caius Caesar, that is 37AD. His father Matthias, he says, was born in the tenth year of the reign of Herod Archelaus, that is 6AD. His grandfather Joseph, Josephus records as being born in the ninth year of the reign of Queen Alexandra, which if accurate (67BC) would mean that his grandfather sired his father when well into his seventies. Has Josephus possibly skipped a generation?


  Similarly, Josephus’ great grandfather Matthias Curtis, born apparently in the first year of the reign of Hyrcanus (134BC), would have been into his seventh decade when his son was born. And that’s as far as Josephus goes. He certainly doesn’t venture into the era before the Hasmoneans.


  Creative ancestry


  A prime concern of Josephus in all his work is to establish the antiquity of the Jews. He explains the fastidiousness with which the priesthood maintained its own ancestral records. It was, after all, a matter of racial purity:


  
    “For our forefathers … made provision that the stock of the priests should continue unmixed and pure; for he who is partaker of the priesthood must propagate of a wife of the same nation, without having any regard to money, or any other dignities; but he is to make a scrutiny, and take his wife’s genealogy from the ancient tables, and procure many witnesses to it.


    And this is our practice not only in Judea, but wheresoever any body of men of our nation do live; and even there an exact catalogue of our priests’ marriages is kept; I mean at Egypt and at Babylon, or in any other place of the rest of the habitable earth, whithersoever our priests are scattered; for they send to Jerusalem the ancient names of their parents in writing, as well as those of their remoter ancestors, and signify who are the witnesses also.” – Against Apion 1.7.

  


  Having made the claim of great accuracy, the historian is only too aware that marauding armies, alien conquest, destruction of the temple, and exile were fatal for the preservation of the much vaunted ancestral scrolls. He acknowledges the repeated destruction of the scrolls –by Antiochus, Pompey, Varus and in wars “that have happened in our own times”. But, maintains Josephus, the divine will has made allowance for this:


  
    “Those priests that survive them compose new tables of genealogy out of the old records, and examine the circumstances of the women that remain …


    … every one is not permitted of his own accord to be a writer, nor is there any disagreement in what is written; they being only prophets that have written the original and earliest accounts of things as they learned them of God himself by inspiration …” – Against Apion 1.7.

  


  Though Josephus dissembles as much as possible, it is clear that priestly inventiveness and “divine inspiration” rescues ruined or non-existent records – a methodology not lost on the gospel authors who wrote their fable after the temple had again been totally destroyed by a new miscreant, Titus Caesar!


  And in all this we are speaking of the ancestry of priests – not carpenters!
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  Bloodlines – Davidic, Hasmonean and Herodian


  Davidic messiah superseded by events – and restored by disaster


  In the interlude between the mythical David and the imaginary Jesus, both Hasmoneans and Herodians ruled as kings in Judah. Neither dynasty was of Davidic lineage nor even of the tribe of Judah. The Hasmoneans were Levites, the priestly tribe of Joarib. The Herodians were of Idumean/Edomite descent, scarcely Jews at all.


  If the notion of a “Davidic line”, so-called, had served as a focus of tribal cohesion during the period of Josiah, the time of exile, and into the early Persian period, its usefulness had waned by the Greek era. Not only had Hellenization attracted the allegiance of a large part of the population but national resurgence, when it came, was led by the bloodline of a Levite priest, Mattathias. By the time that the Maccabees had themselves become a hated dynasty, ideas relating to the hoped for and “prophesied” national saviour had become more ambivalent, an uncertainty compounded by the Romans and their Idumean client king Herod.


  Nowhere did Hebrew scripture unambiguously prescribe that the messiah would come from the line of David. Thus, a messiah coming from the line of David could be derived from Jeremiah, the prophet of the exile, and also from the anti-Hasmonean sectarians of Qumran.


  
    “In those days and at that time I will cause a righteous Branch to spring forth for David; and he shall execute justice and righteousness in the land.” – Jeremiah 33.15.


    “… until the Messiah of Righteousness comes, the Branch of David. For to him and his seed is granted the Covenant of kingship over his people for everlasting generations which he is to keep …” –4Q 252 6:2–3.

  


  On the other hand, the Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs anticipated a priestly, not a regal, messiah. Elsewhere, a “man of righteousness” – one who would judge the righteous and the wicked – was the order of the day. Was it, perhaps, one, two, or even three, figures who would herald the deliverance of Israel?


  During the Herodian period the books of Enoch merged various notions of a “Son of Man”, an “Elect One”, “the Anointed”, “Son of David” and the “Just One” into a single superlative person (though not yet a character called Jesus). The messiah was expected to fulfil prophetic, temporal and sacerdotal roles.


  But then other Jews were political realists, not deluded messianics. As long as the Herodian dynasty continued in existence, various aristocratic families contended for control of the temple economy, the families of Ananus, Boethus and surviving Hasmoneans among them. Josephus, famously, regarded the ancient oracles as fulfilled in the Roman emperor Vespasian. With the destruction of Jerusalem and much of Judea, most of the population accommodated themselves to the Pax Romana.


  The “madness” of rebellion finally passed with the failure of Simeon ben Kosiba’s rebellion of 132–135 and the end of the Jewish nation. Although Bar Kochba (“son of the star”) had rabbinic support for his messianic claim, nowhere was it said that he was of the line of David. Clearly, the Christian notion that a messianic claimant had to be of Davidic lineage was by no means a widely held belief.


  In the 2nd century, after the disastrous wars, Jewish genealogies continued to exist but only as pious fantasies supporting the claims made for various rabbinic sages. These fabricated bloodlines took inspiration from the cherished fable of a Golden Age, when their ancestors had triumphed and ruled from “sea to sea”. Supposed rabbinic heirs of the Davidic line took the title “Nasi” (“prince”) and the bloodline claim continued to Maimonides in the 12th century and beyond. But surpassing all Jewish claims to the blood and seed of David were those made for the Christian godman Jesus and found within the gospels of Matthew and Luke.


  Afterword


  So beguiling has been the story of Jesus that, even for the sceptic, it’s easy to overlook many of the obvious and startling contradictions, incongruities and absurdities. But we are not dealing with events in history but in sacred literature. Pared down to its essential skeleton, the gospels are not “prophecy fulfilled” but rather scripture rewritten, the “old wine” of ancient Jewish tales put into new skins for a Roman world.


  In this brief introductory booklet we have subjected the popular tale of the nativity of Jesus to the simple tests of rationality and evidence. In detail and in substance, the birthing of the godman has been found wanting. Whatever else it may be, the nativity is not history and it is certainly not true. But then, the entire fable of Jesus is a theatre of the absurd, a concatenation of micro-stories imparting religious imperatives, most particularly, that salvation from death and everlasting torment is only to be found within the loving embrace of Christ and his Church.


  Having been born in such spectacular style the “Son of God” disappears off the radar until the shadowy figure of Jesus the guru reenters human affairs with his brief “ministry”. The crowd-pulling teacher and exorcist perambulates erratically across a surreal landscape peopled by stock villains, besotted groupies and credulous bystanders. The Master dispenses epithets of wisdom and enigmatic parables, randomly strewn with assorted healings and capricious miracles.


  Yet all this is of little import, a mere preamble to his main purpose and grand finale: his sacrificial, atoning death that pays the “wages of sin” for the whole of humanity. The extraordinary melodrama of the death and resurrection of Jesus, sometimes expressed as the “promise of the cross”, is the bedrock of the Christian faith. But the “Passion”, even more than the Nativity or the Ministry, is told through a motley collection of terse, conflicting and confusing reports and this is the bedrock of the Christian faith. The rational mind is aghast at the limitations and flaws of the biblical sound-bites. A merest puff of rationality and the glorious nonsense falls into the dust.


  The fable of Jesus is explored in exhaustive detail on the website www.jesusneverexisted.com and core material is available in printed form in Jesus Never Existed, the first volume in a projected series.
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