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Preface to the Itero Reprint Edition 
The present book is my Uppsala dissertation from 2002 in the corrected reprint 
version which was republished in 2010 with some minor corrections. There still 
seems to be a certain demand for the book, but it suddenly went out of print when 
the ConBNT series changed home. Hence another reprint. 

If I were to properly revise this book, there are more things I would like to ad-
just than I did in 2010, but that would require major reworking and is not the pur-
pose of this series. The point is for the book to remain available. Readers who want 
to know how my thoughts on purity and impurity have developed through more 
than two decades are referred to Issues of Impurity in Early Judaism (Eisenbrauns 
2010, republished in the present series, too) and Impurity and Purification in 
Early Judaism and the Jesus Tradition (SBL Press 2021). Towards the end of the 
$rst chapter of Impurity and Purification, I discuss whether my views are more 
nuanced today and re%ect on the occasional misunderstanding that I was arguing 
for an indi&erent Jesus. Anyone who reads Jesus and Purity Halakhah carefully 
will see that I do not – also note the title’s question mark! – but in Impurity and 
Purification I clarify my stance further on a number of issues. 

The pictures that were originally found in the book were few and the $les are 
no longer available, so they are not included in this edition. Adding new ones 
would only incur further work and expenses. Today, high-resolution photographs 
of ancient texts and archaeological artifacts, as well as everything else related to rit-
ual purity practices, are easily available on the internet. 

From the Foreword to the corrected reprint edition (2010) 
When my study on Jesus and purity halakhah was $rst published in 2002 by 
Almqvist & Wiksell International, I had too little faith. Interest in purity issues 
apparently surpassed the number of copies we decided upon. The book is now out 
of print. The Swedish series Coniectanea Biblica was recently taken over by Eisen-
brauns and I am grateful for their willingness to print the book anew and very 
quickly at that.  



Preface to the Itero Reprint Edition vi 

The present version is basically a corrected reprint, not a new edition. In addi-
tion to correcting a number of typos and a few unfortunate mistakes or unin-
tended expressions, I have only made changes with regard to one issue; the idea 
that the saying in Mk 7:15 has been preserved in a more original form in Mt 15:11 
and Gos.Thom. 14. While I used to agree with this idea, I am no longer able to de-
fend it, nor do I think that it is necessary in arguing for an underlying dialectical 
negation expressing relative priority rather than opposition. This has resulted in 
some changes on pp. 66–67 and 228–229. A fuller argument will, however, have 
to await another occasion. In all other respects, the text basically stands as in the 
2002 edition. Any interaction with more recent literature … or update of the bib-
liography will have to await a truly new edition or another book. 

From the Acknowledgements to the original edition (2002) 
I want to express my sincere gratitude to all those who contributed to this study. 
As long as I remember, the interpretation of Jesus’ behaviour and attitude has in-
terested me, and for several years I have found the puzzling process, through which 
Judaism and Christianity parted, fascinating.  

Professor Kari Syreeni urged me to choose a topic at an early stage, while re-
search was still a part-time hobby, and he encouraged me to take on the subject of 
purity. His support and willingness to discuss various issues has been invaluable, 
and his keen eye has noticed numerous possibilities for improvement. The mem-
bers of the New Testament Seminar in Uppsala have provided friendship and con-
structive criticism. It has been a privilege to belong to such a group. Helpful 
friends and colleagues have assisted in various matters. Helpful librarians have ob-
tained unavailable books from somewhere, in spite of database breakdowns and 
bureaucratic acquisition policies.  

I am also grateful for economic support from SKY:s Stipendiefond during the 
$rst years when I lacked $nancing, as well as this last year, to cover some of the 
printing expenses.  
 
Bromma in November 2021 

Thomas Kazen 

   Contents 
  



 

 
Contents 

 
 
 
 
 
PART ONE: INITIAL POSITIONS 
I. Jesus and purity: an introduction 2 

I.1 The idea of impurity 2 
The Jewish impurity system 2 
Purity laws during the Second Temple period 5 

I.2 Jesus’ attitude 7 
The problem 7 
Sources 8 
Contents and structure 9 

 
II. Jesus and history: problems and possibilities  12 

II.1 The historical Jesus and purity 12 
Trends and tendencies in the “quests” 12 
A Jewish Jesus 16 
Jesus and purity issues 22 

II.2 Continuity and authentic traditions 25 
More than a problem of criteria 25 
Words are not enough 28 
Tradition is redaction too 30 
Constraints and plausibility 31 

II.3 The limits of historical reconstruction 34 
History is more than facts 34 
Causation, intention, and “thick description” 37 
Getting down to what?—authenticity, reality and  rétrodiction 39 

Summary:  A case for the historical Jesus as conscious reconstruction 40 
 
PART TWO:  LAW, PURITY AND BODY 
III. Jesus and the law: much debated conflict stories 44 

III.1 Evaluating legal issues 44 
Identifying Jesus’ adversaries 44 
Identifying points of conflict 48 
Identifying contemporary legal material 51 
The Sabbath as a test case 55 

III.2 Mark 7, hand-washing, and the impurity system 60 
Structure and content 60 
Tradition, redaction, and authenticity 62 
Hand-washing and eating at the time of Jesus 67 
An expansionist purity practice in Second Temple Judaism 72 
Degrees of impurity and contamination chains 78 
Liquids, stone vessels, and the impurity of hands 81 

Summary: A case for purity as a wide-spread concern in Second Temple Judaism 86 
 







 x 

VII.2 Jesus as exorcist 313 
Traditions about Jesus’ exorcisms 313 
A Jewish Cynic? 316 
A Galilean hasid? 318 
A Solomonic magician? 320 
A messenger of the eschatological  kingdom 324 

Excursus 6: A power struggle in the Beelzebul pericope 328 
Impurity and power struggle in the Jesus tradition 332 

Summary: A case for Jesus as overruling impurity with the kingdom 338 
 
PART FOUR: CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS  
VIII. Reconstruction and interpretation 342 

VIII.1 Reconstructing Jesus’ attitude to impurity  342 
Legal situation 342 
Historical evidence 343 
Priorities 344 

VIII.2 Interpreting Jesus’ attitude to impurity 345 
The inside: a moral understanding 345 
Galilee: a rural, non-official context 345 
Kingdom: a power perspective 346 

VIII.3 Jesus then and now 347 
Jesus and purity in his society 347 
Jesus and purity in the early church 347 
Jesus and purity today 349 

 
 
Bibliography 354 
 
Indices 386 

Author index 386 
Subject index 389 
Source index 392 
 

 
---------------------------- 

 
Figures: 
Fig. 1 Impurity bearers and contamination in the biblical system 5 
Fig. 2 The rabbinic system of impurity 6 
Fig. 3 The rabbinic system of impurity. Adapted and simplified from  
 Hannah K. Harrington 79 
Fig. 4 The interposition of liquid in the rabbinic system of impurity 82 
  



 xi

Abbreviations 
 
AASF Annales Academiae Scientiarum Fennicae 
ABD The Anchor Bible Dictionary 
ANRW Aufstieg und Niedergang der römischen Welt 
ASOR American Schools of Oriental Research 
BAR Biblical Archaeology Review 
BETL Bibliotheca ephemeridum theologicarum lovaniensium 
BJRL Bulletin of the John Rylands University Library of Manchester 
BTB Biblical Theology Bulletin 
BWANT Beiträge zur Wissenschaft vom alten und neuen Testament 
BZ Biblische Zeitschrift 
CBQ Catholic Biblical Quarterly 
ConBNT Coniectanea Biblica New Testament Series 
DDR The Damascus Documents Reconsidered (Broshi) 
DJBP Dictionary of Judaism in the Biblical Period, 450 B.C.E. to 600 C.E. 
DJD Discoveries in the Judaean Desert 
DSD Dead Sea Discoveries 
DSS Dead Sea Scrolls 
DSS GM The Dead Sea Scrolls Translated  (García Martínez) 
DSSSE The Dead Sea Scrolls Study Edition  (García Martínez and Tigchelaar) 
DTT Dansk Teologisk Tidsskrift 
EDSS Encyclopedia of the Dead Sea Scrolls 
EJ Encyclopaedia Judaica 
EKK Evangelisch-katolischer Kommentar zum Neuen Testament 
ETL Ephemerides Theologicae Lovanienses 
FRLANT Forschungen zur Religion und Literatur des Alten und Neuen Testaments 
HTR Harvard Theological Review 
HUCA Hebrew Union College Annual 
IEJ Israel Exploration Journal 
IG Inscriptiones Graecae 
JAAR Journal of the American Academy of Religion 
JBL Journal of Biblical Literature 
JJS Journal of Jewish Studies 
JJSoc Jewish Journal of Sociology 
JPS The Jewish Publication Society 
JQR Jewish Quarterly Review 
JSJ Journal for the Study of Judaism in the Persian, Hellenistic, and Roman Periods 
JSJSup Supplements to the Journal for the Study of Judaism 
JSNT Journal for the Study of the New Testament 
JSNTSup Journal for the Study of the New Testament Supplement Series 
JSOT Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 
JSOTSup Journal for the Study of the Old Testament Supplement Series 
JSPSup Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha Supplement Series 
JTS Journal of Theological Studies 
KEK Meyer’s Kritisch-Exegetischer Kommentar über das Neue Testament 
LCL Loeb Classical Library 
NEAEHL The New Encyclopedia of Archaeological Excavations in the Holy Land 
NICOT The New International Commentary on the Old Testament 
NIGTC New International Greek Testament Commentary 



 xii 

NovT Novum Testamentum 
NTS New Testament Studies 
NTT Norsk Teologisk Tidsskrift 
PEQ Palestinian Exploration Quarterly 
PGM Papyri Graecae Magicae 
RB Revue Biblique 
RevQ Revue de Qumran 
RevScRel Revue des Sciences Religieuses 
RGG Die Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart 
SAC Studies in Antiquity and Christianity 
SANT Studien zum Alten und Neuen Testament 
SB Strack-Billerbeck: Kommentar zum Neuen Testament aus Talmud und Midrasch 
SBL Society of Biblical Literature 
SEÅ Svensk Exegetisk Årsbok 
SFSHJ South Florida Studies in the History of Judaism  
SJLA Studies in Judaism in Late Aniquity 
SJT Scottish Journal of Theology 
SNTS Society for New Testament Studies 
SNTSMS Society for New Testament Studies Monograph Series 
STDJ Studies on the Texts of the Desert of Judah 
STK Svensk Teologisk Kvartalstidsskrift 
TQ Die Texte aus Qumran  (Lohse) 
ÜTY Übersetzung des Talmud Yerushalmi 
TWAT Theologisches Wörterbuch zum Alten Testament 
VT Vetus Testamentum 
WUNT Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament 
ZD The Zadokite Documents  (Rabin) 
ZNW Zeitschrift für die Neutestamentliche Wissenschaft und die Kunde der Älteren Kirche 
ZTK Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche 
 

Notes on editions, translations, transliteration and references 
Unless otherwise stated, quotations from Qumran texts are taken from the DSSSE.  In cases 

where readings and reconstructions differ on details which have a bearing on the argument of 
this study, the editio princeps (DJD) and/or other editions are consulted and quoted.  The Mish-
nah is quoted in the edition of Beer, Holzmann, Rengstorf and Rost, the LXX in Rahlfs’ edition, 
and other Greek texts are taken from LCL editions, when nothing else is indicated.  For all other 
sources, the bibliography provides information about the editions used.  In ambiguous cases 
information is provided in the footnotes.  For the convenience of the reader, lengthy source text 
quotations are usually translated, at least in a footnote. 

All translations of biblical texts are made by the author unless otherwise stated.  When noth-
ing else is indicated, translations of Qumran texts are taken from the DSSSE, and translations of 
Greek texts from LCL editions.  Rabbinic texts are usually quoted from Neusner’s translations.  
Again, the bibliography and/or footnotes provide information about translations of other texts.   

Transliteration of Hebrew terms are simplified and usually follow the general-purpose style 
recommended in the SBL Handbook of Style (1999).  However, orthography rather than pronun-
ciation is reflected in the case of certain spirant consonants: hence zab, not zav. 

References follow the SBL Handbook, with some exceptions: for certain books of the Bible 
and tractates of the Mishnah, Tosefta, and Talmudim, shortened and simplified abbreviations are 
used (e.g. Ez, Mk, mAZ).  Columns in Qumran references are marked with Arabic numerals.  
There should be no doubt, however, as to what sources are intended.   



 

 
 
 

PART ONE:  
 

INITIAL 
POSITIONS 

 



 

Chapter I 
Jesus and purity: an introduction 

 
 
 
How did Jesus relate to impurity?  Did he discard the impurity concept alto-
gether or was it an obvious and natural part of his Jewish faith and life?  Per-
haps he advocated another or different type of purity?  

Ritual or cultic purity played an important role in Jewish society and life dur-
ing the Second Temple period, and differences in purity halakhah were one of 
the factors that distinguished various movements.  Purity is a crucial issue in 
any attempt to interpret the historical Jesus within his contemporary context. 

This study is an attempt to examine and explain Jesus’ attitude to impurity, 
in spite of methodological limits and historical difficulties.  It is part of the lat-
est, or “third” phase of historical Jesus research, in which Jesus’ social and cul-
tural context is given prominence.  Thus it is necessary to give equal weight to 
an investigation of the historical Jesus and a discussion of contemporary Jewish 
purity halakhah.1  Too often, in matters of “Jesus and the Law,” New Testament 
scholars have engaged in Jesus, employing meticulous exegetical workmanship, 
while mostly relying on experts on Judaism for legal matters.  In the past, this 
could at times result in prejudiced portraits based on an uncritical use of Strack-
Billerbeck-like compilations of rabbinic material.  Today, when many of these 
experts are Jewish scholars, the pictures usually become more balanced.  With-
out denying my immense debt to scholars on Judaism, even less pretending to 
be one myself, I find it necessary for a student of the historical Jesus to become 
engaged with the primary materials  relating to legal matters.  This conviction 
has influenced the form and content of the present study. 

 
 

I.1 The idea of impurity 
 
The Jewish impurity system 

The Jewish purity concept is a ritual or cultic one, having nothing to do with 
modern notions of hygiene.  Interpretations in terms of hygiene belong almost 
exclusively to the modern era, and were in the past often coupled with attempts 
to find rational explanations for otherwise incomprehensible rules.  Before this 

                                                 
1 Since readers may range from students of the historical Jesus not especially acquainted with 
purity laws, to scholars of Jewish halakhah not particularly interested in historical Jesus re-
search, this study includes overviews of what may be obvious to some, but not to others. 
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more or less modern interpretation, purity rules were often understood and/or 
explained allegorically.2 

The concept of purity, in various forms, is found in several cultures, and has 
received a number of religious and socio-anthropological explanations.  Most 
scholars think that the idea of impurity had an origin with a strong demonic 
strain, even in ancient Israel, although overt demonic traits faded away or were 
remoulded, becoming more and more incompatible with emerging monotheism.  
Comparative studies of ancient Near Eastern and Mediterranean religious con-
cepts and rites confirm this.3  Comparative studies and anthropology have also 
shed light on the possible function of impurity rules, protecting and preserving 
order in society.4  The ground-breaking research of Mary Douglas has provided 
comparisons with various tribal religions.5  Impurity as a system has been stud-
ied not only in Judaism, but also in Zoroastrianism and comparisons have been 
made between these systems, and to some extent with impurity in Islam.6 

In the present study, I do not discuss origin or function primarily, but limit 
myself to an analysis of the actual interpretation and implementation of various 
impurity rules during the Second Temple period.  In doing so, questions of ori-
gin and function will at times surface, but their role is subordinate.  I do not aim 
to “explain” impurity. 

The Jewish impurity system is based upon legal material in Leviticus and 
Numbers.  The concept of purity is actually used in three different and to some 

                                                 
2 It is true that some sort of hygienic explanations for the food laws are found with Maimonides 
and Nahmanides, but clear hygienic theories are found only from the 19th century and onwards.  
Cf. Houston 1993, 69–70.  As explanations they are obviously anachronistic, but persist with 
fundamentalists and with those who see “human societies as acquiring adaptive behaviour by an 
unconscious process similar (it seems) to Darwinian natural selection” (70).  One or both of 
these opinions can be detected in popular interpretation.  

Purity rules were explained allegorically by Jews even before the time of Philo.  Cf. Neusner 
1973a, 44–50 for a discussion and references to the Letter of Aristeas and various passages from 
Philo.  Note that Philo, at a distance from the temple, gave the purity laws an allegorical expla-
nation, while still applying them literally.  After the destruction of the temple, we find allegori-
cal interpretations both with the church fathers and in rabbinic Judaism.  For a mention of 
patristic sources and a discussion of the view of Origen, see Rouwhorst 2000, 181–190. 
3 Cf. Kaufmann 1960 [1937–1948], 101–108, 113ff; B. Levine 1974, 77–91; Milgrom 1991, 
42–44, 1067–1084.  Cf. Neusner 1973a, 12, who suggests that impurity in its origin was associ-
ated with loathing. 
4 Cf. Eilberg-Schwartz 1990, 177–216. 
5 Douglas 1966; 1982 [1970].  Douglas has subsequently revised her views, emphasizing the 
differences between taboo systems around the world and defilement in Judaism, suggesting that 
the purity laws of Leviticus and Numbers do not organize social categories (1993, 152–157). 
6 Cf. Boyce 1975, 294–324; Choksy 1989; Lazarus-Yafeh 1984; Reinhart 1990; Neusner 1994, 
xi–25.  Neusner’s systemic study of purity in rabbinic Judaism is supposed to be followed by a 
similar study by A. V. Williams on Zoroastrianism, as well as a study on comparisons and con-
trasts, which do not seem to have been published yet.  For discussions about pollution in Greek 
and Roman society, cf. Parker 1983 and Wagenvoort 1947. 
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extent independent contexts: the food laws distinguishing between clean and 
unclean animals (Lev 11), impurity as a contact-contagion and a state which is 
dealt with by purifications (Lev 12–15; Num 19), and the polluting effect of 
certain grave sins (Lev 18–20).7  The present work deals primarily with the sec-
ond type of impurity; the first one receives little attention in this study, while 
the third use of impurity terminology is given some attention in Chapter V, in-
asmuch as it has some bearing on Jesus’ attitude to purity halakhah. 

Impurity bears a negative correspondence to holiness; that which is unclean 
and that which is holy must be kept separate.  Impurity can thus constitute a 
threat to the sanctuary, but it is also dealt with in situations which have no in-
trinsic relationship to the temple.8  Impurity regulations were developed con-
tinuously and were differently interpreted by first-century religious groups such 
as the Pharisees and the Qumran sectarians, and further elaborated on by the 
rabbis, as attested in the Mishnah.9  Tendencies to expand or restrict the scope 
of purity can be traced in biblical legislation as well as in later texts.10  Non-
priestly perspectives are at times found in biblical, Hellenistic and rabbinic ma-
terial.   

Impurity is seen as transmitted by certain sources: the corpse, “leprosy” (cer-
tain skin diseases, discolorations and fungi etc.), and different “flows” (men-
struation, post-natal bleeding, pathological genital discharges).  It can be 
transmitted to people and objects (utensils, food, clothes and liquids), and dif-
ferent items are susceptible to different degrees.  Possible means of transfer are 
mainly through touch, but also, in some cases, through air, moist (liquid), pres-
sure and overhang.  Impurity is removed  by various purification rites, mainly 
through sacrifices, immersion and waiting for sunset.11 

In the biblical system, the human corpse is the most serious source of impu-
rity.  Contact with a corpse contaminates persons and object with a seven-day 
impurity.  Similarly, a seven-day purification period is required of “lepers” and 
dischargers if or when their symptoms cease.  Seven days is likewise the period 
of impurity for menstruants, and it motivates the length of the first stage, that of 

                                                 
7 There is, however, a certain amount of overlap.  The rules about animal carcasses are inte-
grated with the food laws in Lev 11, although they belong rather to the second class.  Certain 
sexual relationships are discussed within the framework of both the second and third set of rules.  
Cf. below, 210f. 
8 Cf. Oppenheimer 1977, 52–55. 
9 For comprehensive descriptions of the idea of purity in Judaism, see for example EJ 13: 1405–
1414; Oppenheimer 1977, 51–62; Booth 1986, 118–130; Harrington 1993, 28–43.  
10 For tendencies in biblical legislation depending on differences between P and H sources, see 
Milgrom 1991, 997–999; cf. 316–318, 13–35; 2000a, 1319–1367; Knohl 1995, 180–186;  See 
below, 73f, 147ff, 213, 214ff, for further discussion. 
11 In certain cases by various rites such as the bird rite (Lev 14:1–7, 49–53) or the ashes from a 
red cow (Num 19:2–10). 
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actual impurity, for the parturient, at least in case of a male child.12  While they 
are in their original state of impurity “lepers,” dischargers and corpse-
contaminated persons may contaminate other persons and objects with a one-
day impurity.13 

A simplified overview of the biblical system is illustrated in fig. 1: 
 

CORPSE 
 
 

Persons and Objects “LEPERS” DISCHARGERS 7 days 
 
 

Persons    and    Objects 1 day 
 

Fig. 1.  Impurity bearers and contamination in the biblical system 

In the figure above, the three main sources of impurity are indicated with upper-
case letters.  As is clear from the figure, the human corpse belongs to a separate 
category, as compared with the other sources, since contact with a corpse, or 
even presence within the same room as a corpse, conveys a seven-day impurity 
to people and objects.  This means that corpse-impure persons and objects may 
contaminate other persons and objects with a one-day impurity, in basically the 
same way as do “lepers” and dischargers.14  As long as their symptoms persist, 
“lepers” and dischargers, similarly to the corpse, are constant sources of impu-
rity,15 although they convey only a one-day impurity to other persons and ob-
jects.  If or when their symptoms cease, they enter a seven-day purification 
period similar to that of corpse-impure persons. 
 
Purity laws during the Second Temple period 

The biblical system of purity contains a large number of details and exceptions, 
some of which will be discussed in this study.  The different rules were vari-
ously interpreted and developed, until a climax was reached in the mishnaic 
system.  In the Mishnah, a whole order of tractates (Toharot) is dedicated to 
purity.  After the Tannaitic period, however, the interest in impurity rules de-
                                                 
12 Num 19:11–22; Lev 12:1; 14:8–9; 15:13; 19, 28.   
13 This applies to animal carcasses too (Lev 11:24–40), which contaminate persons and objects 
with a one-day impurity. 
14 In addition, dischargers contaminate their beds and seats, so that these items convey contami-
nation just as the persons themselves, transmitting a one-day impurity by contact to other per-
sons and objects.  The semen-emitter (nocturnal emission) is an exception, since he becomes 
impure for only one day (together with clothes in contact with the semen), and does not con-
taminate others (Lev 15:16–17). 
15 Note that this applies neither to the menstruant or the parturient, whose bleedings are natural, 
temporary and transient (Lev 12:2; 15:19), nor to the male with nocturnal emissions, whose 
impurity lasts only one day (Lev 15:16). 
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clined, and to this day it is only in the area of menstruation that purity rules have 
played any significant role in Judaism.16 

Scholars have developed detailed charts for illustrating chains of contamina-
tion and degrees of impurity within different systems: the biblical, the sectarian 
at Qumran, and the rabbinic.17  All such charts are constructions, based on tex-
tual evidence of different kinds, and sometimes in part on conjecture, but for 
many purposes helpful.  Fig. 2 is a simplified chart, illustrating the “rabbinic 
system,” deduced from various mishnaic passages.18 

 

CORPSE 
 
 
Persons and Vessels “LEPERS” DISCHARGERS 
 
 
 Persons     Vessels     Food     Liquid level 1 
 
 
 Food     Hands     Liquid   level 2 
 
 
 Priestly Rations   level 3 
 
 
 Sacrificial Food   level 4 

 
Fig. 2.  The rabbinic system of impurity 

In the rabbinic tradition, the biblical customs were systematized, defined, de-
veloped and ordered, although not in a modern way and never put into a neat 
chart.  Various ordering principles were at work, at times in conflict with each 
other.  Corpse-impure people and vessels, “lepers” and dischargers were called 

                                                 
16 This can partly be explained due to the lack of means of purification after the destruction of 
the temple.  The Talmudim contain Gemara for no tractate of the order of Toharot, except for 
Niddah.  Cf. below, 350. 
17 David P. Wright 1987; Milgrom 1991; Harrington 1993. 
18 Cf. Harrington 1993, 149, 203, 240, 245.  The picture omits a number of anomalies, some of 
which are already found in biblical legislation, e.g. midras impurity, intercourse with a female 
discharger, etc.   Vessels refer to “rinsable vessels” (including clothes), of which earthenware 
belongs to a special category, and from which certain materials are excluded.  This restriction of 
the range of susceptible objects results from the fact that the Rabbis harmonized or “homoge-
nized” the system to a high degree, often promoting leniency.  In this case, Lev 11:24–40 pro-
vided a definition of which objects could be contaminated.  The rules about the discharger’s bed 
and chair contaminating just like the discharger him/herself (not included in the simplified chart 
above), were extended to apply to the “leper” as well (mZab 5:6).  For further details, see the 
more elaborated charts (79, 82) and the extended discussion in Chapters III and IV. 
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“fathers” of impurity,19 and the corpse itself “father of fathers.”  Different levels 
of impurity were allowed for, based on either the contamination potential of the 
source or the susceptibility of various items.  While all levels (1–4) involved a 
one-day impurity, that which belonged to the cultic realm was more susceptible 
to impurity than ordinary food or people.  Objects susceptible to impurity were 
limited to rinsable vessels.  Hands and liquids were given a special place.  
These details and developments are important for evaluating Jesus’ attitude to 
impurity, and will be further discussed in Chapter III. 

The mishnaic system of purity represents an ideal reconstruction at the end of 
the Tannaitic period (ca. 200 CE).  We cannot surmise that it gives us a correct 
picture of the state of development at the end of the Second Temple period.  
Opinions differ as to how mishnaic traditions should be used and what methods 
be employed in order to extract early traditions and legal practices from the time 
of the Second Temple.20 

Hence the extent to which purity regulations were developed and adhered to 
among Jews at the time of Jesus is debated.21  Nevertheless, most scholars agree 
that purity was becoming an increasingly important issue in Second Temple 
Judaism.22  Even if we can no longer determine exactly to what extent purity 
regulations were developed and to what degree they were kept among the popu-
lace at large, there is enough evidence of the importance of purity to most or all 
of the religious groups in first-century Palestine.  The Mishnah is not our only 
source, but a careful comparison with passages from intertestamental literature, 
Philo, Josephus, the gospels, and not least the legal texts from Qumran, will 
yield sufficient results for tracing the purity halakhah to provide the context for 
the stance of the historical Jesus.  I am operating on the conviction that it is pos-
sible to discover enough about contemporary purity practices to evaluate Jesus’ 
attitude. 

 
 

I.2 Jesus’ attitude 
 
The problem 

This study aims at an historical reconstruction of how a particular first-century 
Galilean Jew related to contemporary purity codes.  By defining the aim in this 
way, I have already indicated that I regard differentiation within Second Temple 

                                                 
19 In the rabbinic system, fathers of impurity also include other items, such as chairs, beds and 
saddles of “lepers” and dischargers, as well as semen.  Cf. mKel 1:1–4. 
20 Cf. below, 51–55. 
21 Cf. Booth 1986; Sanders 1990. 
22 E.g. Neusner 1973a, 32–71; Westerholm 1978, 62–67; Sanders 1992, 218f; Harrington 1993, 
4;  tShabb 1:14; cf. yShabb 1:3. 
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Judaism to be an important factor, and that I find it necessary to consider the 
historical Jesus within his religious and socio-cultural milieu. 

It is the contention of this study that purity rules influenced the life of ordi-
nary people at the end of the Second Temple period.23  For some people, such as 
individuals suffering from skin diseases or constant discharges, it meant certain 
restrictions on interacting with others.  Although gentiles were not formally 
unclean in themselves according to biblical law, they were regarded unclean in a 
transferred sense, and were by the first century CE regarded literally so, at least 
by some Jews.24 

Ascertaining Jesus’ attitude is thus not mainly a question about theory or 
theology, but a question about practice.  How did Jesus act?  To state my con-
clusions in advance, the analyses in this study indicate a seeming indifference 
on Jesus’ part to certain purity issues.  However, it is not satisfactory, and per-
haps not even possible, only to describe actions, without somehow interpreting 
them.  Jesus’ seemingly indifferent stance towards various purity issues de-
mands, if not an explanation of his motives, at least an interpretation within his 
cultural and religious context.  I attempt, in this study, both to discover Jesus’ 
way of conduct, and to provide plausible interpretations or explanatory models 
for Jesus’ attitude to impurity. 

During the first century CE, religious developments within Second Temple 
Judaism resulted in the two major movements of rabbinic Judaism and the 
Christian church.  These two emerging religions were taking very different 
stances towards the role and function of the Torah, particularly in respect to 
covenant conditions and group boundaries.  Although subsequent discussions 
between Jews and Christians concerned different areas of the law, the idea of 
purity is important, since it could be seen as representing an attitude towards the 
Torah as a whole.25  The Christian church often referred to Jesus for its stance 
on issues separating it from Judaism.  The subject matter of the present study 
may be useful in evaluating the role of the historical Jesus in this development. 

 
Sources  
The sources available for the historical Jesus in general are limited in scope as 
well as ideologically biased.  In addition to the four “canonical” gospels, we 
may find traditions with historical traces in the Gospel of Thomas and in certain 
ancient papyrus and parchment fragments.  A few scattered reminiscences may 
be found in the letters of Paul and in the writings of early church fathers. 

                                                 
23 Saldarini 1988, 212–220, 290–291; Sanders 1992, 214–222. 
24 Harrington 1993, 37, 40.  For various views on gentile impurity, cf. Alon 1977, 146–189; 
Hayes 1999; Klawans 2000, 43f, 80–82, 134f. 
25 See for example John K. Riches’ (1980, 112–144) choice of purity in discussing Jesus and the 
law. 
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In addition to direct traditions about Jesus, or references to him, there are a 
number of sources which can be drawn upon for reconstructing the context in 
which Jesus must have lived and worked.  These include a vast number of an-
cient religious and historical texts, as well as archaeological findings.  Among 
these, the Hebrew Bible, Josephus, Tannaitic traditions, texts from Qumran and 
certain material artefacts relevant to purity practice (such as miqvaot and stone 
vessels) are of considerable importance for this study. 

For direct evidence about Jesus, however, the gospels must provide the 
greater part of the material.  I follow a broad consensus of taking the synoptic 
tradition as a departure point for reconstructing the historical Jesus.  This does 
not mean that the synoptics always have priority over Johannine traditions for 
historical reminiscences, but that the special character of the Fourth Gospel is 
acknowledged.  Every gospel has its own bias and theology, however, although 
this is manifest to various degrees.  In tracing useful data for historical recon-
struction I use Johannine traditions too, but they are not my point of departure. 

In examining Jesus’ attitude to impurity, I make use of various traditions: 
synoptic, Johannine, and possibly independent material.  I discuss some Thomas 
traditions as possibly independent, but I do not regard the Gospel of Thomas as 
necessarily containing more ancient and superior traditions compared with other 
gospels.  When discussing synoptic material I work primarily with Markan and 
Q traditions, since I accept the basic outline of the two-source theory.  This does 
not mean that I always assume an unqualified Markan priority, nor that I enter-
tain a naive belief in Markan stories as possessing a higher degree of unspeci-
fied “authenticity.”  I do at times argue for other versions than Mark’s reflecting 
a more ancient rendering, and I am quite aware that Mark’s bias, be it theologi-
cal or otherwise, may at times be as strong as that of the Fourth Gospel.  I am 
also reluctant to adopt speculative reconstructions of hypothetical sources such 
as Q.  Nevertheless, I find no convincing alternative to the idea that the gospels 
of Matthew and Luke are based on mainly two sources: one which must have 
been quite similar to what we now call the gospel of Mark, the other which has 
not (yet?) been identified, but which at least contained some non-Markan say-
ings material and was common to both of them. 

 
Contents and structure 
Since this investigation is part of “the quest” for the historical Jesus, I am bound 
to take a stand on several issues of method.  Because of the famous (or infa-
mous) history of historical Jesus research, I find it necessary, however, to dis-
cuss the limits and possibilities of historical reconstruction in a separate chapter, 
including criteria, methodology and a history of research.   

Questions of method are thus to be found in Chapter II, in relation to a short 
discussion of historical Jesus research.  I do not attempt to give a full survey of 
the quest, but rather to deal with such aspects in particular which have a bearing 
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on questions pertaining to the present study.  Hence I will discuss the question 
of continuity versus discontinuity between Jesus and Judaism, and between Je-
sus and the early Christian movement.  Closely intertwined is the discussion of 
reliable criteria for deciding what material should be used for reconstructing 
Jesus’ attitudes.  For reasons which will become clearer below, it is difficult to 
construct a secure foundation for building a reconstruction by separating so-
called “authentic” sayings from others.  I will argue for giving more emphasis to 
traditions about Jesus’ deeds than has been done in the past, and I will take as 
my point of departure traditions which do not seem to reflect conflicts in the 
early church.  Questions of criteria and method are not presented in isolation, 
however, but in relation to a broader discussion about historical reconstruction 
in general.   

Having discussed preliminary matters and questions of method in the first 
two chapters, I turn to a reconstruction of Jesus’ attitude in the second part of 
the study.  Chapter III discusses Jesus and various legal issues, including the 
difficulties in identifying his opponents, important points of conflict, and con-
temporary legal practices.  The two most conspicuous areas are the Sabbath and 
purity.  In both cases, scholars have focused almost exclusively on conflict sto-
ries, which in the case of purity may lead to a digression from, or at worst, a 
confusion of the issues at stake.  I attempt to show that what is at stake, even in 
Mk 7, is not food, but the overarching concept of bodily transferrable impurity.  
In the fourth chapter, I argue for the use of Markan non-conflict traditions con-
taining implicit purity issues, as a point of departure for tracing Jesus’ attitude 
to such impurities.  This chapter contains a major part of my textual analyses, 
and discusses the three major sources of impurity: “leprosy,” discharges, and the 
human corpse.  From these analyses of the Jesus tradition and legal texts, I sug-
gest some conclusions about Jesus’ conduct or attitude to impurity. 

The third part of this study is an attempt to provide a number of explanatory 
models for Jesus’ behaviour.  These suggestions do not aim at interpreting Je-
sus’ mind, but rather at understanding his attitude within an historical context.  
The three suggested explanations are not mutually exclusive, but rather com-
plementary.  In Chapter V I discuss moral connotations in the impurity concept 
and their roots in biblical legislation.  It is possible to see a trajectory through 
prophetic and wisdom literature, to Qumran and John the Baptizer.  Jesus’ rela-
tionship to the Baptizer and baptism in the context of various rites of purifica-
tion are issues which must be taken into account.  In Chapter VI I discuss 
diversity within Second Temple Judaism.  It is important to look not only at 
differences between religious groups such as Pharisees, Sadducees and the 
Qumran sectarians, but also at regional differences, as a relevant background 
when interpreting Jesus’ attitude to impurity.  A Galilean perspective in particu-
lar might yield some interesting results, and archaeological findings as well as 
sociological and anthropological considerations are of some importance for a 
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full picture.  Finally, in Chapter VII, I discuss possible links between Jesus’ 
attitude to impurity and his activity as an exorcist coupled with his message 
about God’s kingdom.  The connection between impurity and possession, sug-
gested by the terminology (“unclean spirits”), is traced far back in Israelite relig-
ion, and has left imprints in Second Temple Judaism as well.  The link between 
Jesus’ exorcisms and the kingdom  makes it possible to interpret his attitude to 
impurity in a power perspective. 

In the conclusion I combine my results into an interpretation of how the his-
torical Jesus related to contemporary concepts of impurity.  I make no other 
claims for that interpretation except as a tentative reconstruction.  I hope, how-
ever, that the reader will find it plausible and coherent. 

Finally, something must be said about the choice of structure for this study.  
Since I have chosen to engage with primary material, this study is shot through 
with textual analyses, not only of gospel traditions, but of various texts relevant 
for legal matters.  The legal discussions at times abound with detail.  One obvi-
ous possibility in a study like this would have been to separate the analyses of 
textual gospel traditions from the discussion of legal issues.26  Another similar 
but not identical division would be that between an analysis of literary or narra-
tive material and historical reconstruction.27  This might give a neat and square 
impression but is not entirely satisfactory.  Such divisions tend to become 
strained.  Gospel traditions raise questions about legal issues, and legal texts 
and historical contexts shed light on the Jesus tradition.  There is a constant and 
mutual interplay.  I have preferred to use a “process structure” which reflects the 
line of argument; the aim is that the reasoning should be “unfolding.”  This 
means, however, that I do not discuss purity halakhah in a single section, but 
return to it repeatedly, when this is warranted by the texts and topics relating to 
Jesus’ attitude.  The latter thus set the agenda, and I do not aim to cover all as-
pects of purity law.  The disadvantage of such a structure is that at times a par-
ticular argument may presuppose earlier discussions, and may be carried over in 
a subsequent chapter or section.  This may cause some inconvenience for the 
kangaroo reader, but I attempt to minimize it by frequent references in the foot-
notes, and by indices at the end. 

                                                 
26 Cf. Booth 1986. 
27 Cf. Freyne 1988a. 



 

Chapter II 
Jesus and history: problems and possibilities 
 
 
 
II.1 The historical Jesus and purity 
 
The quest for the “historical Jesus” is a perilous task, as has already been recog-
nized by Martin Kähler.1  Is it at all possible to get behind the gospel stories 
without simply exchanging the interpretative framework of the gospel redactor 
for one’s own?  What modern interpretative tendencies, or biases, contribute to 
the immense interest in the “historical Jesus?”  In this chapter, I discuss some 
hermeneutical problems and methodological limits of historical Jesus research 
and relate these to various interpretations of Jesus’ attitude to impurity, as well 
as to my own methodology.2   

 
Trends and tendencies in the “quests” 
The first period in “the Quest of the historical Jesus,”3 today often called “the 
liberal quest,” took its lead from H. S. Reimarus’ rationalistic criticism and dis-
tinction between the Jesus of history and the Christ of the church.4  Reimarus’ 
discussion about the intention of Jesus and his disciples became important for 
subsequent research.  This project of liberal theology was mainly limited to 
German Protestantism, with the unspoken aim of making Jesus meaningful for 
modern Europeans.  From it emerged a teacher of truths, a Jesus of eternal eth-
ics, whose message conformed not to the church, but to a surprisingly high de-
gree to contemporary cultural Protestantism.  Jesus was imagined in sharp 
contrast to legalistic Pharisees or apocalyptic enthusiasts.  In order to fit with 
European, liberal and rational ideals, he was severed from his Jewish roots.  He 
could hardly have been a Jew at all.5 
                                                 
1 Kähler 1988 [1896].  Note for example Kähler’s discussion about the impossibility of an in-
vestigation going beyond the forms of human inner experience to the content of Jesus’ inner life 
(52f), or his discussion about historical work becoming an ideological tool (55f). 
2 For surveys of the “quest” for the historical Jesus and its development since the 18th century, 
the reader is referred to numerous overviews which have been published, e.g. Riches 1993, 14–
30, 89–124; Theissen and Merz 1998 [1996], 1–13; Holmberg 2001, 165–223 (including a list 
of overviews, 207–208, n.2).  A future standard work will probably be The Historical Jesus in 
the Twentieth Century of which the first volume (Weaver 1999) covers the period 1900–1950.  
Forthcoming volumes will cover 1951–1980 (Baasland) and 1981–2000 (Charlesworth). 
3 The English title of Schweitzer’s thesis Von Reimarus zu Wrede.   
4 Von dem Zwecke Jesu und seiner Jünger, published posthumously by Lessing, in the 1770s. 
5 Cf. Harnack’s interpretation, which amounts to a serious distortion of Jewish religion.  The 
Jews, according to Harnack, “thought of God as of a despot guarding the ceremonial obser-
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This paradigm was challenged around the turn of the nineteenth century, ini-
tially by Johannes Weiss, but principally by Albert Schweitzer, who emphasized 
Jesus’ apocalyptic traits.6  In spite of their criticism of the liberals for reflecting 
contemporary values and questions, they could not live with their own recon-
structions, but ended up in a way playing the same game as did liberal theology.  
It was not Jesus’ apocalyptic understanding of the kingdom, but rather his ideas 
about religious and ethical fellowship, which were of abiding value.7  
Schweitzer turns into an almost existentialist preacher in his attempts to extract 
meaning from an enigmatic and uncomprehensible figure.8   

Although Rudolf Bultmann and other form critics in the 1920s gave histori-
cal research a new turn by seriously questioning the (previously more or less 
assumed) reliability of the gospel sources, they agreed with Schweitzer that his-
torical knowledge of Jesus was not important to Christian faith.  Relevance and 
meaning was found not in historical Jewish traits, such as apocalypticism, but in 
modern reinterpretations of Jesus’ challenge and man’s response. 

In spite of the fact that several British scholars claimed that form critical 
methods verified rather than discredited the general historicity of gospel tradi-
tions,9 the German scepticism towards finding material with a genuine Sitz im 
Leben Jesu meant that little historical research about Jesus was done until the 
1950s.  At that time a growing reaction among students of Bultmann resulted in 
several studies of Jesus.10  It was Ernst Käsemann who most clearly pointed out 
the risk of divorcing Christian faith from its historical roots.  The question of 
continuity between Jesus and the church came into focus.11 

The “New Quest” was gradually embraced by a number of New Testament 
scholars from different countries, and has continued until this day.  Although at 
least one early participant, Ernst Fuchs, did emphasize the traditions of Jesus’ 
actions (as being less prone to change by early church influence than his 

                                                                                                                                  
vances in His household; he [Jesus] breathed in the presence of God.  They saw Him only in His 
law, which they had converted into a labyrinth of dark defiles, blind alleys and secret passages; 
he saw and felt Him everywhere”  A. von Harnack, What is Christianity? (London, 1901 [Berlin 
1900], 50, quoted in Riches 1993, 19. 
6 J. Weiss 1900, 64f, 175–178; Schweitzer 1936 [1906], 350ff. 
7 Dunn 1991, 6;  J. Weiss 1892, 66f. 
8 “He comes to us as One unknown, without a name, as of old, by the lake-side, He came to 
those men who knew Him not.  He speaks to us the same word: “Follow thou me!” and sets us to 
the tasks which He has to fulfil for our time.  He commands.  And to those who obey Him, 
whether they be wise or simple, He will reveal Himself in the toils, the conflicts, the sufferings 
which they shall pass through in His fellowship, and, as an ineffable mystery, they shall learn in 
their own experience Who He is.”  Schweitzer 1936 [1906], 401. 
9 Esp. V. Taylor 1935 [1933], cf. the statement on p. vi; cf. Dodd 1963, 1–9, 427f; 1971, 17–36. 
10 Bornkamm 1960 [1956]; Conzelmann 1959; Fuchs 1956.  Meanwhile, some Jewish scholars 
(Klausner, Montefiore, Eisler) had published; cf. Theissen and Merz 1998 [1996], 8f. 
11 Käsemann 1954, 125–152 (English tr. in Käsemann 1965, 15–47). 
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words),12 the main focus during this period was on reconstructing the genuine 
words of Jesus, by removing redactional layers and applying certain criteria.  
Among these, the criterion of multiple attestation and the criterion of coherence 
have been influential tools,13 but the most important and controversial is the 
criterion of dissimilarity or discontinuity, which has had the effect, when strictly 
applied, of once more severing Jesus from his Jewish roots.  It can possibly be 
used to verify, but hardly to falsify a saying.  If no saying corresponding either 
with contemporary Judaism or with the early church could be genuine, any con-
tinuity between Jesus and his cultural and religious environment must by defini-
tion be ruled out from the very beginning.14   

This peculiar characteristic of the “New Quest” is perhaps best explained by 
a heritage from Schweitzer and Bultmann of regarding Jesus as an “unknown” 
or incomprehensible figure.  It did not, however, result in a particularly histori-
cal picture.15  In a way, one could say that the “New Quest” ended where the 
liberal Quest did: with a non-historical Jesus, seen in continuity neither with 
Judaism, nor with the early church.  However, there are positive things to be 
said.  Many of the criteria developed are used today, but usually with more re-
finement and discrimination than at an earlier stage.16  The question of continu-
ity or discontinuity between Jesus and his Jewish environment has not been 
totally absent from the “New Quest” either.  The judgement that the “New 
Quest” attempted to liberate Jesus from his Jewishness17 is not entirely correct 
when other than German scholarship of the Bultmannian school is taken into 
account.  James Robinson wrote in 1959, expounding his programme for a new 
quest, about “a considerable body of material about Jesus whose historicity 
tends to be generally accepted” and “whose historicity is conceivable in terms 
of Jesus’ Jewish, Palestinian background.”18  Unfortunately, the Jewish traits of 
the historical Jesus did not gain sufficient attention until the end of the 1970s. 

Whether the latest phase of historical Jesus research should be termed the 
“Third Quest” is open to debate.  While a new turn is definitely to be observed, 
this phase is more continuous with preceding research than is often supposed. 

                                                 
12 Fuchs 1956, 220ff. 
13 E.g. Perrin 1969, 71. 
14 Cf. Holmberg 1995, 29; Holmén 1999, 50f. 
15 German scholars of this period emphasized the non-Jewish traits of Jesus, except for Joachim 
Jeremias (cf. Jeremias 1972 [1947] and Jeremias 1971).  As John Riches remarks, many of them 
viewed Judaism through Lutheran-Pauline eyes, and interpreted the message of Jesus with the 
help of existentialist philosophy, adding little that was new to the understanding of the Jewish 
world (Riches 1993, 91–92).  Holmberg is probably right in detecting a measure of antisemitism 
in the assumption that Jesus differed totally from his Jewish contemporaries (Holmberg 1995, 
28). 
16 Cf. Meier 1991, 167–184. 
17 Holmberg 1995, 43. 
18 Robinson 1959, 104.  Cf. the attention paid to Jewish sources by Jeremias 1972 [1947].  
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An increase in knowledge about Judaism is usually presented as one impor-
tant condition for the third phase.19  This is obviously true, to the extent that 
knowledge usually increases and understanding develops.  In this respect, the 
works of Martin Hengel and Jacob Neusner gave important impetus to subse-
quent research.  Hengel’s Judentum und Hellenismus in 1968 focused on the 
Jewish context of Jesus, and the place of Judaism within the larger context of 
the Hellenistic world.20  From the early 1970s, Neusner has, through his numer-
ous critical investigations into rabbinic traditions, drawn attention to the need 
for differentiation in rabbinic material, especially with a view to the importance 
of the year 70 CE for the development of rabbinic Judaism.21 

There is little to be said about new sources.  Rabbinic and apocryphal mate-
rials were there already during the original quest, and both the Qumran scrolls 
and the Nag Hammadi library were discovered before the “New Quest” was 
initiated.  Even if much of this material only gradually became generally avail-
able, James Robinson’s discussion from 1959 seems almost up to date: the 
Qumran texts “are not so much new sources for the life of Jesus as new argu-
ments; except that the arguments are not new;” from the Gospel of Thomas one 
could expect “an increase in the quantity of authentic sayings of Jesus,” but this 
material would basically be similar in character to material already available 
from some of the Oxyrhynchus Papyri.22  This is not to deny the importance of 
later analyses of materials from these two libraries for historical Jesus research.  
But unless the “New Quest” is regarded as an enterprise of the “post-
Bultmannians” only, there is more reason to speak of the third phase as a devel-
opment than as a fresh start. 

Just as important for this third phase are historiographical conditions, as 
pointed out by Holmberg.23  Ben F. Meyer, building upon Bernard Lonergan’s 
criticism, is one of the first to analyse and reject “the many reductionistic phi-
losophies which, whether or not they have won the historians’ conscious agree-
ments, have exercised a decisive remote control over historical-Jesus work.”24  
The two main characteristics of this reductionism are the view of the universe as 
a closed system and the assumption that judgement of the past is limited by pre-
sent experience (Troeltsch’s principle of analogy).25  It is interesting to note, 
however, that when several participants in the “New Quest” discuss Jesus’ self-
understanding, this is in effect the beginning of a loosening of a strictly “scien-

                                                 
19 Cf. Riches 1993, 91f; Holmberg 1995, 29f. 
20 The second edition came in 1973 and was published in English the subsequent year. 
21 Neusner 1971. 
22 Robinson, 1959, 59–63.  Quotation from pp. 62–63.  Robinson is discussing Ethelbert Stauf-
fer’s Jesus: Gestalt und Geschichte, Bern: Francke, 1957. 
23 Holmberg 2001, 192f. 
24 B. Meyer 1979, 16.  Holmberg (2001, 192) notes Meyer’s allusion on Reimarus’ title (The 
Aims of Jesus). 
25 B. Meyer 1979, 16–17. 
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tific” view of causation.26 Hence James Robinson discusses twenty years before 
Meyer “a new concept of history and self” as one of the characteristics of the 
“New Quest” in comparison with the 19th century enterprise.  Says Robinson: 

Today history is increasingly understood as essentially the unique and creative, whose 
reality would not be apart from the event in which it becomes, and whose truth could not 
be known by Platonic recollection or inference from a rational principle, but only through 
historical encounter.  History is the act of intention, the commitment, the meaning for the 
participants, behind the external occurrence.  In such intention and commitment the self 
of the participant actualizes itself, and in this act of self-actualization the self is revealed.  
Hence it is the task of modern historiography to grasp such acts of intention, such com-
mitments, such meaning, such self-actualization; and it is the task of modern biography to 
lay hold of the selfhood which is therein revealed.27 

While a less reductionist attitude can be seen to have been initiated already 
during an earlier period, the influence of social sciences on biblical studies in 
general, and historical Jesus research in particular, during the last decades of the 
20th century, is unparalleled.  Methods and terminology from sociology and 
cultural anthropology came to be used in numerous studies.  Some of these will 
be discussed below.  It is, however, not too difficult to see in this development a 
natural supplementing of the interest in contexts and environments which fol-
lowed in the wake of redaction criticism.  In secular history, interaction between 
sociology and history had already been established since the time of Marx and 
Weber.28 

From the very brief discussion above, it should be clear why I presently pre-
fer to speak about a third phase rather than the “Third Quest.”  This is not to 
deny the importance of new directions in contemporary research, but only to 
underscore continuity with the past.  It could well be that the shift in methodol-
ogy, which Dagmar Winter and Gerd Theissen trace in their recent study Die 
Kriterienfrage in der Jesusforschung,29 will come to be seen as the main dis-
tinctive qualification for regarding the third phase as an altogether new start.  
This shift, however, still has the character of scattered attempts to go beyond the 
methodological restrictions of earlier periods, but not yet showing the character-
istics of a conscious and comprehensive programme. 
 
A Jewish Jesus 
The most obvious trend in the latest phase of historical Jesus research is the 
emphasis on, and the importance ascribed, to the Jewish context of Jesus.  One 
of the most problematic results of the quest from its very beginning was that 

                                                 
26 Cf. the discussion below, 37–39. 
27 Robinson 1959, 67–68. 
28 The “deficit” on sociological perspectives in New Testament studies before the 1970s is dis-
cussed in Holmberg 1990, 1ff.  Cf. also the overview in Elliott 1995 [1993], 17–35. 
29 Theissen and Winter 1997.  The shift in methodology will be further discussed below, 25–34. 
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Jesus was severed from his Jewish heritage.  Since the early works of Hengel 
and Neusner, not to mention Jeremias, there has been an increasing focus, how-
ever, on the Jewishness of Jesus.  Holmberg speaks about the sluice-gates being 
opened for a flood of investigations stressing Jesus’ Jewishness, and the social 
and political dimensions of his activity interacting with contemporary Palestin-
ian circumstances.30   

The awareness of the importance of Jesus’ Jewish environment has mani-
fested itself in various ways.  Sometimes the pendulum has swung toward the 
effect of Jesus being presented as having no substantial conflicts with main-
stream Judaism.  Geza Vermes is one example of such a view.  The Jesus of his 
trilogy31 is being executed with no compelling reason.32  While Vermes claims 
that Jesus had no serious disputes about biblical law,33 he admits a lax attitude 
to ritual impurity.34  A similar view is found in David Flusser, who claims that 
Jesus was scrupulous in keeping the law, and that the disputes ascribed to him 
in the gospels “touch on minutiae” only.35  He actually bridged the differences 
between the Schools of Hillel and Shammai, and there is simply “no difference 
between the views of Jesus and authentic Jewish traditions.”36 

Ed Sanders can be seen as part of the same trend, although taking into ac-
count not only the religious, but also the social and political context of Jesus.  
There is, however, very little room for conflict or tension.37  This is linked with 
Sanders’ criticism of a traditional Lutheran and pietistic interpretation of Juda-
ism as a legalistic religion, based on earning salvation by merits.  According to 
Sanders, Judaism was based on grace and election, and the covenant law stipu-
lated mutual obligations.  Sanders’ key concept for describing Second Temple 
Judaism is “covenantal nomism” and Jesus is placed within the framework of 
Jewish restoration theology.  Sanders has been extremely important for counter-
acting a prejudiced general view of Judaism, but he does not reflect so much on 
differentiation within Jewish society.  By avoiding polarization, Sanders pre-
sents quite a harmonious picture of a Jesus within mainstream Judaism.38  Al-
though he finds most of the legal disputes in the gospels inauthentic, he 
discusses them for the sake of argument, and concludes that the synoptic Jesus 

                                                 
30 Holmberg 1995, 43.  The tendency could be illustrated by the titles of Vermes 1973 (Jesus the 
Jew) or Charlesworth 1988 (Jesus Within Judaism).  For a survey of historical Jesus-research 
from the perspective of his Jewishness, see Moxnes 2002. 
31 Vermes 1973b; 1983 and 1993. 
32 Vermes 1993, ix–x. 
33 Vermes 1993, 21–26.  It should be noted that Vermes does not explicitly discuss bodily impu-
rity here, but focuses rather on food laws. 
34 Vermes 1973b, 81. 
35 Flusser 1987, 22. 
36 Flusser 1987, 25. 
37 Sanders 1985. 
38 Sanders 1985, 267ff, 290ff, 335–340; cf. 1990, 90–96. 
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was law-abiding.39  We know of “no substantial dispute about the law, nor of 
any substantial conflict with the Pharisees.”40  Sanders is one of the few New 
Testament exegetes who discusses purity at length,41 and with a vast knowledge 
of primary sources.  He concludes, however, that “it is incorrect to make purity 
the issue between Jesus and his critics.”42  

Of the same opinion, although not with the cogent arguments of Sanders, is 
Paula Fredriksen, who thinks that Jesus’ adherence to purity rules is taken for 
granted in the sources, and supported by arguments ex silentio.  The “loudness 
of this silence”43 is heard in logia about offerings and mentions of pilgrimages 
and paschal meals, which suggest that Jesus purified himself and took impurity 
rules for granted.  Fredriksen suggests that Jesus’ observance of purity rules is 
implicit in several traditions where the material is not construed as conflict sto-
ries.44 

The denial of any substantial conflict between Jesus and his contemporaries 
on legal issues is not a necessary effect of this trend, however.  A second line of 
interpretation emanating from the increased consciousness about the Jewish 
context of Jesus, and of utmost importance for subsequent research, was initi-
ated by Gerd Theissen.  Theissen’s outline of a sociology of the Jesus move-
ment45 has influenced almost a generation of scholars.  Although his 
reconstruction of the Jesus movement as wandering charismatics supported by 
groups of resident villagers does not convince every scholar, his attempt to tie 
the Jesus movement to social and political circumstances of that day has found 
many followers.  Theissen’s analysis can be summarized in two points: 

first, that we have to see first-century Palestinian society as undergoing a deep social cri-
sis, stemming from the prolonged erosion of Jewish norms by foreign domination and 
occupation; and, second, that we need to see the Jewish renewal movement as part of a 
pattern of social responses to such a situation.  This, of course, leaves the way clear for 
asking how Jesus himself with his own particular vision and activity relates to the Jewish 
renewal movement of which he was a part.46 

While Theissen did not at first attempt a direct reconstruction of the histori-
cal Jesus,47 his insights and methods were applied by other scholars.  One of 
                                                 
39 Sanders 1990, 1, 90. 
40 Sanders 1985, 292. 
41 Most of Jewish Law from Jesus to the Mishnah (1990) is occupied with purity issues. 
42 Sanders 1985, 199. Cf. 1985, 209f, 290f; 1990, 29–42. 
43 Fredriksen 2000, 206. 
44 Fredriksen 2000, 197–207.  Although purity issues are dealt with in only a few pages, the 
centrality of purity for Fredriksen’s reconstruction is evident from her fictional description of 
the boy Jesus’ visit to the temple, and the subsequent chapter on Jewish adherence to the Torah, 
which concentrates on purity.  
45 Theissen 1978 [1977]. 
46 Riches 1993, 96. 
47 In a subsequent book, Der Schatten des Galiläers (1986; English tr. 1987), Theissen made a 
sort of indirect reconstruction; Jesus is traced but never confronted.  Theissen has recently sub-
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them is Marcus Borg, who develops the idea of how tension grew in Jewish 
society, because of increasing segregation.  Borg argues that the common de-
nominator for the Jewish renewal movements was the quest for holiness, under-
stood as separation from that which was impure.  The purpose of this holiness 
policy was to unite Israel against external threats, and it was a necessary prereq-
uisite for having a relationship to God, which is most clearly seen in the haburot 
of the Pharisees.48   According to their view, the land was being defiled by the 
mere presence of the Romans, since holy land should be owned by Jews and all 
its produce should be tithed.  Borg sees a Pharisaic programme for Israel, in 
which imitatio dei was at the core: “Be holy as I am holy.”  This policy, how-
ever, created division within the people itself and growing hostility toward 
Rome.  Because of the Pharisaic holiness programme the nation faced political 
and national ruin.  Jesus’ “programme” was, according to Borg, also built on the 
imitatio dei, but with God understood as mercy: “Be merciful, as your father is 
merciful.”  This policy would save the people from catastrophe, since it inte-
grated the outcasts and lowered tension between the people and the occupying 
Romans.49 

Another scholar discussing Jesus in a contemporary social and political con-
text is John Riches.  Riches is more coherent than Borg,50 and not as dependent 
on Theissen, but starts out from a discussion about language and principles of 
religious change.51  He nevertheless comes up with a similar picture of a society 
under pressure,52 and a similar suggestion: Jesus had a strategy for handling 
social and political tension which was notably different from the various pro-
grammes of resistance found with other groups.53  Purity becomes a central is-
sue in Riches’ reconstruction, and he suggests that Jesus did not rework, but 
simply discarded, the notion of purity as unusable, because it created barriers.54 

A third line of interpretation emphasizing the contemporary context of Jesus 
gives priority to a Galilean perspective.  An influence from Theissen’s socio-
logical approach, especially the picture of the Jesus movement as itinerant, sup-
ported by local communities, can be detected in several reconstructions.  In 
addition, archaeological evidence usually plays an important role for proponents 
of a Galilean Jesus.   

                                                                                                                                  
mitted a very short, direct reconstruction in narrative form in Theissen and Merz 1998 [1996], 
569–572. 
48 The question of haburot, and whether they were Pharisaic, is discussed below, 47, 87, 272. 
49 Borg 1984. 
50 Cf. Borg’s attempt to include a non-eschatological characterization of Jesus as a “Holy man” 
in his reconstruction, which is not fully integrated with the social and political figure. 
51 Riches 1980, 20–43. 
52 Cf. the subtitle of Riches’ subsequent book (1990): First century Judaism in crisis. 
53 Riches 1980, 168f. 
54 Riches 1980, 112–144. 
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Seán Freyne’s thorough study on the social, political, economical and re-
ligous conditions in Galilee during the period of the Second Temple55 formed 
the groundwork for his Galilee, Jesus and the Gospels,56 as well as numerous 
articles, in which he increasingly brings in archaeological evidence.57  In his 
description of the Galilean context of Jesus, he discusses differences between 
rural and urban environments, and brings into focus possible tension between 
peripheral areas and central Judaea.  Freyne concentrates on Galilee and does 
not attempt a thorough reconstruction of the historical Jesus, but he suggests 
that Jesus could have presented a possible alternative to Pharisaism in a Gali-
lean context.58  In matters of law, “[l]ife-experience rather than text was for him 
decisive,”59 and the Galilean cultural experience made it possible to maintain 
allegiance to the Jewish faith without necessarily adhering to halakhic detail.60  
However, Freyne never deals explicitly with purity issues. 

Richard Horsley has a similar approach, but produces somewhat different re-
sults.  After his first sociological investigations of the historical Jesus,61 Horsley 
published two works on Galilee which dealt not only with social, political, eco-
nomical and religious aspects, but also with archaeological evidence.62  Horsley 
describes a Galilee characterized by much social, political and economic ten-
sion.  He emphasizes more than does Freyne the conflict between rural peasants 
and urban elites.63  Horsley regards Hellenistic influence in the countryside as 
minimal, and claims that Galilee had an unbroken heritage of ancient northern 
Israelite traditions.64  He does not believe in the picture of Jesus as a Cynic 
preacher, nor even as a “wandering charismatic.”  Jesus is rather to be seen as 
“the prophetic leader of a movement of Israelite renewal based in the vil-
lages,”65 who attempted a reorganization in order to achieve an egalitarian soci-
ety.  Like Freyne, Horsley does not give a comprehensive picture of Jesus, but 
suggests that conflicts between Jesus and his opponents may be understood ac-
cording to the anthropological distinction between great and little tradition, 
where Galilean ancient popular tradition clashed with official Jerusalem To-
rah.66  However, Horsley does not deal with purity as a separate issue. 

                                                 
55 Freyne 1998 [1980]. 
56 Freyne 1988a. 
57 Collected in Freyne 2000. 
58 Freyne 1998 [1980], 329–334. 
59 Freyne 1988a, 254. 
60 Freyne 1988a, 254ff, 261f. 
61 Horsley 1987 and 1989. 
62 Horsley 1995 and 1996. 
63 Horsley 1995, 202ff; 1996, 76f., 83f. 
64 Horsley 1996, 15–42, 122, 171–175. 
65 Horsley 1996, 189. 
66 Horsley 1996, 182–184. 
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There are also various reconstructions of a Cynic-like Jesus, which could be 
regarded as a digression from the Galilean line of interpretation.  This picture is 
elaborated on by John Dominic Crossan and Burton Mack.67  For both of them, 
it is connected to their views on Jesus’ teaching.  In the case of Mack, the mate-
rial on which he builds his case is a reconstruction of the Q source, while Cros-
san makes his own reconstruction of the earliest Jesus tradition by a kind of 
“stratigraphy”68 in which he divides his materials in four chronological strata.69  
Crossan builds his reconstruction primarily on what he judges to be the earliest 
stratum, and only on materials with “multiple, or at least plural independent 
attestations in the primary stratum.”70  This is a rather innovative method, which 
has been seriously criticized.71  Crossan calls Jesus a “peasant Jewish Cynic,” 
with the condition, however, that “Jewish” is not forgotten.  Jesus is seen as 
representing a rural, oral and popular type of inclusive Judaism, akin to Cyni-
cism.  His was a specific social vision of “religious and economic egalitarian-
ism.”72  Mack, on the other hand, regards Jesus more distinctly as a Cynic sage, 
in a thoroughly hellenized Galilee, relatively distanced from the Jewish social 
world.73  He had no explicit purpose; in a sense he was aimless.74  Starting with 
a Galilean setting we have again moved away from a Jewish context.75  Neither 
                                                 
67 Crossan 1991; Mack 1993.  Other advocates for a Cynic Jesus include Downing 1988 and 
1992; Vaage 1994.  
68 In addition to the canonical gospels, Crossan includes extra-canonical materials such as the 
Gospel of Thomas, the Egerton Gospel, the Gospel of Peter, the Gospel of the Hebrews, etc. 
69 Crossan 1991, 427–450 (Appendix I). 
70 Crossan 1994, xiii. 
71 Theissen and Winter 1997, 15–16, 246.  Crossan’s early dating of certain extra-canonical 
traditions is not commonly accepted by New Testament scholars and the high value ascribed to 
the Gospel of Thomas, in combination with the principle of multiple attestation, gives this dis-
puted document too much influence on what is deemed authentic.  This is not least observed in 
Crossan’s judgement on Jesus and eschatology (1991, 282f). 
72 Crossan 1991, 421–422, Cf. 1994, 102–122.  Note that Crossan does not presuppose direct 
influence or even knowledge of Cynicism on the part of Jesus.  “Maybe he had never even heard 
of the Cynics and was just reinventing the Cynic wheel all by himself” (1994, 122). 
73 Mack’s hellenized Galilee is hardly a credible construction.  This applies to several “Cynic” 
reconstructions of Galilean society.  For a further discussion, see below, 277–286. 
74 Mack 1988, 53–77.  Cf. Borg 1994, 21–23. 
75 We have also returned to the lack of eschatology which characterized the liberal Jesus of the 
nineteenth century.  Neither Mack, Crossan, Horsley, nor Borg regard apocalyptic eschatology 
as part of genuine Jesus tradition.  This is a notable trait of several American scholars associated 
with the Jesus Seminar, such as Robert Funk, who claims that “the overpowering vision of Jesus 
was translated back into the ordinary apocalyptic expectations of that time” (1996, 254).  One 
condition for this development seems to be the earlier work of British scholars, such as C. H. 
Dodd and G. B. Caird.  Dodd’s concept of “realized eschatology” which he subsequently re-
vised and imbued with greater nuance (1961 [1935], 41f; cf. Dodd 1953, 447 n.1, where he 
acknowledges the problems of the term and expresses preference for Jeremias’ suggestion: “sich 
realisierende Eschatologie,” had it been translatable), and Caird’s arguments from non-literal 
metaphorical language that NT eschatological sayings should not be taken actually to refer to 
the end of the world (1980, 243–271) are more balanced and less one-sided.  J. P. Meier’s 
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Mack, nor Crossan devote much attention to the question of Jesus’ attitude to 
impurity. 

 
Jesus and purity issues 

I think that the recent emphasis on the Jewishness of Jesus in general, including 
his Galilean context, is important in tracing his relationship to Jewish law and 
purity rules, in spite of the fact that most Galilean approaches deal very little 
with questions of law and purity.  All three of the above-mentioned lines of in-
terpretation offer important contributions to a search for Jesus’ attitude to impu-
rity.  Among the scholars mentioned in the previous section, it is only Sanders, 
however, who discusses Jesus and purity issues at length. 

Gospel traditions about purity and impurity have of course been examined by 
a number of exegetes who cannot easily be identified with any of the three 
above-mentioned lines of interpretation.  The majority of studies have primarily 
discussed the logia in Mk 7 about hand-washing and eating,76 often as part of a 
wider treatment of Jesus’ attitude to the Torah.77   

An important contribution was Stephen Westerholm’s 1978 study on Jesus’ 
attitude to legal issues.78  Although he concentrates on Mk 7 in the section on 
purity, Westerholm initially discusses the purity system briefly, and identifies 
several of the major problems involved: the difficulty of finding a rationale 
behind purity laws, the threat involved in impurity, the demand for purity in 
view of sanctuary visits and in ordinary life, the question of whether Pharisees 
ate their ordinary food in purity, as well as the problematic relationship between 
Pharisees, haberim and common people (ammei ha-arets).79  Westerholm does 
note various gospel traditions which involve implicit purity issues.80  Seeing no 
need “to weigh the historicity of these accounts,” yet regarding them as “at least 
typical of Jesus’ ministry,” he nevertheless dismisses them too lightly, claiming 
that “they tell us in any case very little.”81  From Jesus’ table-fellowship and 
traditions in Mk 7, Westerholm concludes, however, that Jesus shows an “ap-
parent indifference,” to be explained by a different conception of God’s will, 
not as statutory law, but as an attitude of the heart.82 

                                                                                                                                  
comment is relevant, that “a Baptist with a message of future eschatology on one side of Jesus 
and a church with a message of future eschatology on the other side of Jesus makes a Jesus 
totally bereft of future eschatology a suspicious figure from the start” (1994, 9). 
76 E.g. Paschen 1970, 155–200; Lambrecht 1977; Hübner 1986 [1973]. 
77 E.g. Banks 1975, 132–146; Hübner 1986 [1973], 142–195. 
78 Westerholm 1978, 62–91. 
79 Westerholm 1978, 62–67. 
80 I.e. the three major traditions to be used as springboards in my study (Mk 1:40–45; 5:25–34; 
5:21–24, 35–43) as well as Mk 14:3.  Westerholm 1978, 68. 
81 Westerholm 1978, 69. 
82 Westerholm 1978, 90f. 
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find out what type of interpretations were dominating, is not satisfactory even 
for Holmén’s purpose of establishing path markers for covenant loyalty, and 
much less so in an attempt to study Jesus’ attitude to ritual impurity. 

One of the few pictures of Jesus in which purity is an important factor is the 
reconstruction by Bruce Chilton.  According to Chilton, purity was of systemic 
importance for Second Temple Judaism.92  Jesus possessed a dynamic type of 
purity, capable of resisting various forms of uncleanness.93  Although he sees 
Jesus as a religious reformer who can be understood only from the viewpoint of 
the Jewish system of purity, Chilton is not primarily interested in different 
sources of impurity and contemporary purity halakhah.  He thinks that Jesus 
had a particular theory of purity and advocated an eschatological purity pro-
gramme, with the social meal as a focus.  Jesus took up the authority assigned to 
priests and pronounced people pure, but he based purity on forgiveness, and 
demonstrated it through table fellowship.  This purity made people entitled to 
participate in the sacrificial cult.  In this Jesus opposed common views on how 
purity was achieved and on forgiveness as a result of sacrifice.94  Chilton clearly 
wants to interpret Jesus within a Jewish context in which purity and sacrifice 
are placed in focus.  He objects to distortions of Jesus’ position which claim 
that he would have been concerned only with moral matters as opposed to cul-
tic, or that which is within as opposed to that which is outside a person.95  He 
sees his task as “to rescue the West from a Jesus whose avowed purpose is to 
ridicule Judaism.”96  The problem of Chilton’s picture, however, is his highly 
speculative exegesis and detailed reconstructions.  This is especially evident 
when Chilton explains the ultimate goal of Jesus’ programme: people are made 
pure through his prounouncements and through table fellowship, which entitles 
them to sacrifice; the sacrifices should, however, be their own possessions and 
not exchanged for money.97  Finally, when this “halakhah” of Jesus was not 
accepted, he allowed the meal not only to establish the purity required for sacri-
fice, but to become itself a substitute for sacrifice.98  Chilton’s reconstruction is 
thus highly original, excessively speculative and difficult to accept on several 
points.  The emphasis on purity as important for interpreting Jesus within his 
context is reasonable and the suggestion about a dynamic type of purity is inter-

                                                 
92 Chilton 1994, 13ff.  Chilton criticizes Sanders for minimizing the significance of purity and 
for ignoring the link between purity and temple (Chilton and Evans 1997, 224, 230). 
93 Chilton 1999, 234.   
94 Chilton 1994, 34; 1992, 121–136, 147, 150. 
95 Chilton 1994, 35f. 
96 Chilton and Evans 1997, 317. 
97 “To eat forgivingly and to offer of one’s own in the Temple was to anticipate the ultimate 
banquet with the patriarchs within the kingdom of God” (Chilton 1992, 150). 
98 Chilton actually thinks that the reason Jesus was arrested and executed was that he provoked 
the religious authorities by practising this substitution meal inside Jerusalem (Chilton 1992, 
137–154; 1994, 63–74). 
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esting, and is found in a few other exegetes too.99  It must be corroborated by 
other evidence, however, to gain wider credibility.100 

From the survey above we can see that there is a need for a study on Jesus’ 
attitude to ritual impurity, i.e. impurity as a bodily state and a contact-contagion, 
which takes into account both narrative and sayings material, and does not use 
the conflict story in Mk 7 as its main source or point of origin.  Such a study 
would actually be excpected from John P. Meier’s fourth volume of A Marginal 
Jew, which is supposed to deal at length with Jesus’ attitude to matters of law.  
Meier’s careful method101 and his virtually monographic treatment of miracles 
and John the Baptizer within the scope of his second volume,102 give reason to 
hope for an exhaustive discussion of Jesus and purity as well.  Meier’s fourth 
volume still belongs to the future, however, at the time of this study. 

 
 

II.2 Continuity and authentic traditions 
 
In the brief survey above, we have seen a “Jewish trend” in Jesus research, al-
though not uniform.  Looking at Jesus within his Jewish context is necessary for 
a fair reconstruction of how he related to concepts of impurity, but does not 
answer questions of the extent to which his own views were continuous or dis-
continuous with a particular variety of contemporary Judaism.  What methods 
are to be used in ascertaining Jesus’ attitudes, and what results are we to ex-
pect?  The first part of this question will be dealt with by turning to a discussion 
of the classical New Quest criteria and the role of redaction criticism.  The sec-
ond part will be addressed with a discussion of historical constraints and rea-
sonable expectations. 

 
More than a problem of criteria 
I have already mentioned above the three most important “criteria of authentic-
ity,” which came to be used in redaction criticism.  These were, following Nor-
man Perrin’s vocabulary,  the criterion of dissimilarity, the criterion of multiple 
attestation and the criterion of coherence.103  A number of other debatable crite-
ria have also been used, for example criteria of Palestinian environment, vivid-

                                                 
99 Cf. the view of Berger 1988, 239–246; Holmberg 2001, 71f. 
100 Cf. below, Chapter VII. 
101 Meier uses traditional methods to separate reliable traditions from later redaction mainly with 
the help of “New Quest” criteria, but he discusses their use and value at length in vol. 1 (Meier 
1991); and he also builds on sociological and anthropological insights of the third phase, which 
is hinted at in the very title: A Marginal Jew.  Cf. the discussion about criteria and redaction 
below. 
102 Meier 1994. 
103 Perrin 1969, 71. 
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ness of speech, or Aramaic influences.  Today there is a change taking place in 
the use of and value ascribed to the different criteria which are inherited from 
the New Quest. 

In their recent discussion, Theissen and Winter sort out the criteria used by 
different scholars and found in different lists, by assigning them to one of three 
categories: Quellenwertargumente, Besonderheitsindizien and Echtheits-
kriterien.  Only in the last category do we find genuine criteria of authenticity.  
The other two categories are used to support criteria of authenticity from both 
sides.  Quellenwertargumente are used to sort out traditions and texts in which 
we can expect to find genuine traditions from Jesus.  This category includes 
arguments about age, Palestinian character, or the independence of at least two 
traditions (i.e. the criterion of multiple attestation).  Such arguments can only be 
used negatively, to deny authenticity, but never by themselves establish it.  Be-
sonderheitsindizien are logically dependent on the criterion of dissimilarity, and 
denote special or strange traits in the Jesus traditions, such as the use of Amen, 
the form of the antitheses, or the “son of man” expression.  These arguments do 
not by themselves establish authenticity, but they presuppose that proper criteria 
of authenticity have been applied.104   

In a narrow sense, the criteria of authenticity are seen, then, as only two: the 
criterion of dissimilarity and the criterion of coherence.  The criterion of dis-
similarity says in brief that only sayings not paralleled in contemporary Judaism 
or reflected in (i.e. suspected of having been created by) the early church, are to 
be considered as originating with Jesus.  This criterion is thus seen to have two 
edges: one towards Judaism and the other towards the church.  The criterion of 
coherence can, in the words of John Meier,  

be brought to play only after a certain amount of historical material has been isolated by 
previous criteria.  The criterion of coherence holds that other sayings and deeds of Jesus 
that fit in well with the preliminary “data base” established … have a good chance of be-
ing historical.105 

Hence this criterion is dependent on the criterion of dissimilarity, which has 
thus become the most important, but also the most questioned of the two.  It  
can be criticized for a number of reasons.  Perhaps the most devastating criti-
cism has to do with the way in which the criterion of dissimilarity demands an 
historical reconstruction in which Jesus is separated from his Jewish context,106 
at the same time as his influence on the early church is minimized.  The crite-
rion of dissimilarity necessitates a discussion on continuity versus discontinuity 
between Jesus and his context. 

                                                 
104 Theissen and Winter 1997, 8–19. 
105 Meier 1991, 176. 
106 Cf. B. Meyer 1979, 86; Holmén 1999, 51ff. 
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Other criticisms can be outlined briefly.107  One concerns the vagueness in 
the concept of dissimilarity.  It can be applied more or less strictly, and even its 
most eager adherents confess that it must be used with discrimination.108  An-
other has to do with our incomplete knowledge of Judaism, which means that 
what is today deemed original with Jesus, could tomorrow become known as 
part of first-century Jewish culture or religion.109  A third objection is that we 
have very little knowledge about the interests of the church between 70 and 100 
CE.110  A fourth points out the impossibility for an historical individual to as-
certain uniqueness in comparison with her/his followers.111  A fifth point of 
critique questions the conclusions drawn from an established dissimilarity, in 
which peripheral or accidental details may be mistaken for important character-
istics of the historical Jesus.  We may thus end up with a caricature.112 

The problems of the New Quest’s most important criterion have been dealt 
with differently among scholars, during the third phase.  John P. Meier supple-
ments the three traditional criteria with two others: the criterion of embarrass-
ment and the criterion of rejection and execution.  Concerning the latter, he 
admits its difference in character to the other four, but stresses that there were 
reasons for Jesus being executed, which must be accounted for in an historical 
reconstruction.  The criterion of rejection and execution could be seen as a par-
ticular development of the criterion of dissimilarity, in view of many recent 
attempts to depict Jesus as fully in accord with common Judaism.113  The crite-
rion of embarrassment, however, is Meier’s first and perhaps most important 
one.114  It can be seen as a development of the criterion of dissimilarity, this 
time with regard to the early church.115  It centres on those details in the gospels 
which for various reasons could have caused embarrassment in the early church, 
but were retained in the tradition.  In addition to these five primary criteria, 
Meier mentions others, which he, however, regards as secondary or dubious.116 

 
Words are not enough 

                                                 
107 For summaries, see Meier 1991, 171–174;  Theissen and Winter 1997, 139, 157f. 
108 To blame the problems experienced with this criterion on misuse only, as does Jürgen 
Becker, is ill-advised.  “The criticism that this criterion has attracted, when examined by the 
light of the day, speaks only to its misuse as the only criterion rather than to its use to secure a 
beginning nucleus of material.”  1998 [1996], 14.   
109 Meier 1991, 172f; Hooker 1972,  575.  
110 Sanders 1985, 16. 
111 Meier 1991, 174. 
112 Meier 1991, 172. 
113 Meier 1991, 177. 
114 For this criterion Meier refers to Schillebeeckx and B. Meyer (Meier 1991, 168–171). 
115 Cf. Holmén 1999, 60, 75.  It would be a mistake, however, to regard Meier’s criterion of 
embarrassment as identical with, or including all instances of dissimilarity with Christianity. 
116 Meier 1991, 178–184. 
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Much of the work of both the New Quest and the third phase has aimed at re-
trieving the genuine words of Jesus.  Whether a traditional form and redaction 
critical study, a “red-letter edition” of the Jesus Seminar,117 the earliest Q-
version or a collection of materials belonging to the “earliest stratum,” it is all a 
matter of words.  Although committed to the quest of the historical Jesus, many 
scholars have become more and more sceptical of this enterprise. 

Discussing methodology, John Riches points out that even Bultmann did not 
go by rigid criteria when judging the authenticity of particular sayings.  Al-
though no single word of Jesus can be proved authentic, “one may point to a 
whole series of words found in the oldest stratum of tradition which do give us 
a consistent representation of the historical message of Jesus.”118  Hence: 

To talk thus of looking for a group of sayings, is, I think, a useful corrective to speaking 
of two separate ‘criteria’, viz. of dissimilarity and coherence, for judging the authenticity 
of any given saying.  It is not simply a matter of finding individual sayings which are be-
yond doubt authentic and moving out from these to those which are closest to them.  
What one is looking for is a group of sayings sufficiently distinctive that, although one 
cannot be sure of the authenticity of any one of them, one can say with some confidence 
that, taken as a group they present characteristic features of Jesus’ teaching.119 

Referring to the form critics, Riches specifies this body of sayings as containing 
the three categories of prophetic-apocalyptic, legal-ethical and wisdom material.  
His conclusions, however, are that even if we are confident about a certain 
group of sayings which could be attributed to Jesus, we still “need to look at the 
reliability of the narrative material in more detail.”120 

This seems to express one trend in third phase historical Jesus research.  The 
problems of retrieving the words of Jesus are not seen to be problems of criteria 
only; and the problems of reconstructing a picture of the historical Jesus are not 
seen to be only a matter of authenticity of sayings.  Many scholars consider a 
reconstruction of Jesus’ words as too shaky a ground for reconstructing an his-
torical figure of Jesus.  They would rather begin with those “facts” about Jesus’ 
life on which there is general agreement,121 and then move on cautiously with 
an historical investigation characterized by careful reasoning and plausible ar-
gumentation. 

Ed Sanders represents such a position.  He does not believe in building upon 
certain genuine words of Jesus, since there is no real consensus about which 

                                                 
117 The results of this original task of the Seminar is found in Funk 1993.  Subsequently, the 
Jesus Seminar has turned to Jesus’ actions as well, as accounted for in Funk 1998. 
118 Rudolph Bultmann, “The Study of the Synoptic Gospels” in R. Bultmann and K. Kundsin, 
Form Criticism: Two Essays on New Testament Research (New York: Harper, 1934), 61, 
quoted in Riches 1980, 49. 
119 Riches 1980, 53. 
120 Riches 1980, 55, 60. 
121 Cf. Riches’ list of “what appear to be the main points of agreement and disagreement,” in 
1993, 121. 
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they are and what Jesus meant by them.  One must rather “construct hypotheses 
which, on the one hand, do rest on material generally considered reliable with-
out, on the other hand, being totally dependent on the authenticity of any given 
pericope.”122  The most secure evidence on which people can agree more easily 
consists of facts about Jesus, rather than individual logia.  In arguing this, Sand-
ers is leaning on Ernst Fuchs, who suggested a similar way of procedure in the 
1950s, beginning with a framework built primarily on narrative traditions, and 
supplementing it secondarily with sayings traditions.123 

While not giving priority to one over the other, Meier’s methodology is in 
some aspects similar to that of Sanders.  Although Meier usually discusses say-
ings material and narrative traditions separately,124 he consciously emphasizes 
both sayings and deeds as objects for applying the various criteria,125 which 
results in an overall picture based on both types of material equally.  I think 
there is a point to relating narrative traditions and logia more closely, so that the 
constant interplay in which the interpretation of one is informed by the other, is 
made clear. 

The shift in attitude and method which is taking place is not always con-
sciously stated.  This is noted and systematized by Theissen and Winter.  In 
discussing problems with the concept of authenticity, they point out the differ-
ence between an authentic thing and an authentic word.  Since words of Jesus 
always belong to contexts which influence their meaning, we are not really 
looking for the letters but for the sense of a word.126  We cannot deal with Je-
sus’ words in isolation from possible contexts, from other words or from some 
sort of picture of his person.127  The same is true of the acts of Jesus.  The his-
toricity of a certain act is judged differently depending on how that act is inter-
preted, i.e. what sense is given to it; and interpretation is dependent on the 
interpreter’s total picture.128  Thus it is more fruitful to discuss the authenticity 
of a Gesamtbild than of separate words and deeds.   

                                                 
122 Sanders 1985, 3.  A similar position is taken by e.g. René Kieffer (1991, 216–217).  Several 
American scholars working on the historical Jesus, while still reconstructing bodies of genuine 
sayings, do in effect work from similar presuppositions. 
123 Sanders 1985, 5.  Cf. Fuchs 1956. 220ff.  Note, however, Meier’s criticism of Sanders for not 
following his own programme.  “Sander’s presentation has weight only because he meshes the 
deeds and sayings of Jesus…” (Meier 1994, 474, n.97). 
124 As in vol. 2 (1994) when sayings about exorcisms are discussed in Chapter 16, while narra-
tive traditions about exorcisms are dealt with in Chapter 20. 
125 Meier 1991, 187, n.8; 1994, 5f. 
126 Cf. the discussion about words and meaning in Riches 1980, 29–43. 
127 Theissen and Winter 1997, 194–198.  Of course, the basic fact that Jesus probably spoke in 
Aramaic must be mentioned.  There can never be a question of retrieving the ipsissima verba, 
Aramaic words spoken in a Palestinian context, when what we have are Greek words fitted into 
a later early church context.  Cf. Perrot 1979, 48. 
128 Theissen and Winter 1997, 198–201. 
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Forschungslogisch stehen bei der Rekonstruktion eines historischen Jesusbildes keine-
wegs Authentizitätsurteile über einzelne Traditionen am Anfang, aus denen wir dann in-
duktiv ein Gesamtbild zusammensetzen.  Vielmehr sind Urteile über Einzeltraditionen 
von einem Gesamtbild von Jesu abhängig, mag dies auch noch so vage und offen sein.129 

In the end, then, we can actually be more certain of general statements about 
Jesus’ work and teaching than of many single words or acts.130  This insight is 
applied in the present study.  I am not building a case for Jesus’ view on impu-
rity by relying on the alleged authenticity of particular logia.  I do give weight to 
individual traditions, but interpreted within a total picture.  What this means in 
practice will become clearer in subsequent chapters. 
 
Tradition is redaction too 
Whether words or deeds are discussed, the results of a reconstruction of the 
historical Jesus are often dependent on advanced exercises of separating “origi-
nal” material from various layers of additions and redaction which communi-
ties, later transmitters or final redactors have added.  This is often a necessary 
road, but has its pitfalls.  Several exegetes have attempted to identify pre-
Markan units, suggesting a plausible Sitz im Leben,131 and the method is used 
for studying Jesus’ relationship to the Torah and his attitude to impurity from 
the perspective of Mk 7 in a number of studies.132  The very terms “tradition” 
and “redaction” are ambiguous, however.  When working with Matthean or 
Lukan materials from the stance of the two-source theory, the distinction seems 
fairly simple, at least at first sight.  Tradition denotes what Matthew or Luke 
took over from Mark or Q.  Redaction is their respective adjustments, bridges 
and additions. 

Any student of redaction criticism knows that the method is more compli-
cated, not least where Markan material is concerned.  In the case of Mark par-
ticularly, there is no safe way of judging what is original and what is added.  In 
addition, it is reasonable to suppose that the material has gone through various 
stages of redaction, and the chain of transmission is at best conjectural.  John 
Donahue discusses various aspects and limitations of redaction criticism, point-
ing out that  

                                                 
129 Theissen and Winter 1997, 205. 
130 Theissen and Winter 1997, 204–205.  Such an approach is found already with an early par-
ticipant in the third phase of the quest, Charles Perrot, who refuses to build upon the alleged 
authenticity of single events, but looks for discrepancy and discontinuity as signs of early Chris-
tian anamnèse, which could provide something of a total picture (Perrot 1979, 59, 61–64). 
131 Cf. Kuhn 1971.  For a fairly balanced and convincing redaction critical discussion, which 
nevertheless gives evidence for the diverse results and arbitrary nature of delimitations and 
evaluations, see Dunn 1990. 
132 Cf. Hübner 1986 [1973]; Lambrecht 1977; Sariola 1990.  Cf. the detailed redaction critical 
study by Kertelge (1970) on Jesus’ miracles in the gospel of Mark, also relevant to the subject 
matter of the present study. 
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traditions rarely exist in the form postulated by Markan editorial critics, nor does ‘edit-
ing’ involve the kind of activities often postulated for Markan editing.  The Gospel of 
Mark presents a paradox.  Most of it is ‘tradition’, that is, it was put together by Mark out 
of pre-existing materials; all of it is composition, that is, Mark retold every story and 
probably recast every incident in terms of his theological and rhetorical purpose.  Though 
it may be possible to determine in general the shape or thrust of a tradition used by Mark, 
for example, in the case of parables, the miracle stories, or the passion narrative, the at-
tempt to determine his purpose from a study of minute and hypothetical alterations of a 
reconstructed tradition has resulted in so many contradictory statements that it is obvi-
ously flawed.133 

Donahue’s reasoning shows that the separation of tradition from redaction is 
strained and that in a case such as Mark, the task is hazardous, whether the pri-
mary goal is to identify original traditions or to determine the purpose of the 
redactor.  The two tasks are constantly interdependent.   

Kari Syreeni suggests that tradition and redaction must be understood as dif-
ferent ways of approaching the text, belonging to different methods.134  The 
common separation of the two misses the point.  This does not mean that the 
two concepts and their respective viewpoints cannot be used, but that a separa-
tion can be upheld as an ideal only at the cost of confusion.135  In reality, a par-
ticular tradition is seen as a redaction of some earlier material, and the result of 
a redactional process at one level may function as tradition at another.  The dis-
tinction depends on the perspective chosen.  With this in mind, I suggest that 
redaction-critical techniques may be used, to a moderate extent, not for isolating 
“genuine” source material on which to build a case, but for identifying obvious 
intent and strong bias in a particular text in order to find remains from earlier 
levels.  Redaction criticism is one possible tool for distinguishing that which 
more reasonably or plausibly reflects Jesus’ attitude from that which does so 
less reasonably.  I will thus use the terms tradition and redaction, but not as ab-
solutes.  Early materials are interpretative too. 

 
Constraints and plausibility 
From the previous discussion of criteria and redaction, we realize the impor-
tance of finding a balance between the ideas of continuity and discontinuity 
when evaluating Jesus’ relationship to his historical context.   

It is unreasonable to expect a person with strong convictions to separate him 
or herself totally from the social, cultural and religious context.  Nor is it rea-
sonable to expect such a person to fully conform to all rules and patterns of be-
haviour that govern the environment.  Even a “reformer” deviating greatly from 
tradition will usually stay within certain limits; otherwise communication be-
                                                 
133 Donahue 1994, 40. 
134 I.e. tradition belongs to traditio-historical explanation, while redaction is a term for detailed 
redaction-critical study (Syreeni 1987, 10). 
135 Syreeni 1987, 10f. 



Jesus and Purity Halakhah 32 

comes impossible.  The question is to what extent such a person will deviate or 
conform.  This depends to a large degree on the options available. 

In 1980, Anthony Harvey developed the idea that the actions open to an indi-
vidual are dependent on contemporary role expectations.  These constraints of 
history can be stretched to some extent by certain individuals, but not totally 
transgressed without loss of communication.  In his research for the historical 
Jesus, Harvey investigates six such constraints: politics (crucifixion), the law, 
the concept of time and end, the miracle-maker, messianic expectations and 
monotheism.136   

Discussing constraints is one fruitful attempt to deal with the question of 
continuity versus discontinuity.  In dealing with the relationship between Jesus 
and Judaism and the early church respectively, it is not uncommon to emphasize 
continuity with one at the cost of the other.  There is reason, however, to expect 
both contact and contrast between Jesus and Judaism, as well as between Jesus 
and the early church.  The contrast was enough to cause conflict, but the contact 
was enough to ensure communication. 

Exploring the social and cultural constraints of a given time or situation may 
help to determine what is possible, probable or reasonable.137  In their discus-
sion of criteria, Theissen and Winter suggest a criterion of historical plausibil-
ity as a corrective to the criterion of dissimilarity.  Das historische 
Plausibilitätskriterium is in effect a comprehensive formula, including several 
traditional criteria used in historical Jesus research, the criteria of dissimilarity 
and coherence being foremost.  At the same time it takes seriously the need to 
distinguish between and thoroughly deal with questions of continuity and dis-
continuity between Jesus and his Jewish context on one hand, and the evolving 
church on the other.138  Theissen and Winter divide their criteria in two: a crite-
rion of Kontextplausibilität and a criterion of Wirkungsplausibilität.   

Kontextplausibilität deals with Jesus’ relationship to his Jewish environment.  
It has two aspects: Kontextentsprechung and Kontextuelle Individualität.  Kon-
textentsprechung requires that what Jesus wished and said must have been 
compatible with Judaism in Galilee during the first half of the first century.  The 

                                                 
136 Harvey 1982. 
137 However, as Riches points out in the context of Jesus’ attitude to the Law, “what is possible 
by way of innovation within a given cultural matrix … requires more than commonsense to 
answer.”  Relating Jesus to such a complex matrix as that of Judaism and Christianity during the 
first centuries can hardly be done, according to Riches, “without some understanding of the 
nature of religious change in general and of the details of this process of change in particular” 
(Riches 1993, 123–124).  An answer must “be consistent with what we can learn about religious 
change and innovation from other times and places: attention to the work of religious historians, 
anthropologists and sociologists of religion will be of considerable assistance.  It must also fit 
into a broader hypothesis about the development of Christianity and rabbinic Judaism in the first 
and second centuries” (123). 
138 Theissen and Winter 1997, 215–217.  
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requirements of Kontextuelle Individualität demand that what Jesus wished and 
did must be recognizable as an individual phenomenon within the frames of 
contemporary Judaism. 

Wirkungsplausibilität deals with Jesus’ effects on early Christianity.  It has 
two aspects as well: Tendenzwidrigkeit and Quellenkohärenz.  Tendenzwidrig-
keit means that information within the Jesus tradition, which differs from the 
interest of early Christian sources, but is still retained in tradition, can be re-
garded as historically plausible in proportion to how much it differs.139  Quel-
lenkohärenz means that the coherence of single elements from independent and 
diverging traditions, different strata and different Gattungen within the Jesus 
tradition, create historical plausibility.140 

The result of Theissen and Winter’s scheme is that a reconstruction of the 
historical Jesus must at the same time provide room for an individual personal-
ity within the contemporary Jewish context, and be compatible with the ensuing 
Christian Wirkungsgeschichte. 

Wir sehen in dieser Formulierung eines Kriteriums historischer Gesamtplausibilität kein 
zusätzliches (drittes) Kriterum neben Wirkungs- und Kontextplausibilität, sondern eine in 
allen Kriterien, Quellenwertargumenten und Besonderheitsindizien wirksame regulative 
Idee.141 

Theissen and Winter’s criterion of historical plausibility is an all-inclusive and 
perhaps somewhat cumbersome structure.  It is, however, in part construed from 
observations of how historical Jesus research has actually been done during the 
latest phase of the quest.  It is thus a summary, but also a correction of past 
practices, and a programme for how the authors think the quest should be prop-
erly handled.  For these reasons, and in comparison with the traditional criteria, 
the criterion of historical plausibility should perhaps be regarded not as a crite-
rion proper, but rather as a programme for future research.  It is perhaps some-
what biased: in the way it is formulated, it does not give much room for Jesus 
deviating from his Jewish context.  If the emphasis on Christian Wirkungs-
geschichte is brought forward as a counter-argument, one could ask whether 
Theissen and Winter’s all-inclusive criterion is aimed at harmonizing evidence 
a bit, at the cost of losing sight of diversity and conflict.  This might be an unin-
tended side-effect of trying to bring everything under one roof.  In spite of this, 
there is reason to take Theissen and Winter’s suggestions seriously.  Historical 
Jesus research in the future will have to take their criterion of historical plausi-
bility into account. 

I agree with Theissen and Winter about the need to balance continuity and 
discontinuity.  I am suspicious when the discontinuity between Jesus and either 
Judaism or the church is too heavily emphasized.  I am likewise suspicious 
                                                 
139 Cf. Meier’s criterion of embarrassment (1991, 168–171). 
140 Theissen and Winter 1997, 216. 
141 Theissen and Winter 1997, 217. 
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when continuity is emphasized to such a degree that hardly any room is left for 
differences or conflicts.  I am suspicious when the potential of the individual to 
deviate from the norm is minimized, so that Jesus is portrayed as having almost 
no substantial conflicts with contemporary Judaism.  In the present study I am 
arguing for an attitude of Jesus towards impurity which is firmly rooted in his 
Jewish context, but at the same time deviates from certain norms, enough to 
cause conflict.  Without exaggerating the discontinuous element, one could 
profitably argue that the most interesting questions in the quest for the historical 
Jesus do not concern the similarities and points of agreement between Jesus and 
his social, cultural and religious context, but rather the differences and areas of 
contention.  Where did he differ, how did he differ and, if possible, why did he 
differ from his environment?  Such questions can be asked without the risk of 
distortion, only when Jesus’ basic continuity with Judaism is given due place.  
From such a stance, the subject matter of this study, Jesus and purity halakhah, 
becomes highly significant.  Before turning to the subject matter in detail, how-
ever, it is necessary to discuss the possibilities of historical reconstruction in 
general. 

 
 

II.3 The limits of historical reconstruction 
 
History is more than facts 
When Leopold von Ranke in 1824, protesting against moralizing history, called 
historians to the task of showing “how it really was,” he could not anticipate 
what effect this “not very profound aphorism”142 would have.  This call became 
the creed of positivist historians up to our time, and has had much influence on 
historical exegesis in the theological field.  The development of hermeneutics 
since Schleiermacher and Dilthey should have warned historians that things 
were not that easy, and some did heed that warning.  In 1910, Carl Becker dis-
cussed the relationship of fact to theory, and in the 1930s and 1940s historians 
questioned Ranke and advocated a relativistic position.143  It was not until the 
1960s and onwards, however, with  the rise of tendencies which subsequently 
came to be labelled postmodernism, that the old paradigm was seriously chal-
lenged.144 

                                                 
142 Carr 1961, 3.  The oft-quoted phrase “wie es eigentlich gewesen,” was coined by Ranke in 
the preface to the first edition of his Geschichten der romanischen und germanischen Völker 
(Ranke 1874 [1824], vii).  For a discussion of Ranke and the “cult” which evolved around him, 
especially in America, see Iggers 1962. 
143 C. Becker 1910.  Together with Becker, Raymond Martin mentions Crane Brinton in 1939.  
Martin 1995, 325–326. 
144 Appleby, Hunt and Jacob 1994, 198–237. 
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In an historical Gesamtbild of Jesus, the total picture is informed by single 
traditions, but those traditions are at the same time interpreted in light of the 
present total picture.  Such an hermeneutical circle highlights the element of 
interpretation, in which the interpreter’s role becomes clear.  The interpreter’s 
pre-understanding influences interpretation of “facts,” but it is also informed by, 
and continuously developed, or sometimes altered by, those facts.145 

The traditional distinction between facts and interpretation thus becomes in-
adequate.  History is more than a pile of objective facts.  Interpretation enters 
into the very choice of facts; which details or observations are to be seen as 
relevant for the quest?  The historian must evaluate in order to know what to 
record.146 In his classical book What is History?, Edward Carr claimed that his-
tory becomes a “continuous process of interaction between the historian and his 
facts, an unending dialogue between the present and the past.”147 

If historical reconstruction is more of a discussion than a recording of what 
actually happened, what claims could then be made for accuracy or objectivity?  
Carr’s conclusion is that since social sciences, including history, cannot work 
with an epistemology which totally separates subject from object, objectivity in 
history “cannot be an objectivity of fact, but only of relation, of the relation be-
tween fact and interpretation, between past, present and future.”  The concept of 
absolute truth is no longer relevant.148 

This is in essence the way in which Appleby, Hunt and Jacob, in their much-
cited book Telling the Truth about History, describe their own theory of histori-
cal objectivity, in their attempts to find a middle way between traditional posi-
tivist and post-modern relativist history.  They “have redefined historical 
objectivity as an interactive relationship between an inquiring subject and an 
external object.”149  Their “ally in the campaign against relativism” is what they, 
referring to the philosopher Hilary Putnam, call “practical realism.”150  This is 
                                                 
145 Jeanrond 1991, 5–6, 139–140. 
146 Carr 1961, 3, 15.  Carr also refers to Carl Becker’s dictum (1910, 528), that “the facts of 
history do not exist for any historian till he creates them,” although he does not himself seem to 
endorse such a radical standpoint.  Carr’s own picturesque and metaphorical description merits 
citation: “When you read a work of history, always listen out for the buzzing.  If you can detect 
none, either you are tone deaf or your historian is a dull dog.  The facts are really not at all like 
fish on the fishmonger’s slab.  They are like fish swimming about in a vast and sometimes inac-
cessible ocean; and what the historian catches will depend, partly on chance, but mainly on what 
part of the ocean he chooses to fish in and what tackle he chooses to use—these two factors 
being, of course, determined by the kind of fish he wants to catch.  By and large, the historian 
will get the kind of facts he wants.  History means interpretation.” (1961, 18). 
147 Carr 1961, 24. 
148 Carr 1961, 114. 
149 Appleby,  Hunt and Jacob 1994, 259. 
150 Appleby, Hunt and Jacob 1994, 247–251.  Practical realism understands that the meanings of 
words do not “lock on to objects of the external world and fix reality for all time,” but is 
wrought out in response to things outside, and develops “through an interaction with the objec-
tive world” (247).  There is an element of circularity here, which belongs to the conditions of 
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in fact a “common-sense” epistemological view, which “endorses knowability 
experienced by human agents able to use language.”151 

A somewhat different approach is taken by Mark Bevir.152  While the idea of 
a given past is untenable, because we do not have pure experiences,153 objectiv-
ity does not even in natural sciences refer to giving conclusive answers, but to 
presenting the best available theories.154  “This suggests that objectivity rests 
not on conclusive tests against a given past, but on a process of comparison be-
tween rival theories.”  Objectivity thus becomes a matter of criticizing and 
comparing what Bevir calls “rival webs of interpretations in terms of agreed 
facts,” i.e. pieces of evidence accepted by most people.155  In the context of his-
torical Jesus research, this brings to mind Sanders’ programme: to base recon-
struction on “almost indisputable facts,” and to “construct hypotheses which, on 
the one hand, do rest on material generally considered reliable without, on the 
other hand, being totally dependent on the authenticity of any given peri-
cope.”156  Bevir admits the circularity of such a process, since interpretations 
determine the nature of what they explain, but he claims that since critics can 
always confront a theory with other facts, “criticism gives facts a relative auton-
omy which prevents the process of comparing interpretations in terms of facts 
from being purely circular.”157  Objectivity is thus seen as a product of intellec-
tual honesty in dealing with criticism. 

In dealing with scepticism, Bevir agrees that because our perceptions are not 
foolproof, any individual interpretation may be false, and we cannot verify or 
falsify any particular fact.  However, because of the nature of our being in the 
world, we learn that our perceptions are generally reliable, and we have reason 
to regard as true those facts which we usually agree upon.  Concludes Bevir:  

Our interaction with our environment secures the broad content of our perception, not 
particular instances of our perception.  This is why we can accept criteria for comparing 
rival webs of interpretations, but not a logic of either vindication or refutation for evalu-
ating individual interpretations.158 

                                                                                                                                  
human knowledge and communication.  The historian will have to accept these terms, not giving 
up reconstruction aiming at accuracy, while being aware of its tentativeness. 
151 Appleby,  Hunt and Jacob 1994, 251.  Cf. Raymond Martin’s comment in his review of Tell-
ing the Truth about History, that most sceptics or relativists do not in actual fact act as if they 
fully believed in scepticism (Martin 1995, 325–327). 
152 Bevir 1994, 328–344. 
153 “The nature of a perception depends on the perceiver.”  Thus empiricism is false, and “objec-
tivity cannot rely on a logic of vindication or refutation.” Bevir 1994, 330, 331. 
154 Cf. the view of McCullagh 1998, 129–133, 307–309. 
155 Bevir 1994, 332, 333. 
156 Sanders 1985, 11, 3.  Cf. Perrot 1979, 59, 71. 
157 Bevir 1994, 335. 
158 Bevir 1994, 341. 
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Bevir’s argument is in a sense an interesting parallel to the comments by Theis-
sen and Winter, reflecting the actual state of research in the quest for the his-
torical Jesus, “dass wir bei den allgemeineren Aussagen über Wirken und Lehre 
Jesu sicherer sind als bei vielen Einzelurteilen.”159  The problems and possibili-
ties in the quest for Jesus are the same as in any historical research. 

 
Causation, intention, and “thick description” 
Bound up with interpretation is the problem of causality.160  What do we think 
that we are explaining when attempting historical reconstruction?  Are we de-
scribing a causal chain or just overstating an observable correlation of events? 

When dealing with Jesus’ relationship to the early church, the question of 
causation is often relevant.  To what extent did Jesus’ words and actions deter-
mine subsequent development in the Christian movement?  To what extent did 
that development take place independently of the historical Jesus?  Interpreta-
tions differ, but few would deny at least some causal arguments. 

When dealing with Jesus’ relationship to his Jewish context, however, causa-
tion might not always be the best model.  While scholars applying sociological 
methods might describe Jesus’ behaviour as being “caused” by different social, 
political or economical factors, cultural anthropologists would rather give “thick 
descriptions.”  This expression, which was used by the anthropologist Clifford 
Geertz, and became popular among historians in the 1970s and 1980s, refers to 
the trend not of attempting to explain different phenomena out of, but of under-
standing them within a particular cultural context.161  Says Geertz: 

culture is not a power, something to which social event, behaviours, institutions, or proc-
esses can be causally attributed; it is a context, something within which they can be intel-
ligibly—that is, thickly—described.”162 

While they concede that such an approach does not necessarily rule out an inter-
est in social or economic explanations, Appleby, Hunt and Jacob warn that cul-
ture as a category may run the  

risk of encompassing everything and thus, in a sense, explaining nothing; what can it 
mean to say that everything is due to culture?  Should historians concentrate on offering 
thick descriptions and forget about causal analysis?163 

A problem in this discussion might be deficient definitions.  Causation is usu-
ally taken to refer to a chain of events, in which every link is dependent on the 
previous one.  Such a view is usually based on experience from natural science.  

                                                 
159 Theissen and Winter 1997, 204–205. 
160 Carr 1961, 101. 
161 Appleby, Hunt and Jacob 1994, 217–223.  “When swimming in culture, neither causes nor 
effects could be distinguished.” (223). 
162 Geertz 1973, 14. 
163 Appleby, Hunt and Jacob 1994, 223. 
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But this is not the only way to define causation.  While some deny that social 
sciences and history can yield causal knowledge proper, and others claim that a 
concept of causality in history and social sciences must be very different from 
that in natural science, still others find dual accounts of causality implausible.164  
Many acknowledge, however, that historical explanations rest on different kind 
of generalizations than those law-like ones of natural science.  Alasdair Macin-
tyre points out that “[w]e never in citing a cause simply seek to explain why a 
particular revolution or famine or war happened; we seek to explain why that 
revolution or that famine or that war happened rather than something else.”165  
And he gives a possible definition: 

A cause is what makes any outcome different from what it would otherwise have been.  
Such an outcome is always the product of the conjunction of the causal agencies already 
at work and some intervening cause or causes.166 

When studying the historical Jesus, we see that thick descriptions have be-
come common during the last phase of research.  At the same time, questions 
about what caused certain courses of action in the life of Jesus, such as his mis-
sion, his exorcisms or his so-called “cleansing” of the temple, are often dis-
cussed.  Such questions come close to questions of teleology—in the case of 
Jesus, questions of why he acted as he did, i.e. the old question from Reimarus 
and onwards about the aims and intentions of Jesus, which has been increas-
ingly taken up during the third phase of Jesus research.  While some still avoid 
dealing with it and others try to draw a line between a legitimate quest for Je-
sus’ intentions and an illegitimate search for his self-understanding, it is never-
theless becoming a part of historical Jesus research once more.167   

Historical interpretation, to Meyer, is the discovery of what historical agents 
actually intended.168  Citing Collingwood, he claims that “for the historian there 
is no difference between discovering what happened and why it happened.”169  
Intention is thus crucial for interpretation. 
                                                 
164 Cf. Macintyre 1976, 137–158, 138–139. 
165 Macintyre 1976, 147.  “To give a causal explanation we therefore need at least four related 
terms: there is first of all that which intervenes, secondly that state of affairs which is interfered 
with by the intervention, thirdly the actual effect of the intervention and fourthly the outcome 
that would have prevailed but for the intervention.  Causality is a relationship between at least 
four items, not two.” (147–148). 
166 Macintyre 1976, 150.  Cf. the very similar statement of Ben Meyer, in 1979, 78: “The aim of 
finding out why this went forward and that did not, though a project of no little interest, is also 
one of considerable dimensions and difficulty.  We call it ‘historical explanation’.” 
167 It is discussed by B. Meyer (1979) but avoided by Sanders (1985).  Cf. Holmberg 2001, 
205f. 
168 B. Meyer distinguishes between historical interpretation, which answers questions of what an 
historical agent intended, and historical explanation, which attempts to answer why a particular 
intention (act or event intended) was carried through or came to grief (B. Meyer 1979, 77–78). 
169 Collingwood 1946, 175f; B. Meyer 1979, 87.  Referring to the work of a detective, or court 
practice, Meyer shows how the possible motives of a suspected murderer can give an interpreta-
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A thorough discussion of intention and causation, which would take us back 
at least to Kant and Hegel170 is neither possible, nor necessary within the scope 
of this study.  Suffice it to mention G. H. von Wright’s discussion about histori-
cal explanation as characterized by a combination of causal and teleological 
procedures.  The event to be explained and the previous event(s) are often logi-
cally independent of each other, not connected by any general law, but through 
statements forming the premises of a practical inference.171 

Hence the opposition of causation and thick description could be seen as ex-
aggerated.  It should be possible to reconstruct an historical figure of Jesus 
within Jewish contemporary culture, without claiming too much in terms of 
causes and effects, and yet regard such a reconstruction as part of an historical 
explanation. 

 
Getting down to what?—authenticity, reality and rétrodiction 
In historical Jesus research, historical reconstruction depends almost exclusively 
on literary texts.  Much work since the beginning of the New Quest has aimed at 
“getting down,” i.e. retrieving genuine sayings and reconstructing the most “au-
thentic” traditions about Jesus’ acts.   

The concept of authenticity is problematic.  Theissen and Winter point out 
that a notion of religious truth has been linked to the idea of authenticity since 
the Middle Ages.  This easily leads to false expectations of historical Jesus re-
search to produce “‘glaubenskrisenfeste’ Ergebnisse.”172  Together with the 
popular conception, still shared by some scholars, of “authentic” traditions be-
ing accounts of “what really happened,” and containing the very words of Jesus, 
such expectations have seriously impaired the cause of historical Jesus research. 

If the idea of authenticity has proved to be confusing, and if facts are not 
what we thought they were, but dependent as we have seen on the interpreter, 
what are we then trying to retrieve?  We cannot expect to isolate either the very 
words or the very voice of Jesus, but as long as we are aware of the conditions 
for historical work, it is possible to reconstruct the history of Jesus in part.  It is 
important, however, as Charles Perrot has pointed out, not to confuse history in 
its literary form, contained in a narrative text, and that which actually happened 
in the past.173  With all the tools available, we can only come down to the earli-

                                                                                                                                  
tion of available evidence, and actually sometimes establish or confirm facts.  “‘[W]hy it hap-
pened’ enters as a factor into the hypothesis of what happened.” (88). 
170 Kant regarded causality and teleology as two kinds of explanation which could not be unified 
in a common principle.  Hegel found the language of causality inadequate in history, since hu-
man actions usually are motivated by purposes.  Historical actions can be explained or under-
stood only when translated into the language of teleology.  Cf. Riedel 1976, 11f., 14f. 
171 G. H. von Wright 1971, 96–103, 132–143; cf. Riedel 1976, 13ff. 
172 Theissen and Winter 1997, 195. 
173 Perrot 1979, 61. 
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est possible layer of tradition, the earliest interpretation, not to the event itself.  
Language will always remain between the event and the historian: “La rétrodic-
tion historique ne restitue pas la vie.”174   

The concept of authenticity is ambiguous and must be used with discrimina-
tion.   Whether we refer to literary or historical “authenticity,” it is a matter of 
reconstruction, not re-creation.  Historical Jesus research is never a matter of re-
creating a bygone reality, but of tracing an early rétrodiction, to some degree 
based on early memories of Jesus, reflecting the symbolic world or the ideology 
of the tradition bearers.175  With these conditions spelled out, historical recon-
struction is possible, when carried out in a careful and discriminate way.  It 
must, however, emanate from a Gesamtbild of Jesus, “ses gestes et ses compor-
tements décisifs”176 rather than from isolated sayings or traditions.   

 
 

Summary: A case for the historical Jesus as conscious re-
construction 
In this chapter I have attempted to trace the development of historical Jesus re-
search and its methods, with a view to the task of the present study: to discuss 
Jesus’ attitude to contemporary purity halakhah. 

We have seen that traditional methods and historical reconstructions have 
their limits.  In spite of this, I have argued that it is both reasonable and possible 
to conduct historical investigations about Jesus from Nazareth.  Various criteria 
can be used, not for establishing a narrow database of “authentic” traditions, but 
to provide material for an ongoing dialogue between singular traditions and a 
Gesamtbild of Jesus.  Redaction-critical tools can be employed, not for discov-
ering the “original” saying or narrative, or finding out what “really happened,” 
but for tracing early interpretations and memories. 

Throughout this chapter we have come across the circular nature of all his-
torical investigation.  There is a constant interplay between the interpreter and 
the questions posed, between facts and interpretation, between why and what, 
between hypotheses and criticism.  This should not be seen as a problem but as 
a necessary condition of historical research.  What should be required of the 
scholar, however, is awareness of the range and complexity of the questions. 

The historian’s questions, says Meyer, are not those of the author but of the 
investigator.  The unknown to be known is not the data of the text, but some-

                                                 
174 Perrot 1979, 63. 
175 Cf. Syreeni 1999, 37–40, about the symbolic world, the site of ideology, hiding itself partly 
in the text world. 
176 Perrot 1979, 71. 
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thing behind the text which can be reached through a selection of data.177  
Meyer seems in part to be aiming at the distinction between using a text as a 
source or as remains.178  In seeking to establish Jesus’ attitude to purity in the 
present study, I do not primarily want to know what message Mark or a particu-
lar pre-Markan tradition tried to convey with a certain saying or miracle story, 
but I hope to discover something about the historical Jesus which may not be 
the primary message of the text.  This is possible by posing questions of the 
texts (and other remains, such as archaeological findings), and since the texts do 
not usually provide straight answers, the interpreter must suggest them.  The 
interpreter must, however, verify them too.  If this is done with convincing ar-
guments within the framework of a credible Gesamtbild of Jesus, the sugges-
tions put forward should be considered.  It is the aim of this study to make a 
conscious reconstruction of how Jesus related to concepts of impurity, and to 
argue the case plausibly. 

                                                 
177 B. Meyer 1979, 90–91.  I do not agree, however, with Meyer’s claim that this does not apply 
to the exegete but marks a difference between exegetes and historians. 
178 Cf. Torstendahl 1971, 80–87. 
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ous possibility of “holiness in the world,” exercising extensive influence, as 
well as receiving considerable support.  According to Bowker’s interpretation, 
the hakamim sometimes supported the customs of the people against the reli-
gious establishment, but this did not mean that the people at large adopted the 
hakamic way of life, which led to something of both an alliance and a tension 
with the ammei ha-arets, and conflicts among the hakamim, concerning the ex-
tent to which ordinary people should be expected to understand and apply their 
detailed interpretation.24  Such tensions could be seen both in the division be-
tween bet Hillel and bet Shammai,25 and in the development of haburot.26  
There is thus a development to be traced from a basic hakamic vision that holi-
ness should be possible for all, to a situation with degrees of holiness and sepa-
rate associations.  Jesus is to be situated in the context of this transition, which 
in part explains the mixed picture of Pharisees in the gospels.27 

Roger Booth takes a similar position, regarding the haberim as a movement 
within a movement,28  but his reconstruction is somewhat different, taking 
“Pharisees” as a generic term, including a number of sub-groups.29  He suggests 
that perushim/pharisaioi could at times be used in the Mishnah and the gospels 
where haberim are meant rather than Pharisees in general.   

There is a problem in talking about real or normal Pharisees in contrast to ex-
tremists, however.  Although we may exchange Pharisees in the broad sense 
with hakamim, nothing much is gained, since it is often not evident how pas-
sages using perushim/pharisaioi should be interpreted and classified.  We will 
simply have to continue using the term Pharisees, with an enhanced awareness 
of the diversity and development of the movement.  

                                                 
24 Bowker 1973, 29ff. 
25 Bowker 1973, 32f. 
26 Bowker 1973, 35f.  See the discussions below about the ammei ha-arets and about the need 
for haburot being due to ordinary people’s inconsistency in legal observance (266–273).  Cf. 
Westerholm 1978, 65. 
27 Bowker 1973, 35f; 38ff. 
28 Against Finkelstein 1938, 1: 76 and Jeremias 1971, 118, who regard all Pharisees as haberim. 
29 Booth takes perushim/pharisaioi to “indicate a general class within which lie at least four 
species: those who joined haburoth, the better to observe the law; the extreme Pharisees, who 
are condemned in the Talmud and gospels for their ostentation and hypocrisy; the ‘ordinary’ 
Pharisees who tried to observe the law binding upon all, but did not take upon themselves the 
additional legal obligations accepted by the haberim; and the hakamim, or Sages who upheld the 
oral law against the Sadducees, and made both the laws which are generally applicable, and the 
laws applicable only to persons of particular status, such as priests, Nazirites or haberim; the 
hallmark of the hakamim was not, however, the strict purity of the haberim, but devotion to the 
traditional law.  Confusion is caused because the generic term is probably used to refer to the 
species…” (Booth 1986, 193).  Doubts must be raised concerning Booth’s detailed classifica-
tion, especially in subordinating the hakamim to Pharisees in general.  The problem with de-
tailed reconstructions is that they are almost bound to be false on some points.  The alternative, 
when evidence is scanty and/or ambiguous, is to remain with a general but blurred picture. 
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At the same time, we need to be able to discuss the general trend or current 
in legal interpretation and development of which Pharisaism was an important 
part.  Possibly we could talk about a hakamic, or perhaps hasidic current, in 
contrast to a Zadokite one.30  However, these designations are not unproblem-
atic either, in what they imply about origins and delimitations.  I will continue 
to use “Pharisees,” but in discussing the legal trend or development which the 
Pharisees in particular embodied, I rather prefer to talk about an “expansionist 
current.”31 

The theory of Pharisaic dominance at Yavneh has certain evidence to speak 
for it.  Josephus’ view on the power of the Pharisees, especially in his later work 
Antiquities, is best explained as reflecting historical circumstances and power 
relationships at the end of the first century CE.32  Reasoning in a similar way, 
the “developed” picture of the Pharisees in the polemical Gospel of Matthew 
testifies to their being the dominant Jewish adversaries of the Syrian church in 
the 80s.33  While they may not have been that dominant in Jewish society at the 
time of Jesus, they may have been his most important adversaries.  This de-
pends on how the points of conflict are identified. 

 
Identifying points of conflict 
If the task of defining the adversaries of Jesus is difficult, disentangling the 
questions of dissent is more so.  Two main areas stand out: the temple and the 
Torah.  It is a widely held idea that Jesus was in trouble with the temple authori-
ties because of his attitudes and actions.  There is no consensus, though, about 
what the conflicts consisted of in detail.  The idea that Jesus was opposed to the 
temple cult in principle is rejected by most scholars.  From a socio-economic 
perspective, he has been seen as protesting against profits and unfair conditions 
in trade with sacrificial animals and money exchange.34  Sanders thinks that 
Jesus publicly threatened the destruction of the temple as part of his restoration 
theology.35  Chilton sees Jesus’ “cleansing” of the temple as neither a protest 
against sacrifice, nor a threat of destruction, but as an occupation, insisting that 
“Israelites should offer of their own produce in God’s house.”36  

The lack of consensus applies even more to the question of Jesus’ attitude to 
the Torah.  In the case of the temple, gospel material is fairly limited, and re-

                                                 
30 Cf. J. Baumgarten on the Sadducees and Qumran sectarians as “Zadokite” groups, 1980, 170. 
31 Cf. Alon 1977, 232ff; See below, 158–161, 188–189, 293–296. 
32 Ant. 18: 15, 17; Meier 2001, 302f. 
33 Cf. the principled way of reasoning about another ideological trait in the gospel of Matthew, 
i.e. the ambivalent characterization of Peter, in Syreeni 2000, 183f.  “Matthew seems to promote 
an ideological stance addressing the contemporary historical situation” (184). 
34 Cf. Jeremias 1971, 145; Hooker 1991, 263f. 
35 Sanders 1985, 75. 
36 Chilton and Evans 1997, 199–200.  Cf. Chilton 1992, 111, 135f. 
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lates to an institution which, at the stage of final gospel redaction, no longer 
existed.37  As for the Torah, the situation is different.  At the time of gospel re-
daction, Christian communities as well as Jewish opponents related to the Torah 
in diverse ways.  Not a meagre amount of gospel material relates to Jesus’ atti-
tude to the Torah, either explicitly or implicitly. Implications vary, according to 
the stance taken by different gospel communities/authors, and depending on 
what type of relationship or conflicts they had with contemporary and local 
Jewish tradition.  Matthew’s Jesus has a more condemnatory attitude to Phari-
sees, while he is less careless about legal matters, as compared with the Jesus of 
Mark.38  What about the historical Jesus?  Scholarly consensus is absent.  Tradi-
tionally, Jesus has been seen as opposing the Torah.  But with an increased in-
terest in the Jewish context, Jesus has been interpreted as more or less in accord 
with Jewish law.  Many of the recent reconstructions picture Jesus as fully ob-
servant, with no quarrels about legal matters.  The different options in discuss-
ing Jesus and the Torah could be structured as follows: 1) Jesus was explicitly 
opposing or abrogating the Torah in principle, emphasizing ethics instead of 
ritual.39  2) Jesus was explicitly opposing certain commandments, emphasizing 
his own authority.40  3) Jesus was defending the biblical law against human tra-
dition.41  4) Jesus was in his teaching and actions implicitly opposing the Torah, 
without fully realizing what he did or what consequences could result.42  5) Je-
sus was not opposed to the Torah; he differed on certain points of interpretation, 
but was fully observant.43 

The two concepts of temple and Torah are interrelated.  Although the Torah 
functioned without the temple after 70 CE, the two presuppose each other dur-
ing the period of the Second Temple, and to a large extent continued to do so in 
the minds of the Rabbis of the Mishnah.  The temple service was an important 
part of the Torah, and much of the Torah, especially purity rules, were geared 
towards the temple, although not exclusively.  If Jesus was involved in quarrels 
concerning the temple system or temple service, it is likely that he was involved 
in some disagreements about the Torah as well.  Disagreements were common, 
however, and a key question is whether Jesus dissented in any remarkable way, 
when compared with the differing interpretations and ensuing discussions be-

                                                 
37 Mark is the only gospel which at times is considered to have received its final form before 70 
CE.  For a discussion of the dating of the gospel of Mark before or after the destruction of Jeru-
salem, see Hooker 1991, 5–8. 
38 Mt 23; cf. the legal arguments in Mt 12:1–14 with the “careless” attitude in Mk 2:23–3:6. 
39 Käsemann 1965 [1954], 39ff;  Lambrecht 1977, 76f;  Schweizer 1971 [1967], 72f, 145ff, 
151f, 234.  
40 Banks 1975, 262f; Cf. Loader’s description of Mark’s Jesus, 1997, 37f, 134f, 510.  This is 
not, however, Loader’s picture of the historical Jesus. 
41 Jeremias 1971, 204–211. 
42 Dodd 1971, 70, 77.  Cf. the discussion in Sanders 1985, 56. 
43 Sanders 1985, 245–269; Vermes 1993, 11–45. 
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tween Pharisaic schools, or between Pharisees, Sadducees and Essenes.  Even if 
it is unlikely that dissensions between Jesus and his contemporaries about the 
law directly caused his death, we cannot infer from this that they were not seri-
ous, but we should regard them as important clues for understanding an attitude 
or a general posture of Jesus, which could allow for or explain the actions 
which eventually led to his execution. 

Sanders discusses such questions at length in the introductory chapter of his 
Jesus and Judaism.44  Referring to Klausner and Vermes, he argues that “those 
who presumably know the most about Judaism, and about the law in particu-
lar—Jewish scholars—do not find any substantial points of disagreement be-
tween Jesus and his contemporaries.”45  The argument is generalizing and 
problematic; with a similar reasoning, Christians would by nature have more 
knowledge about the historical Jesus, or at least about the earliest Christianity, 
than Jews.  I am dubious of Sanders’ claim that a view of Jesus as opposing 
parts of the Torah in such a way as to cause Christianity’s subsequent break 
with Judaism, without intending it, must be based on a nineteenth-century con-
ception of Jesus as the first modern man.46  There are other options.  It is not 
uncommon for religious reformers to challenge questions which are perceived 
as principal, without having a previous intention of breaking with tradition or 
founding a new movement. 

An obvious reason for Sanders to minimize Jesus’ conflicts about the law, 
while emphasizing the temple incident, is his intention to show that Second 
Temple Judaism was tolerant, and Jesus could not have been killed because of 
legal dissension.47  Although Sanders may well be right about the reasons for 
Jesus’ execution, this does not mean that Jesus was not in conflict with other 
groups about the Torah, or that such dissensions are not interesting or important 
for understanding the historical Jesus.  The question of execution is not the only 
important one.  I do not believe that once we have explained the reasons for 
Jesus’ execution we have necessarily explained his most important or most in-
teresting traits. 

Thus, while placing Jesus fully within his Jewish context, I would give more 
room than do several recent interpreters for differences between Jesus and some 
of his contemporaries in attitude to the Torah.  I am dealing with Jesus and pu-
rity in an attempt to understand, sort out and explain the background and nature 
of such differences.  Purity, together with sabbath, divorce, fasting and attitudes 
to parents and family have often been regarded as “test cases” for establishing 
                                                 
44 Sanders 1985, 23–58.  Sanders focuses on the cause of Jesus’ death, and gives an overview of 
the discussion from Schweitzer to Vermes. 
45 Sanders 1985, 55. 
46 Sanders 1985, 56, 34. 
47 Sanders 1990, 42.  This purpose shapes Sanders’ questions and makes him seek answers 
which at times inhibit discussions in other directions.  Cf. Moxnes 1995, 146ff, about Sanders’ 
programmatic meta-narrative. 
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Jesus’ attitude to the Torah.  Of these, sabbath and purity can be considered 
major issues.48 

To be able to discuss such issues it is necessary to evaluate relevant Jesus-
traditions, ask what legal interpretations were established in the first century, 
find out to what extent such laws were applied or adhered to, and within that 
context interpret the traditions.49   

 
Identifying contemporary legal material 
The discussion about legal traditions in Second Temple Judaism is complex, to 
say the least.  Contemporary legal texts are available from the probably Essene 
sect in Qumran only.50  As for Pharisaic halakhah we are restricted to rabbinic 
material, of which the earliest is the Mishnah (ca. 200 CE).  We do have refer-
ences to the Pharisees in Josephus51 and the gospels, but they are problematic 
for reasons of bias, and they are not legal texts, although the gospels sometimes 
refer to legal discussions.  We know nothing of Sadducean halakhah, except 
through polemical rabbinic references, which may refer to later heretics.52  Both 
Josephus and Philo refer at times to legal practices, but without identifying them 
with any particular group.53 

The gospel stories’ portrayal of the Pharisees as Jesus’ main adversaries is 
especially evident in conflicts about sabbath and purity.  Thus it becomes cru-
cial to discuss the role and halakhah of the Pharisees.  Too many scholars in the 
past have followed the path of Billerbeck in reading rabbinic materials from 
later centuries as commentaries on the New Testament.  While this is not as 
common today, there are still numerous unfounded presuppositions around 
when rabbinic texts are utilized. 

Jacob Neusner’s research in the 1970s about the Pharisees in rabbinic tradi-
tion was ground-breaking.  While Neusner has been criticized for not being 

                                                 
48 Theissen and Merz 1998 [1996], 365, 370; Cf. the subjects treated by Westerholm 1978. 
49 Cf. the programme followed by Booth in 1986, 18–19. 
50 E.g. the Damascus Document (CD—generally Essene?), the Community Rule (1QS), the 
Temple Scroll (11Q19), and Halakhic texts from cave 4: 4QMMT (4Q394–399), 4Q Ordinances 
(4Q159, 513, 514), 4Q Tohorot (4Q274–280), etc.  
51 For Josephus on the Pharisees, see Ant. 13:171–173, 288–300, 399–411; 15:2–4, 368–371; 
17:41–46; 18:11–17; J.W. 1:107–114, 571; 2:162–166, 411–417; Life 10–12; 21; 189–198.  
Relevant passages collected in Bowker 1973, 77–98.  Cf. Meier 2001, 301f, for a list of various 
interpretations.  Josephus at times refers to the Pharisees’ theology, but rarely to their halakhah. 
52 Sadducees are often called “Boethusians” in rabbinic sources.  For a discussion of Sadducean 
halakhah, see Wassén 1991, 127–146; for early rabbinic material, see tHag 3:35; mYad 4:6–7; 
tYad 2:20; tRosHas 1:15; tSanh 6:6; mPar 3:7–8; tPar 3:7; tNid 5:2; tYom 1:8.  Josephus’ refer-
ences to the Sadducees are juxtaposed with several of his references to the Pharisees, and follow 
the same pattern, not discussing points of halakhah.  We are only informed about general differ-
ences in attitude to oral law (cf. Ant. 13:297–298).  Cf. Meier 2001, 399–406. 
53 A “Philonic halakhah” can be deduced from Philo’s texts, e.g. in Belkin 1940. 
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consistent, his form-critical approach has been fruitful.54  In The Rabbinic Tra-
ditions about the Pharisees before 70, Neusner thoroughly analyzes all rabbinic 
traditions referring to the pre-70 masters and the houses of Hillel and Shammai, 
finding a limited number of types of materials, and a few clear-cut forms, which 
characterize Yavnean transmitters of tradition.55  Traditions are then sorted 
through verification or attestation.  When a tradition about pre-70 masters is 
commented on by a named later rabbi, it is deemed to have been available at the 
time of that rabbi.  Pre-70 traditions verified by rabbis belonging to the Yavnean 
stratum (70–125 CE) could thus be regarded as having strong claims for reli-
ability.  This does not mean, however, that we have pre-70 formulations, or that 
details or positions are verified, but only the themes of law.56   

When such a theme, subject, or as Meier puts it, a similar “cluster of con-
cerns” is also attested by various gospel traditions, it was very likely an issue for 
discussion between Jesus and his adversaries.  Meier identifies three such clus-
ters in the area of purity: rules concerning food and vessels containing food and 
liquids, rules concerning corpses and tombs, and purity or sanctity of the cult 
apparatus.57 

The point is that the legal subject (not the details) of early traditions, verified 
by Yavnean Tannaim, ought to have been present in pre-70 Judaism.  To put it 
another way, a legal praxis which is assumed in such a discussion, must have 
been present at least during the end of the Second Temple period.58  This is es-
pecially the case when such subjects are attested by early gospel traditions. 

Neusner’s method of attestation is not without problems.59  Booth gives 
more weight to reconstructing a logical development of a legal concept, using 
attributions of sayings as support for, or detraction from, conclusions thus 
reached, and mentions that Neusner has moved towards such a standpoint too.60  
Sanders points out that the stam, i.e. the anonymous layer in the Mishnah, 

                                                 
54 Sanders, among others, regards the approach as sound in principle, even if he does not always 
accept Neusner’s conclusions (Sanders 1990, 172f).  For a review of Neusner’s early method 
together with a critique, cf. Saldarini 1977, 263–269. 
55 Neusner 1971, 3: 99–100 etc. 
56 Neusner 1971, 3: 180ff, 284ff. 
57 Meier 2001, 320f, with references to Mk 7:1–23; Mt 23:16–22, 25–28; mOr 2:12; tAZ 4:9; 
mYad 4:6–7; tHag 3:35; mSheq 6:1; mKer 1:7.  Meier points out that this is an application of the 
criterion of multiple attestation. 
58 Sanders 1990, 171f.  While Neusner applying his method concludes that many rabbinic de-
velopments, especially in the area of purity, were in existence already with pre-70 Pharisees, 
Sanders seemingly downplays the evidence, in his attempt to show that Pharisees were nothing 
like their caricatures, but were responsible religious people, and hence could not have had any 
serious quarrels with Jesus (Sanders 1990, 23, 252).  Both use basically the same method 
though, taking for granted the continuity between Pharisaism and rabbinic literature. 
59 Saldarini 1977, 263–269. 
60 Booth 1986, 143f, referring to Neusner 1974–1977, 18: 161. 
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think that such views were current and influential with the people, i.e. fairly 
common, at the beginning of the first century CE, at least in Jerusalem and its 
Judaean surroundings.70 

 
The Sabbath as a test case 
Since, apart from purity, Jesus’ attitude to the Sabbath is the other major legal 
issue, I will briefly turn to that subject to test how some of the tools just dis-
cussed can be used, and to highlight certain questions which are relevant in 
dealing with purity.  The obvious synoptic texts about Jesus and the sabbath are 
the much debated conflict stories in Mk 2:23–28 par. (plucking of corn) and Mk 
3:1–6 par. (healing of man with withered hand).  In addition to these traditions, 
a couple of Lukan healing stories, similar to the withered hand tradition, are 
relevant (Lk 13:10–17; 14:1–6).  Usually the saying in Lk 6:5D is also dis-
cussed in this context.71 

Most scholars agree that “the Sabbath was generally observed very strictly”72 
during the Second Temple period.  1 Maccabees and Josephus are often cited as 
evidence.73  Examples of strict Sabbath rules are found in Jubilees74 and the 
Damascus Document,75 and the Pharisees are supposed to have developed more 
lenient interpretations.  An example of this is the rabbinic concept of erub, 
which made it possible to fictionally unite courtyards in an alley, to allow the 
carrying of items within that area during the Sabbath.  Discussions about mak-
ing an erub are the subject of a whole tractate in the Mishnah, and the concept 
of erub is taken for granted.  Several rabbinic traditions about the Houses and 
pre-70 sages discussing erub, with Yavnean or Ushan verification, are men-
tioned by Neusner.76  There is good reason to believe that the idea of erub was 
known and practised by some before the fall of the temple.  Such a conclusion 
is supported by comparisons with the Sabbath laws in Jubilees (before 100 
BCE), which prohibit carrying anything from house to house,77 and in CD (ca. 
100 BCE), according to which “no-one should remove anything from the house 
to outside, or from outside to the house.”78  Such legislative interpretation of the 

                                                 
70 The discussion about Galilee and regional differences will be presented in Chapter VI. 
71 Cf. studies of Rordorf 1962; Westerholm 1978, 92–103; Back 1995. 
72 Sanders 1990, 7. 
73 1 Macc. 2:29–41 about Israelites refusing warfare on Sabbath, which resulted in a massacre.  
As a result the group around Mattathias resolved to fight in self-defence even on the Sabbath.  
Josephus J.W. 1:57–60 about John Hyrcanus ending an important siege, because the sabbath 
year was approaching. 
74 Jub. 2:25–33 and 50:6–13. 
75 CD 10:14–11:18. 
76 Neusner 1971, 3: 226, 232.  Examples of mishnaic traiditions verified by Yavnean Tannaim 
are mErub 1:2 and 6:2. 
77 Jub. 2:30; 50:8. 
78 CD 11:7–8. 
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eating what is lost in the field and helping an animal out of a well or a pit.86  In 
all the above-mentioned matters the (probably) Essene legislation of CD is very 
strict.  While Pharisaic interpretations a hundred years later might have been 
more lenient, they should have included at least those topics, as well as a 
somewhat more developed discussion.  But opinions differ as to which stand-
points should be ascribed to the Pharisees of Jesus’ time. 

As a result, gospel traditions about Jesus and the sabbath are judged accord-
ing to the interpreter’s opinion of contemporary Pharisaic interpretation.  In 
addition, redaction-critical reconstructions are often crucial.  This is especially 
apparent when dealing with the Markan key texts (2:23–28; 3:1–6).  They are 
often seen as part of a larger pre-Markan unit (2:1–3:6) of five conflict stories.  
While some scholars doubt the possibilities of isolating such units in Mark,87 
others find the exercise rewarding.88   

This is not the place to make a detailed review of different interpretations.89  
It is enough for my purpose to note some of the diversity of opinion regarding 
the two above-mentioned Markan traditions and their synoptic parallels.  Jesus’ 
behaviour is often seen as ambiguous.  Although he was involved in conflicts 
about the Sabbath, he did not openly reject it.  Scholarly opinions differ, how-
ever, about Jesus’ aim.  Was he primarily against scribal or Pharisaic halakhah, 
but in favour of the biblical command?90  Or did his criticism of halakhic inter-
pretation imply an attack on the Sabbath commandment itself?91  Or did his 
attitude reveal a different understanding of the will of God, and a denial of the 
function of biblical rules as literally binding statutes?92  Some do not see any 
ambiguous behaviour, but regard Jesus as law-abiding, having no substantial 
conflicts with other pious Jews.93 

Does Mark try to portray Jesus as upholding the Law?  According to William 
Loader this is the case.  He regards the section 2:1–3:6 as being governed by 
1:39–45, where he claims that Jesus is presented as Torah observant.94  Mark’s 
Jesus is a figure of authority, who does not act contrary to the Torah.95  Synoptic 
comparisons show, however, that Matthew did not seem to understand Mark in 
that way.  Although Mark’s Jesus defends the corn field incident by referring to 
David’s action in the temple, Matthew apparently did not regard such a defence 
as valid, but supplied it with a comparison with the Sabbath-breaking of temple 

                                                 
86 CD 10:14–11:18. 
87 Cf. Hooker 1991, 11; Kiilunen 1985, 249–266. 
88 For a discussion and a list of differing views, see Hultgren 1979, 151f., 166–167, n.1,2. 
89 For a history of interpretations, see Back 1995, 2–13. 
90 Jeremias 1971, 209. 
91 Rordorf 1962, 63. 
92 Westerholm 1978, 102f. 
93 Sanders 1990, 23; 1985, 266f.  Vermes 1993, 11–45. 
94 Loader 1997, 26, 28, 37.  For a discussion of Mark 1:39–45, see below, 100–107. 
95 Loader 1997, 35–37. 
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priests and a quotation from Hosea, as well as eliminating the relativizing say-
ing about the Sabbath being made for man (Mt 12:5–7).  In the subsequent heal-
ing story this tendency is even more evident, since Matthew substitutes the 
provocative and polarizing saying about saving life or killing, with a rabbinic-
like qal wa-homer argument, comparing a sheep in a pit with the disabled man, 
thus justifying Jesus’ action (Mt 12:11–12).  This is Q-material, which is also 
used by Luke in one of his two additional Sabbath healing stories (Lk 14:1–6).  
It is evident that Matthew has a strong interest in adjusting the Markan Jesus to 
handle Sabbath law more responsibly.  This is probably to be understood in 
light of Matthew’s particular context with its strong polemical interest.96 

It seems that Mark depicts Jesus as not necessarily non-observant, but seem-
ingly careless in action and argument.  Against this picture that of Q could be 
set up, which originally may have been tied to healing stories, as in Luke, but 
definitely not to the Markan cornfield incident.  Which picture would be closest 
to the historical Jesus?  Are they actually incompatible? 

To attempt an answer, scholars often combine form and redaction criticism 
with a discussion of the legal context.  As for the cornfield incident, there are 
three possible answers which have been considered original: the David story, 
the saying about the Sabbath being made for man, and/or the saying about the 
lordship of the Son of Man over the Sabbath.  The first answer does not really 
fit the story.  Some regard this as disqualifying, while others think it is the 
point.  The second answer has parallels in rabbinic literature, which make it 
possible to argue either way.  The third is often seen as a secondary commentary 
on the story.97  The story itself, however, involves accusations about doing for-
bidden work.  What is it about?  Suggestions have varied: walking too far, mak-
ing a path, stealing crops or harvesting.  Walking distance was an issue, not 
only among Essenes, but generally.98  Making a path is an unlikely candidate, as 
well as stealing crops; it was permitted to pick some ears of corn.99  Harvesting 
seems to be the obvious crime, in the Lukan version possibly threshing as 
well.100  It is reasonable to assume that plucking corn would be regarded as 
work, at least by some Jews.  But the David story which is told in defence, is 
about eating.  This could point at a further possibility.  The Damascus Docu-
ment prohibits eating what is lost in the field on Sabbath (CD 10:22–23), possi-
bly in line with Ex 16:26.  In mPes 4:8 picking up fruit on the Sabbath is 
condemned.  Evidence is too slight, however, for drawing any conclusions as to 
general practice at the time of Jesus.  It is possible, however, that the David 
                                                 
96 But Westerholm denies that Matthew’s Jesus is arguing the legality of the case.  “The appeal 
is rather to actual practice, in which common sense and compassion rather than rules of halak-
hah must often have determined behaviour.” (1978, 101). 
97 Back 1995, 91–95. 
98 Mishnaic discussions to this effect (mSot 5:3) are verified by Acts 1:12. 
99 Deut 23:25. 
100 Loader 1997, 33 
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story was originally intended not to “fit” the incident as a legal analogy, but 
only to convey the message: David also transgressed a legal precept because of 
hunger, so what? 

In the subsequent healing story, Jesus’ question ignores the issue of what 
constitutes work and what could be left for another day.101  The issue here is 
clearly healing as forbidden work.  There are numerous examples in later rab-
binic literature of how treatment of diseases on the Sabbath was regarded: mi-
nor cures were not allowed, but when life was in danger it superseded the 
Sabbath.102  However, we know almost nothing from other sources about actual 
practice during the Second Temple period.  Several gospel traditions suggest 
that not only Pharisees, but religious leaders in general were against Jesus heal-
ing unnecessarily on the Sabbath.  Do they reflect a pre-70 context? 

As for the Q parable about a human or an animal having fallen into a well or 
a pit, there are interesting parallels in Essene literature.  An animal which falls 
into a well or a pit should not be lifted up on the Sabbath (CD 11:13–14.)  A 
human being who had fallen into water could be assisted only if it was possible 
without using tools/utensils of any kind (CD 11:16–17, 4Q265 7 1:7–8).  There 
is a rabbinic discussion in the Tosefta about what to do with an animal in such a 
situation.  It should be provided with food, but not lifted up.103  It is thus a real 
possibility that the legal answer to Jesus’ parable in Lk 14 would be that the 
animal should not be pulled out.  However, in view of the argument in Lk 
13:10–17 about watering animals on the Sabbath, Lk 14:5 may be understood 
less as a legal argument than a pragmatic appeal to how the hearers would actu-
ally behave.104 

It is common to interpret Jesus’ behaviour on the Sabbath as an expression of 
a concern for human need, and an emphasis on its priority.  Many scholars find 
this explanation insufficient, and discuss his understanding of authority and the 
will of God.105  Some, however, find no conflict between the actions of Jesus 
and Jewish legal tradition at all.106  The cornfield incident is at times seen as 
unhistorical,107 while the healing stories are nothing to quarrel about, since no 
work was being done, only words were spoken.108 

A major problem is that all gospel traditions about Jesus and the Sabbath are 
conflict stories.  Although every tradition is influenced by its context and his-

                                                 
101 Loader 1997, 36. 
102 mShabb 14:3f; mYoma 8:6; Sanders 1990, 13; Westerholm 1978, 95; Back 1995, 46–49. 
103 tShabb 14:3; cf. bShabb 128b.  Schiffman 1975, 122. 
104 Westerholm 1978, 101. 
105 Westerholm 1978, 102f. 
106 Vermes 1973, 22ff. 
107 Hultgren 1979, 115; Sanders 1985, 266.  Loader, in contrast, finds it credible (1997, 51). 
108 Sanders 1985, 266; 1993, 215.  The issue can hardly be dismissed so simply; it seems as if 
healing itself (except in case of danger of life) was understood as transgressing the Sabbath, and 
Jesus’ defence supposes a transgression.  Cf. Back 1995, 46–49, 82f, 90. 
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Several redaction critical studies have attempted to disentangle Mark 7:1–23.  
As I have already declared my misgivings about the possibilities of overly de-
tailed redaction critical exercises on Markan material,117 I am sceptical of the 
results of some of these studies.118  Their results on fine points are often contra-
dictory.  But apart from this I find a general outline and discussion, to which we 
will now turn, both possible and necessary. 

 
Tradition, redaction, and authenticity  
According to Bultmann, conflict dialogues in the gospels are imaginary scenes 
illustrating a principle, which the early church ascribed to Jesus.  There is ac-
cordingly no point in asking about the authenticity of questions and answers in 
such a dialogue.119 

It should be self-evident that the conflict story in Mark 7, as we now have it, 
has been shaped within the context of the early church.  The final form ought to 
stem from a Hellenistic milieu, since the Isaiah quotation is closer to the LXX 
than to the MT.120  It has been seen as an apologetic text, composed to defend 
the church against Jewish criticism.121  The fact that “some” of Jesus disciples 
are accused could be taken as an indication of later conflicts, in which some 
Christians did not conform to Jewish standards of purity.122  This does not mean 
that the story must necessarily have originated in the early church.  To prove 
this to be the case might be as precarious a task as attempting the opposite.123  
Although Mark probably had an interest in adapting his traditions to fit contem-
porary church controversies, I agree with Anthony Harvey that “it is hardly con-
ceivable that the whole picture of an ongoing controversy between Jesus and the 
sages of his time is fictional.”124  Still, the pointed conflict setting in Mark 7 is a 
major problem when this text is used to reconstruct the attitude of the historical 
Jesus to issues of purity, especially since the hand-washing question seems to be 
used to provide an occasion for questioning legal tradition in general, within the 
conflict story form.125 

                                                 
117 Cf. above, 25–31. 
118 Both Sariola’s and Booth’s conclusions seem to me a bit too detailed (Sariola 1990, 49–52; 
Booth 1986, 23–53).  However, I find Booth’s tradition history more convincing (55–114). 
119 Bultmann 1972 [1921], 39. 
120 Hultgren 1979, 117. 
121 Hultgren 1979, 118. 
122 Hultgren 1979, 143, n.86; Cf. the cornfield incident, where the behaviour of the disciples is 
similarly the cause of accusations, Mk 2:23–28. 
123 Booth 1986, 76; Loader 1997, 72.  Hultgren, in 1979, 198, hardly discusses the possible 
historical background of the conflict stories, but claims that church conflicts could not have 
been the only creative impulses in the shaping of those traditions. 
124 Harvey 1982, 51. 
125 Hultgren 1979, 118. 
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hand-washing, however, concern terumah rather than hullin.  This means that 
almost all references refer to priests, and further developments belong mainly to 
the Ushan period.163 

Büchler’s view was not generally accepted and has been refuted by Ge-
dalyahu Alon.164  Alon claimed that purity was not practised only in the area of 
temple and priests during the Second Temple period,165 nor was the preparation 
of hullin in purity “the practice of the few, but was a religious custom observed 
by all the Associates.”  Alon seems to regard the haberim as a large group dur-
ing the time of the temple.  But he also suggests the possibility of this being a 
custom of all Israelites, “only the Associates took it upon themselves to keep 
the observance scrupulously.”166  Alon finds the suggestion far-fetched that the 
sages of Usha should have given lots of new and more stringent halakhot, not 
based on earlier tradition.167  While Hillelites and Shammaites differ about the 
order of the washing of hands at meals, the disagreements about details show 
that the practice is presupposed.  Although hand-washing for hullin was not 
accepted by all sages or practised by all Israel in the days of Jesus (the gospels 
thus make exaggerating generalizations), “it is not possible to reject the premise 
that essentially this precept was in force already prior to the Destruction, even 
though it was uncertain and subject to dispute.”168  I actually find Alon fairly 
balanced.  During the same period, Louis Finkelstein and Joachim Jeremias, 
among others, treat purity of food as a membership requirement for Pharisees in 
general, thus virtually equating the Pharisees with haberim.169  Alon does not 
make such claims.   

Jacob Neusner has repeatedly described the Pharisees of the first century as a 
pure food association, who, since the time of Hillel, turned more towards piety 
than politics, and aspired to priestly sanctity.  The main means of achieving this 
was through the meal, i.e. handling and eating hullin in a state of purity.170  
There is, however, an ambiguity in Neusner’s descriptions of the predecessors 

                                                 
163 Büchler 1968 [1906], 83ff, 130ff. 
164 Alon 1977.  The articles in this English translation were collected and published in the 1950s 
(in Hebrew) after Alon’s death, but the relevant articles referred to here were published in Tar-
biz in 1937–1938.  
165 Alon 1977, 190f. 
166 Alon 1977, 209.  For the possibility of tensions between stricter groups and ordinary people 
being due not to the difference between observance and non-observance, but rather to the degree 
of consistency in observance, see below, 72, 86–87, 269–272. 
167 Alon 1977, 214.  Cf. the discussion above about an increasing leniency coupled with an iden-
tifying and detail-producing process, 54, 55.  Cf. below, 110, 116, 154–156. 
168 Alon 1977, 219, 221f.  Quote from 221–222. 
169 Sanders 1990, 152, referring to Finkelstein 1938, 1: 77, and Jeremias 1958 [1923], IIB: 251, 
266.  Pharisaic groups are discussed above, 44–48, and in the summary below, 86–88. 
170 Neusner 1979, 14; Neusner 1971, 3: 288: “Eating one’s secular, that is, unconsecrated, food 
in a state of ritual purity as if one were a Temple priest in the cult was one of the two significa-
tions of party membership.” 



Jesus and the law: much debated conflict stories 69

of the mishnaic rabbis living like priests, as well as in his hesitance sometimes 
to identify them outright with the Pharisees.  He considers them to be a group 
consisting of ordinary Israelites pretending to be, or wanting to live as priests, 
while knowing they were not priests and not claiming to be the new priests.171 

This is the point at which Sanders aims his criticism of Neusner.  Much of 
Sanders’ discussion is centred on refuting Neusner’s claim that the Pharisees 
tried to keep priestly purity laws outside of the temple, applying them to their 
meal. The polemic against Neusner is inherent in the title of Sanders’ essay: 
“Did the Pharisees Eat Ordinary Food in Purity?”172  Says Sanders: “The full 
analogy between the altar and the common table which Neusner proposes is 
neither implied in Leviticus nor specified in Pharisaic material.”173  In this 
Sanders is right, and it is regrettable that the discussion has received such a po-
lemical note, with an unfortunate formulation restricting its scope.  “Living like 
priests” is to me more of a later construction, attempting to explain a phenome-
non.  Sanders can easily show that Pharisees did not live like priests, since they 
did not avoid corpse-impurity for all but next of kin.174  And one could further-
more claim that they did not eat like priests either, since they could eat their 
food after immersion, while priests could not, in case of impurity, eat until eve-
ning, since a tebul yom contaminated terumah.175  This is not the point, how-
ever, since we have traces of a phenomenon that needs explanation, not denial.  
Despite Sanders’ criticism, Neusner’s observation that two thirds of all rabbinic 
pericopes from pre-70 authorities, which are verified according to his method, 
relate to matters of food and table fellowship, cannot be lightly dismissed.176  
Sanders admits, and even returns several times to the judgment, that the Phari-
sees did make minor symbolic gestures towards living like priests.  In this he 
comes closer to Neusner than he would like to, and thus has to emphasize “how 
minor the gesture was,” stressing that the Pharisees did not accept the anti-
social aspects of the priestly law.177 

It would perhaps be better to drop the discussion about living or eating “like 
priests.”  It is evident that many Jews, including the Pharisees of the Second 
Temple period, strove for a higher degree of holiness than the Torah prescribed 
                                                 
171 Neusner 1974–1977, 22: 106, 108. 
172 Sanders 1990, 131–254. 
173 Sanders 1990, 176. 
174 Sanders 1990, 187, referring to Lev. 21:1–3. 
175 Maccoby 1999, 209f.  Cf. Booth 1986, 201. 
176 Neusner 1971, 3: 297ff.  Cf. Sanders 1990, 177f. 
177 Sanders 1990, 192.  This last point has to do with Sanders’ overarching aim, to defend the 
Pharisees against their caricatures (cf. 252f).  In this context Sanders seems to downplay evi-
dence for the Pharisees separating themselves from other people.  He admits that “Pharisees did 
not, at least on average, eat with people below them on the purity scale.”  But he thinks that 
“Christian scholars make too much of this. … In real life, most people do not eat with most 
other people.  In communities today where Methodists, for example, have church suppers, usu-
ally there are only Methodists there” (1990, 441).  This is not, however, a useful analogy. 
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for a lay Israelite.178  This might be explained as adapting to priestly customs; 
that is not a rationale for the behaviour or development, however, but an inter-
pretative description.  What could later be seen as a partial likeness is not nec-
essarily an adequate explanation of origin. 

The custom of washing hands is sometimes seen as originating with regula-
tions for priest, such as those of Ex 30:18–21, about the bronze basin.179  Priests 
should wash hands and feet before ministering in the tabernacle.  This does not 
refer to eating, however.  As stated above, the whole mishnaic tractate of 
Yadayim presupposes hand-washing before eating, the question being under 
what circumstances and in what manner.  

Another possible context for the origin of a hand-washing practice is the 
separation of terumah by ordinary Israelites.  This is, according to Sanders, not 
a biblical requirement, but pre-Pharisaic passages such as Judith 11:13 and Isa 
66:20 testify to the view that ordinary people must not touch terumah, and that 
offerings were brought to the temple in pure vessels.  Sanders thinks that hand-
washing before separating terumah was introduced by the time of Shammai and 
Hillel.180  It is clearly taken for granted in the Mishnah (mToh 10:4).  Harrington 
argues that the prohibition for impure people to touch terumah was not a late 
innovation, but is made clear by Lev 7:19 and 22:3.  According to the latter pas-
sage, defiling priestly food resulted in karet, being cut off from God’s pres-
ence.181  The unanswered questions, however, are how a state pure enough for 
separating terumah was achieved, and at what time hand-washing became a 
means for achieving such a state.   

Turning from the question of priests’ food (terumah) to ordinary food 
(hullin), another possible origin for the custom of hand-washing should be men-
tioned.  In Lev 15:11 the zab is seen as transmitting impurity by touch, unless he 
has washed his hands.  Although referring to the zab only and not belonging to a 
context of food, we nevertheless have a rule regarding hand-washing from a 
time far before that of Hillel and Shammai.  In the case of a zab, hand-washing 
protected that which he touched from defilement.  This has possibly been a 
precedent for an expanded hand-washing practice in a context where concern 
for purity increased and the impurity system expanded.  At the time of the 
Mishnah, it seems as if hand-washing was used to protect food from contamina-
tion; since hands can be separately made impure (mYad 3:1–2), they are able to 
contaminate terumah (mZab 5:12), those who eat food made unclean are them-
selves made unclean (mToh 2:2), and there are numerous regulations for how to 
purify hands (mYadayim).  The Tosefta gives some further clarification.  A 
haber undertakes to eat hullin in purity (tDem 2:2), and an am ha-arets is de-

                                                 
178 Cf. Harrington 1993, 281. 
179 Cf. Booth 1986, 158. 
180 Sanders 1990, 30. 
181 Harrington 1993, 277f. 
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believe that even Pharisees or priests really followed many of the purity rules.  
He actually says that they would have done so if it had been possible, but since 
the rules were so impractical they probably did not do it.187  Sanders’ own evi-
dence for people in general striving for purity in the Second Temple period,188 
is good reason for believing that many aspired to as high a level of purity as 
possible.  I suggest that what distinguished the stricter current from the rest was 
the latter’s lack of consistency, which caused the former group to regard many 
Israelites as not “trustworthy.”  This division could also explain ambiguities in 
the mishnaic legislation, for example regulations for handling terumah in purity.  
It has been suggested that the “only possible reason for having special rules 
about heave offering” was that Pharisees did not handle their own common food 
with as high a degree of purity.189  Another equally plausible reason, however, 
would be that everyone was obliged to take care when handling heave offering 
(terumah), while not everybody managed to be consistent about his/her own 
food.  And the mishnaic legislation is specific about terumah, since it would be 
a transgression to defile it.190 

 
An expansionist purity practice in Second Temple Judaism 

Inherent in this discussion about whether hullin as well as terumah should be 
eaten in a state of purity, is the larger question about the place of purity in Sec-
ond Temple Judaism.  Is purity to be explained as a concern for the temple only, 

                                                 
187 Sanders 1990, 160ff, 232ff.  Questioning whether priests kept their wives separate during 
menstruation or after child-birth, Sanders remarks “Some were quite poor and would have found 
it very hard to keep this law—hard to find the extra space, the extra furniture and the extra food 
(their wives had to eat something)” (1990, 233).  While I have empathy for the poor priests, I do 
not believe that the premises on which the conclusion rests are true.  That poverty is no hin-
drance for adherence to a strict purity halakhah is empirically demonstrated by the isolation of 
menstruants, parturients and corpse impure among the Falashas.  Cf. Leslau 1951, xivf; 1957, 
91f; Semi 1985, 105ff; Corinaldi 1995, 117ff; Corinaldi 1998, 75ff.  Isolation of menstruants to 
various degrees is found in several sectarian traditions at different points in time, such as the 
Karaites, Samaritans and Kurdish Jews (cf. Corinaldi 1998, 77, n.109 and 110; Milgrom 1991, 
765); cf. Zoroastrian practices (Milgrom 1991, 952). 
188 Sanders 1990, 184; 1992, 218f, 229. 
189 Sanders 1990, 234. 
190 Cf. Alon’s view that the eating of hullin in purity was a widespread custom, was regarded as 
obligatory, and was taught as established halakhah, but the eating of defiled hullin was never-
theless not absolutely forbidden (1977, 207).  

In view of the problems in assessing the legal situation during Jesus’ time, Westerholm is 
making it too simple when he says, referring to Shammai and Hillel declaring hands as unclean 
(bShabb 14b), and discussing hand-washing and the mixing of cups (mBer 8:2, 4), that “we need 
not doubt that the practice of washing the hands before eating ordinary meals was observed in 
the time of Jesus at least by the adherents of the Pharisaic schools” (Westerholm 1978, 73).  In 
the end, however, he might in this case come closer to the truth than Sanders, who agrees that 
hand-washing was practised by Pharisees from the time of Hillel, but only in the contexts of 
terumah, sabbath and festival meals, scriptures and prayer (Sanders 1990, 228ff). 
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or as a concern of everyday life?  The evidence is ambiguous.  On the one hand, 
purity legislation in the Mishnah often refers to priests, temple offerings and 
terumah.191  This is in accord with much of the biblical motivation for purity 
(Lev 7:19–21; 12:4; 15:31; 21:4; 22:4–8).  Purity is important because of the 
holiness of the temple and God’s presence in the midst of Israel.  But at the 
same time it is clear that purity was a desirable state for many people during the 
first century, regardless of whether they were going to visit the temple or sepa-
rate terumah in the near future.  Evidence for this is found in both Philo and 
Josephus.192  Although such a position could have been reinforced after the fall 
of the temple, it existed well before, and is just as much motivated by biblical 
legislation (Lev 11; 13; 18:19–28).  In view of this, it is clear that people were 
expected to purify themselves of all types of defilement, even in contexts out-
side the temple.193  Failure to fulfil the prescribed purification rituals was con-
sidered a sin.194 

These somewhat conflicting pieces of evidence are best explained by differ-
ent traditions in the Pentateuch.  Alon speaks about a restrictionist and an ex-
pansionist tendency in rabbinic Judaism which both find scriptural support, 
since there is a duality in the Torah.195  Jacob Milgrom agrees with Alon that 
there are (in Milgrom’s terms) minimalist and maximalist trends in the biblical 
material, but explains this as a result of different sources.196  Leviticus is mainly 
construed from a Priestly source, P (1–16), and a Holiness source, H (17–26).197  

                                                 
191 Later, when most purity practices of the Mishnah were abandoned (except for those of Nid-
dah), this became the general interpretation.  Cf. Maimonides: “Whatever is written in Scripture 
and in traditional teaching about the laws relating to things unclean and things clean is relevant 
only to the Temple and to its Hallowed Things and to heave offerings and second tithe, for it 
warns those who are unclean against entering the Temple or eating in uncleanness anything that 
is hallowed or heave offering or tithe.  But no such prohibition applies to common food, and it is 
permissible to eat common food that is unclean and to drink liquids that are unclean.”  Mishneh 
Torah 10 (Book of Cleanness), part 6 (The Uncleanness of Foodstuffs), 16:8. 
192 That purity was regarded as a positive good, pursued for its own sake, is argued by Sanders 
1990, 184.  Cf. statements of Josephus (Ag. Ap. 2:205) and of Philo (Spec. Laws 3:205f) about 
corpse impurity, which point to the obligation to purify oneself, quite apart from temple matters.  
See Alon 1977, 226ff and Oppenheimer 1977, 54.  Cf. Maimonides’ comment, juxtaposed to the 
passage quoted in the previous note, about “the pious of former times” who “used to eat their 
common food in conditions of cleanness, and all their days they were wary of every unclean-
ness.”  Mishneh Torah 10. 6. 16:12. 
193 Westerholm 1978, 64; but cf. the hesitance of Booth 1986, 152f. 
194 Milgrom 1991, 310ff; Sanders 1985, 184. 
195 Alon 1977, 232f. 
196 Milgrom 1990a, 85ff.  Cf. Booth’s comments about the Priestly Code accentuating the “con-
nection of the purity rules with the Temple because of its priestly authorship,” while “neither the 
Covenant Code in Exodus nor the Deuteronomic Code states the defilement of the tabernacle to 
be the reason for the avoidance of impurity” (1986, 152). 
197 Milgrom 1991, 1f, 13.  In addition, parts of Exodus and Numbers should be assigned to P, as 
well as some material in Lev 23.  H has redacted P and supplied several interpolations in Lev 1–
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The holiness source posits the holiness of the land and deals with the avoidance 
of impurity outside of the camp or the temple city.  It takes an expansionist view 
regarding impurity.  The division is not between priests and lay people, but be-
tween a P source, which limits impurity to the sanctuary and its surroundings, 
and an H source, which extends the sacred sphere to the land of Israel, and 
hence to all Israelites.198  The existence of different strata in the Pentateuch, 
especially in Leviticus, may explain the ambiguity not only in biblical legisla-
tion, but in later interpretation.  It seems as if both restrictionist and expansion-
ist views of purity, based on scriptural interpretation, were current during 
Second Temple times.  Such a diversity in practice and interpretation might 
explain some of the ambiguity in Tannaitic material; the Mishnah and the To-
sefta do not reflect one clear and unitary tradition.  In early rabbinic tradition 
there was room for both restrictionist and expansionist attitudes to impurity.  
This should be compared with the Qumran sectarians, who combined a restric-
tionist with an expansionist position: in one sense all Israel was holy, but only 
the members were considered a true remnant; in another sense holiness was 
limited to the sanctuary and its city, but within the temple city it was expanded, 
so that its residents must live “priestly.”199 

With this in view, rabbinic material should not be pressed into the service of 
one perspective, when it could more easily fit into another.200  It is reasonable to 
suppose that restrictionist and expansionist views were parts of first-century 
Jewish society, and that there were, within the expansionist current, several 
subgroups with somewhat differing standards. 

We see that purity outside of the temple was already an issue early in the 
Second Temple period, and that the area of impurity was constantly expanded 
by one current in Judaism.  Such expansion, however, was not without prob-
lems.  Sanders is right when he notes all sorts of ensuing practical problems and 
inconveniences.  It does not follow from this, however, that hardly anybody 
should have adhered to an expansionist interpretation in real life.201  Detailed 
restrictions and definitions of modes of transfer and degrees of susceptibility 
were needed to make it possible and practicable to remain in, or restore a state 
of purity.  Perhaps the most important development which made it possible to 
implement an expansionist view of impurity in practice, was the miqveh—the 
immersion pool.  The large number of miqvaot found by archaeologists, dating 

                                                                                                                                  
16, as well as editorial comments throughout the Pentateuch (13, 61ff). Cf. Harrington 1993, 5.  
For a comprehensive discussion of the H source, see Milgrom 2000a, 1319–1367. 
198 Milgrom 1990a, 86. 
199 Milgrom 1990a, 88f, with references to CD 4:6; 8:28; 1QS 1:12–13; 2:9, 16; 5:13, 18; 8:17, 
21, 24; 1QM 12:1; 11Q19 [11QT] 45:7–12; 48:7, 15–17. 
200 Cf. the remarks by Alon 1977, 206. 
201 Sanders returns repeatedly to the impracticability of following purity laws, as an an argument 
against an influential expansionist current.  See 1990, 149, 160f, 174f, 233 (cf. above, 72, 
n.187). 
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to maintain a high standard of purity while living in a mixed community; meals 
could be eaten in purity before evening (except for the consumption of terumah 
and qodoshim, i.e. priests’ food), and normal marital life would be possible 
without too many restrictions, permitting “access to the non-sacrificial purities 
abounding in Jerusalem.”215   

Sanders thinks that for this to have worked, Pharisees should have immersed 
every morning, which they did not do according to the “morning bathers,” who 
complain about them because of this negligence (tYad 2:20).  He rather thinks 
most of them, Pharisees and priests alike, immersed themselves together with 
their clothes, beddings and chairs once a month, after their wives’ period of 
menstruation.216  But there are other possible interpretations.  Pharisees would 
not have needed to immerse in the morning unless they had had sex or become 
impure through other means.  The morning bathers seem to have immersed 
every morning regardless of the circumstances.217  

The concept of tebul yom made it possible for the woman who had given 
birth (the yoledet) to lead a normal life after the initial 7 or 14 days, in spite of a 
total period of 40 or 80 days.218  Although biblical legislation is not explicit 
about it, because of the analogy with menstruation, the yoledet immersed after 
the initial period, and was thence considered to be in an intermediate state.  Ac-
cording to the Mishnah, she could eat second tithe and separate terumah, but 
not touch it after having separated it.219  Sanders regards this as strong evidence 
against the view that food was generally eaten in purity, since such an impure 
person was even allowed to handle terumah.  Since he does not, however, con-
sider her status as a tebulat yom, his argument carries little weight.220   

While Neusner in the 1970s seemed to regard the concept of tebul yom as a 
post-70 development, connected to the idea of degrees of impurity, which also 
should be regarded as fairly late,221 I think there are convincing reasons for 
claiming that the basic idea of tebul yom was current during the Second Temple 
period, not least in view of the evidence from Qumran, verifying some mishnaic 

                                                                                                                                  
only as a tebul yom, is a point of conflict between Pharisees and Sadducees in rabbinic texts.  
mPar 3:7; cf. 5:4; tPar 3:8. 
215 J. Baumgarten 1980, 159.  “Without this leniency, defined by the rabbinic category of tebul 
yom, the widespread observance of purity and the maintenance of normal marital life would 
have been utterly irreconcilable.”  (158). 
216 Sanders 1990, 150; 1992, 440. 
217 Harrington 1993, 270.  In addition, the dispute with the morning bathers concerns immersion 
before saying prayers, not before eating. 
218 Cf. Lev 12. 
219 Harrington 1993, 268.  mNid 10:6–7; mTY 4:1–2. 
220 Sanders 1990, 197f. 
221 Neusner 1974–1977, 22: 148.  Cf. 22: 62, 160ff.  Note that the text of 4QMMT was not 
made available before the 1990s. 
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Fig. 3 is a more detailed illustration of the rabbinic system than Fig. 2, but 
still much simplified, and similarly taking both approaches into account, al-
though basically construed from the notion of degrees of susceptibility.  Within 
this system, immersion is thought to remove one “layer” of impurity, thus less-
ening the degree or remove by one.  A person who during the day had come into 
contact with a “father of impurity,” maybe inadvertently, or who had sexual 
intercourse or a seminal emission at night, would be impure in the first degree, 
and thus contaminate food and liquid, in the second degree.  But after immer-
sion, according to the concept of tebul yom, that person could handle ordinary 
food even before sunset (although not terumah or qodoshim).   

Degree 
 
Abi Abot Corpse 
 
 
Ab P RV Metsora Zab Zabah Niddah Yoledet 
 
 midras P(i) 
 
 
One P RV F L 
 
 
 
Two F H L 
 
 
Three Terumah 
 
 
Four Qodoshim 
 

Fig. 3.  The rabbinic system of impurity 
Adapted and simplified from Hannah K. Harrington226 

                                                                                                                                  
at which it is called “unfit.”  It may, however, contaminate items which are susceptible to further 
degrees of impurity.  It should be noted that modern writers rarely use this terminological dis-
tinction. 
226 Harrington 1993, 149, 203, 240, 245.  Abi Abot=Father of fathers; Ab=Father [of impurity]; 
P=Person; RV=Rinsable vessel; Metsora=“Leper”: Zab=Male discharger; Zabah=Female dis-
charger; Niddah=Menstruant; Yoledet=Parturient; F=Food; H=Hands; L=Liquid; Te-
rumah=Priestly rations; Qodoshim=Sacrificial food; (i)=intercourse; Midras refers here to 
objects for sitting or lying, which have been subjected to pressure, i.e. the greater weight of any 
of the four dischargers in the figure above has affected the object.  Earthenware is not subject to 
midras impurity, but should for all other purposes be included in the category of RV.  The spe-
cial case of the saddle is not included.   
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When reading different mishnaic texts, however, the system does not appear as 
clear-cut as in the figure above.  This has given rise to several interpretations.  
Consider the following (mHag 2:7): 

The clothing of ordinary folk [ammei ha-arets] is in the status of midras uncleanness227 
for abstainers [perushim].  The clothing of abstainers is in the status of midras unclean-
ness for those who eat heave offering [terumah].  The clothing of those who eat heave of-
fering is in the status of midras uncleanness for those who eat Holy Things [qodoshim].  
The clothing of those who eat Holy Things is in the status of midras uncleanness for 
those engaged in the preparation of purification water.228 

Sanders claims this text in support of his view that many people were not very 
careful about purity.  Pharisees, says Sanders, were more careful about avoiding 
impurity than the am ha-arets, while they were less careful than priests.229  I 
believe that this passage, rather than measuring how careful people were, is in-
tended to lay out ascending degrees of purity.  However, the passage, together 
with its context (mHag 2:5–7), shows, especially when compared to other at-
tempts at defining a system of degrees, as that in mToh 2:2–7, that a clear and 
unambiguous system is not fixed in the Mishnah, but rather emerges as a result 
of the discussions of the Tannaim.  Neusner is of the opinion that the notion of 
removes, i.e. degrees of impurity, was first raised at Yavneh, and developed 
after 70 CE.230  The various and conflicting points of departure found in mish-
naic discussions suggest that a clear and elaborate system of degrees, such as in 
the chart above, was never fully developed during the Second Temple period.  
But the use of miqvaot, the concept of tebul yom, as well as the function of im-
mersion among the Qumran sectarians, give reason for believing that some no-
tion of levels of impurity existed during the first century, and was being 
discussed, although interpretations differed.  Neusner himself points at chains of 
contamination in mOhal 1:1–3, which are verified by Aqiba, and thus cannot be 
later than the Yavnean period, possibly predating 70 CE.231 

It is thus reasonable to presuppose some differentiation between different 
levels of impurity during the time of Jesus, while hesitating to rely on a full-
fledged rabbinic system.  This complicates the matter of hand-washing.  Ac-
cording to Fig. 3 above, a person who immersed would have had access to food 
and drink without restrictions.  The crux is the status of hands. If immersion 

                                                 
227 I.e. contact requires immersion and waiting until the evening. 
228 Tr. J. Neusner, but without his explanatory glosses.  Present explanatory glosses are mine. 
229 Sanders 1990, 205f. 
230 Neusner 1974–1977, 22: 160ff.  The discussion between R. Eliezer and R. Joshua in mToh 
2:2, based on the contaminating power, as compared with the sayings ascribed to R. Eleazar in 
2:7, based on the notion of susceptibility, is taken as evidence for a post-70 development of 
degrees.  Cf. Hübner 1986 [1973], 162f. 
231 Neusner 1974–1977, 22: 125.  The organizing principle in mOhal 1:1–3 seems different from 
other chains of impurity, not really originating with either of the two notions (see previous note).  
Supported by Yavnean verification (Aqiba), I would regard it as a primitive tradition. 
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removed first-degree impurity, why should hands be washed before eating 
hullin?  It seems as if this would be necessary only in the case of handling te-
rumah.  If people immersed, why would they need to wash their hands?  And if 
they did not immerse regularly, of what use could hand-washing be, when the 
whole person suffered from first-degree impurity?232 

 
Liquids, stone vessels, and the impurity of hands 
In the mishnaic system, which presupposes regular immersions, hands are seen 
as susceptible to impurity separately from the rest of the body.  There are, how-
ever, differences of opinion as to the degree.  According to R. Aqiba, hands can 
be impure in the first degree, but according to the standard view, hands can be 
impure only in the second degree.233  A possible explanation for hands defiling 
hullin can be found in the special status of liquids in the rabbinic purity system.  
Liquids were especially susceptible to impurity, which explains the extra proba-
tional periods concerning liquids for entering a haburah as well as the Qumran 
community.234  In mToh 2:6–7, that which has second degree impurity, e.g. 
hullin, is said to render terumah unfit, but unconsecrated liquid unclean!235  The 
paradox is stated in mPar 8:7, paralleled in mToh 8:7. 

Whatever spoils heave offering renders the liquid unclean, to be in the first [remove], to 
render something unclean at one [further] remove and to render [heave offering] unfit at 
one [still further, namely, a third] remove. (except for a tebul-yom.)  Lo, this one [food] 
says [to liquid], The things which made you unclean could not have made me unclean, 
but you made me unclean. 

The passage explains that terumah, which would not have become impure (sec-
ond degree) but only unfit (third degree) by e.g. hullin or hands of second-
degree impurity, could become impure by liquid, contaminated by such hullin or 
hands, since liquid always receives first-degree impurity.236  This means, that 

                                                 
232 Sanders thinks that most people immersed infrequently, maybe once a month (1990, 228).  
Booth, after having shown a possible context for hand-washing (see below about liquids), re-
treats and ends up with a similar position: regular immersions were unrealistic.  Thus hand-
washing was useless, since male Jews would routinely be impure because of sexual emissions.  
An ordinary Jew would, according to Booth, be surprised if questioned about hand-washing, 
since his body was unclean anyway.  Hand-washing would be useful only for a tebul yom, and 
there is no reason that the Pharisees should have regarded Jesus’ disciples as tebulei yom (Booth 
1986, 185ff).  Cf. mHag 2:5–6 which mentions immersion for the eating of hullin, terumah, and 
qodoshim respectively. 
233 mYad 3:1–2.  Hands should logically not be able to acquire first-degree impurity separately, 
since such impurity would affect the person as a whole!  This is further evidence for the system 
not being fully harmonized until a later date.  Aqiba is elsewhere expressing opinions which do 
not suit a neat chart or system.  See above, and n.231. 
234 tDem 2:11–12; 1QS 6:16–22. 
235 For the distinction between unclean and unfit, see 78f, n.225. 
236 Cf. Neusner 1974–1977, 22: 161. 
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if water was interposed between hands and solid hullin, its agency would render the 
hullin defilable by the hands: the hands, assumed second degree unless recently washed, 
would render the liquid first degree which, in turn, would render the hullin second de-
gree.237 

This would be the case when dipping bread in a common dish, or when mois-
ture from the outside of a drinking cup was made unclean from some impurity 
of the cup’s outside which was transferred via the person’s hands to the food, or 
when moisture was made unclean from a person’s hands of second degree, and 
transferred to the food, or to the drink.  Some such view is probably behind the 
dispute in mBer 8:2 between the Houses of Hillel and Shammai about the order 
of mixing the cup and washing hands, the differing opinions being dependent on 
different views about the outside of cups.238 

The following figure could illustrate the problem:  

 Degree 
 
 
 One P  RV F L 
 
 
 
 Two  F H L 
 
    L 
 Three   Terumah 
 
 
 Four   Qodoshim 
 

Fig. 4.  The interposition of liquid in the rabbinic system of impurity 

The problem involved here is not only that hands unclean in the second degree 
contaminate terumah, but that they might, via the interposition of liquid, render 
hullin unclean in the second degree.  Since hands were suspected of receiving 
impurity very easily, they were in practice regarded as constantly unclean, and 
the washing of hands before eating would thus safeguard the purity of hullin.239 

                                                 
237 Booth 1986, 184. 
238 Booth 1986, 183ff; Sanders 1990, 203f.  See the explanation of tBer 6:2. 
239 Cf. Booth 1986, 172f.  Booth goes to great lengths and appeals to diverse rabbinic evidence 
in attempting to prove that impurity of hands (mZab 5:12) belongs to the decrees passed in the 
upper room of Hananiah (mShabb 1:4), and that the Hananiah decrees should be dated around 
51 CE, since they bear traces of conflicts with the Roman authorities, which would fit into the 
procuratorship of Cumanus.  Booth interprets the Hananiah decree about hands as judging them 
to be more or less constantly unclean, unless recently washed, while an earlier decree of Hillel 
and Shammai, discussed in bShabb 14b, should have provided for the susceptibility of hands to 
actual defilement by a first-degree offspring of impurity.  This earlier view should have gradu-
ally developed into the view reflected by the Hananiah decree (162–173).  While I think Booth’s 
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These are logical conclusions, based on mishnaic texts, but were such views 
and conditions current during the time of Jesus?  As we have seen above, chains 
of contamination and degrees of impurity were being developed at the end of 
the Second Temple period, although they were more diverse and unspecific than 
the subsequent rabbinic system.  I believe with Hübner that the idea of defile-
ment of food by hands was current in Jesus’ time, but in an undifferentiated 
form.240  That does not necessarily mean a more lenient attitude, though.  In the 
already mentioned saying ascribed to the early Tannaim Eliezer and Joshua 
(mToh 2:2), Joshua’s statement that impure food of first and second degree im-
parts second-degree impurity to the eater, seems to presuppose an understanding 
of liquids, similar to what has been suggested above, while Eliezer’s statement 
that the eater shares the same degree of impurity as the food, has different pre-
suppositions and is in effect stricter.241   

Liquids were definitely seen as problematic at the time of Jesus.  In Qumran, 
wood and even stone were considered susceptible to impurity because of the 
“oil in them.”242  A clear example of liquids being discussed in Second Temple 
Judaism is found in 4QMMT: 

And concerning liquid streams: we are of the opinion that they are not pure, and that 
these streams do not act as a separative between impure and pure (liquids).  For the liq-
uid of streams and (that) of (the vessel) which receives them are alike, (being) a single 
liquid.243 

Joseph Baumgarten points to the Pharisaic-Sadducean controversy in mYad 
4:7:244 “Say Sadducees: ‘We complain against you, Pharisees.  For you declare 
clean an unbroken stream of liquid.’”  It seems as if the Qumran sectarians and 
the Sadduceans had a similar view on liquids as connectives, even when float-
ing in an unbroken stream. The rabbinic position, however, was that a stream of 
pure liquid poured into an impure vessel did not transmit the impurity up-
wards.245  While it is important to remember that the addressees of the polemi-

                                                                                                                                  
reconstruction is highly speculative and far too detailed in view of the scanty evidence, I find it 
reasonable to assume that hands were becoming an increasingly problematic issue in the expan-
sionist current of the first century CE. 
240 Hübner 1986 [1973], 163. 
241 Eliezer’s opinion seems to be based on the idea of connection; the eater is combined with the 
food.  Joshua’s opinion illustrates the interposing effect of liquids, The eater of food in the first 
degree is contaminated according to the system, and thus in the second remove (although strictly 
speaking this is possible for hands only in the fully developed Mishnaic system).  The eater of 
food in the second degree, however, is contaminated by the liquid (saliva) interposing between 
the food and the eater.  Since the liquid becomes unclean in the first remove, the eater receives a 
second-degree impurity.  Cf. Neusner 1974–1977, 22:162. 
242 CD 12:15–17.  Note the different view on stone as compared with the Mishnah (see below). 
243 4QMMT B55–58, tr. Qimron and Strugnell, DJD 10, 53. 
244 J. Baumgarten 1980, 163–164. 
245 Except in case of thick liquid, like porridge, “because it shrinks backwards.”  mMaksh 5:9. 
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cal letter 4QMMT were not the Rabbis of the Mishnah,246 they must have been 
some group belonging to the expansionist current of the Second Temple period, 
probably Pharisees.  We have to allow for quite an advanced and detailed dis-
cussion between different groups about the role and function of liquids as 
transmitters of impurity, even before the first century CE. 

This position is strengthened by the numerous finds of stone vessels, all over 
Palestine, from the Second Temple period.  A stone vessel industry seems to 
have appeared during the second half of the first century BCE, and flourished 
during the first century CE, to diminish after the loss of the temple, and disap-
pear completely after the Bar Kokhba revolt.  Stone vessels were manufactured 
mainly around Jerusalem, but have been found in many places and were com-
mon in Jewish settlements, including Galilee.247  A reason for using stone can 
be found in the Mishnah.248  According to the Tannaim, stone vessels, together 
with unburned earthen vessels and cattle-dung vessels, were not susceptible to 
uncleanness.249  The nature of the vessels found supports such an explanation.  
Stoppers/lids for pottery vessels, “measuring cups” containing an appropriate 
amount of water for ritual hand-washing, and household cups imitating other 
materials, all fit into the picture.250  Large vessels have been found, probably 
used to store water for ritual washing of hands.251 

In a thorough and detailed discussion about these stone vessels, mapping out 
all sites and findings, Roland Deines attempts an interpretation.  He notes that 
stone vessels are taken into general use at the end of the first century BCE, i.e. 
simultaneously with the coming of Hillel.  This would support the view of Hil-
lel and Shammai as inaugurating a period of development of purity halakhah.252  
As we saw above, the Damascus Document suggests that the Qumran sectarians 
had a different view on the susceptibility of stone.253  The general spread of 
stone vessels, however, supports Josephus’ statements about people generally 
following Pharisaic customs, so that even the Sadducees had to adapt them-
selves to them.254  Deines suggests that stone vessels may have been used for 
bringing terumah to the temple, and by Priests when giving the laity their share 
of sacrificial meat in the temple.255  According to Deines there is no other way 

                                                 
246 Cf. the critique of Elman 1996, 105–128. 
247 Magen 1994, 255f; Regev 2000, 229–234. 
248 mKel 2:1; mOhal 5:5; mPar 5:5; mYad 1:2. 
249 According to mBes 2:3, stone vessels could even be used for cleaning water by surface con-
tact. 
250 Magen 1994, 248f. 
251 Magen 1994, 254.  Cf. Jn 2:1–11. 
252 Deines 1993, 16ff.  Cf. the rabbinic saying that “purity broke out in Israel.” tShabb 1:14. 
253 CD 12:15–17. 
254 Deines 1993, 244f.  Josephus, Ant. 13:298; 18:16f. 
255 Deines 1993, 243. 
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of interpreting these findings except as evidence for a wide-spread concern over 
purity of food, including ritual hand-washing. 

Darauf verweisen zum einen die Belege über die rituelle Reinigung der Hände, die über-
haupt nur sinnvoll ist, wenn es solche Bemühungen gab, die priesterliche Reinheit auch 
bei profanen Mahlzeiten zu praktizieren.  Neben den Texten ist hier auf die Meinung der 
Archäologen zu hören, nach denen ein Grossteil der Gefässe beim Ritus der Handwa-
schung Verwendung fand, d.h. die Gefässe sind es, die den eigentlichen Kommentar zu 
Stellen wie Mk 7,3 Lk 11,37 und Mt 15,1f liefern.  Besonders die Form und das Fas-
sungsvermögen der kleinen Massbecher („Sahnekännchen“) unterstützen diese These.256 

Vessels somewhat larger than these, fashioned as normal drinking cups, would, 
if used at meals, have eliminated the risk of hands becoming contaminated by 
liquid transferring impurity from the outside of the vessel.  Deines suggests that 
plates, bowls and containers of stone might have been used by menstruating 
women and others in a state of impurity.  Closed vessels could be used for espe-
cially susceptible foodstuffs, such as olives, and as a protection against small 
impure animals.257  The stone vessels found give evidence to a high degree of 
consciousness about purity long before the fall of the temple.  They also imply 
that the expansionist current in Second Temple Judaism actually provided prac-
ticable means for following an expanded halakhah without life becoming im-
possible or too expensive.258  The stone vessels show, according to Deines, 

dass es in der jüdischen Bevölkerung vor 70 einen beträchtlichen Bevölkerungsanteil 
gab, der sich an die Reinheitsvorschriften im Zusammenhang mit Speiseaufbewahrung 
und -vorbereitung, sowohl was die Tempel- und Priesterabgaben als auch die eigenen 
Mahlzeiten betraf, gehalten hat.  Und dazu gehörte offenbar auch die Reinigung der 
Hände…259 

The combined evidence from archaeology, Qumran texts, and rabbinic sayings 
suggests that the impurity of hands was a well-known problem in Jesus’ time, 
due to the susceptibility of liquids, and that the hand-washing conflict in Mk 7 
is historically credible. 
 
 

                                                 
256 Deines 1993, 245–246. 
257 Deines 1993, 245–246. 
258 See above, 71f, and 72, n.187.  Stone vessels were fairly cheap compared to the glass and 
metal vessels of the upper classes.  They were definitely not a matter of fashion among wealthy 
Jews.  Magen 1994, 255f. 
259 Deines 1993, 272.  Deines criticizes Sanders for following Neusner’s method of verification 
and not taking anonymous Mishnayot like many of the key sayings in mYad 1–2, as well as 
mHag 2:5, into account, since they are not “verified” by Tannaim of the earliest generations.  
“Daraus aber den Schluß zu ziehen, daß sie erst lange nach 70 in Gebrauch kamen, ist unsinnig” 
(270).  I do not agree, however, with Deines’ conclusion, that the only explanation for hand-
washing is an analogy to “Tempelspeisen” (274). 



Jesus and Purity Halakhah 86 

Summary: A case for purity as a wide-spread concern in 
Second Temple Judaism 

 
While Jesus’ adversaries cannot be restricted to the Pharisees only, his most 
important opponents in matters of law were found in the influential expansionist 
current, of which the Pharisees were a prominent part.  The issue of impurity 
belongs in the context of Jesus’ attitude to the Torah. 

We have seen that the mapping out of the contemporary legal situation is dif-
ficult, but not impossible.  In spite of the scarcity of contemporary legal texts, 
careful use of rabbinic texts, and comparisons with Qumran material and other 
Jewish works from the Second Temple period, as well as archaeological evi-
dence, contribute to a fuller understanding of the contemporary legal situation.   

Referring, although far too briefly, to the other major legal issue, the Sab-
bath, I have attempted to demonstrate that the method suggested for clarifying 
the legal situation in the Second Temple period is viable and contributes to the 
interpretation of certain gospel traditions.  One major obstacle in interpreting 
Jesus’ behaviour, however, is the polemical nature of the relevant traditions, as 
they are all shaped in the form of conflict stories.  This applies to the Markan 
conflict story about hand-washing and defilement through food, too, which is 
usually focused upon when Jesus’ attitude to impurity is discussed.  The po-
lemical function of the narrative in its present form has blurred the historical 
issues.  In spite of this it is possible to make responsible reconstructions of Je-
sus’ attitude as well as of contemporary legal conditions. 

The traditions in Mk 7 have been interpreted in various ways.  From the pre-
sent discussions I find it reasonable that the saying in 7:15, albeit in an earlier 
form, closer to Mt 15:11 or Gos.Thom. 14, taken in a relative sense, could rep-
resent Jesus’ answer to a question about hand-washing.  Questions about what 
meat could be eaten—pork, idol meat, etc.—were not discussed in Jesus’ con-
text.  Questions about the relationship between the law of God and human tradi-
tions, were probably not discussed by Jesus either, but at a pre-Markan stage in 
the early church. 

Purity was definitely an issue in Second Temple Judaism, and questions of 
food and hands were discussed: how to handle terumah and hullin when im-
pure; how to purify and when; how to regard the role of liquids as transmitters 
of impurity; how to deal with the possible defilement of hands; how to relate to 
others who were not as consistent about purity customs as oneself.260 
                                                 
260 This general picture is supported by Sanders in his conclusions to the much-discussed essay 
repeatedly referred to above.  In spite of what could be interpreted as a downplaying of evi-
dence, Sanders claims that there was a concern for purity beyond the requirements of the law, 
with Pharisees and with others (1990, 246); the Pharisees furthermore made the extended rules 
observable and discouraged others from transgressing them; they wished others to conform to 
them (247); in some cases they held the extended laws to be biblical and wanted them kept gen-
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During the Second Temple period, legal discussions were not as advanced, 
and halakhic development was not as detailed as in the Mishnah, Tosefta or 
Talmudim.  But later materials can sometimes reflect early customs, and with 
the help of contemporary texts and archaeological evidence, a fairly balanced 
picture of the legal situation during the first century CE emerges.  That is a pic-
ture of wide-spread concern for purity, although interpretations and degrees of 
consistency vary.  I do not believe that immersion, purification of hands, atten-
tiveness in matters of liquids and a careful handling of food, were concerns of a 
few haberim only.  Such customs were part of a fairly influential expansionist 
current in Second Temple Judaism.   

We do not know the exact circumstances or detailed regulations concerning 
such issues at the time of Jesus.  But even if we do not know the first-century 
rationale, i.e. the current theoretical explanation for e.g. hand-washing or im-
mersion, we have enough evidence to note that such practices or customs ex-
isted, and were not only advocated by the expansionist current, but were made 
possible and practicable.  Even if we do not know the fine points of why and 
when and how such practices were carried out during the first century CE, we 
have enough evidence to conclude that a good part of the population considered 
it desirable and important to follow them.   

How then should one explain the haburot?  Does not the mere existence of 
such associations imply that the quest for purity was an interest of an extreme 
fringe movement only, and that most of the population never took much notice 
of the matter?  I do not think so.  The general population has never been the 
theological or legal experts in any society.  Custom is followed by the majority 
without necessarily much thought being given to its rationale.  But this means 
that most people, even when they regard adherence to tradition advisable, do not 
achieve total consistency.  In the case of purity in first century-Judaism, many 
would have adhered to the rules and customs, but only the most well-informed 
and concerned would have been consistent.  And in the case of purity, from a 
strict point of view, lack of consistency would threaten the whole system and 
make purity void.  Thus there would be a need, among those for whom consis-
tency was absolutely necessary in order to maintain purity, to co-operate in 
haburot.261 

I do not think that the tradition about hand-washing in Mk 7 is based on a 
conflict between Jesus and a petty fringe extremist group.  The “Pharisees and 
Scribes” questioning Jesus about his disciples’ lack of observance may be imag-
ined as haberim or not.  In any case, their question touches on an important and 

                                                                                                                                  
erally (247); their adherence to purity rules cut them off from the am ha-arets (248); in some 
cases they thought that their views should be obligatory on other people (249, 252); and al-
though they are not to be fully identified with the haberim, they are very close to them, since 
like the haberim, Pharisees did not eat with ammei ha-arets (250).  
261 Cf. Westerholm 1978, 65. 
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substantial issue.  At the core of the tradition in Mk 7 we find neither the lim-
ited question of hand-washing, nor the general classification of clean and un-
clean meat, but the basic issue of bodily impurity.  And there was something in 
Jesus’ behaviour towards this very serious issue that was disturbing.  What must 
have been puzzling in a first-century Jewish context was this seemingly careless 
attitude from a person who was expected to be consistent and purposeful.  Mk 
7:15 has often been interpreted as Jesus advocating ethical purity instead of 
ritual.  However, if a relative interpretation represents an answer of the histori-
cal Jesus to a question about hand-washing, it would rather imply a way of es-
tablishing priorities, which seems to be consistent with the findings in the brief 
section above on the Sabbath.  I think this is part of the truth, albeit not a full 
answer.  In order to explore this further, we will turn to other texts and a some-
what different approach. 



 

Chapter IV 
Jesus and defilement through contact:  

a neglected issue 
 
 
 
IV.1 An alternative approach  
 
Beginning with non-conflict traditions 
When dealing with Jesus and purity, discussions have more often than not cen-
tred around questions of food, focusing on the traditions in Mark 7.  We have 
seen that this enterprise is not without problems. I want to emphasize three of 
them. 

The first relates to the search for Jesus’ ipsissima verba.  There has usually 
been an emphasis on determining whether or not particular sayings are authen-
tic.  The difficulties with such an approach and the problems with the necessary 
methods involved, have been discussed above in Chapter II.  The uncertainty in 
linking the logion in Mk 7:15 with the hand-washing tradition in 7:1–5 has been 
noticed in the previous chapter.  The second problem has to do with Sitz im Le-
ben.  Just as with the gospel traditions about Jesus and the Sabbath, the tradi-
tions in Mark 7 are placed within a context of conflict.  We have seen that this 
context reflects discussions within the emerging church regarding the validity of 
distinctions between clean and unclean food, such as those based on Leviticus 
11.  We have further seen that it is highly unlikely that such distinctions were 
questioned by Jesus or his disciples during his lifetime.  The third problem con-
cerns the difficulty in assessing the legal situation of the first century CE, espe-
cially with regard to purity rules about hand-washing. 

In spite of these problems, something can be said about the historical Jesus 
on the basis of Mark 7.  However, this has very little to do with food laws in 
general, but rather with bodily impurity.  The concepts of impurity which can be 
seen to underlie the hand-washing tradition are basically concerned with body, 
not with food per se.  Thus I find the task of the present study justified, i.e. 
looking at Jesus and defilement through bodily contact.   

In doing this, I will try to resolve the three problems just mentioned.  I will, 
in the first place, examine traditions about Jesus’ actions, not asking primarily 
for ipsissima verba, but looking for historically plausible traits which fit into a 
Gesamtbild.  Secondly, I will take as my point of departure certain non-conflict 
traditions, in which purity is not a debated issue, and thus should not be ex-
pected to primarily reflect the interests of the early church.  Thirdly, the focus is 
placed on sources of transmittable bodily impurity, as described in Lev 12–15 
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Another problem with this approach, which should be given a separate dis-
cussion, is the fact that the main traditions to be examined are miracle stories, 
and as such they are often considered to be cast into a certain mould.  Thus we 
have to ask whether they transmit any “portraiture” or historical reminiscences 
of value, or whether all or most details belong to their form only, as standard 
motifs or themes. 

 
Dealing with miracle stories  
Healers or miracle-workers are known from history and were common in the 
contemporary world, in Hellenistic and Jewish environments alike.5  Although 
magic (at least in certain forms) was surrounded with regulations and not offi-
cially accepted in Judaism, it seems to have been practised to some extent,6 and 
healers are part of the heritage of the Hebrew Bible, and figure in rabbinic lit-
erature.7 

In the gospels, Jesus is partly described as a miracle worker or a healer, but 
there is reason to believe that the purpose of these miracles in their literary con-
text is theological rather than biographical.  According to Bultmann, the mira-
cles were told not as proofs of Jesus’ character, but of his messianic authority or 
divine power.  Thus, “even if some historical events underlie some miracles of 
healing, it is still true that their narrative form has been the work of the Tradi-
tion.”8 

The form critics distinguished miracle stories from apophthegms and para-
digms because of their  typical features.  In identifying these accounts as “mira-
cle stories,” Bultmann noted their three-part structure: a problem, a miraculous 
act, a demonstration or acclamation.  He also divided them into different cate-
gories: healings, exorcisms, raisings from the dead and nature miracles.9  Since 
the aim of form criticism was to judge the function of a story from its form, the 
fact that miracle stories are never commented upon as a genre by writers from 
Antiquity, should pose a problem.10  Wendy Cotter asks “how such  subdivi-
sions could be used to reconstruct first-century authorial intent when their 
‘form’ and kinds were completely unattested formally anywhere in Greco-
Roman evidence.”  It seems as if miracle stories cannot, against form critical 
preconceptions, be seen as necessarily and by definition without “portraiture,” 

                                                 
5 For examples, see Weinreich 1909, 45–48; Blackburn 1991, 1ff, 13ff; Cotter 1999; Hruby 
1977, 73–94; George 1977, 95–108; W. Kahl 1994, 56ff. 
6 Deut 18:9ff; Jeffers 1996; 7ff; 251f. 
7 W. Kahl 1994, 57f.  Cf. the stories about Elijah and Elisha in 1Kgs 17; 2Kgs 4–5.  For magic 
and miracles in Jewish literature and tradition, see references in Fiebig 1911, 9–75: Blackburn 
1991, 130ff; Kollmann 1996, 118–173. 
8 Bultmann 1972 [1921], 219, 228. 
9 Bultmann 1972 [1921], 218–244; Cotter 1999, 2. 
10 Cotter 1999, 1. 
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focusing on the miraculous act only, since “[a]ny ancient author was free to tell 
the story his/her own way, turning it to whatever purpose might seem most at-
tractive or advantageous.”11   

This is not to deny that miracle stories do exhibit typical features, regardless 
of origin and context.  The structure of miracle stories has been carefully exam-
ined, and several surveys of themes and motifs are available from the past cen-
tury.12  Bultmann lists typical features, such as gravity of complaint (length of 
sickness, its dangerous character, ineffective treatment, etc.), difficulty of the 
healing, healing gesture, miracle-working word, withdrawal from public, and 
successful accomplishment.13  His conclusion has been embraced by many 
scholars, that “the Hellenistic miracle stories offer such a wealth of parallels to 
the synoptic, particularly in style, as to create a prejudice in favour of supposing 
that the synoptic miracle stories grew up on Hellenistic ground.”14  At the same 
time, he poses a Palestinian origin for most of the Q material, as well as for cer-
tain Markan miracle stories containing Semitic formulations.15   

The grounds for such a distinction have been questioned by scholars repeat-
edly, since it presupposes a distance between Palestine and the rest of the Helle-
nistic world, which does not seem to be historically warranted.16  It is true that 
rabbinic writings present very few parallels to synoptic miracle stories, as com-
pared with a wealth of Hellenistic material.  But, as Kenzo Tagawa has pointed 
out,  

il faut compter sur le fait que dans les récits de miracles ce sont des milieux populaires 
qui s’expriment, tandis que les sectes juives (Pharisiens, Sadducéens, Esséniens, etc.) par 
lesquelles nous avons l’habitude de nous représenter le judaïsme du premier siècle 
représentent des milieux savants.17 

Although intellectual circles were not without Hellenistic influence, the miracle 
stories reflect more a rural and popular environment.  Tagawa talks about a 
Galileo-Hellenistic phenomenon.18  While a Galilean origin for the miracle sto-
ries is disputed, a general Palestinian provenance does not necessarily gainsay 

                                                 
11 Cotter 1999, 3. 
12 The basic study was done by Otto Weinreich in 1909, and is referred to by e.g. Bultmann 
1972 [1921], 220f and Dibelius 1961 [1919], 51, n.1.  Cf. Theissen 1983 [1972], 47ff, 81ff; 
Léon-Dufour 1977, 289ff;  Cf W. Kahl’s somewhat different structuralist analysis of “motifemes 
and their realizations” (1994, 62ff), and his critique of what he considers a confusion of terms in 
Theissen and others.   
13 Bultmann 1972 [1921], 220ff. 
14 Bultmann 1972 [1921], 240. 
15 Bultmann 1972 [1921], 240f. 
16 Légasse 1977, 116.  Cf Hengel 1974 [1968], 103–108; Gerdmar 2001, 324–330. 
17 Tagawa 1966, 48. 
18 Tagawa 1966, 48.  Cf. recent theories of Jesus as a Cynic healer. 
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haviour.  An analogy would be the realm of conversion today, in which stories 
of conversions usually follow the subcultural patterns of the religious environ-
ments in which they flourish, while they simultaneously inspire and influence 
the forms in which conversions are actually experienced.  There is thus a mutual 
dependence between actual experience and its description.  It is likewise rea-
sonable to suppose that miracles were experienced according to those fairly 
stereotyped patterns by which they were described, and that healers actually 
behaved in ways and manners which were expected of them.  Healings were 
thus described and experienced within a particular cultural context, and the con-
text as such cannot be adduced as an argument against historical reminiscences 
adhering to the traditions.   

If there is an historical background to Jesus’ miracles at all, then it is unrea-
sonable to suppose that all circumstances in the miracle stories are fictional.33  I 
believe Gnilka is mistaken when, in dealing with Mark 5:21–43, he concludes 
that since the stories in their details correspond to existing structures and motifs, 
we must assume “dass beide Geschichten nicht konkrete Erinnerungen aufbe-
wahrten, sondern die allgemeine Erinnerung an Jesu Wundertätigkeit konkretis-
ierten.  Wir gewinnen keinen Einblick in individuelle Wundergeschehnisse.”34  
How would a general memory of Jesus as a healer be entertained and transmit-
ted without any historically based details whatsoever?  This does not mean that 
each and every miracle-story represents a particular historical memory, and even 
less that every detail mentioned has an historical basis.  It simply means that it 
is reasonable to expect certain historical traits or features to adhere to the mira-
cle traditions. 

The purpose of this discussion, then, is neither to deny the miracle stories as 
a genre altogether, nor to blur the many and real parallels which exist between 
various miracle stories in the ancient world, but only to argue that gospel mira-
cle traditions cannot be disqualified as historical sources, merely because of 
parallels in structure or subject matter.  Each miracle tradition must rather be 
discussed separately. 

 
Tracing historical reminiscences 
In the end we are confronted with the question of separating tradition from re-
daction, which is possible only to a limited extent if some degree of certainty is 
desired.  The most obvious difficulty in the non-conflict traditions chosen as a 
point of departure lies in the absence of extant Markan sources, but some con-
clusions can be drawn from comparisons to the way Matthew and Luke seem to 

                                                 
33 This has nothing to do with the question of the historicity of miracles, i.e. how to regard “su-
pernatural interventions” from a modern, scientific perspective.  Such issues are neither part of 
my discussion, nor relevant to my study. 
34 Gnilka 1978, 219. 
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the narrative to produce a coherent composition: within his gospel he would have ‘repro-
duced’ a traditional element afresh.40 

After having made a comparison with the rabbinic introductory mashal formula, 
in which introductions were preserved, since story was simply followed by 
story, Theissen concludes that the  

constant two-element structure of the miracle stories can thus be explained as the result 
of a consistent transformation of the oral introduction into narrative.  Those exegetes 
who delete the first element of Markan introductions to miracles are right to the extent 
that the story proper did not begin until the appearance of the suppliants; they are wrong 
to the extent that the oral framework antedated Mark.  His work (or that of his possible 
predecessors) consisted in integrating this framework into the narrative. … An analysis 
of the introductory motif shows that a sharp distinction between ‘tradition’ and ‘redac-
tion’ is incorrect.  The change is structural.  The motif was moved from the level of 
commentary in the oral framework to the compositional level in the connected narrative; 
it no longer announces the narrative but has become part of it.41 

We thus return to the observation that redaction and tradition are slippery con-
cepts, blending with each other and notoriously difficult to separate.42  This 
applies even to the framework of a miracle story, but especially to the body of a 
story.  Broadhead points out that, apart from the lack of pre-Markan sources, 
“linguistic analysis shows that both the traditional material and the redactional 
material in the Gospel of Mark share a common pattern of language.”43   

We find ourselves constantly reminded of these problems.  Just as there is no 
waterproof method to extract Jesus’ ipsissima verba, there is none to distil the 
oldest layer of tradition, untouched by subsequent usage, from a Markan miracle 
story.  Some separation of previous tradition from subsequent redaction can 
definitely be done, however; the question is what conclusions could be drawn.  
It is reasonable to expect historical reminiscences in the traditional material, but 
at what level?  Theissen’s suggestion is interesting and fits with the evidence 
discussed above: “the popular image of the historical kernel is misleading.  It 
suggests that the kernel was transmitted.  The truth is that the historical shell 
was transmitted.”44  As examples he discusses the Baptizer’s preaching of re-
pentance and Paul’s teaching on justification and eschatology, which were made 
unrecognizable by “popular adaptation,” as seen with Mark and Luke (e.g. Mk 
6:17–29; Acts 13:38).  Yet something of the content adheres to the shell and can 
be traced.  Applied to the Jesus tradition, this means, according to Theissen, that 
while the eschatological context of the miracles is reduced in the gospel tradi-

                                                 
40 Theissen 1983 [1972], 128. 
41 Theissen 1983 [1972], 129. 
42 Cf. above, 30f. 
43 Broadhead 1992b, 188.  The lack of sources means that the situation, according to Broadhead, 
is basically the same today as when Marxsen recognized the problem in 1956. 
44 Theissen 1983 [1972], 282. 
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gospels, from the Genesis Apocryphon, in which Abraham is described as heal-
ing Pharaoh by laying his hands upon the king’s head.88  Healing by touch can 
neither be dismissed as only a Hellenistic motif, nor be regarded as nothing but 
a typical trait of miracle stories. 

As just mentioned, healing by touch is expected, but never occurs, in the 
story of the “leper” Naaman (2Kgs 5), which would otherwise provide a parallel 
from the Hebrew Bible to the tradition about Jesus and the “leper.”  Since there 
is no priestly influence on the Elijah/Elisha legends, they do not reflect any 
awareness of purity issues; no such conclusions can be drawn from the fact that 
Elisha does not heal through touch, although that is what Naaman expects.  But 
the manner of healing could have served as a precedent for the Markan tradi-
tion.89  It apparently did not.90  Jesus is described as touching or gripping a 
“leper.”  In view of the discussion above, and the fact that several of the heal-
ing-by-touch traditions mentioned concern people generally considered unclean, 
it is reasonable to suggest that Jesus’ gesture of touch and physical contact can-
not be explained only as a motif of miracle stories in Antiquity, whether Jewish 
or Hellenistic, but should be seen as expressing an attitude, i.e. as part of a char-
acterization.91  From a structuralist analysis it has also been argued that the 
touch of Jesus actually occupies a central place in the first part (vv 40–42) of 
the story about the “leper,”92 and thus ought to have been part of the pre-
Markan tradition.93   

While the explanation about the Mosaic law in v 44 shows that Mark was 
aware of Jewish conditions, his own value system is somewhat different, and he 
is not operating within a Jewish frame of reference.  Hence, he gives no hints at 
possible historical-legal consequences of Jesus touching a “leper.”  That was, 
for him, not a relevant issue.94  But details of the traditions which he conveys 
beg the question.  They should be able to reveal something about Jesus’ attitude 
to people in a state of impurity, such as “lepers.” 

In order to examine Jesus’ attitude to “lepers” in detail, it is also necessary to 
discuss the legal status of “lepers” during the first century.  Interpretation of 
Jesus’ gestures will be uncertain, as long as contemporary legal practice is not 

                                                 
88 1QapGen 20:22, 29.  Cf. Gross 1985, 493. 
89 This would have been quite natural, in view of the influence of the Elijah/Elisha legends on 
gospel traditions generally.  Cf. resurrection miracles (Mk 5:21–24, 35–43; Lk 7:11–17; 1Kgs 
17:17–24; 2Kgs 4:8–37) and multiplication miracles (Mk 6:30–43; 8: 1–10; 1Kgs 17:7–16; 
2Kgs 4:1–7, 42–44).  It has possibly influenced Luke’s variant (Lk 17:11–19). 
90 Or possibly it did, i.e. the expectations of Naaman in the Elisha story influenced the Markan 
narrative.  But this is rather far-fetched. 
91 Kertelge 1970, 64f. 
92 The centrality of Jesus’ touch in Mk 1:40–42 is confirmed by the semiotic analysis of André 
Fossion 1980, 279–290. 
93 Cf. Wojciechowski 1989, 115ff. 
94 Cf. Loader 1997, 24. 
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Jesus and “leprosy” 
It is a plausible conclusion, based on the evidence reviewed, that Jesus associ-
ated with “lepers” and on occasion touched them.  All available texts testify to 
the fact that during the Second Temple period “lepers” were considered as bear-
ers of a highly contaminating impurity, and were thus avoided and expelled 
from towns and probably villages too.  In addition, their impure state was often 
understood by people as a sort of divine punishment. 

The Markan non-conflict tradition (Mk 1:40–45) about Jesus touching a 
leper must be interpreted in this context.  It is the primary tradition giving evi-
dence for Jesus’ attitude and gestures.  We have seen that the Lukan tradition 
(Lk 17:11–19) should not be used against such evidence, but it does attest to the 
fact that lepers were excluded from population centres. 

The probably independent tradition in P. Egerton 2 must be used with cau-
tion, since it involves a fair amount of reconstruction, and its dating is not se-
cure.  I would claim, however, that the picture of Jesus as dealing with, and 
coming close to “lepers,” in a way unacceptable to the legal interpretation which 
was wide-spread and influential in his time, is not gainsaid, but rather strength-
ened by this tradition.   

Jesus was apparently remembered in Markan as well as Q and independent 
traditions as one who came into close contact with “lepers,” included them in 
his healing work, visited them and even touched them.  This cannot be regarded 
only as narrative embroidery or formal traits of miracle stories, not least in view 
of the common ostracism of “lepers” and impurity regulations in force during 
the first century CE.  We must rather regard these references as reminiscences 
of historical memory, giving evidence of a behaviour which was not in line with 
the prevailing legal interpretation. 

 
 

IV.3 Bodily discharges  
 
The major dischargers 

The second main source of impurity to be discussed is genital flux or bodily 
discharge.  As in the case of “leprosy,” the focus is on the contaminating power 
of the person suffering from the said condition, i.e. the impurity bearer.  In the 
case of bodily discharges, however, a certain emphasis is put on the different 
                                                                                                                                  
Egerton’s community; the “leper’s” former behaviour is not seen as compatible with purity laws, 
and thus Jesus must urge the man to observe the legal customs involved, and warn him not to sin 
again (Daniels 1990, 144, 148; cf. 264–274).  These are far-reaching conclusions from a meagre 
base, however.  The characterization of the community as “Jewish adherents of Jesus” (264) is 
mainly built upon this particular interpretation of the “leper” story, and without the traditional 
reconstruction of the text the somewhat circular chain of arguments falls apart. 
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which the latter is lacking, and creating expectations which lead to the climax 
when the daughter of Jairus is made alive.233  Kertelge discusses similarities 
with the two preceding stories as well (4:35–41; 5:1–20), and regards them as a 
group of miracle stories, developing during a long period of time into a block, 
which was given an unusual climax by a pre-Markan redactor in the resurrection 
of the girl.234  The sandwich construction would thus have a pre-Markan origin.  
Kuhn is more hesitant, but comes to the conclusion that even if a pre-Markan 
collection is difficult to prove, the different miracle stories at least share a simi-
lar Sitz im Leben.235   

It is not possible to prove the sandwich construction to be pre-Markan.  
Loader argues for the intercalation being the work of Mark.  It was done by 
someone with sensitivity to purity issues, but, since it resulted in an unclean 
Jesus (by contact with the woman), entering the house of a synagogue leader, 
the intercalator would not himself have paid attention to purity issues.  This 
would speak for Mark.236  While I do not find these arguments conclusive, I 
consider Mark responsible for the intercalation for other reasons.  The technique 
of filling time lapses with similar insertions is, as pointed out by E. Schweizer, 
a typical trait of Mark (3:22–30; 6:14–29; 11:15–19).237  While the need for a 
delay is not, as we have seen above, a sufficient explanation for the origin of the 
intercalation in 5:25–34, the technique is probably Markan, and is employed for 
thematic or theological reasons. 

This means that the two stories probably did not originally belong together.  
Since I am not seeking primarily for Mark’s literary and theological purposes, 
but looking for historical reminiscences, I will discuss the two traditions sepa-
rately, and deal with the narrative of the bleeding woman without relating it to 
the Jairus story.238 

                                                 
233 Cf. Kertelge 1970, 120. 
234 Kertelge 1970, 112–113. 
235 Kuhn 1971, 191ff, 210, 213.  Kuhn discusses 6:32–52 in addition to the four stories already 
mentioned.  According to Kuhn, these stories are marked by the theios aner idea and originated 
with Hellenistic Christians of Jewish background. 
236 Loader 1997, 61–62 and n. 118. 
237 Schweizer 1971 [1967], 116.  Note that, in some cases, these intercalations are not taken 
over by Matthew or Luke.  Mk 3:22–30 (Beelzebul) is paralleled in the other Synoptics, but they 
do not introduce a subsequent narrative in advance, as does Mark (3:31–35 is introduced by 
3:21).  This is even more evident in 11:15–19, which interrupts the story of the fig tree in Mark, 
but not in Matthew. 
238 The Jairus story will be focused upon in the section about corpse-impurity below. V. Taylor 
(1966, 289) takes the connecting link in v 35 (“while he yet spoke…”) as an argument for the 
connection being not merely literary, but historical, since such links are fairly absent in Mark.  If 
this were true, it would be necessary to discuss the two stories together, even in an historical 
investigation.  Taylor’s argument, besides not being valid as a conclusion from language, dis-
plays a somewhat naive understanding of the relationship between historical event and literary 
narrative. 
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apparently used here in the sense of healing.262  Just as in the present case, the 
touching is not commented upon, and no purity practice is explicitly denied, as 
in Mk 7.  But in 1:44, most of which probably belongs to tradition, Jesus com-
mands the “leper” to show himself to the priest and offer the required sacrifices, 
in accordance with legal prescriptions.   

There is thus an awareness of the purity issue in 1:40–45 on the pre-Markan 
level which, in view of the awareness shown by Mark in ch.7, must have been 
visible to him as a redactor.  Yet he does not bring the purity issue out explic-
itly.  In the narrative of the “leper,” he is aware of the idea of purity, but does 
not address the bodily aspect, only the issue of cultic re-integration.  Mark is 
aware of questions of purity, but does not exploit them, when his chief aim is 
elsewhere.  Applied to the present text, this means that even if the terminologi-
cal links to Leviticus belong to tradition, Mark could be aware of the purity is-
sue involved.  His reason for not exploiting the theme of purity could be, as 
Loader suggests, that menstruants in his context were no longer considered un-
clean.  Thus the only issue for Mark is healing.  In contrast to some other in-
stances, the need to explain Jewish practices would have been absent here, since 
“some foreboding in relation to menstruant women was probably also present 
among the cultures to which Mark’s hearers belonged, though less severe.”263 

We have found that purity is an issue in the narrative of the bleeding woman, 
although not central, or even explicit, at a literary level.  In the present form of 
the story, the issue of purity is implicit only.  It could have been explicit at a 
pre-Markan stage; it is even probable that it was, at some pre-Markan stage, 
otherwise it would hardly have adhered to the narrative.  While the development 
of the textual tradition is beyond reconstruction, we cannot avoid the implica-
tions on an historical level.  Jesus was remembered as coming into contact with 
people impure from bodily discharges. 

 
Dischargers in Lukan traditions? 
As in the case of the leper, there is some additional Lukan material of interest.  
It is well-known that women figure more frequently in Luke’s gospel than in the 
other Synoptics, although opinions differ as to how this should be interpreted.  
In most of these Lukan narratives there are not even implicit purity issues.264  

                                                 
262 For a discussion, see above, 102. 
263 Loader 1997, 61.  Cf. Pliny the elder, Nat. 7: 63–66.  This reasoning, applied to Mk 7, would 
account for the explanations about ablutions and immersions in 7:3–4, as practices which would 
not have been well-known to the readers of Mark.  Applied to Mk 1:40–45, it would account for 
the explanation about the purification offering (v 44), as a lesser known practice, while the im-
pure state of the “leper” is left unmentioned, since “lepers” were more or less isolated and ab-
horred among the cultures to which Mark’s hearers or readers belonged, as well. 
264 Women are described as followers of Jesus (Lk 23:27, 49) who had been healed from evil 
spirits and diseases (8:2).  What type of disease is not hinted at, however.  While the woman in 
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volving defilement, because the unclean people involved were instantly healed.  
On the other hand, we cannot claim that Jesus abrogated impurity laws simply 
by accepting the touch of a bleeding woman.274  However, if we find Jesus’ ac-
tions or contacts incompatible with the legal interpretation of his day, we can 
claim that they involved defilement serious enough for some to question his 
attitude to purity regulations. 

Some scholars argue that neither according to the Priestly writings, nor ac-
cording to mishnaic law, did the woman commit any transgression, or pass on 
any defilement, by touching Jesus.275  Such claims, even if they were true, 
would not solve the problem, however, of the legal situation at the end of the 
Second Temple period, against which Jesus’ behaviour must be interpreted.  
Thus it is necessary to review the evidence, beginning with the biblical legisla-
tion. 

The background of biblical legislation concerning bodily discharges has been 
much discussed.  A worldwide fear of menstrual blood as a repository of de-
monic forces has resulted in various forms of isolation, attested both in ancient 
texts and in more recent anthropological studies.  The loss of vaginal blood or 
semen was regarded as a diminution of life and represented destruction and 
death.276 

There are obvious discrepancies in the rules from Lev 15 concerning differ-
ent types of genital dischargers.  While they are given a similar form, there are 
important differences in many details.  The person who touches a zab must 
launder, wash, and is unclean until the evening (v 7).  The person touching a 
menstruant, however, is just said to become unclean until the evening (v 19), 
and nothing whatsoever is said about the person touching a zabah.  Similarly, 
the zab is said to contaminate people and vessels by touch, unless he has 
washed his hands (vv 11–12).  Nothing, however, is said about female discharg-
ers contaminating by touch.  The zab is given a more elaborate treatment: he 
contaminates by spitting (v 8), and everything upon which he sits when riding is 
contaminated (v 9).  When it comes to purification rituals, the zab is required to 
launder his clothes and wash on the seventh day, as well as bring a sacrifice on 

                                                 
274 Cf. the discussion of  Fonrobert 1997, 135f.  On a literary level, however, Fonrobert is wrong 
in claiming that “the attempt to read this story as abrogation of biblical traditions concerning 
menstruation and irregular discharges of blood remains unsuccessful,” since, as she herself 
shows, this was one early reading, attested in the Didascalia. 
275 Fonrobert 1997, 133; Maccoby 1999, 162f. 
276 Milgrom 1991, 766–767.  While monotheism made the demons recede into the background 
in Israel, the demonic, according to Milgrom, continued to reside in man.  Cf. Maccoby, who 
does not find the life-diminishing aspect of discharges enough to substantiate a theory that re-
quires that all life-diminishing disharges defile.  As an example, he points out that the blood of a 
wounded person is not a source of impurity (Maccoby 1999, 31).  Maccoby suggests that it is a 
matter of the whole cycle of mortality, life and death, that is expressed by impurity, and ex-
cluded from that which is holy (Maccoby 1999, 49–50). 
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concerning people with discharges, were not read with a view to cultic differences between men 
and women, but prescriptions were systematized and made applicable to all or most dischargers 
by the help of analogy.313 
 
Expulsion or isolation of dischargers during the biblical period 

In the previous section about “leprosy,” we have seen that the relevant legisla-
tion (Lev 13–14) was concerned with diagnosis and purification, but not with 
contamination.  This was explained from the fact that “lepers” were isolated and 
expelled from society.  The legislation in Lev 15 about discharges contains no 
signs of expulsion, but detailed discussions about contamination.  This suggests 
that people suffering from discharges were living within their communities.  In 
no other way can we explain regulations concerning the transmission of impu-
rity even via their beds and seats, and the purifying rites required from people 
being thus contaminated, or the instruction for the zab to wash his hands before 
touching anyone.  All the rules seem to presuppose that clean people are con-
stantly at the risk of coming into contact with discharging persons, directly or 
indirectly, and when this happens, appropriate purification rites must be carried 
out.  Nothing is said about permission to enter the camp after initial purifica-
tion, as in the case of the “leper” (Lev 14:8), which again suggests that people 
suffering from discharges were present in their towns and villages throughout 
their period of impurity.314 

There is a separate tradition, however, found in Num 5:2–3, according to 
which neither “lepers” nor corpse impure, nor genital dischargers may remain in 
their communities: 

Order the children of Israel to send away from the camp every leper and every zab and 
every corpse-impure.  Male or female, you shall send away; outside of the camp you 
shall send them; and they shall not defile their camp, where I live in their midst. 

Opinions differ as to how this tradition should be regarded.  Wright sees it as a 
law reflecting conditions of the wilderness camp, which could be regarded as 

a hybrid cross of a regular community and a war camp.  It is well known from non-
Priestly material that a war camp was under stricter conditions of purity than the normal 
community. … God moves throughout the camp so that he might grant victory to the sol-
diers.  The camp must be holy for God’s presence to continue there.315 

As an historical explanation of the presence of conflicting traditions, this does 
not suffice.  Which practice was adhered to and when?  Milgrom suggests that 
this tradition stems from a different textual layer: either P2 or H.316  It is impos-

                                                 
313 Examples from Qumran and rabbinic literature will be given below. 
314 Cf. David P. Wright 1987, 173. 
315 David P. Wright 1987, 171. 
316 Milgrom regards much of the P source as fairly early, reflecting the cult in Shiloh.  The P1 
strand reflects the settled, urbanized Israelite society, and includes e.g. Lev 15.  The P2 strand 
contains older material, e.g. laws of the wilderness camp.  The H source is later, dated to the end 
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and Zabim.  Both begin with discussions attributed to Shammai and Hillel or 
their houses, about how to count days.338  Much of Niddah is dedicated to ques-
tions of counting days and periods, and defining different types of blood.  
Zabim begins with a discussion between the houses of whether the zab should 
be likened to the zabah or to the seminal discharger (mZab 1:1).  While the 
questions raised from a plain reading of Leviticus concern whether the contami-
nation and purification of the zabah should be supplemented by the more spe-
cific instructions for the zab, the questions discussed in these mishnaic tractates 
belong to another level.  Says Neusner, 

The secondary and derivative character of these inquiries [i.e. inquiries undertaken by the 
Houses before 70 CE, reflected in mZab] strongly suggests that the work on Zabim began 
before the Houses, that is, before the first decades of the first century A.D., just as is the 
case for Niddah.  The exegetical work on the modes of the transfer of uncleanness of the 
Zab, moreover, was certainly complete before 70…339 

Most of the “discrepancies” discussed above had probably been equalized by 
the first century CE.  This is clear from the discussion in mNid 4:3: 

The blood of a woman who has not immersed after childbirth - 
The House of Shammai say, “It is like her spit and her urine.” 
And the House of Hillel say, “It imparts uncleanness wet and dry.” 

While bathing is not explicitly prescribed for the yoledet in Lev 12, it is shown 
to be taken for granted in a discussion ascribed to the Houses.  That the men-
struant immerses in a miqveh at the end of her period is so self-evident that the 
fact itself is seldom mentioned in the Mishnah.  When it is, it is taken for 
granted.340  As for the zabah, her immersion was also taken for granted.  She is 
regarded as being slightly more unclean than the zab, because she could render 
a man unclean for seven days by intercourse.  For all other practical purposes, 
she is included in some of the legislation concerning the zab, separately identi-
fied only at times.341  Immersion was widely practised during the first century 
CE, as evidenced by the frequent findings of miqvaot.342  There are no reasons 
to doubt that this practice included all severe impurity bearers, men and women, 
at the end of the Second Temple period.  

                                                 
338 mNid 1:1; mZab 1:1. 
339 Neusner 1974–1977, 18: 3. 
340 mMiqv 8:1; mMiqv 8:5: “A menstruating woman who placed coins in her mouth and went 
down and immersed is clean on account of her uncleanness [as a menstruant], but she is unclean 
because of her spit.  If she put her hair in her mouth, closed her hand, pressed her lips to-
gether—it is as if she did not immerse.”  The main idea here probably concerns recontamination 
via the saliva (i.e. liquid).  That the menstruant is required to immerse is self-evident in rabbinic 
Judaism, and the miqveh survived in post-temple times only for the sake of menstruants (Mac-
coby 1999, 43).  It is the only Jewish purification rite which has survived until our time. (Ibid., 
41f).  Cf. Sanders 1990, 143. 
341 mKel 1:4; mZab 5:6. 
342 Cf. section III.2 above. 
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was called midras impurity.  All other items (possible to immerse in a miqveh), 
came to be subject to the rabbinic concept of maddaf impurity, which was a 
kind of “overshadowing,” which did not contaminate persons.352  According to 
Neusner, these two types of uncleanness were contrasted with each other by a 
kind of logical reasoning.353  As the concept of midras was taken for granted in 
discussions attributed to the Houses,354 it may have originated before 70 CE.  
Neusner even conceives of its origins before the turn of the first century, and 
regards the idea of maddaf just as old, since it is correlated with midras.355  This 
is possible, but difficult to prove.  Since these concepts are not crucial to the 
arguments of the present study, they will not be further examined here, but it 
should be noted that they had the effect of limiting the transfer of impurity from 
genital dischargers to other persons.   

The tendency not only to define, but to limit impurity, is strengthened in the 
period after the destruction of the temple, when purification became more diffi-
cult.  An example is found in mZab 2:2, where seven possible “excuses” for a 
discharge are mentioned, which could be used to avoid being confirmed as a 
zab.  These have to do with what he had eaten, drunk or carried, whether he had 
jumped or been ill, and what he had seen or fantasized.  In the discussion, R. 
Aqiba appears with the most lenient of all suggestions: 

R. Aqiba says, “Even if he had eaten any sort of food, whether bad or good, or drunk any 
sort of liquid.”   
They said to him, “Henceforth, there will be no Zabim.”   
He said to them, “Responsibility for Zabim is not yours!” 

A similar discussion is found in mNid 8:1–3.  A woman who sees a bloodstain 
“blames it on any thing on which she can blame it” to avoid the zabah status.  If 
she killed a louse, she may blame it on it.  According to R. Hanina b. Anti-
gonos, she may blame it on the louse even if she did not kill it.  And R. Aqiba 
appears here too: 

One woman came before R. Aqiba.  She said to him, “I have seen a bloodstain.”   
He said to her, “Perhaps there was a wound on you?” 
She said to him, “Yes, but it has healed.” 
He said to her, “Perhaps it can open and bleed?” 
She said to him, “Yes.” 
And R. Aqiba declared her clean. 
His disciples did he see staring at one another.  He said to them, “Why is this matter hard 
in your eyes?  For the sages stated the rule not to produce a strict ruling but to produce a 

                                                 
352 Harrington 1993, 239–253; Maccoby 1999, 50–53; Neusner 1974–1977, 22: 55, 63–71. 
353 On the basis of Lev 15:10, Neusner presents the underlying reasoning thus (1974–1977, 22: 
69): “(1) What is unclean beneath the Zab is not unclean above him.  (2) Then: What is not 
unclean beneath the Zab is unclean above him.  Objects not used for sitting and lying, food and 
drink (2) are unclean above, because they (1) are clean below, the Zab.  Thus: Objects used for 
sitting and lying are clean above, because they are unclean below, the Zab.”   
354 E.g. mKel 20:2; 26:6; mNid 10:8. 
355 Neusner 1974–1977, 22: 55, 71. 
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It should be noted that clothes in the mishnaic system were regarded as rin-
sable vessels, thus subject to first-degree impurity.379  Clothes touched by a dis-
charger, or by a person in contact with a discharger, would contaminate food, 
liquid380 and hands in the second degree. The clothes of the discharging person, 
would be unclean at least in the first degree, and contaminate food, liquid and 
hands.  The least we can say is that, according to the rabbinic system, a clean 
person who touches the clothes of a discharger will have the hands contami-
nated in the second degree, and the discharger who touches a clean person’s 
clothes will contaminate them in the first degree, thus contaminating the clean 
person’s hands in the second degree.  In the mishnaic system, however, it seems 
to be presupposed that clothes are subject to midras impurity, since they are 
used for sitting and lying.381  The clothes of a discharging person would thus 
function as a “father,” and contaminate people by contact in the first degree.  
The suggestion of Wright, that the clothes of a discharger are regarded unclean 
like a bed, because of pressure, thus contaminating like the body itself, would 
be true for the rabbinic system, even if its validity during the biblical period 
could be doubted.382 

This is, however, a somewhat theoretical exercise, and there are reasons to 
think that even a discharger touching the clothes of a clean person would be 
seen as transmitting something like a first-degree impurity during the Second 
Temple period.  Although a basic notion of removes seems to have been pre-
sent, we should not expect a fixed and complete mishnaic system of degrees 
during the first century CE.  Even Neusner, who otherwise sees most of the sys-
tem of degrees as developing after 70 CE, regards the effect of the zab on cloth-
ing an exception.383  The formulation of mZab 3:1 might reveal an underlying 
assumption: 

The Zab and the clean person who sat in a ship or on a raft, 
or who rode [together] on a beast, 
even though their clothes do not touch— 
lo, these are unclean with midras uncleanness. 

                                                 
379 Cf. mZab 5:1.  A person in contact with a discharger is defined as one who “imparts unclean-
ness to clothes,” i.e. he is temporarily, through contact with the discharger, functioning as a 
“father,” contaminating vessels, food and liquid in the first degree.  “After he separates…,” 
however, “he does not impart uncleanness to clothes.” 
380 But because of the susceptibility of liquids, they would always become unclean in the first 
degree anyway. 
381 Harrington 1993, 242.   
382 David P. Wright 1987, 182f, n.34; cf. Neusner 1974–1977, 18: 179.  Cf. mOha 1:5.  For 
analogous reasonings in the Mishnah, cf. mKel 19:5.  A bed unclean with a particular type of 
uncleanness contaminates a bed girth, which is wrapped around it, with the same degree of un-
cleanness, as long as it is in contact.  As soon as it is removed, however, the bed girth’s un-
cleanness becomes one degree less. 
383 Neusner 1974–1977, 22: 189f. 
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Greek account, “Talitha koum” does not function as a secret spell.  These words 
should be considered as belonging to pre-Markan tradition.417 

The concluding verses (42–43), describing  the acclamation and wonder of 
the onlookers, are not necessarily to be seen as Markan redaction either.  While 
an unbroken command to silence is usually connected with the secret of Jesus’ 
identity,418 it should be noted that secrecy commands in miracle stories do not 
explicitly refer to Jesus’ identity.  This points to such commands as belonging 
to early tradition in miracle stories, and Mark is responsible for transferring 
such commands to other genres.419  The command to silence thus has a chris-
tological function in the present form and context of the story, but probably not 
in the underlying tradition.  The tension between the command to silence and 
the crowd present outside the house is not necessarily a sign of redaction, but 
can just as well be seen as an example of the sometimes illogical structure 
which is considered a typical trait of oral style and unprepared narrative.420 

To solve this tension, and to remove difficulties about the order, Theissen 
has suggested that vv 42 and 43 be reversed.  This would make the Aramaic 
words “Talitha koum” occasion a command to silence, thus connecting the 
command with the “magical words.”  After this, the girl is given something to 
eat, which makes her rise and walk, thus connecting her embetterment with the 
intake of food.421  As we have seen above, however, it is very uncertain that the 
Aramaic phrase was originally conceived of as rhesis barbarike.  In the present 
form of the story there may be such notions, but then it is difficult to see why 
the order was changed.  We would then have to hypothesize an intermediate 
form of the tradition, with a strong magical notion, which Mark wished to re-
move.  Theissen admits that his reversal of order is hypothetical.  To give it an 
explanation would require even more speculation. 

There has been a tendency to regard this story, as well as other stories of res-
urrections, as originally ordinary healing traditions which developed into the 
raising of a dead person.422  Others have suggested that an earlier form of the 
narrative of the Capernaum officer has later developed into a resurrection sto-
ry.423  Such speculations are without foundation,424  and are probably to be un-
derstood against the background of rationalistic criticism.  It is not reasonable, 
however, that the interpreter’s need for a rationally acceptable historical expla-
nation becomes the basis of theories of narrative development.  On the histori-

                                                 
417 Cf. Hooker 1991, 150; Gnilka 1978, 211. 
418 Cf. Räisänen 1990, 166, 168.  According to Räisänen, the disclosure of this miracle would 
reveal too much about Jesus as the conqueror of death. 
419 Theissen 1983 [1972], 150f. 
420 Theissen 1983 [1972], 193. 
421 Theissen 1983 [1972], 149f. 
422 Cf. Pesch 1976, 296, 312–314. 
423 Kertelge 1970, 113.  
424 Gnilka 1978, 212. 
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implicit purity problem, which is ignored by Mark, but must have been dis-
cernible in the underlying tradition, in a Jewish first-century context.426 

Against this there are two possible arguments, both seizing upon the simi-
larities with the resurrection miracles of Elijah and Elisha (1Kgs 17:17–24; 
2Kgs 4:18–37).  One would point out that no purity issue is implied in these 
stories, and claim that the regulations of the Torah could not apply to these 
kinds of circumstances (i.e. resuscitating dead people), because of their excep-
tional nature.427  It would be surprising, however, to find any issue of corpse-
impurity in popular tales from the time of the First Temple, for which the legal 
development of rules for corpse-contamination is fairly unknown.  Judaism was 
accustomed to a heritage of narratives which at times came in conflict with legal 
traditions (cf. the incestuous behaviour of Reuben in Gen 35:22 and Judah in 
Gen 38).428  In the case of a first-century narrative in a Jewish context about a 
first-century person entering the house of a dead and touching a corpse, the pu-
rity issue would be obvious.429 

The second argument would claim that entering the house and touching the 
corpse are literary motifs only, borrowed from the Hebrew Bible, and thus lack 
any value as historical traces.  In our search for traces of the concrete, we find 
only another ideological layer, exhibiting a christological variant: Jesus as the 
prophet in the tradition of, or even outdoing, Elijah and Elisha.   

While some influence is certain, there are actually no signs of direct literary 
dependence.430  The allusions to the Elijah and Elisha traditions probably have a 
christological intent.  But this is hardly sufficient to claim that the narrative of 
Jairus’ daughter has been construed only from these stories, with no historical 
memories behind it.  Jewish tradition in general, and the Hebrew (or LXX) Bi-
ble in particular, belonged to the natural frame of reference, within which any 
early account about Jesus would have been shaped.  In such an environment, 
stories about someone considered a prophet and miracle-worker, could hardly 
have avoided being influenced by the ancient religious and national heritage, 
especially not if the person involved was remembered as having on some occa-
sion made a dead individual come alive.   

While the case cannot be settled conclusively, there is reason to assume his-
torical traces of a purity issue under the christological overlay.  We noted earlier 

                                                 
426 Cf. Sariola 1990, 71f. 
427 Banks 1975, 105. 
428 Incidents such as these were apparently embarrassing, since incest would incur the death 
penalty according to the law.  Cf. the elaborate discussions of these two cases in Jub. 33 and 41, 
to the effect that no exception to the death penalty should be made with appeal to Reuben or 
Judah. 
429 This is not to imply that incurring corpse-impurity should be any violation of law.  Loader’s 
suggestion (1997, 61, n. 118) that the comment that the girl was sleeping actually removes the 
purity issue, rests on taking a metaphor literally. 
430 Gnilka 1978, 212. 
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tradition is secondary.433  A closer examination reveals that the Hellenistic par-
allels are real but few.  Apart from an inscription from Epidauros about the god 
Asclepios meeting a sick person carried on a stretcher,434 there are two possible 
parallels to the Lukan story.  One is a tradition about the first-century BCE phy-
sician Asclepiades meeting a funeral procession and discovering that the man to 
be buried is not actually dead.435  The other parallel, which is closer, comes 
from Philostratus’ account of the first-century CE miracle worker Apollonius of 
Tyana. 

A girl had died just in the hour of her marriage, and the bridegroom was following her 
bier lamenting as was natural his marriage left unfulfilled, and the whole of Rome was 
mourning with him, for the maiden belonged to a consular family.  Apollonius then wit-
nessing their grief, said: “Put down the bier, for I will stay the tears that you are shedding 
for this maiden.”  And withal he asked what was her name.  The crowd accordingly 
thought that he was about to deliver such an oration as is commonly delivered as much to 
grace the funeral as to stir up lamentation; but he did nothing of the kind, but merely 
touching her and whispering in secret some spell over her, at once woke up the maiden 
from her seeming death; and the girl spoke out loud, and returned to her father’s house, 
just as Alcestis did when she was brought back to life by Hercules.436 

Philostratus continues discussing whether the girl was really dead or only seem-
ingly so.  Such hesitance is never found in the gospel tradition. 

Meeting a funeral procession could be seen as a motif, belonging to the 
common traits of miracle stories in Antiquity.  This is only natural, however, 
since funeral processions should have been common and normal experiences for 
inhabitants in any village or town.437  As for the other parallels between the 
above-mentioned stories, they are not as evident.  The motif of the seemingly 
dead person who is saved in the last minute from being buried alive, is found in 
modern times too, but is not present in the Lukan tradition.  The Apollonius 
story, which provides the only real parallel, was given its present form more 
than a century after the Lukan narrative, although Apollonius himself belonged 
to the first century.  Philostratus’ sources and their value have been much de-
bated,438 and it is by no means evident in which direction influence (if any) 
should be imagined between Luke and Philostratus’ source.439  The Lukan tradi-
                                                 
433 Cf. Bultmann 1972 [1921], 215. 
434 IG 4, 952:26–35.  Cf. Weinreich 1909, 172.  The sick person had not received any healing 
dream while in the temple, but met the god on the way home. 
435 This tradition is preserved in two sources from the second century CE; one elaborate and 
legendary in style, (Apuleius, Florida 19), the other a passing comment by Celsus (On Medicine 
2.6.15–18), which introduces a discussion about medicine as a conjectural art. 
436 Philostratus, Vit.Apoll., 4:45. 
437 Funeral processions were frequent and common experiences.  This is clear from texts dis-
cussing risks and obligations, such as those mentioned below (Ag.Ap. 2:205; mOha 5:1; 11:4–5). 
438 See the Forschungsbericht in Koskenniemi 1994, 18–36. 
439 Fitzmyer 1981, 657; Cotter 1999, 43.  Several scholars think that Philostratus simply in-
vented his “source.”  Cf. Palm 1976, 13–17; Bowie 1978, 1663–1667; Kee 1983, 256–265.  
Meier (1994, 578–581) suggests that Philostratus could have borrowed some gospel miracle 
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origins of such a complicated chain do not go back in time.  Unfortunately, the 
Qumran texts do not help us much on this matter.  One passage in the Temple 
Scroll might provide a clue, however, as for an expansionist presupposition.  A 
pregnant woman, whose child dies in her womb, is considered as unclean as a 
corpse while the child is within her (11Q19 [11QT] 50:10–18).444  This is most 
easily explained by the idea of being in continuous contact with the source of 
impurity, which has been mentioned above in the section about discharges.445  I 
would suggest that an analogous idea about corpse-impurity and continuous 
contact is the natural presupposition behind this ruling in the Temple Scroll.  
This means that during the time of Jesus, the bier of a dead person, being in 
constant contact with the corpse, would most probably have been seen as con-
taminating people who touched it with a seven-day impurity. 

In its present form, and for the readers of Luke, the narrative of the widow’s 
son carries no purity connotations.  While the historical value of the tradition 
behind the Lukan narrative could be questioned, it cannot, as we have seen, be 
regarded as a Lukan construction, based on Hellenistic motifs alone.  If the tra-
dition behind the present narrative has a Palestinian origin,446 it is likely that 
purity was at least an implicit issue, which Luke then ignored or/and deemed 
irrelevant for his readers. 

 
The impurity of graves and Jesus’ attitude 
The fear of contamination from dead bodies was common in Antiquity not only 
in Judaism, as is seen from the idea of contagio funesta, attested in several Ro-
man sources,447 or corpse-contamination in Zoroastrianism.448  Early evidence 
from ancient Babylonia shows that dust around a grave was considered pollut-
ing, and contact with it required a seven-day purification period.449 

In the biblical material we find traces of some ambiguity.  While according 
to Numbers (19:16), mere contact with a grave is considered as defiling as 
                                                 
444 This is in contrast to later rabbinic rulings (mHul 4:3).  Cf. Harrington 1993, 75. 
445 Such an idea concerning people with discharges is found in explicit form in mZab 5:6, and in 
relation to corpse-impurity in the Babylonian Talmud (bAZ 37b, bNaz 42b).   
446 Arguments against Lukan invention, but in favour of a Palestinian origin are: 1) Nain is men-
tioned nowhere else in contemporary sources, but excavations have shown that it was a walled 
town (and thus had a gate); 2) the Greek text shows possible signs of a Semitic substratum; 3) 
Luke buttresses the unspecific “a great prophet” (pre-Lukan tradition) with the first instance in 
his third-person narrative of the christologically significant kyrios; 4) Luke’s tendency to avoid 
doublets speaks against him having included another resurrection miracle (in addition to that of 
Jairus’ daughter), had it not belonged to what he considered to be authoritative sources.  Meier 
1994, 795ff.  
447 Wagenvoort 1947, 133f, referring among others to Virgil (Aen. 2:539; 3:227; 6:150), Cicero 
(Rab.Perd. 11) and Pliny the younger (Ep. 4, 11, 9). 
448 Boyce 1975, 300–306. 
449 Milgrom 1990b, 160, 162.  In Egypt, all forms of decay fell into the category of impurity, 
except for the corpse.  Tombs had the same holy status as cult centres. Milgrom 1991, 768. 
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touching a corpse, the kings of Jerusalem were regularly buried “in the city of 
David,” according to the books of  Kings and Chronicles.450  The burial places 
of kings from the time of Manasseh and onwards are phrased differently, but 
seem to refer to places within Jerusalem as well.451  This fact, together with the 
vehement protest of Ezekiel against such a practice (Ez 43:7–9) could be inter-
preted as evidence for corpse-contamination, at least via graves, being a fairly 
late development.452  Archaeological evidence, however, may point in a differ-
ent direction.  During the First Temple period, ordinary people were buried out-
side the city wall on the western hill, and when the city expanded from the time 
of Hezekiah and onwards, these tombs were emptied, evidently to remove 
corpses from what would become part of the city.453  This does not prove the 
case, but might imply that avoidance of grave-impurity, at least in some basic 
form, was already present during the First Temple period.  It is uncertain, how-
ever, to what extent the rules about contamination in Num 19 were in effect 
during this time.  In the case of burial of kings and at times priests and prophets, 
considerations of honour or reverence may have carried more weight than as-
pects of purity.454  The stricter view, represented by Ezekiel, probably came to 
dominate during the Second Temple period.  The Temple Scroll states what 
should be seen as a general Israelite norm, rather than a sectarian rule: 

And you shall not do as the gentiles do: they bury their dead in every place, they even 
bury them in the middle of their houses; instead you shall keep places apart within your 
land where you shall bury your dead.  Among four cities you shall establish a place in 
which to bury.455   

While opinions were divided among post-70 rabbis as to whether exceptions 
should be made for the graves of kings and prophets, the general rule was that 
graves within a distance of 50 cubits from a city limit should be cleared.456  The 
                                                 
450 This includes kings from David (1Kgs 2:10) to Ahaz (2Kgs 16:20).  For a full list of refer-
ences and a detailed discussion, cf. David P. Wright 1987, 117ff, esp. 118, notes 11 and 12. 
451 2Chr 32:33; 2Kgs 21:18/2Chr 33:20; 2Kgs 21:26; 2Kgs 23:30/2Chr 35:24.  Cf. Wright 1987, 
119. 
452 Cf. Weill 1920, 40–45.  B. Levine (1993, 105f) considers the rituals of Num 19 to be predi-
cated on Ez 43.  The legislation in Num 19 would then institutionalize an exilic or post-exilic 
concept of corpse-impurity. 
453 Broshi 1974; David P. Wright 1987, 120ff.  References to burials, such as those in Judg 
10:2; 1Sam 25:1; 2Sam 2:32 or 2Sam 21:14, do not necessarily mean that people were buried 
within towns, but rather in the area of a particular town.  Cf. Wright 1987, 117, n. 9. 
454 The priest Jehoiada was buried with the kings, according to 2Chr 24:16.  In the legend about 
the dead man revived by contact with Elisha’s bones (2Kgs 13:20–21), there is no issue of im-
purity, but the bones of the holy man make the dead person come to life again.  According to Ex 
13:19, the Israelites carried the bones of Joseph with them through the desert. 
455 11Q19 [11QT] 48:11–14. 
456 tBBat 1:11 (Cf. mBBat 2:9).  R. Aqiba represents a dissenting voice, holding on to a view 
similar to the explicit view of Ezekiel and the implicit view of the Temple Scroll, according to 
which no exceptions were to be made.  The impurity of graves is further discussed by the rabbis 
in mOha 16–18.  Although the requirement of the Temple Scroll for separate burial grounds 
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Temple Jew, who worked with the general concepts of his culture and time.  
The case of Tiberias was more than well-known, and it would be only natural 
for a Galilean Jew to allude to it. 

Tiberias is not mentioned explicitly by any New Testament writing, how-
ever.459  At a distance of less than 30 kilometers from Nazareth and about half 
that distance from Capernaum, across the lake, Jesus ought to have visited it.  
The absence of any such mention has at times been explained as indicating that 
Jesus avoided  Tiberias for reasons of purity.  Such an argument from silence is 
hazardous, to say the least.  There is likewise no mention of Jesus visiting Sep-
phoris, the other Galilean Hellenistic town.  Only a few places are mentioned in 
the gospel narratives, which should not be read as itineraries.  It is possible that 
Jesus avoided these towns, and kept to Jewish villages and people of his own 
kind.460  But no conclusions regarding Jesus’ observance of corpse-impurity 
rules can be made on such a basis.461  The most plausible explanation for Jesus’ 
avoidance of these towns is the fate of his predecessor, John the Baptizer, who 
was imprisoned and executed by Herod Antipas.462 

Impurity of graves is an issue in the story of the demoniac, in Mk 5:1–20 (par 
Mt 8:28–34; Lk 8:26–39).  We will return to this narrative in Chapter VII, to 
discuss Jesus as an exorcist.  For the present purpose, we should note the link 
between the  unclean graves, the unclean spirits and the unclean swine.  Al-
though not explicit, there is definitely a connection on the narrative level.  Fur-
thermore, the incident seems to take place on Gentile (unclean?) territory.  
Loader conjectures that as a pre-Markan Christian Jewish story, it was com-
posed in a community in which Jewish purity values were still in operation, and 
thus reflects an image of Jesus as sharing these values.  In relation to the Gentile 
mission it would still operate with strongly Jewish assumptions, indicating that 
Jesus effectively exorcized Gentile land.463  Says Loader: 

The pre-Markan tradition behind 5:1–20 preserves an image of Jesus which assumes he 
lives by Torah and that he shares the value of the Jewish community in relation to Gentile 
uncleanness.  In such an isolated anecdote there would have been no need to address Je-
sus’ subsequent purification upon returning from Gentile land.  It would have been as-
sumed.464 

                                                 
459 Except for the Gospel of John where “the lake of Tiberias” is used as an alternative name for 
the lake of Galilee (Jn 6:1, 23; 21:1). 
460 Cf. Sanders 1990, 40f. 
461 If such an argument from silence should be allowed to carry any weight, it would only con-
firm how seriously corpse-impurity was regarded, and thus accentuate the discrepancy between 
a general attitude and the specific behaviour of Jesus, implied in the traditions. 
462 Mk 6:17ff; Josephus Ant. 18:116–119.  Cf. Fredriksen 2000, 165.  Several gospel traditions 
support the idea that Antipas was aware of Jesus, and that Jesus was regarded as a threat to him.  
Cf. Mk 3:6; 6:14–16; Lk 13:31–33.   
463 Loader 1997, 59f, n. 107. 
464 Loader 1997, 60, n. 107. 
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time he affirms that corpse-impurity was taken very seriously not only by Phari-
sees, but by people in general.471 

A problematic trait in Sanders’ interpretation is his claim that the Pharisees 
did not avoid biblical corpse-impurity, but only their own extensions.472  He 
claims that “the accidental sources of the impurity which they wished to avoid 
they had first to create. … Instead of avoiding corpse-impurity as defined by the 
Bible, they extended it and then avoided some of the extensions.”473  And fur-
ther: “The extremely careful definition of where corpse-impurity is and is not 
probably encouraged caution.”474  This is an example of what Hannah Harring-
ton criticizes as “a sort of backwards logic where the rules create the need for 
avoidance.”475  The dichotomy between biblical and extended corpse-impurity 
is strained.  Sanders discusses biblical corpse-impurity as if it were a matter of 
contact with dead bodies only.  He argues that Pharisees did tend and mourn for 
their dead.476  There is no reason to question this.  Taking care of one’s dead is 
a religious duty in all cultures, and likewise in Judaism.  Restrictions applied to 
priests, who were allowed to become corpse-contaminated only in the case of 
near relatives, and the High Priest and nazir, who were forbidden to contract 
corpse-impurity even in such cases.477  But biblical corpse-impurity includes 
much more than tending one’s dead.  It includes coming into contact with any 
corpse (Num 19:11), or entering the same tent (house) as a corpse (19:14), as 
well as coming into contact with vessels or persons which have been present in 
such a house (19:15, 22).  It furthermore includes touching human bone or a 
grave (19:16).  This takes care of two of Sanders’ four examples of Pharisaic 
extensions of corpse-impurity, namely walking over graves and the idea of 
overshadowing.478  The former is explicitly mentioned in Num 19:16, and the 
latter is inherent in the law about the tent (19:14).  The other two examples 
mentioned by Sanders (escape through holes; impure entrances and intention), 

                                                 
471 Sanders’ overall aim to picture the Pharisees as pious and humane emphasizing that they did 
not try to live like priests, at times makes it difficult to follow his discussion.  This might give 
the reader the feeling that Sanders is trying to downplay the seriousness of corpse-impurity 
(Sanders 1990, 232). 
472 Sanders 1990, 34. 
473 Sanders 1990, 191f.  Cf. 232: “they vastly expanded the domain of corpse-impurity and then 
tried to avoid becoming impure according to the new rules. … what they avoided they had first 
to create.” 
474 Sanders 1990, 187. 
475 Harrington 1993, 169. 
476 Sanders 1990, 34. 
477 Lev 21:1–4, 10–12; mNaz 7:1.  The rabbinic passage furthermore discusses a possible excep-
tion: a neglected corpse.  According to R. Eliezer, even a High Priest ought to care for a ne-
glected corpse, but not a Nazir.  The majority opinion, however, is exactly the opposite.  Cf. 
Maccoby 1999, 27, who describes Eliezer’s opinion as the general rule, without acknowledging 
the divergencies in the discussion. 
478 Sanders 1990, 186. 
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Summary: A case for Jesus’ attitude as seemingly indif-
ferent 
 
Throughout this chapter I have argued that the early Jesus tradition contained 
remnants of purity issues.  These must be acknowledged, in spite of the fact that 
they are more or less implicit in the present form of the narratives.  Working 
from non-conflict traditions about Jesus’ actions rather than conflict stories and 
sayings of Jesus as the primary point of departure, I have tried to give evidence 
for an attitude to impurity which cannot have passed unnoticed in a Jewish envi-
ronment at the end of the Second Temple period.   

Although the Markan traditions which have set the agenda are miracle sto-
ries, this does not disqualify them as possible bearers of historical remains.  We 
have seen that the various motifs and details of these narratives, as well as Je-
sus’ gestures, cannot be dismissed merely as typical traits of Hellenistic miracle 
stories.  While most traditions in their present form reflect subsequent chris-
tological concerns, it is possible, with a moderate use of redaction criticism, to 
identify historically plausible details and circumstances which had no prominent 
function in the ideological construct of the gospel redactors, but must have been 
conspicuous in a Jewish environment from a purity perspective. 

Discussing the main sources of impurity, “leprosy,” genital discharges and 
the corpse, I have attempted to show that the end of the Second Temple period 
saw an increase in expansionist interpretation and practice.  Early Jesus tradi-
tion retained the memory of Jesus acting in ways which must have been consid-
ered unacceptable in contexts where expansionist ideals were influential.545   

I have argued that the exclusion of “lepers” from ordinary towns, including 
isolation and avoidance of physical contact, is attested by unanimous contempo-
rary sources, while Jesus is remembered in various independent traditions as 
having associated with “lepers,” visiting them and touching them.   

On the issue of genital discharges, contemporary practice is more difficult to 
assess, but we have seen that some type of isolation of “permanent” dischargers 
and menstruants seems to be warranted by the sources, as well as by material 
remains, such as stone vessels.  Jesus’ attitude to this type of impurity is not as 
clearly spelled out in the relevant traditions, as for the cases of “leprosy” or 
corpse-impurity.  The problem of contamination in the Markan tradition of the 
bleeding woman is, however, the particular purity issue in the gospels which is 
most clearly recognized in the early church.  In view of contemporary halakhic 
discussions, the interaction between Jesus and the discharging woman involved 
contamination, and certain Lukan traditions may also retain traces of similar 
contamination. 

                                                 
545 The details will not be repeated here, since they are summarized under the headings Jesus 
and “leprosy”/discharges/corpse-impurity, respectively (See above, 127, 164 and 196). 
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The case of corpse-impurity is more clear-cut.  Corpse-impurity was gener-
ally avoided, not only in view of temple visits.  Narrative traditions retain a 
memory of Jesus coming into contact with corpses in a way which would have 
rendered him corpse-impure, with no hint of subsequent purification.  Other 
traditions reveal an awareness of the issue, and fit into contemporary discus-
sions about halakhic interpretation, where questions about priority come into 
focus. 

In spite of their relative disinterest in the issues involved, the available 
sources retain memories of Jesus as not conforming to, or being in tension with, 
the expansionist purity ideals, which were influential on the contemporary 
scene.  While this could possibly be seen as an early effort belonging to that 
movement for leniency in interpretation, which becomes apparent with later 
generations of rabbis, we find little evidence that Jesus, like the rabbis, should 
have justified his position with sufficient exegesis.546  Other explanations must 
be sought for Jesus’ position. 

As I concluded in the previous chapter, it is highly implausible that Jesus 
was directly opposed to, or attempting to do away with, Jewish law and tradi-
tion.  It is clear that he operated within a cultural and religious context, to which 
the purity paradigm belonged.  Within such a paradigm, however, the behaviour 
of which we find traces in tradition would easily have been understood as re-
flecting a careless or indifferent attitude.  An increasing demand for consistency 
was, as we have seen, a driving force behind much expansion and intensifica-
tion of purity halakhah.  In such an environment, Jesus’ attitude should have 
evoked protest.  A charge of carelessness or indifference is also in accord with 
various accusations, found in the Jesus tradition.547  To say that Jesus was indif-
ferent to purity, however, is to take an interpretative leap which is not fully sub-
stantiated.  Jesus’ attitude was apparently understood as seemingly indifferent in 
his contemporary context.  It is uncertain whether anyone who lived within a 
society imbued with such a purity paradigm could be genuinely so.  Interpreta-
tion of Jesus’ attitude must be carried out within the framework of contempo-
rary society and culture, and using conceptions inherent in the purity paradigm 
itself.  An attempt at such interpretation becomes the task of subsequent chap-
ters. 
 

                                                 
546 The parable of the “good Samaritan” could be seen as part of a halakhic dialogue, but it con-
tains no exegetical justification in a rabbinic sense.  The arguments in Mk 7:6–8 and 9–13 func-
tion as exegetical arguments in the final form of the gospel, but their original context is 
problematic.  Cf. above, 63f. 
547 Cf. Mk 2:18; 7:5; 14:4f; Mt 9:11/Lk 5:30; Mt 11:19/Lk 7:34; Mt 9:3; 17:24; Lk 15:2; 19:7. 
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Chapter V 
Purity and morality 

 
 
 
In Part Two we saw traces in early Jesus traditions of an attitude to impurity 
which must have caused problems for the influential expansionist current in 
Second Temple Judaism.  Jesus was remembered for setting questionable priori-
ties in an area where biblical legislation was clear, at a time when interpretation 
and implementation was strict, and without defending his position with accept-
able exegesis.  This begs some explanation. 

In Part Three of this study, three possible explanatory models will be dis-
cussed.  They are neither to be seen as giving a complete picture, nor as mutu-
ally exclusive models.  They are rather intended as partial and possible 
explanations, and in my own view plausible as well, since they agree with tex-
tual evidence on one hand, and with the religious as well as the social context in 
first-century Palestine on the other. 

The first suggestion, to be explored in the present chapter, is that Jesus 
viewed purity primarily from a moral perspective.  The idea is by no means new 
and fits well with subsequent Christian “spiritualizing” of the idea, which is 
evident already in many New Testament letters.1  While such a view was taken 
for granted in the past, it is being increasingly questioned today by scholars 
viewing Jesus in a first-century Palestinian Jewish context.  To what extent was 
there a moral aspect to purity in Second Temple Judaism?  

The issue is complicated and misunderstandings abound.  While purity is ba-
sically a cultic or ritual concept, purity language is used in the Hebrew Bible 
with reference to sinful behaviour.  Opinions differ as to how this should be 
interpreted, however.  Is defilement from sin to be regarded as a metaphor only, 
or should it, at least at times, be seen as something concrete and literal, affecting 
the body of the sinner as well?  Or could defilement from sin even be taken as 
something “literal” without affecting the body of the sinner with a transferable 
contagion (like the impurities of Lev 12–15), or even without affecting the body 
of the sinner at all, but having other concrete effects?  Is defilement from sin a 
marginal, an important, or perhaps a dominant idea in ancient Judaism?  To 
what extent are the different conceptions of impurity blended or kept apart, and 
how did this vary between various groups and in different periods of time? 

Some of these questions are discussed in great detail by Jonathan Klawans.2  
His thesis is that “moral impurity” is not a metaphor, but should be seen as a 
                                                 
1 E.g. Rom 1:24; Gal 5:19; 2Cor 7:1; Heb 9:13–14. 
2 Klawans 1997a and 2000 (the latter is a revised version of his 1997 dissertation).  For a review 
of scholarship on sin and impurity, see Klawans 2000, 3–20. 



Purity and moral 201

separate category from (bodily) “ritual impurity.”  While opinions differed in 
ancient Judaism as to how the relationship between moral and ritual impurity 
should be understood, it is only in the sectarian writings from Qumran that the 
two ideas are almost completely integrated, and merge into a single concept of 
defilement.  The Tannaim on the other hand “compartmentalized” the two, and 
discussed almost exclusively ritual impurity.3 

While not all of Klawans’ discussion is relevant to my own investigation, 
several of his major questions are, and I will repeatedly refer to his analyses.  
Klawans suggests that John’s baptism was thought to remove moral impurity, 
and that Jesus is best understood as giving priority to moral over ritual purity.4  
While I agree with many of his results, I am not convinced about the terminol-
ogy and the categories used (literal-metaphorical, ritual-moral), which leads to 
some reservations about his schematization of the differing opinions in conflict 
during the time of Jesus.  This will become clear in the subsequent discussion. 

When considering whether Jesus gave priority to a type of purity other than 
that which has been discussed in previous chapters, we will turn to traditions 
about inner and outer impurity.  It is notable that relevant material can be found 
both in Q and Thomas traditions as well as in Mark.  It is necessary to deal with 
purifications too, and to discuss not only the immersions carried out by John the 
Baptizer, but also the possible evidence for Jesus administering, endorsing 
and/or opposing purification rites.  Hence certain Johannine material, as well as 
an Oxyrhynchus papyrus, will be analyzed. 

 
 

V.1 Immorality and bodily defilement in ancient Judaism  
 
Sin and impurity  
New Testament scholars have too often confused sin and impurity, if not 
equated the two altogether.  This is largely a faulty interpretation, as has been 
vigorously argued for long by Sanders and others.5  The plea has not gone un-
heeded, to the effect that some have clearly distinguished the two, and even 
denied any connection whatsoever.6  Among scholars of ancient Judaism, con-
fusion has been more rare, but many have ignored, and some almost denied, an 
ethical aspect to purity in ancient Judaism, except for the Qumran sect, which is 
often seen as a special case.  Neusner is definitely overstating the case: 

                                                 
3 Klawans 2000, 67–117.  “Compartmentalization” is Klawans’ characterization of the Tannaitic 
attempt to “separate the conception of ritual impurity from the conception of sin.” 
4 Klawans 2000. 138–150. 
5 Sanders 1985, 182–185.  Cf. Klawans 2000, 12, 137f, 144f, who criticizes Malina, Neyrey, 
Rhoads and Borg to this effect. 
6 Cf. Fredriksen 2000, 67f. 
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… representing uncleanness as sin and a sign of wickedness for this Judaism is simply an 
error. … We emphasize this point because the Judaism we consider here contrasts its 
uses of the theme of purity with the ways in which some of the important statements of 
nascent Christianity treat the same topic.  In the case at hand, the representation of un-
cleanness as a mark of sin or wickedness which requires eschatological purification 
through baptism constitutes Christianity’s reading of uncleanness.  … the representation 
of uncleanness as a matter of sin formed a systemic statement of that Christianity, not a 
response to or a use of a fact of  “Judaism.”  E.P. Sanders, in Jesus and Judaism, by con-
trast stresses that uncleanness in some instances in and of itself is a sin.  In the Judaism 
put forth by the Pentateuch and the Mishnah, that is simply false.  Accordingly, Sanders 
errs when he reads uncleanness as a moral category.  It is worth dwelling on the case, be-
cause the error in the reading of this Judaism is commonplace because of the theology of 
cleanness as moral put forth by Christianity, and because Sanders’s mistake is therefore 
routinely made in interpreting the meaning of the sources of uncleanness under consid-
eration in this chapter.7 

Neusner’s attack on Sanders is somewhat misleading since Sanders has been 
one of the foremost advocates for not equating sin and impurity.  What Sanders 
has claimed is that according to biblical legislation there are instances when 
impurity could amount to sin, when it is not dealt with properly.8  Sanders and 
Neusner are, however, talking about different Judaisms.  Sanders is (assum-
ingly) describing a first-century “common Judaism,” while Neusner is discuss-
ing the priestly legislation of the Hebrew Bible as interpreted by the Tannaim of 
the Mishnah.9  Neusner actually admits that other types of Judaism, e.g. the 
“Essene Judaism of Qumran” and that of John the Baptizer, correspond more to 
Sanders’ description, but this is not the case with “the Judaism represented, as 
to its initial statement, by the Mishnah.”10 

Neusner’s position seems ambiguous when his classic and much earlier 
work is taken into account.  In the second chapter of The Idea of Purity in An-
cient Judaism, he describes how the concept of purity was transformed into a 
metaphor for that which is good, right and holy, throughout the writings of the 
Hebrew Bible.11  He contrasts the priestly writings, in which purity is a cultic 
affair, with the prophetic and sapiential writings, in which it is applied to ethics 
outside the cult.  And he finds “a remarkable correspondence.”12  

                                                 
7 Neusner 1994, 57–58. 
8 Sanders 1985, 183f.  Sanders’ position is that the term “sinners” in the gospels refers to noto-
rious sinners, traitors and the like, not to impure people in general.  Sanders argues that impurity 
was not sinful in general, but only a hindrance for entering the temple area.  Exceptions were a 
few transgressions of purity laws (e.g. eating blood) which were regarded as inherently sinful.  A 
person who intentionally ignored the purity laws would furthermore be regarded as a sinner, not 
because of impurity, but because of disobedience to the law.  Sanders 1985, 177–188. 
9 This is clear from the quotation above: “In the Judaism put forth by the Pentateuch and the 
Mishnah” (cf. the repetition of “this Judaism”), as well as from the general context. 
10 Neusner 1994, 59. 
11 Neusner 1973a, 7–31. 
12 Neusner 1973a, 24. 
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the rules are always followed.  2) The system of bodily transferable impurity 
(Lev 12–15; Num 19), discussed in the previous parts of this study.  This legis-
lation provides both sanctions and purification rites, and descriptions about how 
impurity is transferred as well as instructions on how to avoid contamination, 
since it assumes that people at times become impure, either by necessity or ac-
cident.  3) Laws concerning grave sins which were regarded as polluting: certain 
sexual sins and idolatry, particularly child sacrifice (Lev 18–20), as well as 
murder (Num 35).  Sexual sins and child sacrifice render the persons involved 
impure (Lev 18:24)18  All three grave sins are seen as making mainly the land 
(Lev 18:25), and in the case of child sacrifice even the temple (Lev 20:3) im-
pure, with the result that the land will vomit the people out, i.e. exile them.  No 
purification is envisaged, but in the case of murder the land can be atoned for 
only by vengeance (Num 35:33). 

Such a reconstruction leads to a model of different trajectories developing 
and interacting throughout ancient Judaism.19  We will see below how this idea 
can be further pursued and compared with Klawans’ model.   

 
Excursus 3: Impurity as a metaphor 
While most scholars regard the use of impurity language for sinful behaviour as figurative or 
metaphorical,20 Jonathan Klawans has argued that in many cases this use is to be taken literally.  
The cases in question are principally the three “heinous” sins of the Holiness Code (Lev 17–26), 
which pollute the land (sexual sins, idolatry and bloodshed).21  He argues that these acts do not 
make sinners ritually impure with a contagious but impermanent impurity, which can be dealt 
with by certain purification rites.  It is nevertheless a question of real impurity, in the sense of 
degradation or desecration, which is not metaphorical.  This is not a way of calling something 

                                                 
18 However, nothing is stated about how this impurity manifests itself. 
19 Neusner stops short of discussing interacting trajectories, just like some other scholars of 
ancient Judaism, in order to affirm the non-ethical aspects of impurity as the genuine or original, 
or even better view.  Neusner claims that “the terms ‘pure’ and ‘impure’ originally had no ethi-
cal value” (Neusner 1973a, 11; italics supplied).  The metaphorical developments are valued as 
“superficial and homiletical” because they do not exploit the details of the purity laws (Neusner 
1973a, 15; cf. 31).  The Qumran sectarians are said to have added nothing new to the ideology 
of purity, while the Christians “reverted to the prophetic and sapiential contrast between ethical 
and cultic purity, but developed nothing in the already-available interpretative legacy.”  “Only 
with rabbinic Judaism” comes original development (Neusner 1973a, 31; italics supplied).  The 
idea that only the Mishnah interprets the Pentateuch correctly is found in Hyam Maccoby too.  
We find with Maccoby a similar combination of priestly legislation and rabbinic interpretation, 
as well as a similar distinction between ritual and morality (Maccoby 1999, 195, 204), which is 
said to be valid for all Judaism.  Commenting on the limitations of the common anthropological 
approach for interpreting Leviticus, Maccoby states that it “fails to appreciate fully the level of 
consciousness, differentiating between ritual and morality, that is characteristic of Judaism at all 
periods” (Maccoby 1999, 205; italics supplied).  Such a view would have to regard the obvious 
blending of impurity and sin at Qumran as very uncharacteristic of Judaism. 
20 Cf. Ringgren 1982; André 1982.  Cf. Klawans 2000, 32. 
21 Klawans 2000, 26–31. 
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not help us to answer how ancient Jews conceived of the relationship between sin and impurity.  
This is shown by comparing the (relatively few) usages of impurity language which Klawans 
admits are truly metaphorical, with the others.  It is difficult, for example, to understand why 
impurity in Ps 106:34–41 or Ez 36:16–18; 22–25 should be read more literally than in Isa 1:15–
17; 64:4–5 or Ps 51:4–5, 9 (where it is metaphorical according to Klawans).32  Or is it only 
because the former texts explicitly refer to some of the capital sins of the Holiness Code? 

Logically we would expect impurity to refer primarily to a condition in which an item has 
been physically besmirched with some sort of dirt or other objectionable substance.  As seen in 
the previous chapter, this seems to have been one basic conception underlying much of the leg-
islation in Lev 12–15.  A person was conceived of as impure when sullied by menstrual blood, 
certain skin rashes or some sort of quasi-physical substance believed to ooze from a corpse.  
When the defiling “substance” was somehow removed, the person could become clean.  In cer-
tain circumstances, however, impurity remained for some time, despite the removal of the “sub-
stance.”  Contamination was not dependent on any substance being transferred, although the risk 
of transferring an impure substance might have been behind the origin of some of the rules con-
cerning dischargers.33  We thus see that there is an element of secondary use or transference 
already with first- and second-degree impurities.34  When impurity is used to describe the effect 
on the sanctuary or the land of immoral actions, it is in a transferred sense as well, but where to 
draw the line between literal and metaphorical is not obvious.35  As pointed out by Kittay, 

an expression is not metaphorical in an absolute sense.  It is metaphorical only relative to 
a given conceptual organization in which certain categorizations capture similarities and 
differences taken to be salient for that language community.36 

This means that something which originated as a metaphor might at another time and in another 
context be conceived of as literal, and vice versa.  Hence the distinction between literal and 
metaphorical must be relativized.37 

As there is an element of transferred meaning in several of the impurities of Lev 12–15, as 
well as traces of actual physical defilement in certain passages about defiling sins, it will not be 
possible either to equate literal with ritual impurity and metaphorical with moral impurity, or to 
claim that all or most impurities are to be taken in a strictly literal sense.  While Klawans is to 
be believed that ancient Jews did not generally confuse the system of bodily impurity (Lev 12–
15) and that of defiling immorality (Holiness Code), this was not due to their application of 
categories such as literal and metaphorical, but because of the clearcut instructions about conse-

                                                 
32 Klawans 2000, 28f, 30f, 35f. 
33 Lev 15:11, 21–23.  For details, see above, 144–146. 
34 Cf. Klawans’ comment: “I certainly cannot understand why the defilement of the land by 
blood spilled upon it ought to be a metaphor, while the defilement of a person who merely en-
ters a tent in which there lies a corpse is real” (1997a, 63).  Apart from the confusion of meta-
physics with linguistics, there is a valid point in the argument.  The conclusion in my mind, 
however, ought to be that the categories of “literal” and “metaphorical” must be left out of this 
type of investigation. 
35 Cf. Stolz’s examples of visual and ritual elements.  The gesture of washing hands before per-
forming a rite means more than to remove dirty particles.  It has actually a metaphorical dimen-
sion (Stoltz 1999, 214). 
36 Kittay 1987, 19. 
37 Kittay 1987, 20.  Kittay gives as an example of a metaphorized literal expression Homer’s 
phrase “the rosy-fingered dawn,” which could have been conceived of as literal by ancient 
Greeks, believing that dawn was a human-like goddess.  As an example of the opposite—a liter-
alized metaphor—Kittay suggests “wave” as applied to sound, which was originally metaphori-
cal, but now considered as literally describing the properties of sound. 
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quences and purifications which differed between the two systems.  This applies to the third 
system as well, that of clean and unclean foods (Lev 11).  This impurity system is neither obvi-
ously metaphorical, nor moral, but the consequences and purifications spelled out for bodily 
impurity (Lev 12–15) did not apply to the distinction between clean and unclean foods.  Ancient 
Jews thus did not confuse the systems, in spite of the same impurity terminology being used.  A 
certain overlap between the systems is detectable, however, and will be discussed below, since it 
is relevant for the relationship between purity and morality. 

 
Ritual and moral in biblical legislation 
Jonathan Klawans points out that the connection between impurity and sin in 
Judaism has been largely ignored or downplayed.  He finds much evidence for 
immoral behaviour being regarded as defiling, but nevertheless considers the 
two concepts of ritual and moral impurity to have been kept apart prior to the 
Qumran sectarian writings.38   

The distinction between ritual and moral aspects in ancient religious texts 
and traditions is problematic, however.  It is not used by the texts in question.  
Klawans agrees to this, and notes some of the problems involved, but opts for 
the terminology for lack of better options.39  As with the categories literal-
metaphorical (Excursus 3 above), “ritual” and “moral” are ours, not theirs.  The 
results of Klawans’ investigation, that bodily impurity is generally free of ethi-
cal connotations and that the defiling power of immoral actions does not gener-
ally occasion bodily contagion and purifications, except in the Qumran sect, are 
basically correct, but we should hesitate before equating this distinction with 
our categories “ritual” and “moral” impurity.   

The problem of how to relate ritual and moral to the priestly purity legisla-
tion and its continued practice and interpretation in ancient Judaism, could be 
expressed as two questions: 1) Was sin, i.e. immoral behaviour, regarded as 
defiling?  2) Was bodily impurity regarded as sinful? 

As for the first question, Klawans has shown beyond doubt that at least some 
immoral actions were regarded as defiling.  This applies primarily to the three 
grave sins from the Holiness Code mentioned above, and is evidenced not only 
in the Pentateuch, but in both pre-exilic prophetic writings and exilic and post-
exilic literature.40  In intertestamental literature, including pre-sectarian Qumran 
literature (11Q19 [11QT] and CD), we see a certain development in which a 
few more sins are included as causing defilement.  This is due, however to a 
process of “homogenization,” where certain sins are incorporated into the cate-

                                                 
38 Klawans 1997, 20. 
39 Klawans 2000, 22. 
40 Klawans 2000, 26–36, 43–46.  Klawans gives evidence from the Pentateuch (e.g. Lev 18:24–
30; 19:30: 20:1–3; Num 35:33–34), from pre-exilic prophetic writings (e.g. Hos 5:3; 6:10; Jer 
2:23; 7:30), and from exilic and post-exilic literature (e.g. Ez 5:11; 22:1–4; 36:16–18, 22–25; 
Ezra 9:10–12; Ps 106:34–41). 
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all cases of defilement, except for semen emissions and menstruation.46  This 
sacrifice is traditionally translated as “sin-offering,” which implies that there are 
moral connotations to all those cases which require such sacrifices.  While the 
translation is somewhat misleading, purification-offering being a better alterna-
tive, this sacrifice is prescribed in cases where something objectionable to God 
must be removed, whether impurities or moral offence.  The terminology does 
not equate sin with impurity, but suggests another link. 

Since links have been established, we have to ask to what extent concepts 
were kept apart.  When the same or similar terminology is being used for differ-
ent phenomena, this probably reveals something about the thinking of the peo-
ple using that language.  When the same or similar rites are prescribed for 
different phenomena, we must ask how the people performing those rites re-
garded the relationship between those phenomena.  It is hardly reasonable to 
pose a chasm between impurity and immoral action.  They were never equated  
but they were seen as having some things in common.  They were both, to vary-
ing degrees, regarded as objectionable to God, and for some reasons threatening 
to the sanctuary.47  They were associated with human feelings of aversion or 
disgust.  The terminology and ritual prescriptions of biblical legislation reveal 
that our clear-cut categories of ritual and moral cannot be applied to ancient 
thought without modification. 

This is further underscored when the three “systems” of impurity, mentioned 
above, are scrutinized.  They all overlap to some degree.  This ought not to have 
caused any confusion as to which rules and which rites were applicable in dif-
ferent cases, since that was explicitly spelled out in each case respectively.  But 
classification was not done according to our systematics.  Lev 11 about clean 
and unclean animals, i.e. edible and non-edible meat, transmutes into a discus-
sion about animal carcasses and their defilement by contact (v 24ff).  The issue 
of eating is still present, and ends the section (v 41, 47), but the emphasis has 
shifted to a type of impurity which is transferred in the same way, and requires 
the same type of purifications, as do the bodily impurities of Lev 12–15.  Within 
the system of bodily impurity (Lev 12–15; Num 19) there is little which devi-
ates, but the isolation of the “leper” (Lev 13:45–46, and possibly that of the zab 
and the corpse-impure, if Num 5 is taken into account), must have been to some 
degree stigmatizing, which is evidenced by the view of discharges and “leprosy” 
mentioned above (i.e. Miriam’s punishment, etc.).  There is thus at least a hint 
for a moral connotation.  Finally, the system of defiling immorality in the Holi-
ness Code (Lev 18; 20) overlaps with the other two systems, including the pro-

                                                 
46 The purification from corpse impurity (Num 19) is not discussed here.  No sacrifice is in-
volved in that purification rite, but only sprinklings and immersions.  The purification-water 
requires ashes from the red cow, however, which is explicitly called a hattat (Num 19:9).  For a 
discussion about the red cow sacrifice as a possible hattat, see Milgrom 1983, 85–95. 
47 See Excursus 4 below. 
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sacred, separates the two more than necessary.  It seems unavoidable that the hattat sacrifice as 
well as the Day of Atonement ritual establish another link between bodily impurity and at least 
certain types of human transgressions, whether or not these actions are defined as belonging to 
the realm of ethics.67 

 
A moral trajectory 
We have found links in biblical legislation between bodily impurity and certain 
types of immoral actions.  We have also seen that our categories of literal versus 
metaphorical and ritual versus moral cannot be strictly applied to the material 
without forcing it into categories which do not belong to its origin.  At the same 
time, differences in emphasis between different strands are evident, and tenden-
cies seem to develop with time.   

While the P source in the Pentateuch has traditionally been regarded as the 
latest strand, there is a growing tendency today to regard the Holiness Code 
(Lev 17–26) as later.68  Knohl has provided detailed arguments on both legal 
and linguistic grounds for what he calls a Holiness Source, which grows out of, 
and has edited, the Priestly Torah.  This source contains more than the Holiness 
Code, and is responsible for editing the Torah.  Both sources are seen as proc-
esses, in part overlapping, and extending through several centuries.  Knohl sees 
H as expanding the concept of holiness and integrating ethical and cult consid-
erations, while P restricts holiness to the cultic sphere.69 

Knohl’s reconstruction is well argued,70 but I question the description of the 
P legislation as devoid of ethical elements.  Purity terminology referring to 
sin-                                                  
67 This is partly a matter of defining ethics.  Knohl’s interpretation and use, where the legislation 
of P is not defined as ethical since it does not focus on human relations, seems too narrow. 
68 Milgrom 1991, 13–35; 2000a, 1319–1367. 
69 Knohl 1995, 200ff, 229.  On the last point Milgrom disagrees, since he claims that ethical 
issues are involved in the defilement of the sanctuary and the Day of Atonement ritual.  Cf. the 
discussion above (Excursus 4) and Milgrom 1991, 21–26; 2000b, 2440–2446.  Both agree, 
however, on the relationship between H and P (although Milgrom dates both earlier than does 
Knohl), and hold H responsible for extending the sphere of God’s holiness to encompass the 
whole land of Israel.  Cf. Milgrom 1991, 44; 2000a, 1397–1400. 
70 In his historical reconstruction, Knohl suggests that P, with its concentration on its own inner 
world, the cult, has its roots in the beginning of Solomon’s temple (1995, 226).  H grew out of 
priestly circles in response to idolatrous practices, Molech worship, social injustice and pro-
phetic criticism.  Knohl argues for the reign of Ahaz as a plausible period of origin.  The second 
half of the eighth century is the period of classical prophecy (Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Micah).  
Despite a growing criticism of society and religion, the P tradition was not able to respond ade-
quately, because of its division between morality and cult.  The “Holiness School” represents a 
change in direction within priestly circles, which influenced the reforms during the reign of 
Hezekiah at the end of the century (204–216; this is the period when the northern kingdom falls 
and refugees, including priests from the north flood into Jerusalem.  Knohl associates laws about 
the relationship between Levites and priests with an influx of priestly refugees from the North-
ern kingdom, 209–212).  Thus we find in H an emphasis on justice and honesty (Lev 19) and 
ideas about social reform (the Jubilee, Lev 25).  The concept of holiness is changed and 
enlarged, i.e. given a moral content and applied to all Israel and the whole land.  Idolatry is con-
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background.74  The “compartmentalization” which is so evident in rabbinic lit-
erature75 could likewise be seen as a reaction to a tendency toward “homogeni-
zation,” which is so evident in Qumran, and which in the end might risk 
confusing the different impurity legislations, and render it difficult for ordinary 
people to keep them in detail.76 

Klawans’ suggestion that the Pharisees at the end of the Second Temple pe-
riod had already “compartmentalized” sinful actions and bodily defilement to 
the extent that appears in Tannaitic literature, must be doubted, however.77  It is 
more reasonable to assume a diversified situation.  “Compartmentalization” 
ought rather to have been a likely attitude of the Sadducees, as inheritors of the 
priestly tradition.  We should remember that the Tannaim were not heirs of the 
first-century Pharisees only, but other traditions were also incorporated in the 
emerging rabbinic movement after 70 CE.78  The Qumran sectarians seem to 
have shared priestly perspectives with the Sadducees, and expansionist concerns 
with the Pharisees.  Knohl suggests that the halakhah of Qumran and the Sad-
ducees preserves the hard core of the cultic conception of the P tradition, while 
the popular heritage of the H tradition found its way mainly through the circle 
of Ezra into the haburot of the Pharisees.  He points out, however, that some of 
Qumran’s positions must be seen as more in line with the H tradition.79  While 

                                                 
74 Klawans 2000, 75–91.  The identification of bodily impurity and defiling immoral actions is 
seen in five ways, according to Klawans (75): 1) all sins are regarded as impurities; 2) outsiders 
are assumed to be impure; 3) insiders who sin are defiling; 4) initiation involves both repentance 
and purification; 5) ritual purification of insiders includes repentance (see the discussion above 
and notes 40–45 for examples and references).  It is interesting to note a somewhat similar and 
contemporary tendency in the Egyptian Papyrus Jumilhac 12: 16–21 (18, Les interdictions), 
from the second century BCE (Vandier 1962, 123f).  This text lists cardinal religious offences 
without attempting to distinguish between purity and morality, but classifying all as “abomina-
tions of God,”  which is a common expression for cultic taboos.  The purity rules in this text 
seem to have applied to the population at large, not only to priests. (R. Meyer 1999, 49ff.) 
75 The “compartmentalization” of the rabbis is discussed at length in Klawans 2000, 92–117.  
Since Klawans sees two very distinct conceptions of defilement, integrated only in the literature 
of the Qumran sectarians, the effect is that the rabbis are pictured as very close to the view of 
impurity in the Hebrew Bible (1997, 205f).  The “compartmentalization” is obvious by the fact 
that the Mishnah discusses bodily impurity and purification in page after page, without any 
moral connotations, but in a very “neutral” voice.  There are exceptions, however, some of 
which will be noted below.  And as soon as we turn outside the Mishnah we find contrary evi-
dence.  One of the clearest examples, although late, is found in Midrash on Psalms (Midrash 
Tehillim) 51:2, in which it is stated that “every man who commits a transgression is as unclean 
as though he had touched a dead body and must be purified with hyssop.” Braude 1959, 1: 472. 
76 Cf. already CD, where column 12 shows an example of how instructions about separation of 
clean from unclean combines rules about unclean meat with rules about bodily impurities, in-
cluding corpse-impurity,  within the same short section. 
77 Klawans 2000, 150.  Klawans admits that “[t]he evidence for this claim, admittedly, is not as 
strong as I would like.”   
78 Cf. Stemberger 1995 [1991], 140–147. 
79 Knohl 1995, 224. 
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cuss purity and impurity with other religious leaders, using categories of “in-
side” and “outside,” making comparisons between vessels and people.  These 
two suggestions are interconnected, since discussions about principles and criti-
cism of practices belonged together.  It seems as if Jesus justified his apparently 
negligent behaviour by contrasting inner and outer purity in a manner reminis-
cent of earlier Jewish prophets 

It remains to define the meaning of outer-inner arguments further.  When in-
terpreted in a relative sense, they would mean that inner purity (i.e. justice) has 
priority over outer purity (i.e. bodily purifications such as immersions).  This 
would mean that outer purity is of no value without inner purity.  Is such an 
attitude possible, without downplaying outer impurity at least to some degree?  
The Q saying in Mt 23:23/Lk 11:42 about tithing suggests that Jesus advocated 
no break even with such voluntary and supererogatory obligations (tithing mi-
nor herbs) as were not required by the Torah.  This might on the other hand re-
veal an original conciliatory setting for such discussions and arguments.  Jesus 
did not require Pharisees or other expansionists to abstain from their extensive 
legal interpretation and adherence, as long as “weightier matters” were not ne-
glected.  It does not mean that Jesus and his followers lived according to the 
same degree of observance in matters of tithing or purity.  If so, he would not 
have been criticized, but would only have issued criticism himself.  It seems 
clear that Jesus considered inner purification to be achieved by compassion and 
justice only, and not by bodily purification rites at all.  But what was his attitude 
to outer purification?  Did he observe only the minimum of purification rites 
prescribed in the Torah?  Or does the material suggest that  he considered bodily 
purification rites unimportant or even unnecessary?  It is impossible to pursue 
this question further without seeking Jesus’ relationship to his “predecessor” 
John the Baptizer, and his application of John’s particular immersions as a puri-
fication rite. 

 
 

V.3 John and Jesus: inner and outer purification 
 

John the Baptizer 
The quest for the “historical John” has produced much literature, although not 
as much as the quest for the historical Jesus.126  It is commonly accepted by 
scholars that the image of John the Baptizer in the gospels must be regarded as 
to a large extent shaped by Christian theology.  At the same time, it is acknowl-
edged that the different ways in which gospel writers handle the embarrassment 

                                                 
126 Recent important contributions are Webb 1991, J. E. Taylor 1997, and J. P. Meier’s mono-
graph-sized section (more than 200 pages) on John and Jesus in his second volume of A Mar-
ginal Jew (Meier 1994), which  contains a voluminous bibliography up to 1992 (63f). 
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quent immersions which a member must undergo.  In fact, every immersion seems to have been 
associated with repentance, as evidence such as 4Q274, 4Q414 and 4Q512 suggests.  This is in 
accord with the general association of sin and impurity which is so clearly exhibited at the end 
of the final hymn in 1QS.  Humble penitance characterizes 1QS 11:9–15.  The section concludes 
(1QS 11:14–15): 

he will judge me in the justice of his truth, and in his plentiful goodness always atone for 
all my sins; in his justice he will cleanse me from the uncleanness of the human being and 
from the sin of the sons of man, so that I can give God thanks for his justice and The 
Highest for his majesty.   

Although immersion is not explicitly mentioned, purification is associated with forgiveness in a 
context of repentance.  While the reference in the hymn may be to an eschatological, spiritual 
purification, the present means of purification, necessary for admittance into the covenant com-
munity and participation in its communal meals, is water.  In the eschatological context, which is 
obvious in the final hymn (1QS 10–11) and in the section about the two spirits (1QS 3:13–4:26), 
the present purification in water serves, however, as a simile for God’s future act of spiritual 
purification.  It is thus possible to trace a notion of anticipation in the immersion rites of the 
community. 

As we have seen above, the textual history of the Community Rule makes it impossible to as-
sign certain sections to certain stages of development or periods of history. But since the present 
copy of 1QS is dated as early as the foundation of the Qumran settlement, the prehistory of the 
text attests to general ideas and practices that were common in a broader, probably Essene 
movement at an even earlier date.189  We must conclude that some practice of water purifica-
tions (immersions) within a covenant community, associated with confession and humble repen-
tance, and in anticipation of divine restoration in the future, has roots well into the second 
century BCE. 

 
Jesus and baptism in gospel traditions 
It is beyond doubt that Jesus was baptized by John, since this caused embar-
rassment for the early church.  For the question of purity, however, it is not the 
christological implications which are important, but rather the question of Je-
sus’ dependence on the Baptizer.  Did Jesus become a disciple of the Baptizer?  
His baptism could imply that, but most of the people baptized by John seem to 
have returned to their homes to live ordinary lives.  That John did have disci-
ples, however, is attested by several strands of gospel tradition,190 and there are 
reasons for believing that Jesus initially was one of them. 

The Markan reference to Jesus spending a period of time in the wilderness 
(Mk 1:12f.) places him in the same area as John.  While this reference receives 
a mythical note in Mark, and is given a “midrashic” treatment in Q, it may go 
back to an historical memory of Jesus spending some time, like John or possibly 
together with John, in the wilderness.  While this is admittedly speculative, the 
idea of Jesus as a disciple of the Baptizer is supported by a few passing remarks 

                                                 
189 For a discussion of the Sitz im Leben of the Community Rule, see Metso 1999.  For recent 
discussions of the Essene hypothesis, see VanderKam 1994, 71–98 and Boccaccini 1998. 
190 Mark (Mk 2:18, par. Mt 9:14/Lk 5:33; Mk 6:29, par. Mt 14:12); Q (Mt 11:2/Lk 7:18); John 
(Jn 1:35; 3:25; 4:1); Acts 19:1ff. 
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was expected to follow.  In the Community Rule this seems to have included a 
spiritual purification of the inside of man by God himself (1QS 4:20f.).  John 
seems to have expected a human figure, the “coming one,” as God’s agent for 
this task (Mt 3:11/Lk 3:16).206 

Views about the judgment, divine agents and the function and identity of the 
Messiah(s) differed and developed during the Second Temple period.  A frag-
ment from a Messianic Apocalypse found in Qumran reveals one description, 
based on prophetic expectations mainly from Isaiah. 

[for the heav]ens and the earth will listen to his anointed one, [and all] that is in them will 
not turn away from the precepts of the holy ones.  Strengthen yourselves, you who are 
seeking the Lord, in his service! Blank Will you not in this encounter the Lord, all those 
who hope in their heart?  For the Lord will consider the pious, and call the righteous by 
name, and his spirit will hover upon the poor, and he will renew the faithful with his 
strength.  For he will honour the pious upon the throne of an eternal kingdom, freeing 
prisoners, giving sight to the blind, straightening out the twis[ted.]  And for[e]ver shall I 
cling to [those who] hope, and in his mercy […] and the fru[it of …] … not be delayed.  
And the Lord will perform marvellous acts such as have not existed, just as he sa[id,] 
[for] he will heal the badly wounded and will make the dead live, he will proclaim good 
news to the poor and […] … […] he will lead the […] and enrich the hungry. […] and all 
[…]207 

There are apparent similarities with Jesus’ answer to John.  This is probably due 
to common messianic expectations, based on a combined reading of various 
Isaianic passages.208  However, this was neither the only contemporary messi-
anic characterization, nor necessarily the dominating one.209 

The question of Jesus’ self-consciousness is an old problem, subject to se-
vere methodological limitations, and cannot be discussed in all its detail within 
the scope of this study.  Suffice it to point out that there is nothing intrinsically 
impossible with a first-century Jew indentifying himself with a messianic fig-
ure.210  The eschatological consciousness of people such as the Teacher of 
Righteousness or John the Baptizer must have encouraged others to look for and 
even identify themselves as messianic agents.  The prime reasons for question-
ing Jesus’ messianic self-consciousness have been the so-called “Messianic 
secret,” and the idea that messianic identification must be part of an emerging 
christology in the early church.  As Räisänen has shown, the “Messianic secret” 
must be regarded as largely a Markan literary construct.  At the same time, the 

                                                 
206 The suggestion that this expression could refer to God does not make sense in view of John’s 
statement about not being worthy enough to untie his sandals. 
207 4Q521 2 2:1–14. 
208 Isa 29:18–19; 35:5–6; 61:1.  Cf the discussion in the previous chapter, 99, 168. 
209 For a study of various messianic paradigms at the end of the Second Temple period, see 
Collins 1995. 
210 Josephus mentions several revolutionary figures which could be understood as messianic 
pretenders (e.g. Ant. 18:85ff; 20:97f, 169ff; J.W. 2:261ff, 433ff; cf. J.W. 6:312ff.)  Cf. Collins 
1995, 195–214. 
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The comment refers to the practice of pilgrims arriving in Jerusalem one week 
in advance, to go through the purification ritual necessary for removing corpse 
impurity.  The ritual included sprinklings and immersions on the third and sev-
enth (and possibly first214) day.  The practice is confirmed both by Philo and 
Josephus,215 and supported by the large number of immersion pools found in 
Jerusalem and close to the temple.216  It was necessary for taking part in the 
Passover meal.217 

Since entry into the temple required purity, it is reasonable to suppose that 
Jesus and his disciples immersed on such occasions like other people.  At the 
same time interpretation and practice varied between different groups.  At the 
important festivals, however, we should probably expect that all pilgrims fol-
lowed the custom of purifying a week in advance, although the huge amount of 
people and the varying standards of purity made a high degree of tolerance nec-
essary.218  While the Fourth Gospel pictures Jesus as coming to Jerusalem only 
five days before his last Passover,219 the Synoptic accounts seem to suppose that 
he arrived together with other Galilean pilgrims.220  Any conclusions as to Je-
sus’ purification practice must be drawn by inference. 

Paula Fredriksen draws far-reaching conclusions about Jesus’ practice of pu-
rification by appealing to such inferences.  Jesus must have purified since he 
partook of the Passover meal.  Since he came before the feast together with 
other pilgrims, the purpose was purification.221  His instruction about recon-
ciliation before bringing gifts to the altar (Mt 5:23–24) presupposes purification 
too, since it was required before entering the temple.  Says Fredriksen: 

Why would Matthew’s audience presuppose that Matthew’s believer who worships at the 
Temple’s altar would disregard the biblical laws of purity (which would require his hav-
ing immersed before entering the area), while observing what they were linked to, the 
laws of offerings?  More likely, Matthew’s original ancient audience would suppose that 
this worshiper would have prepared properly to approach the altar; and that, therefore, is 
what they would have heard the evangelist’s Jesus saying, too.222 

                                                 
214 11Q19 [11QT] 49:16–21; Spec.Laws 3:205–206. 
215 Spec.Laws 1:261; J.W. 6:290.  Cf. the discussion above, 185–189, about this practice and the 
immersions involved. 
216 Sanders 1990, 214–227, 355 n.28; 1992, 222–230.  Cf. above, 53f, 74f; below, 259, 281. 
217 Cf. Jn 18:28. 
218 Cf. Fredriksen 2000, 67. 
219 Jn 12:1, 12.  For the suggestion that Bethany and Bethphage were included in the “suburbs” 
where pilgrims could lodge and yet be counted as being in Jerusalem, see Jeremias 1958 [1923], 
I: 68–70; cf. mMen 11:2.  Even if this were the case, Jn 12:1 would suggest that Jesus came too 
late for the seven day purification period.  This could, however, be seen as part of a Johannine 
tendency to portray Jesus as opposing purity laws (cf. Jn 2:1–11). 
220 Mt 21:1–11; Mark 11:1–11; Lk 19:28–40. 
221 Fredriksen 2000, 205f. 
222 Fredriksen 2000, 205.  Fredriksen also refers to Jesus’ instructions to the leper about purifi-
cation offerings in Mk 1:40–44 (203f).  Cf. above, 101f. 
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Summary: A case for Jesus as part of a moral trajectory 
in Judaism 
 
We have found traces of a moral trajectory throughout the history of purity in 
Jewish texts from both the First and the Second Temple periods.  The use of 
purity language in contexts of moral evil and social injustice cannot simply be 
described as metaphorical or secondary in relation to a ritual or primary use.  
Although different parts of the purity system were generally not blended or con-
fused, there are usually ritual and bodily aspects to ethical and social action in 
Hebrew thinking.   

The moral trajectory, so prominent with some of the biblical prophets, finds 
somewhat diverse expressions in the Qumran community, the mission of John 
the Baptizer and the activities of Jesus.  The discussions about the relative 
weight of inner purity versus outer purity, evidenced in different strands of the 
Jesus tradition, fit well into a Second Temple context.  Although later rabbinic 
theology “compartmentalized” the two, such a dichotomy between inside and 
outside should not be ascribed to first-century Pharisees.  The evidence shows, 
however, that Jesus emphasized inner purity over outer purifications to the de-
gree that he was considered as downplaying the latter. 

Throughout the texts discussed in this chapter, I have found evidence that Je-
sus displayed what was perceived as a lax attitude to bodily purification.  This 
does not mean that he denied concepts of bodily impurity altogether, or refused 
to take part in basic and general purification practices, such as immersion in 
preparation of great festivals.  But it seems as if he did not practise immersion 
regularly after having contracted impurity from contact with different impurity 
bearers or before every visit to the temple.   

The practice of baptism cannot be equated with repeated immersions for the 
sake of purity, and it is likely that Jesus left this practice behind during his in-
dependent ministry.  Portrayals of Jesus as concerned with alternative rites of 
outer purification are not plausible.  

The motivation ascribed to Jesus in the different sources for his seemingly 
lax attitude, all centre on the same idea, that inner purity is more important than 
outer purity.  This is in line with the old prophetic heritage, but amounts to a 
downplaying of outer purification rituals, since these are not perceived as hav-
ing any effect on moral evil and social injustice.  In this Jesus seems to have 
gone further than many of his Jewish contemporaries, not only in his verbal 
criticism, but in his actual disregard for practices which others would regard as 
crucial.  In their eyes he carried relativization to the point of neglect. 

While such an attitude and action could probably have been tolerated on the 
part of common people in the periphery, Jesus appeared as a religious teacher 
and related to other religious leaders.  In this context he apparently approached 
the limit of what was tolerable.  We must ask what room there was in contem-
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porary Judaism for such a position.  In order to explain Jesus’ attitude to purity 
further, it is necessary to look more closely at the diversity within Second Tem-
ple Judaism, and not primarily at the influential “sects” or parties, where we 
find much of the expansionist current, but at rural and peripheral expressions of 
Judaism as well.  The fact of Jesus’ background in Galilee is well attested, but 
almost no details are known.  In the following chapter I will discuss what role 
this background might have played for Jesus’ position on purity. 



 

Chapter VI 
Purity and diversity 

 
 
 
I have suggested that Jesus’ attitude to impurity can be explained by a moral 
trajectory, which can be traced in both priestly and prophetic traditions from the 
time of the First Temple and onwards.  This explanation is necessary, but nei-
ther complete nor sufficient.  In the present chapter I will follow another train of 
thought, looking at diversity in Second Temple Judaism, and what such diver-
sity might have meant for Jesus’ views on purity. 

Some differences between the various sects or parties have been discussed 
through the previous chapters.  Such differences are important for reconstruct-
ing the development of purity laws, but they do not seem to be crucial for un-
derstanding Jesus’ particular stance.  In this chapter, more weight is given to 
regional and social aspects.  There are northern literary traditions of some inter-
est, but do we have evidence for deviating northern halakhic traditions as well?  
What role did Jesus’ Galilean background play?  And how do we explain his 
attitude in view of the dominating great tradition? 

 
 

VI.1 Common Judaisms 
 
Generalizing tendencies and the necessity to differentiate 
It has long been recognized that Second Temple Judaism was not monolithic, 
but the degree of diversity has been variously evaluated.  Should we talk about 
Judaism or Judaisms?1  It could be argued that descriptions and evidence of the 
many divergent views on numerous matters reflect the perspectives of insiders 
only, while outsiders would have readily identified Judaism as a coherent and 
unified system.2 

In one sense it is appropriate to use an umbrella term like “Common Juda-
ism” for all or most varieties of Judaism during the Second Temple period.  The 
foremost advocate for such an idea is probably Ed Sanders.  This Judaism was 
defined as “covenantal nomism” in Paul and Palestinian Judaism,3 and Sanders 
has subsequently developed the idea in Judaism: Practice and Belief.4  Such a 
Common Judaism is usually defined by certain obvious identity markers, such 

                                                 
1 Cohen 1990, 55–73; cf. the article “Judaism” in Neusner and Green 1999, 346–350, esp. 346. 
2 Cf. Cohen 1994, 3–12. 
3 Sanders 1977, 419–428. 
4 Sanders 1992. 
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as the centrality of the temple and the Torah, monotheism and a basic covenant 
theology, including the practice of circumcision, the Sabbath and purity rules.  
While interpretations varied, at times extensively, these characteristics made 
Jews different from others and accounted for a certain sense of separation.5 

The emphasis on a single, unified Judaism may be understood from a num-
ber of motives, some of them theological, whether Jewish or Christian.6  In the 
case of Sanders this is probably part of his battle against anti-Jewish tendencies 
in traditional exegesis where disagreement between different factions is one 
standard component.  There is a risk, however, of generalizing to the point of 
meaninglessness; if Judaism was thus “common” and no more, we have learned 
very little, and explained very little.  This is an important part of Jacob Neus-
ner’s at times vehement criticism of Sanders.  Although his criticism is exces-
sive, Neusner highlights important problems, when diversity is not given its due 
place.  We must be careful not to ascribe to Second Temple Judaism in general 
everything which is presupposed in a given contemporary text.  And prescrip-
tions and presuppositions from texts of different origins do not easily combine 
to make up a common theology.7 

It is thus necessary to differentiate.  We could speak about “Judaisms,” not in 
the sense of separate religions, but to indicate that diversity must be taken into 
proper account.8  Without giving due regard to differences within Judaism, it is 
impossible to provide satisfactory explanations for the many practices and con-
flicts encountered when studying the end of the Second Temple period. 

 
Jesus and the major parties 
What does diversity mean for explaining Jesus’ attitude to purity rules?  Asser-
tions that there was room for all of Jesus’ actions and sayings within contempo-
rary Jewish discussion must be verified.9  General references to diversity, 
coupled with the idea that there was always some group or fraction which 
would agree with Jesus’ position in a given case, are not sufficient. 

As we have already seen in previous chapters, purity rules were interpreted 
differently by different groups.  Diverging opinions concern matters such as the 
susceptibility of oil, the contaminating power of liquids, the purity of the tebul 
                                                 
5 Cohen 1994, 9–12; Cf. Sanders’ summaries in 1992, 47f, 241, 278. 
6 Both Jews and Christians may reflect the dream of a unified origin, from which an (unfortu-
nate?) diversity or lack of conformity has evolved.  It is necessary to posit a unified Judaism if 
something like a single Christianity should be seen as evolving from it.  Cf. Neusner’s criticism 
of such a view, 1993b, xxii.  There is no room for pursuing this discussion within the scope of 
this study, however. 
7 Neusner 1993b, xxi–xlviii. 
8 For a thorough review of the “Judaisms hypothesis” and a criticism of Neusner’s interpreta-
tion, see Pasto 1999, 336–464. 
9 Klausner 1925, 275f; 363–368; Flusser 1987, 21–25; Vermes 1993, especially 11–45; 1996, 
108–122. 
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yom, the extent of and restrictions within relative spheres of holiness around the 
temple, the degree of isolation of serious impurity bearers, etc.10  By examining 
such matters in detail, we can at times reconstruct dividing lines, but even when 
these are shown to be precarious, it is often possible at least to define underly-
ing presuppositions shared by many. 

This has been done above in some cases, for example concerning the wide-
spread use of stone vessels, the exclusion of lepers, or the balancing of the re-
quirement for avoiding corpse impurity with that of burying the dead.11  In such 
cases it is at times possible to provide a relief to the Jesus tradition, which often 
confirms that its content actually fits into the historical context, since it touches 
matters that were contemporary issues.  This is the case especially with some of 
the logia, such as those about inner and outer purity, or certain parables.  Here 
we find traces of commonly shared presuppositions, against which Jesus could 
be seen as provocative, but still within the limits of contemporary discussion. 

However, in some traditions, especially in the narrative non-conflict tradi-
tions focused upon in this study, we have found traces of a behaviour and an 
attitude which clash with known practices and attitudes of the major groups: 
Sadducees, Essenes and Pharisees.  There are instances in which we must con-
clude that Jesus shared the presuppositions of neither group. 

An analysis of detailed differences between purity practices of different 
groups does not always help in tracing and explaining the stance of Jesus.  
While the Essenes (at least those in Qumran) were opposed to the present order 
in the Jerusalem temple, they shared a priestly perspective with the Sadducees.  
The agreement in part between Qumran and Sadducean halakhah has been ad-
dressed above, and can be deduced from a comparison of Qumran and Tannaitic 
material.  This can be contrasted with Pharisaic rulings.  On the other hand, 
Pharisees and Essenes could both be seen as representing an expansionist ten-
dency, which proceeded from certain common assumptions, but with different 
aims and interpretations.  While Jesus could possibly be seen as taking a Sad-
ducean point of view in some cases,12 he is usually deemed to have been closer 
to the Pharisees than to other contemporary groups.  At times he has been un-
derstood as representing Shammaite views, but more often those of Hillel.13  
When it comes to issues of purity, however, such classifications are not very 
meaningful.  There is no obvious correspondence between Jesus’ stance on pu-
rity and that of any one particular group or faction.  At times there is a basic 
difference between Jesus’ standpoint and those of the major parties.  This does 

                                                 
10 Cf. above, ch. III–IV. Stemberger 1995, 73–88.  Several of these points are listed in 4QMMT. 
11 Cf. above, 84f, 109–112, 189–196. 
12 I.e. rejecting the “traditions of the fathers,” in favour of the scriptural command only, as in 
Mk 7:8, and possibly in Mk 10:2–9.  Cf. the warning against the Pharisees in Mk 8:15.  But 
these examples could be understood as expressions of Christian polemics. 
13 Fornberg 1989, 94ff. 
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as from the rabbinic texts just mentioned.  In the gospels, too, the influence of 
the Pharisees comes to the fore, less in matters of dogma than in matters of ha-
lakhah.37  This is quite natural, since practice is usually more important to 
common people than abstract theology. 

There are good reasons why Pharisaic practice was more attractive than other 
varieties.  It was expansionist, yet relatively practical.  It was separationist, yet 
relatively inclusive.  As the foremost example of an expansionist tendency in 
exegesis and halakhic development, Pharisaic practice could be seen as a type 
of “pietist” intensive spirituality.  Pharisees seem to have been regarded with 
respect, as serious practitioners of Judaism.  This applied to the Essenes as well, 
but in contrast to them, the Pharisees realized their programme within society, 
and made the conduct of daily life according to a higher degree of holiness pos-
sible, if not always easy.  There was thus a certain amount of separation in-
volved, but not basically from other Jewish groups, but rather from impurity and 
from Gentiles.  Such separation could strengthen a sense of identity among peo-
ple identifying or sympathizing with this attitude, as long as they were not 
themselves excluded by it.  Compared with other major parties, the Pharisees 
were a popular lay movement, with relatively more influence.38 

 
Expansionists and common people 
To say that the Pharisees were influential with the common people is not tanta-
mount, however, to saying that most people were actually Pharisees or lived 
according to Pharisaic rules.  As we have seen in previous chapters, there are 
several instances in which Pharisaic practices on sabbath and purity observance 
were adapted to and made more practical for ordinary people as compared with 
Essene or Sadducean halakhah.39  In addition, certain traditions about Pharisaic 
practices imply that the Pharisees aimed, if not at a “democratization” of the 
cult, at least at a higher degree of popular participation or involvement.40  
Statements to the effect that most of the people favoured the Pharisees rather 
than other parties, are indeed plausible.  This means that many would support 
the Pharisees ideologically, and were ready to follow their practice to the extent 
that was possible or practical, but without feeling obliged to do so in every de-
tail, or attempting to be as consistent.  Such a suggestion, however, requires 
further corroboration. 

An ambiguous relationship involving contact, mutual dependance, separation 
and contempt between the religious (expansionist) elite and the common peo-
ple, is evidenced by the numerous passages in rabbinic literature discussing the 
                                                 
37 Cf. Mk 2:18, 23f; 7:1f; 10:2f; Lk 7:39; 14:3; 15:2. 
38 Cf. Deines 1997, 534–555; Meier 2001, 297f. 
39 Cf. above, 55f about sabbath halakhah and 74f, 84f about purity rules. 
40 Cf. the idea about the Pharisees making the temple vessels available for the people to view on 
festivals;  D. Schwartz 1986. 
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am ha-arets.  The identity of the “people of the land” has been given various 
interpretations.41 

Traditional Christian interpretation in the past uncritically adduced rabbinic 
statements to posit a far-reaching antagonism between the Pharisees and the 
common people.  The Pharisees’ hatred and exclusion of the ammei ha-arets 
were painted as a contrast to Jesus’ accepting attitude.  The methodological 
failure of such a reconstruction was made evident by Adolf Büchler a century 
ago, but he overstated his case by claiming that the concept of am ha-arets be-
longed to the Ushan period (135–200 CE), and was applied to priestly descen-
dants who had moved to Galilee after the two wars, and had ceased to observe 
Levitical purity and tithing laws.42 

Büchler’s limitations have proved untenable.  Oppenheimer has shown that 
the concept of “people of the land” can trace its development to the beginning 
of the Hellenistic period, and that the Rabbis applied it to people who either did 
not scrupulously observe certain purity and tithing rules (ammei ha-arets le-
mitsvot) or who were ignorant of or did not study the Torah (ammei ha-arets le-
torah).  It did not define a certain class of people, however, but could be applied 
to rural farmers and urban craftsmen alike.43 

In the literature reflecting rabbinic viewpoints of the Ushan period, the ex-
pression ammei ha-arets seems to refer to common people in general.  The rela-
tionship between the sages and the ammei ha-arets testifies to the initial 
exclusivity of the rabbinic movement as well as to its continuous development.  
A fair amount of antagonism during the second century is evident.  It should be 
noted, however, that the evidence for outright hatred between rabbis and the 
common people is found mostly in the Babylonian Talmud.  Whether this is to 
be understood as reflecting the inventiveness and hardships of Babylonian Rab-
bis,44 or as expressing the true feelings of the Rabbis in the Ushan period,45 a 
change of attitude can be seen from the early Amoraic period onwards.  This 
could be explained by a change in the social position of rabbinic leaders, as well 
as the need for closer relations with the common people.46  The development 
coincides with a general decline in observance of purity and tithing rules during 
the third century.   

While the distinction between ammei ha-arets le-mitsvot and ammei ha-arets 
le-torah is somewhat artificial,47 the latter refers to the situation evolving after 
the fall of the temple, when Torah study gained further significance as a substi-
                                                 
41 Cf. the survey in Oppenheimer 1977, 1–10. 
42 Büchler 1968 [1906]. 
43 Oppenheimer 1977, 10–22. 
44 The view of Cohen 1992, 166.  Cohen claims that the Rabbis looked at the ammei ha-arets 
with “disdain, yes, but not hatred” (1992, 173). 
45 Oppenheimer 1977, 172–188. 
46 Oppenheimer 1977, 188–195. 
47 The two terms probably refer to the same social stratum.  Cf. Oppenheimer 1977, 170. 
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tute for the temple service, while the former refers to practices intimately con-
nected with the temple and cult, i.e. tithes and purity rules.  It should be noted 
that there is little or no evidence in the Tannaitic discussions about the ammei 
ha-arets and purity, of any hatred or sharp antagonism.  What we find are rules 
about how to relate to an am ha-arets, without incurring impurity.  It is clear 
from several traditions that the ammei ha-arets were considered reliable in cer-
tain matters of purity, while in others they were not.  This did not mean that 
they were unobservant, but that they did not attain the same level of purity as 
did Pharisees, sages or haberim.48 

Ordinarily in rabbinic texts, common people were not suspected of wilfully 
contaminating things, but rather of ignorance or possibly laxity.  This position is 
not unanimously agreed upon.49  The basic attitude, however, seems to have 
been one of coping with the problems caused by differing standards of purity.  
Seemingly lenient rules about social intercourse with common people could be 
argued for “in the interest of peace.”50  In view of the development of purity 
rules, such leniency should perhaps be assigned to the post-70 period. 

Traditions about leniency at the three great pilgrim festivals are most likely 
of ancient date, however, although there is no explicit evidence for the ammei 
ha-arets being regarded as pure during festivals, before the Babylonian Talmud.  
Certain statements in mHag 3:6–8 seem to presuppose such a view, however, 
perhaps implying that this was a kind of “concession,” since there are differing 
opinions about whether items which had come into contact with common peo-
ple during the festival would remain pure afterwards, or needed purification.51  

                                                 
48 Detailed discussions of various passages, such as Let.Aris. 106; tSanh 3:4; mHag 2:7; mEd 
1:14; mToh 8:2; tToh 9:1; mToh 7:1–2; tHag 3:19, 22, are found in Oppenheimer 1977, 83–96. 
49 mToh 7:1–2.  R. Simeon has a deviating opinion in tToh 8:1.  Cf. Oppenheimer 1977, 90f. 
50 mGit 5:9. 
51 “He who opens up a jug of wine or broke into dough [to sell them] for the needs of the festi-
val—R. Judah says, ‘He finishes [selling them after the festival].’  And sages say, ‘He does not 
finish [selling them after the festival].’  After the festival was over, they undertook the purifica-
tion of the Temple court. … How do they undertake the purification of the Temple court?  They 
immerse the utensils which were in the Sanctuary…” (mHag 3:7–8).  Cf. the interpretation of 
Oppenheimer 1977, 93–95.  According to Oppenheimer, the discussion concerns the continued 
purity of wine or dough, which had come into contact with ammei ha-arets during the festival 
when their impurity was waived.  The sages’ position would mean that after the festival, remain-
ing dough and wine should be regarded as contaminated, just as temple utensils, which were 
immersed.  The latter may have been a Pharisaic requirement, since tHag 3:35 pictures the Sad-
ducees as mocking the Pharisees for immersing the menorah.  But the idea of purification be-
cause “the vessels were rendered impure retrospectively” (Oppenheimer 1977, 160) seems a bit 
awkward, and is necessitated only by the idea of temporary abolishment of impurity.  Opinions 
apparently differed, and the simplest explanation would be that some regarded all pilgrims as 
pure by virtue of their special purification (i.e. 7 days in advance, from corpse-impurity; for 
details and evidence, cf. above, 185), while others, among them Pharisees, did not regard all 
pilgrims as being in a sufficient state of purity.  Such diverging views would be reflected in 
mHag 3:7–8 and tHag 3:35. 
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Rather than thinking in terms of concessions, we may explain this leniency by 
the fact that everyone was more conscientious about purity in view of a temple 
visit, and all people were required to undergo a special purification rite.  This 
would be officially accepted as sufficient, while some expansionists did not 
agree. 

We thus find signs of an ambiguous attitude on the part of some of the ex-
pansionists toward the common people, going back to the time when the temple 
was still standing.  Pharisees were known on the one hand for their attempt to 
bring cultic involvment and legal adherence closer to the common people.  On 
the other hand they had to distance themselves to some extent, especially those 
belonging to haburot,52 in the interest of purity and tithing rules.  This resulted 
in barriers between them and the common people, although not necessarily 
based on social class, as in the case of the Sadducees.  There are no clear signs 
of hatred or sharp antagonism between Pharisees and common people before the 
fall of the temple, however.   

The resulting picture is coherent.  The relationship between Pharisees and 
common people was characterized by mutual ambivalence.  The Pharisees 
probably had the support of the majority of the common people, although there 
were tensions.  Most people looked at Pharisaic piety as an ideal, which was 
aspired to but not consistently adhered to.  The Pharisees offered an intensified 
everyday religion for the whole people, and while this was recognized, the in-
tensive variety was not embraced in all its detail by the majority of the people.53 

 
Jesus and the common people 
It is tempting to identify Jesus’ attitude to impurity with the viewpoint of the 
common people.  After the Jewishness of Jesus came to the fore in scholarly 
research, there has been a tendency to regard conflicts between Jesus and the 
Pharisees as minor differences in interpretation.  Jesus is thought not to have 
accepted (parts of) the halakhah of (some of) the Pharisees.  He is supposed to 
have shared this attitude with most of the people, however, and hence this 
would not have been much of a problem, except for the Pharisees, who ex-
pected him to follow stricter practices, since he appeared as a religious 
teacher.54  In matters of purity, Jesus would simply have followed the practice 
of most people, but not Pharisaic halakhah in particular. 

Such a picture is too simplified, however.  The idea of the common people 
not following Pharisaic ideals at all is unconvincing.  We have seen through 
previous chapters that many people at the end of the Second Temple period 
were influenced by expansionist concerns.  Archeological findings, such as the 

                                                 
52 Cf. above, 46ff, 87f. 
53 Cf. Deines 1997, 546ff. 
54 E.g. Sanders 1985, 245–269. 
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numerous and wide-spread occurrence of stone vessels and miqvaot, are evi-
dence for expansionist purity halakhah being influential far beyond the limits of 
the Pharisaic group itself.55 

Jesus, however, did not share those expansionist concerns.  We have seen in 
the previous chapters that his actions and attitude stood in contrast to the con-
temporary tendency to increase the sphere of purity.  Since this tendency in-
volved not only Essenes and Pharisees, but many of the ordinary people, it is 
not possible to claim that Jesus represented the viewpoint of the ammei ha-arets 
or the common people, without further qualification.56  While it could be argued 
that Jesus reflected a kind of popular common sense towards halakhic rules, 
both in his defence of Sabbath healings and in his contacts with impure people, 
this does not mean that he represented the collective views of the general popu-
lation who did not belong to any of the influential parties.  It could be argued 
that he represented the viewpoint of those segments of the people who would 
not, or could not, take part in the wide-spread concern to increase purity in soci-
ety.  But in narrowing the case in this way, we are no longer speaking of the 
common people in general.  To find out whether Jesus represented any particu-
lar segment of society, we must look at social and regional aspects as well. 

 
 

VI.2 Social and regional differences 
 
Great and little tradition 
In spite of their popular appeal and character as a lay movement, the Pharisees 
must be viewed as representatives of great tradition.  The concepts of “great” 
and “little tradition” were developed by cultural anthropologists, notably by 
Robert Redfield, in the 1950s.57  A great tradition is usually characterized as “a 
learned and literate tradition, preserving and developing the dominant systems 
of thought and value of a civilization.”58  It is usually associated with the ruling 
elite, located in population centres, i.e. urban areas, and has left its imprint in 
written documents.  Little traditions, on the other hand, are popular, rural, often 
village-based and illiterate.59 

The two are related and are mutually dependent.  Little traditions borrow 
from a common great tradition traits which are popularized and given various 

                                                 
55 Cf. above, 74–78, 84f. 
56 The concept of ammei ha-arets went through a number of changes in nuance, and its precise 
definition in various strata of the Hebrew Bible is a bone of contention.  At times it represents 
the common people at large.  But since it gains a specific meaning in rabbinic literature, it seems 
best to avoid using it except when such literature is discussed. 
57 Redfield 1956, 70ff.  Cf. Singer 1972; Redfield and Singer 1956 [1954]. 
58 Singer 1972, 55. 
59 Redfield 1956, 70ff; Redfield and Singer 1956 [1954]. 
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local forms, at the same time as a great tradition continually transforms, devel-
ops and integrates expressions of little traditions.60  “Great and little tradition 
can be thought of as two currents of thought and action, distinguishable, yet 
ever flowing into and out of each other.”61  Much in little tradition can actually 
be seen as originating in an earlier great tradition, going back to orthodoxies of 
earlier times.  And much in great traditions has its roots in and emerges from 
folk culture.62 

This constant and mutual relationship leads to an ambiguous interaction in-
volving both attachment and tension.  From this perspective the Pharisees’ am-
bivalent stance towards the common people, as well as the latter’s support of 
the Pharisees in spite of not following them in all aspects, become intelligible 
indeed.  The Pharisees’ attraction for the common people can be explained by 
this model, as is evident from Scott’s observation: “To the extent that elite cul-
ture represents an idealized and more elaborate formulation of folk culture, it 
also becomes an object of admiration if not aspiration.”63  Similar examples are 
found in various cultures.  The suggestion that people could identify with the 
Pharisees without adhering to all of their halakhah, fits this pattern. 

Little tradition sometimes finds expression in profanations or symbolic re-
versals, which are often intent on equality.64  Several recent reconstructions of 
the historical Jesus are open in this direction.65  Some of his actions in general, 
and his attitude in particular, could be interpreted according to this line of 
thought.  Even the Pharisees’ “popularization” of official custom and cultic tra-
ditions could be seen as a cautious expression of this phenomenon in relation to 
the Sadducees, while Jesus’ temple “cleansing” and neglect of purity halakhah 
could be seen as more obvious manifestations of popular self-assertion.   

Little tradition is usually associated with oral tradition and local customs, 
containing more elements of syncretism as compared with great tradition.66  
This makes it difficult to map out little tradition, however.  Historical recon-
structions are usually centred on written records, which are great tradition 
documents.67  In the present case of purity practices, the available records, such 
as biblical material, Josephus or Mishna, all reflect great tradition in various 
ways.  This does not completely exclude them as possible sources for little tra-
dition, however.  Since, as we have seen above, great and little tradition interre-
late continuously, documents of the former may reveal something of the latter, 

                                                 
60 Scott 1977, 8. 
61 Redfield 1956, 72. 
62 Scott 1977, 12f; Singer 1972, 55. 
63 Scott 1977, 13. 
64 Scott 1977, 29ff, 224ff. 
65 Cf. Crossan 1991; Horsley 1987. 
66 Scott 1977, 22, 26. 
67 Cf. Scott 1977, 240f. 
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by the Assyrian campaigns and conquests at the end of the eighth century BCE.  
At the fall of Samaria, only a small number of the ruling elite was taken captive 
and replaced by a new governing non-Israelite elite, which was never integrated 
with the peasantry, but developed their own version of the Torah.  Later, this 
elite resettled in Shechem and built the Gerizim temple.84 

This meant that much of the peasant population in the north remained, and 
that the impact of the Assyrian conquest was minimal, especially in Galilee, 
where only administrative officers were replaced by Assyrian ones, while the 
Israelite village communities were left fairly free to continue following their 
ancient customs.85  Such is the view of Richard Horsley, who concludes that 
“during second-temple times most inhabitants of Galilee were descendants of 
the northern Israelite peasantry.”86 

This reconstruction is complicated by archaeological evidence for a thorough 
depopulation of lower Galilee following the Assyrian campaign of 733/732 
BCE.  According to Zvi Gal, the theory of a remaining Israelite peasantry be-
coming the core of the Jewish population in Galilee during Second Temple 
times is difficult to maintain in view of the scarcity of settlements during the 
Persian period.  “Whatever had not been destroyed by the wars was removed or 
laid waste by the exiles, and the region was not occupied during the seventh and 
sixth centuries B.C.E.”87  Many Galilean villages were first established in the 
middle of the sixth century BCE as agricultural hinterland to Phoenician-
Persian settlements along the coastal plain.88  The idea of a continuous Israelite 
village culture throughout the seventh and sixth centuries BCE is difficult to 
maintain.89 

In upper Galilee we find an area sparsely populated until Hasmonean times.  
Settlements in all of Galilee increased considerably, however, between the Hel-
lenistic and Roman periods.90  This points at an “aggressive Jewish colonisation 
of the Galilee by the Hasmoneans in line with what we know from Josephus of 
their approach at Samaria and Scythopolis”91  and could possibly be concomi-
tant with an enforced Judaization of the previous population.92 

                                                 
84 Alt 1953, 409ff, 455, n.1 (the material comes from Palästinajahrbuch des Deutschen evange-
lischen Instituts für Altertumswissenschaft des Heiligen Landes in Jerusalem, between 1937 and 
1940); Horsley 1995, 25–29.  This reconstruction is based on the biblical account in 2 Kings 
15:29; 17:23 and Assyrian annals.  Cf Freyne 2000, 116. 
85 Horsley 1995, 28. 
86 Horsley 1995, 40. 
87 Gal 1992, 108. 
88 Gal 1992, 109. 
89 Reed 2000, 28–34. 
90 Freyne 2000, 67f; Aviam 1993, 453f. 
91 Freyne 2000, 68.  Coin finds suggest that several settlements were Hasmonean foundations. 
92 Freyne 2000, 177; cf. Reed 2000, 34–43. 
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What type of Judaism? 
What type of Judaism did Jesus grow up with, and what attitudes to impurity 
prevailed?  From the previous discussion we realize that no simple answers can 
be found by reconstructing the history of Galilee.  While there are literary tradi-
tions indicating Israelite views on purity, less attached to the Jerusalem temple 
cult, it is difficult to decide, through the turmoil of history, the extent to which 
such practices were transmitted to Galileans of post-Hasmonean times.  It is 
risky to lean on old Israelite origins for advancing a view of special Galilean 
practices.  This does not mean that the idea should be totally discarded.  Galilee 
had mixed origins, and some heritage from its Israelite past could have sur-
vived.  This is not sufficient, however, to ascertain the nature of Galilean Juda-
ism during the first century CE. 

When archaeological evidence is taken into consideration, the idea of a syn-
cretistic ethos with lenient practices is difficult to maintain.  Although most of 
the evidence from Galilean sites is later than the first century CE, and although 
most first-century evidence is disturbed by later building activities, some con-
clusions can be drawn, not least on the basis that pre-industrial material culture 
changes very slowly and over a long period.101   

Of most interest for our quest are material remains belonging to the private 
sphere, since this is where local and ethnic culture is best discovered.102  While 
public buildings, town plans and infrastructure may reflect the dominant Helle-
nistic culture, the deep-rooted indigenous ethos is revealed by what is less spec-
tacular.  One example is the arrangement in most Galilean synagogues, where a 
row of columns was placed between the benches against the wall and the central 
worship space, in imitation of the Jerusalem temple construction.  Although 
most synagogue remains are fairly late, this applies to the more ancient remains 
in Gamla, Qiryat Sefer, and possibly Capernaum as well.103 

Of direct interest for the question of purity are the numerous miqvaot found 
both in public places and in private houses in Sepphoris as well as in other Gali-
lean population centres, of which several belong to the early Roman period.104  
A strict practice of burial outside the city is evidenced in Sepphoris.105  Numer-
ous finds of stone vessels all over Galilee, including “measuring-cups” for 
handwashing, testify to the broad spread of those expansionist concerns regard-
ing purity, which are usually associated with the Pharisees, but not to be as-

                                                 
101 Groh 1997, 32ff. 
102 Reed 2000, 43–53. 
103 Cf. ancient Judaean synagogue remains in Qumran, Jericho and Herodium.  Strange 1997, 
43f; Runesson 2001a, 174–185.  It seems that several of the miqvaot adjacent to early syna-
gogues appeared in conjunction with settlements of the Zealots.”  Runesson 2001a, 178. 
104 Sanders 1990, 214–227; 1992, 222–229; Hoglund and Meyers 1996, 39f. 
105 Meyers 1992, 325. 
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cribed to them exclusively.106  It is interesting to note, however, that the 
miqvaot of Sepphoris do not have an adjacent reservoir (otsar), and furthermore 
lack facilities separating those coming up from those going down.  Especially 
the former trait is associated with rabbinic (and presumably Pharisaic) require-
ments.  This has raised some doubt as to whether the pools at Sepphoris are 
miqvaot at all,107 but there is no reason to assume halakhic unity.108  Some early 
miqvaot from Gamla, Ceresin etc. have storage pools attached to them.109  All 
this points to a Torah-true population in Galilee, with expansionist traits, al-
though many did not observe the details of Pharisaic halakhah.   

The suggestion of a separate Galilean halakhah is not far-fetched, but diffi-
cult to prove.  For a separate Samaritan halakhah we have literary evidence, but 
it is late,110 and we cannot know for certain what it looked like at the end of the 
Second Temple period.  Certain indications for a Galilean halakhah may be 
read from the Mishnah and the Tosefta, but they are not conclusive.  Even 
avoiding later Amoraic deductions found in the Talmud, it is difficult to judge 
the extent to which the relevant passages reflect first-century concerns.111 

There are numerous references to differences in weights and measures be-
tween Galilee and Judaea, as well as different practices concerning the eve of 
Passover and the Day of Atonement.112  These must be deemed as fairly minor 
local deviations, however.  If anything, the Galilean practice of not working at 
all during the day before Passover must be seen as a conservative trait.113 
                                                 
106 Strange 1997, 43f.  For a discussion about miqvaot and stone vessels, see above, 74f, 84f. 
107 H. Eshel 1997, 131ff.  The assumption that the people of Sepphoris “were observants of 
Jewish Law as stated in the Mishnah” and thus could not have used these pools as miqvaot is not 
convincing, since it supposes an unprecedented degree of halakhic uniformity. 
108 Cf. the discussion above, 75. 
109 Reich 1981; Netzer 1982; Sanders 1990, 217f; H. Eshel 1997, 133, n.14. 
110 Samaritan halakhic texts are, in their present form, probably from the eleventh century CE 
and later; extant manuscripts are still later.  Cf. Bóid 1989, 21–47. 
111 We also have to exclude a number of references to the behaviour of people in Galilee gener-
ally from the Ushan period, when the rabbinic movement was based in Galilee.  Unless state-
ments about Galilean practice are contrasted with practice elsewhere, they give us no clues for a 
possible Galilean halakhah.  This is one of the problems of some of the references listed in 
Oppenheimer 1977, 200–217.   

The ahistorical nature of rabbinic material in general always makes its use for historical re-
construction problematic.  On this ground Neusner (1982, 65–70) accused Freyne (1998 [1980]) 
of being too credulous, which caused Freyne to withdraw from, or balance, parts of his earlier 
discussion about Galileans and the Torah (1988a, 213–218).  I would argue, however, that the 
predominantly Tannaitic material to be discussed immediately below has some relevance for 
first-century conditions for the following reasons: 1) differences in weights and measures, as 
well as in marriage laws, are deeply rooted in local culture, and do not change overnight.  Sec-
ond-century discussions about Galilean deviations in these areas attest to earlier practices.  2) 
references to tithing practices, closely associated with the temple cult, must be suspected of 
going back to Second Temple times. 
112 E.g. mKet 5:9; mHul 5:3; 11:2; mTer 10:8; mPes 4:5.  Freyne 1998 [1980], 317. 
113 Cf. Schiffman 1992b, 153 ff. 
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variant is fairly late, and the texts could be variously judged,127 the tradition of 
some such letter is well established, and does at least imply a resistance to or 
some discrepancy between Galilean practice and what seems to be Pharisaic 
tithing halakhah.  While this could be explained as a result of the distance to 
Jerusalem, it is more satisfactory to suggest that local customs differed.   

It should be noted that in spite of the extortionist methods being used at 
times by the Jerusalem priesthood, Josephus pictures the Galileans in general as 
willing to support him and other priests with their tithes.128  This fits the picture 
which appears from the discussion of evidence above, however, where the Gali-
leans are viewed as hesitant to certain innovations, such as the half-shekel offer-
ing and not always applying the details of Pharisaic tithing or purity halakhah, 
but contributing with tithes and other gifts at least to the priests, observing pu-
rity rules to an increasing degree, and being loyal to the temple.  Galilean Juda-
ism probably had as many traits in common with the Sadducees as with the 
Pharisees, but it should rather be called traditional or conservative.129 

Whether this amounts to a “Galilean halakhah” is a matter of definition.  
There is no clear evidence of a well-defined deviating legal tradition, with its 
own representatives, as in the case of Samaritan halakhah.  There are no explicit 
signs of a deviating purity halakhah.  There are no signs of deviations based on 
particular Galilean synchretistic tendencies.  Certain differences might go back 
to northern traditions, but there is little evidence to support this.  Galilean Juda-
ism at the end of the Second Temple period was oriented towards Jerusalem.130  
This is further underscored by the practice of pilgrimage at the three major 
feasts.  While the extent of Galilean participation has been questioned, there is 
ample evidence for large-scale pilgrimage to Jerusalem.131 

                                                                                                                                  
although Freyne seems to be arguing (1998 [1980], 282, 285f, 302f, n.73) for the two letters as 
representing separate historical events. 
127 Cf. Freyne’s somewhat speculative reconstruction (1998 [1980], 282–286), in which he sug-
gests that this is evidence for Galileans following priestly or Sadducean custom rather than 
Pharisaic.  Schiffman (1992b, 153) interprets the tradition (without taking the variant into con-
sideration) not as a complaint, but as simple evidence for the observance of the Galileans.  
Horsley mentions the letters (1995, 143), but notes that they may reflect later polemics, and is 
careful not to claim them as reflecting historical events. 
128 Life 63, 80.  While this is part of Josephus’ apologetics, the passages attest to a general prac-
tice among Galileans to pay tithes to priests. 
129 Such a reconstruction fits with mKet 4:12 in which Galileans are said to have phrased their 
marriage contract as the Jerusalemites, in contrast to the Judaeans.  The Galilean-Jerusalemite 
version seems more traditional-conservative, taking lifelong responsibility for a widow, while 
the Judaean version is more “liberal,” making it possible for heirs to pay off the widow’s mar-
riage contract.  The Judaean version could possibly be a Pharisaic invention, while the Galilean 
stance is better characterized as traditional-conservative rather than according to party-lines. 
130 Cf. Sanders 2002; Reed 2000, 43–55. 
131 Safrai 1981, 45–65, 93–97.  Cf. Horsley 1995, 144ff, who claims that “Galileans would have 
come only by the hundreds” (145).  Horsley dismisses evidence from Lk 2:41–51 as a reflection 
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The Galilean orientation towards Jerusalem may seem strange in view of the 
distance and the increasing influence of Hellenistic cities in the area.  Moreover, 
the influence of Jerusalem in Galilee cannot be described simplistically as either 
priestly authority or Pharisaic dominance.  In matters of purity and other issues 
pertaining to the cult, we find signs of an increasing commitment, but they are 
not unambiguous.  To gain a further understanding of Jesus’ Galilean back-
ground, we should also examine the effects of Galilean “urbanization” and the 
relationship between centre and periphery. 

 
 

VI.3 Centre and periphery 
 
Urbanization and Hellenization 
Recently, the “urbanization” of Galilee has attracted growing interest.  This is 
partly due to excavations at Sepphoris, which have highlighted the central role 
of this town from the end of the Second Temple period onwards, but also to the 
boom of excavations all over Galilee, which has brought to light a network of 
trading routes, and a “market economy” in which smaller villages and towns 
specialized in pottery or fish industry, and traded their goods all over the area. 

The idea of Lower Galilee as urbanized, coupled with an increasing aware-
ness of the problematic dichotomy between Jewish and Hellenistic geographical 
areas, have produced reconstructions of Galilean society as largely Hellenized, 
Greek-speaking, synchretistic, oriented towards the large cities, and with popu-
lar Cynic influences even down to village level.132 

As we have already seen from the previous section, there are too many signs 
for a conservative Jewish ethos for this picture to be plausible.  Material re-
mains in the private or semi-private sphere attest to a Torah-true population.  
Widespread trading patterns do not necessarily imply profound cultural adapta-
tion.  External patterns and characteristics of the ruling power may be appropri-
ated and adapted, while remaining a thin cultural veneer.133  In Galilee, as in 
many other places, a local and ethnic culture continued to exist fairly undis-
turbed within a larger Hellenistic framework. 

The urbanization of Galilee must not be exaggerated.  While there were sev-
eral Hellenistic cities (poleis) along the Mediterranean coast and in the area of 
Decapolis, Galilee had only two proper cities: Sepphoris and Tiberias.  These 
contained many of the attributes of Hellenistic cities, such as theatres and baths, 

                                                                                                                                  
of a Lukan agenda rather than Galilean practices (146).  For a more nuanced discussion of fig-
ures, although no estimate of Galilean pilgrims is given, cf. Sanders 1992, 125–128. 
132 Mack 1988; 1993; Crossan 1991.  Cf. the reservations of Aune 1997. 
133 As a prime example of this, the total rebuilding of the Jerusalem temple in Hellenistic style 
by Herod must be mentioned.  Cf. Horsley 1995, 321, n.31. 
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In spite of Josephus’ overstatements and bias, this reflects not only, or mainly 
an enmity due to the pro-Roman stance of these cities,155 but must be explained 
in other ways.  The revolutionary and anti-Roman spirit of Galilee has been 
generally exaggerated, and was clearly manifested only in the revolt.  In the end, 
however, the revolt resulted in very little activity and hence very little damage 
to Galilee, and the only towns which actually resisted the Romans in 67 CE 
were Gamla and Jotapata.156  The tensions between the Galilean rural popula-
tion and Sepphoris and Tiberias must be explained by inner Galilean factors. 

Hence an increasing exploitation of the countryside, leading to indebtedness 
and poverty, is plausible as a partial explanation for the revolt.157  Tensions 
were to a large extent internal, and these conditions must have been developing 
over a long period of time.  We find in the gospel parables signs of the begin-
ning of such a development already at the time of Antipas.158  This means that 
Jesus’ activities must partly be seen against a background of growing tensions.  
These tensions were to some extent both social and religious, and the two as-
pects cannot always be separated.  The fact that the antagonism of rural Gali-
leans toward their own administrative centres never found an equivalent in their 
attitude to Jerusalem, in spite of that city’s economic and legal claims, asserted 
by its aristocracy, shows that a simplified view of the tensions between town 
and country is not possible. 

 
                                                 
155 Freyne 2000, 35–44. 
156 Rappaport 1992, 95–102; Freyne 2000, 35–40. 
157 Goodman 1982. 
158 While anti-Roman feelings and revolutionary attitudes should not be exaggerated, the oppo-
site tendency should also be avoided, i.e. downplaying tension and protest.  Andrew Overman 
(1997, 67–73) attempts to downplay peasant opposition to taxes and exploitation by referring to 
a French study about peasant revolts in early modern France (Bercé 1990 [1986]; not Brece, as 
in Overman’s misspelling).  With the help of analogy Overman utilizes, in an almost revisionist 
way, this historical study to claim that most stories about taxes and oppression, as well as rebel-
lions and protests were given mythical proportions, which served the function of creating some 
sort of balance.  While it is certain that Josephus’ picture of the revolt is exaggerated and biased, 
we cannot dismiss the evidence for a social situation full of tensions, by looking for analogies 
with a (likewise biased?) interpretation of seventeenth century France.  The type of quotations 
Overman takes from Bercé are revealing, since they almost ridicule any uprising: “Sometimes 
the resistance took the form of a dozen people slamming their doors in the face of a bailiff.”  
“Risings which broke out in cities threw up a number of ringleaders.  Previously unknown lead-
ers rose to prominence in the course of the secret discussions which took place in shops and 
taverns and the seditious meetings which were held in broad daylight in the open space afforded 
by a churchyard or the public square. … When the rising seemed about to collapse in the face of 
general apathy and fear of government reprisals, a core of diehards would also emerge from the 
ranks of the population to make an unexpected last-ditch stand … desperation drove them to the 
suicidal tactics of setting the town on fire and lynching the magistrates … They clung to the 
legends which circulated in the world of tax resistance, and preferred to die rather than to lose a 
traditional freedom, or submit to an gabelle.”  Quotes from Bercé 1990 [1986], 197, 276.  (The 
quotes in Overman 1997, 70–72, are slightly inaccurate). 
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Sepphoris or Jerusalem?  Orthogenetic and heterogenetic cities 
Several ideas about the historical Jesus have been based on reconstructions of 
tensions between town and country.  The Galilean situation at the end of the 
Second Temple period, however, cannot be reduced to a simple urban-rural con-
flict.  The best attempt at a nuanced picture has been provided by Sean 
Freyne.159   

Freyne applies to the Galilean situation the distinction between orthogenetic 
and heterogenetic cities, developed by Redfield and Singer in the 1950s.160  In 
their article “The Cultural Role of Cities,” Redfield and Singer describe ortho-
genetic cities as those which “carry forward, develop, elaborate a long-
established local culture or civilization.  These are cities that convert the folk 
culture into its civilized dimension.”  In heterogenetic cities, on the other hand, 
“the prevailing relationships of people and the prevailing common understand-
ing have to do with the technical not the moral order, with administrative regu-
lation, business and technical convenience,” and/or “these cities are populated 
by people of diverse cultural origins removed from the indigenous seats of their 
cultures.”161  This is then  

the distinction between the carrying forward into systematic and reflective dimensions 
an old culture and the creating of original modes of thought that have authority beyond 
or in conflict with old cultures and civilizations.162 

This does not mean that orthogenetic cities are static, or that a particular city has 
only one of these roles.  It can be both, although at a certain stage or point in 
time one of the two functions predominates.  The same event or phenomenon 
may appear differently to different groups, however.  For our purpose the inter-
esting question is: how did the Galilean Hellenistic cities (Sepphoris and Tibe-
rias) appear to common Galilean Jews in comparison to Jerusalem? 

Applying this discussion to Galilee, Freyne examines different aspects of or-
thogenetic and heterogenetic cities, to find that Jerusalem fits the description of 
the former, while the Greek and Herodian cities of Galilee fit the description of 
the latter.  Using evidence mainly from Josephus and the gospels, Freyne looks 
at dominant social types, the relationship with the countryside, economic pat-
terns and social unity.  In Jerusalem the dominant types were literati who fash-
ioned great tradition.  The relationship between the countryside and Jerusalem 
was based on common loyalty to a shared world-view, where the common peo-
ple accepted myths of the past as recreated by the literati.  Inequality was partly 
accepted as necessary or divinely ordained, and unity was achieved by consen-
sus.  In the Galilean cities, on the other hand, the dominant social types were 

                                                 
159 Freyne 1992 and 1997b, revised and reprinted in Freyne 2000, 45–72. 
160 Redfield and Singer 1956 [1954]. 
161 Redfield and Singer 1956 [1954], 168f. 
162 Redfield and Singer 1956 [1954], 169. 
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businessmen, bureaucrats, officials, military and tax collectors.  In spite of mis-
trust at the cultural level, and conflicting myths, relationships between these 
cities and the country were pragmatic.  Economic exploitation resulted in ten-
sions, however, and undisguised dissent was understood as rebellion.  Unity 
was maintained by force.163 

The application of this model to the Galilean cities supports the observations 
made above and makes the mix of seemingly contradictory factors intelligible: 
trade and interaction between country and city, resentment and tension but not 
to the point of revolution, dependence and exploitation, the creation of new so-
cial types164 (tax collectors, dispossessed day labourers etc.), and the continued 
loyalty of the countryside to Jerusalem and the shared myths, even if every reli-
gious tax was not necessarily accepted.    The tensions between Galileans and 
their cities as well as their loyalty to Jerusalem is thus confirmed and to some 
extent explained.  Says Freyne, 

… there appears to be a converging picture from the literary sources of ongoing tensions 
between town and country in first-century Galilee, not because such hostility was inevi-
table, but because the Herodian foundations of Galilee represented alien values as far as 
‘country’ Jews were concerned, that is, the Jewish population of the Galilee living in 
towns and villages, whose loyalties to Jerusalem and the symbolic world represented by 
its cult-centre were sufficiently intact, despite the distance, social and physical that sepa-
rated them from that centre.165 

The idea of “alien values” may be further pursued.  Freyne suggests that Je-
sus avoided Sepphoris and Tiberias because he rejected certain of their val-
ues.166  This is hard to prove, and ignores the simple fact that he was wanted by 
Antipas as the most apparent reason for avoiding these cities.  Apart from this, 
the clash of values resulting from these Herodian cities must be seen as an im-
portant factor in explaining a Galilean-based Jewish movement or renewal pro-
gramme in the 20s or 30s of the first century CE.  While other Hellenistic cities 
in the area had an ethos even more foreign to Galilean Jews in general, and were 
perceived as “gentile enclaves in a Jewish hinterland,” Sepphoris and Tiberias 
introduced into the midst of Galilee values which clashed with tradition, but 
which nevertheless were embraced by a number of Jews.167   

Discussing the economic aspects of this clash of values, Freyne suggests that 
Jesus’ attitude to wealth and possessions may be seen in the light of ancient 
legal traditions not being able to counteract or challenge the new types of ine-
qualities which resulted from Herodian-Roman rule.  The poor man’s tithe and 
other traditional redistributing systems had no real effect on the structurally 

                                                 
163 Freyne 2000, 45–58; cf. especially the table, 47. 
164 Cf. Redfield and Singer 1956 [1954], 174 on the effects of secondary patterns of urbanization. 
165 Freyne 2000, 71f. 
166 Freyne 2000, 71, 111. 
167 Freyne 2000, 62. 
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conditioned development in Galilee.168  Loyalty to Jerusalem had little effect on 
impoverishment and extortion.  In this context, Jesus and his movement offered 
a modified value system which purportedly would bring about more of a 
change. 

Is there a possible analogy to the issue of purity?  A discussion must be fairly 
speculative, but should nevertheless be attempted. 

 
Beyond great and little tradition 
We have seen that a simplified attempt to explain Jesus’ attitude to purity as 
representing Galilean rural little tradition as distinct from Jerusalem urban great 
tradition is not really possible.  The historical situation was much more com-
plex.  We have found Galilean practice to have been more conservative or tradi-
tional at times than that of Jerusalem, at least that of the Pharisees.  In addition, 
the relationship of Galilean rural people to heterogenetic and orthogenetic cities 
must be taken into account. 

The ethos of the Hellenistic cities must have been a problem for a traditional 
practice of purity.  This should have included the Herodian Galilean centres at 
the time of Jesus as well, in spite of their predominiantly Jewish population, as 
is seen from the difficulty in populating Tiberias.   

The most influential interpreters of the Jerusalem great tradition, the Phari-
sees, probably made life within the Galilean cities easier through their legal 
interpretations, at the same time as they developed purity halakhah and made 
rules more detailed. 

It should be remembered that Galilean local tradition, although conservative, 
was not identical to the Jerusalem great tradition, certainly not to expansionist 
interpretations of it, but must rather be identified as a simpler, less detailed, 
traditional variant.169  The common people in Galilee at the end of the Second 
Temple period were thus caught between two forces: the laxer standards of the 
cities and the increasing demands of the expansionist retainers of the Jerusalem 
tradition.  As in the case of economy and injustice, great tradition, here as inter-
preted by Jerusalem representatives, did not provide satisfactory answers to par-
ticular local questions and needs.  While the threat of the cities to the purity of 
the people could be met by higher standards and more detailed rules, as well as 
by a number of innovations and diversified interpretations, this was not a viable 
way for most of the Galileans from village and country.   

If Galileans were generally conservative, they wished to be loyal, but at what 
cost?  The influence of the heterogenetic cities could be counteracted, but with 

                                                 
168 Freyne 2000, 56. 
169 Note Josephus’ accusations of John of Gischala (J.W. 7:264) for violating purity regulations.  
Theissen and Merz suggest that this might only mean that he followed a different Galilean prac-
tice (Theissen and Merz 1998, 178). 
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crowd which does not know the law is accursed”),173 could be taken merely as 
reflecting views on popular lack of observance at the end of the first century.  
The Johannine saying, however, is associated with a discussion about whether 
Galilee could possibly qualify for producing a prophet,174 and must be regarded 
as independent evidence for a suspicious attitude from the Jerusalem retainer 
class towards the Galilean people at large.  In spite of Neusner’s criticism, 
based on the ahistorical nature of rabbinic literature,175 and in spite of the ten-
dency of the Fourth Gospel, I think that this type of short statement can make a 
fairly good claim for having some sort of socio-historical background, however 
exploited in later polemics. 

Examples of Pharisaic representatives sent from Jerusalem to Galilee, with-
out being obviously successful, are found both in Josephus and the gospels.  
The group of four men, including three Pharisees, sent to depose Josephus, did 
not have much authority with most of the Galileans.176  Mark mentions scribes 
coming from Jerusalem (Mk 3:22; 7:1).  While such statements have been ridi-
culed, as if Jerusalem would send spies to Galilee for the purpose of watching 
Jesus,177 the Markan text speaks only of the origin of the scribes.  While they 
are not explicitly said to be Pharisees,178 the presence in Galilee of scribal re-
tainers from Jerusalem, such as Johanan in Arav, is confirmed.  As representa-
tives of the great tradition they attempted to gain influence.  Not all were 
Pharisees, but many of them were, and expansionist viewpoints were probably 
held by a majority.  They were influential, but apparently did not have the same 
degree of authority in Galilee as in Judaea.179  The Pharisees were supposedly 
the more successful, but did not have the same influence in the Galilean coun-
tryside as in some indigenous towns around the lake.  Jesus, on the other hand, 
seems to have been more influential in rural areas than in certain of the towns.  
The woes of Jesus against Chorazin, Bethsaida and Capernaum may attest to 
this.180 

Jesus and the Pharisees would thus have been competing for influence, al-
though sharp antagonism should not be presupposed, as is indicated by Lukan 
evidence of friendly interaction.181  The greater attraction of Jesus in the eyes of 
                                                 
173 Jn 7:49. 
174 Jn 7:41, 52. 
175 Neusner 1982, 67f. 
176 Life 197ff; For a discussion of the evidence, see Freyne 1988a, 206ff. 
177 Sanders 1985, 265. 
178 In 7:1 they are coupled with the Pharisees.  For a discussion about the relationship between 
scribes and Pharisees, as well as references to gospel passages mentioning them in conjunction, 
cf. above, 44ff. 
179 Cf. the discussion above, 280f, about the distribution of archeological evidence for purity 
practices, and signs of non-Pharisaic practice. 
180 Mt 11:20–24/Lk 10:13–15.  Cf. Freyne 1988a, 211. 
181 Cf. Lk 7:36ff; 11:37; 14:1.  Historically, Luke’s indications of friendly interaction must be 
taken as more plausible than Matthew’s picture of implacable antagonism.  The latter is rather 
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the country people could be explained in several ways.  Looking at his attitude 
to purity, there are three points to be made in this respect. 

In the first place, Jesus’ attitude to impurity posed no problem for social in-
teraction, as is evident in the issue of table fellowship.  While Pharisees did not 
necessarily take recourse to associations (haburot), they were particular about 
their eating company.  Jesus was apparently accepted as an eating partner by 
some Pharisees,182 while his own habits of eating and interaction were criti-
cized.183  Restrictions concerning table fellowship could be more easily moti-
vated in towns with some population mix, and would be easier to uphold in an 
urban environment than in rural villages.  In the countryside, social relation-
ships were tightly knit and based on the extended family.  Practices which could 
obstruct those relationships and complicate interaction would not readily be 
embraced.  This applies not only to table fellowship, but to contamination by 
contact as well.  The continuous development of rules for corpse impurity, dis-
charges and “leprosy” by expansionist retainers of great tradition would have 
rendered social interaction at the village level more difficult.  Jesus’ attitude to 
impurity made it possible to regard oneself as faithful to ancestral religion, 
without following the Pharisees or other retainers of the Jerusalem tradition.184 

The second point is related to the first.  As we have seen, Galileans at large 
did not follow any particular school or party, but represented a general conser-
vative traditionalism.  Their halakhic attitude was thus determined not by which 
school people followed, but by tradition and pragmatism.  A trace of this is 
found in the logia about domestic animals falling into a well or a pit on the Sab-
bath.185  While such issues were discussed by the different groups,186 Jesus’ 
stance is pragmatic and typical of little tradition, appealing to the common sense 
and judgment of the listeners.  Galilean villagers in general could hardly afford 
to lose an animal because of strict legal interpretations.  The case of purity ha-
lakhah is not as obvious, but similar conditions would apply.  Interpretations 
which could result in foodstuff being discarded would have had no appeal to 
those of small means.  While risks could be reduced by frequent use of stone 
vessels and miqvaot, we do not know for certain how widespread those prac-
tices were in small villages, since archeological evidence is recovered mostly 
from towns.  However that may be, Jesus’ attitude to impurity must have held 
some attraction for townspeople and countrypeople alike, since it confirmed the 
practice of little tradition of interpreting rules pragmatically, according to cir-
                                                                                                                                  
reflecting later controversies between Jews and Christians.  A certain mixture of interaction and 
conflict should be regarded as historical. 
182 Lk 7:36; 11:37; 14:1. 
183 Mk 2:16; Lk 15:2. 
184 Cf. discussions about Jesus’ table fellowship or open “commensality,” e.g. Crossan 1991, 
341–344.  Cf. Bolyki 1998, 225ff, 228f. 
185 Lk 13:15; 14:5; Mt 12:11. 
186 For a comment on the interpretation of the passages involved, see above, 58f. 
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The tensions may be understood, at least in part, as those between a great (of-
ficial, urban, literate) and a little (popular, rural, oral) tradition.  However, signs 
of little tradition are, due to its nature, difficult to recover.  Attempts to find 
remains of northern Israelite traditions in the Hebrew Scriptures in order to ex-
plain Galilean attitudes to purity have yielded some results, although limited, 
which suggest a popular concept of impurity, rather non-cultic, possibly with 
demonic traits, and with fewer details than that of official Second Temple Juda-
ism.  It is difficult, however, to assess what significance the presence of such 
traditions should be given in explaining regional conditions, i.e. a Galilean atti-
tude to impurity in particular.  The uncertainties regarding the circumstances 
and the background of the Jewish population in Galilee make any conclusions 
based on the purported heritage of the Galilean people hazardous. 

Archaeological and literary evidence suggests that the Galileans during the 
first century CE were fairly traditional and conservative, and that Pharisaic in-
fluence was not overwhelming, although the Pharisees seem to have made in-
roads in some of the towns.  Attempts to suggest the existence of a separate 
Galilean halakhah have been largely frustrated.  There is some evidence, how-
ever, for the Galileans being somewhat resistant to the payment of certain reli-
gious tithes and taxes which could be considered as recent (Pharisaic) 
innovations, while remaining loyal to the temple and supporting their local 
priests. 

Galilean loyalty to Jerusalem may be explained by that city’s orthogenetic 
function.  The “urbanization” of Galilee during the Hasmonean period must be 
regarded largely as part of the Judaization of the province.  Tensions between 
the mainly rural population and urban Hellenistic culture is seen above all in the 
relationship between the countryside and the Herodian cities of Sepphoris and 
Tiberias.  These cities had a heterogenetic function,  bringing elements of for-
eign culture into the heartland of Galilee.  Changes of land-owning patterns and 
increasing indebtedness, dispossession and poverty, contributed to these ten-
sions.   

The rural population of Galilee at the end of the Second Temple period could 
be described as caught between two forces.  The influence of the heterogenetic 
cities was experienced as a threat to ancient values and social structures, and 
represented an oppressive element.  The (mainly) Pharisaic retainers of the Jeru-
salem tradition represented the common myth and the ethnic and religious iden-
tity.  Despite the general loyalty of Galileans towards Jerusalem, however, the 
course of action suggested by expansionist retainers of great tradition did not 
meet the needs and problems of the Galilean general population.  In spite of 
their ambitions, the Pharisees’ halakhic development, with increasing demands 
in areas such as tithing and purity, did not provide a satisfactory solution for 
many who wished to remain faithful to ancestral religion, but complicated so-
cial interaction and economic relationships further. 
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Jesus’ attitude to purity might be interpreted in view of this Galilean di-
lemma.  It provided a way out for segments of the population, which explains 
Jesus’ relative success in rural Galilee, as compared to the Pharisees.  Jesus’ 
attitude made it possible to regard oneself as remaining faithful to ancestral re-
ligion without compromising table fellowship or other types of social interac-
tion, especially important at the village level.  His attitude was more in line with 
the pragmatism of little tradition, and did not entail economic losses for the 
poor.  His authority as a charismatic religious leader and “man of deed” was 
more readily recognized and accepted in a Galilean context, than that of the 
halakhic teachers and scribal retainers of Jerusalem tradition. 

This last point has to do with his reputation as healer and exorcist.  Since 
impurity language is sometimes used for Jesus’ exorcist activity, a separate 
chapter must be devoted to the possible connections between this activity and 
his attitude to impurity.  
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and popular religion, as I suggested in the previous chapter, I find it necessary to 
discuss whether demonic and perhaps “non-cultic” aspects of impurity survived 
or resurged in Second Temple Judaism.  If this was the case, it might be possi-
ble to understand Jesus’ attitude to impurity in the context of his exorcisms as 
part of his eschatological message. 

While Jesus’ exorcist activity is often affirmed and interpreted eschatologi-
cally, this is by no means self-evident.  I thus find it necessary to examine 
briefly the most prominent traditions, narratives and logia which deal with Jesus 
as an exorcist, placing the question of exorcism within the broader context of 
disease and healing miracles in Antiquity.5  I will also discuss various interpre-
tations of Jesus’ exorcisms, suggested by scholarly reconstructions.  How do 
exorcisms fit in with pictures of Jesus as an itinerant prophet, a Jewish Cynic or 
a Galilean hasid?  What role do they play in relation to Jesus’ message about 
the kingdom?   

From this it will be possible to move forward, and suggest a relationship be-
tween Jesus’ exorcisms and his attitude to impurity. 

 
 

VII.1 Demonology and impurity 
 
Demons in ancient Israel 
Belief in demons and demon-possession is widely attested in the ancient world, 
including Palestine.  No qualitative distinction was made between demons and 
gods, neither in the East nor in Greece, but demons were usually thought to 
have less power.  They were often divided into classes, associated with the un-
derworld, and pictured as living in dark, dry or desert places, or near graves.  
They were usually seen as being more active at night than during the day.6 

Demons were very much part of reality for most people, and many ritual 
practices and magical methods were developed for protection against, and ex-
pulsion of evil spirits.  Evidence for this can be found from earliest times in 
Mesopotamia, and can be traced in various incantation texts and apotropaic rites 
from the Near East and the Hellenistic sphere of influence.7  

The demonology of the ancient world permeated Jewish culture as well, in 
spite of the fact that demon belief, magic and sorcery were discouraged or sup-
pressed as part of monotheistic development.  Magical practices are usually 
condemned in priestly literature stemming from the First Temple period or the 

                                                 
5 The aim is not to deal with miracle stories as such, however.  This has been done to a limited 
degree in Chapter IV, 91–95. 
6 Hillers, Rabinowitz and Scholem 1971, 1522. 
7 Fridrichsen 1929, 299f.  Evidence can be found in e.g. Weber 1906; Thompson 1908; Wein-
reich 1909; PGM (Preisendanz, Betz); Böcher 1970; Thraede 1969; Cunningham 1997; Naveh 
and Shaked 1993; cf. Penney and Wise 1994, 649; 4Q560. 
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texts should suggest a considerable degree of survival.  In his somewhat apolo-
getic attempt to show the uniqueness of Israelite religion, Kaufmann actually 
provides much evidence for demonic vestiges. 

Baruch Levine discusses a number of such vestiges, but comes to quite a dif-
ferent conclusion: there was no prohibition against therapeutic magic in Israelite 
religion, but we find rather an “interplay of magical, ritual, legal and administra-
tive factors operative in the cultic institutions of ancient Israel.”42  Levine re-
grets that “there has been a tendency to minimize the extent of active magical 
components in the public cult of Israel as portrayed in the priestly sources of the 
Bible,” and continues: 

To us it is clear that the distinctive objectives of magical activity and those of the cult, 
proper, converged in pursuit of the common end of eliminating destructive or demonic 
forces identified as the sources of impurity, and viewed as the matrix of sinfulness and 
offense to the deity.43 

Milgrom seems to take a middle position, claiming that “the world of demons is 
abolished” in priestly theology, but “Israel’s battle against demonic beliefs was 
not won in one stroke … it was a gradual process.”44  Milgrom sees evidence 
for this in the progressive reduction of contagious impurity as well as holiness 
through different strata.  I am not fully convinced of this evolutionary outline, 
but think that we should rather look for different co-existing trajectories.45  It is 
reasonable to suggest that demonic and non-cultic aspects of impurity did sur-
vive and live on, partly in official and priestly circles, but mainly in popular 
tradition and practice. 

One piece of evidence for such an interpretation is the Qumran fragment 
4Q274, which implies the view that an existing impurity is increased by contact 
with other impurities greater in strength.  Milgrom suggests that this reveals a 
dynamic (and, taken together with the fact that the forces of Belial are ascribed 
impurity, even a demonic) concept of impurity, in which impurity was held to 
be autonomous and dangerous.46  While such views could be seen as 
(re)emerging, beginning with the period of Persian influence, I would suggest 
that they had survived, although to various degrees, throughout the First Temple 
period both in official and popular tradition.47  This explains the retention of 
certain rites with exorcistic traits. 
                                                 
42 B. Levine 1974, 91. 
43 B. Levine 1974, 55f. 
44 Milgrom 1995, 43, 44. 
45 Cf. Milgrom’s explanation of Ez 44:19 and 46:20 which do not follow the evolutionary pat-
tern according to which the contagious power of sancta should have been reduced: “Clearly, this 
… was not accepted by all Priestly schools.” (Milgrom 1991, 45). 
46 Milgrom 1995, 66.  This is in contrast to the rabbinic non-dynamic view. 
47 If P has a ritual pollution based on a limited concept of sanctuary holiness, and H has a non-
ritualistic pollution based on a dynamic concept of holiness for all Israel (cf. Milgrom 1991, 
48f), perhaps H’s view of purity may be seen as based on an earlier non-cultic (demonic) under-
standing.  P has limited and de-demonized an earlier view of impurity, because of monotheism, 
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this intersection of demonology and impurity raises serious questions about what exactly 
the demonic afflictions were that Jesus healed.  Among other things, it points toward 
some interesting alternatives to the massively problematic, but still widely accepted, hy-
pothesis that the demoniacs healed by Jesus were seriously damaged psychotics, victims 
of multiple personality syndrome, or sufferers of comparably serious mental disorders.  
In view of the nexus between demons and impurity in the assumed cosmology, might not 
the clients healed by Jesus’ exorcistic interventions be better understood as sufferers of 
common skin diseases and urogenital disorders.  The clients suffered from ailments 
which in most cases would not have been physically debilitating in themselves.  But, 
since they required their victims to be excluded from the cult and healthy society, they 
may well have nurtured the micro-social processes of demonization and deviance-
labeling that ultimately create demoniacs.85 

Klutz’s suggestion is interesting, but difficult to prove.  It opens up the possibil-
ity, however, that the various unspecific gospel references to possessed people, 
such as the dumb (and blind) man in Q (Mt 12:22/Lk 11:14) or Mary Magda-
lene (Lk 8:2), do not necessarily imply that these people were maniacs, but 
might relate to certain conditions involving impurity.  Likewise, the injunction 
to expel demons in Jesus’ commission to the disciples (Mt 10:8), is not neces-
sarily to be interpreted as a separate category, but might be seen as including the 
preceding charges: to heal the sick, raise the dead and cleanse the “lepers.”  It 
seems as if exorcism and purification partly overlapped conceptually. 
 
 
VII.2 Jesus as exorcist 
 
Traditions about Jesus’ exorcisms 
Most scholars agree that Jesus did perform acts which were considered by his 
contemporaries as successful exorcisms.86  This is based on the facts that exor-
cism is the most common single category in the miracle traditions ascribed to 
Jesus, that exorcisms are attested in multiple sources (Mark, Q, L, and M?), and 
that the words of Jesus and the narratives about his exorcisms are coherent.87 
                                                 
85 Klutz 1999, 162. 
86 Cf. Pesch 1970b, 20f; Annen 1976b, 112–115.  The picture is not coherent, however.  Dunn 
(1988, 29ff) criticizes Sanders (1985, 133–141, 165ff) for paying too little attention to Jesus’ 
reputation as an exorcist. 
87 There are six narrative traditions about Jesus’ exorcisms in the Synoptic Gospels (depending 
on how one counts.  The Fourth Gospel does not mention exorcisms at all; but cf. Broadhead 
1995).  These include four Markan traditions (Mk 1:21–28/Lk 4:31–37; Mk 5:1–20/Mt 8:28–
34/Lk 8:26–39; Mk 7:24–30/Mt 15:21–28; Mk 9:14–29/Mt 17:14–21/Lk 9:37–43), one Q tradi-
tion (Mt 12:22–23/Lk 11:14), and one Matthean doublet (Mt 9:32–34).  The most important 
logia are found in the “Beelzebul-controversy” (Mk 3:22–30/Mt 12:22–32/Lk 11:14–23), for 
which we must assume both a Markan and a Q source (for a detailed discussion, see Boring 
1992).  The logion in Lk 13:32 presumably comes from Luke’s special source.  Finally Jesus’ 
exorcisms are mentioned in a number of summaries (Mk 1:32–34/Mt 8:16/Lk 4:40–41; Mk 3:7–
12/Mt 4:24–25/Lk 6:17–19; Lk 7:21; Lk 8:1–3) which shows their importance in the minds of 
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The stories about Jesus’ acts of exorcism have been widely regarded as crea-
tive compositions based on an historical generalized memory of Jesus as an 
exorcist, while the details of individual narratives are impossible to verify.  If 
exorcism played such a prominent role in Jesus’ activity, it is reasonable to sup-
pose, however, that some individual narratives partly reflect historical circum-
stances.88  Meier makes an attempt to evaluate the various narratives and 
proposes an historical background for the possessed boy (Mk 9:14–29 par), the 
reference to Mary Magdalene (Lk 8:2), and probably for the Gerasene demoniac 
as well (Mk 5:1–20 par).  In addition, the stories about the demoniac in the 
Capernaum synagogue (Mk 1:23–28 par) and the mute demoniac in the Q tradi-
tion (Mt 12:22–23/Lk 11:14) may carry historical reminiscences.89  

The criterion of embarrassment can be applied both to the general claim that 
Jesus was an exorcist and to individual traditions.  Jesus was apparently accused 
by some of his adversaries of expelling demons with the help of the prince of 
demons (Mk 3:22 par), and such accusations were subsequently developed in 
rabbinic and pagan polemics into the idea of Jesus practising magic and sor-
cery.90  There would have been no good reason to include such accusations in 
the gospels were they not deeply rooted in historical memory. 

Similarly, a number of individual narratives contain embarrassing details, 
which are best explained as having some historical basis: the inability of the 
disciples to exorcize the possessed boy (Mk 9:18) and the previous exorcism of 
Mary Magdalene (Lk 8:2) who is subsequently portrayed as a witness to the 
resurrection.  The dialogue between Jesus and the legion of spirits possessing 
the Gerasene demoniac (Mk 5:9–13) results in something like a concession, and 
could thus be interpreted as a sign of Jesus’ limited power.  It is less likely that 
such embarrassing details were invented off-hand by the church.91 

The exorcism narratives constitute one of the traditional classes of miracle 
stories.92  The historical problems related to the form of miracle stories have 
been dealt with above, and I have argued that parallels in structure or subject 
matter do not automatically disqualify miracle traditions as possible bearers of 
                                                                                                                                  
the synoptic authors.  Cf. Annen 1976b, 108–112; Meier 1994, 646–677.  In addition to tradi-
tions about Jesus’ own exorcisms, his disciples are pictured as being sent on a mission, in which 
exorcism seems to have had the prime of place (Mk 6:7/Mt 10:1, 7/Lk 9:1; Lk 10:17–20). 
88 Blackburn 1994, 365.  Cf. Fuller 1963, 32; Perrin 1967, 136f; Pesch 1976, 125. 
89 Meier 1994, 646–661.  According to Meier, the two latter stories may also be literary crea-
tions, based on Jesus’ typical activity. 
90 Meier 1994, 406; a number of rabbinic and pagan texts are provided by Morton Smith 1981 
[1978], 45–67, and Geller 1977. 
91 Another argument based on the criterion of embarrassment has to do with what Theissen and 
Merz call “the retreat of exorcisms.”  Exorcism narratives are not found in the Pauline, Johan-
nine and Thomas traditions, since they could cause various types of difficulties in these contexts 
(Theissen and Merz 1998 [1996], 299).  For a list of more evidence for the essential historicity 
of Jesus’ exorcisms, see Aune 1980, 1525f. 
92 E.g. Bultmann 1972 [1921], 218–244, esp. 231–232. 
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historical memories.93  In the case of exorcism stories specifically, Bultmann’s 
traditional genre description must be questioned.  It has even been suggested 
that the scheme of such a Gattung would of necessity force itself onto the Jesus 
tradition.94  Annen has shown, however, that such a fixed scheme as is often 
presupposed, did not yet exist generally during the first century CE.  While it is 
possible to speak of a literary genre of exorcisms within the New Testament (i.e. 
in the Synoptics and Acts), comparative material earlier than or contemporary 
with the New Testament is limited, and contains single elements, but nothing 
like the scheme of Bultmann.  Something similar is found outside the New Tes-
tament in later texts, many of which are likely to be dependent on the New Tes-
tament to some degree.  Hence it is questionable to adduce these texts against 
the historical value of the traditions about Jesus’ exorcisms.95  

The traditions of Jesus as an exorcist rest on firm historical ground, in the 
sense that Jesus was remembered as having liberated possessed people from im-
pure spirits.  As for the evaluation of the various narratives, each tradition must 
be discussed separately.  This is not possible to do in full, but certain details and 
traditions relevant for a discussion about demons and impurity will be dealt 
with.  While the present narratives reflect the theology of their redactors, clues 
for historical interpretation are at times to be found in the details of a tradition.96 

To interpret Jesus’ exorcisms, however, it is necessary to fit them into a 
more defined context.  Wanderradikalismus is an obvious possibility.97  There 
is much to support the idea that at least the core of the early Jesus movement 
(both before and after Easter) consisted of itinerant charismatic healers and 
prophets.  Jesus is depicted in this way by all four canonical gospels, and he is 
said to have sent out his disciples on a similar mission.98  The earliest Christian 
mission according to Acts and the letters could be interpreted in this manner,99  
and the pattern survived into the second century, as is clear from the Johannine 
letters and the Didache.100 

It is not possible here to enter into the discussion about the relationship be-
tween wandering charismatics and local communities of members or sympa-
                                                 
93 Cf. above, 91–95. 
94 This is how Annen (1976b, 121) understands Fuller (1963, 33), although Fuller’s claim is not 
as categorical as in the German version; he only claims that stories about Jesus’ miraculous 
deeds would naturally fall into an existing pattern. 
95 Annen 1976a, 115–127; Annen 1976b, 120–124. 
96 Annen 1976a, 82. 
97 Theissen 1973, 245–271; 1978 [1977], 8–16. 
98 Apart from the commonplace that the basic Jesus narrative portrays him as (almost) constantly 
travelling, this is further corroborated by sayings, such as Mt 8:19–20/Lk 9:57–58 or Lk 13:32f.  
The sending out of the disciples is explicitly linked with Jesus’ own wanderings in the Markan 
narrative tradition, Mk 6:6b–13, and implicitly in the Lukan joining of Lk 9:57–62 with 10:1ff. 
99 E.g. Acts 9:32, 38–39, 43; 10:23–24, 48; 11:27; 21:10.  The so-called missionary journeys of 
Paul and others could be seen in this perspective as well.  Cf. Theissen 1978, 9ff. 
100 2Jn 10, 3Jn 5ff; Didache 11:3–6; 12; 13:1. 
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thizers.101  The important thing for the present purpose is to note the prominent 
place given to exorcisms in the traditions about Jesus sending out his disciples.  
Exorcizing demons or impure spirits is mentioned as a prime reason, or even the 
reason for calling and sending disciples.102  This makes it plausible that Jesus 
himself saw exorcism as one of his foremost tasks, along the lines of the Lukan 
saying in answer to Herod, that he would exorcize and heal for another two 
days, before moving on.103  It seems as if exorcism and itinerancy belonged clo-
sely together.  That connection has been given various interpretations, however. 

 
A Jewish Cynic? 
The picture of Jesus as an itinerant charismatic has for some scholars suggested 
similarities to the Cynic movement.  In addition to the itinerant life-style, the 
apparent poverty of the early Jesus movement provides an analogy.104  The dis-
cussion about Jesus as a kind of counter-cultural Jewish Cynic has focused on 
the sayings material, where some have seen similarities between various words 
of Jesus and Cynic sayings.105  Burton Mack compares the core of various pro-
nouncement stories of Jesus (chreiai) in Mark and L, and finds similarities with 
a number of anecdotes about Cynics such as Antisthenes and Diogenes.  He 
furthermore gives examples of aphorisms and injunctions in the Q tradition, 
arguing that they are spelling out a programme which fits the popular profile of 
the Cynic in Antiquity.106  

The Cynic hypothesis is tempting but rests on a number of questionable pre-
suppositions.  One of them is the thorough Hellenization and urbanization of a 
purportedly semi-pagan Galilee.  This view depends to a large degree on inter-
pretations of the Sepphoris excavations, of which Richard Batey’s book Jesus 
and the Forgotten City is representative.107  According to such a view, Jesus 
would have met Cynics in Sepphoris and become acquainted with their teaching 
and style.  The idea of Sepphoris and to some extent Tiberias as Hellenistic and 
predominantly pagan cities, rests mainly on archaeological evidence later than 
the Second Temple period, and has been severely criticized.108  The implausibil-
ity of such reconstructions should be evident from the discussion in the previous 
chapter about the Jewish character of Galilee and the rural base for Jesus’ ac-
tivities.  This makes it more reasonable to suggest influence from Jewish popu-
lar and prophetic traditions as decisive for Jesus’ mission. 

                                                 
101 Cf. Theissen 1978, 17–23. 
102 Mk 3:15; 6:7, 13; Mt 10:1/Lk 9:1; Lk 10:17. 
103 Lk 13:32–33. 
104 Cf. Crossan 1991, 72–88. 
105 Cf. Vaage 1994. 
106 Mack 1997, 27–33. 
107 Batey 1991. 
108 Cf. Miller 1992; Sanders 1996; Freyne 2000, 171f, 190, 214f; Chancey 2001. 
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The second presupposition is based on the Q research of the last decades, 
which has led to elaborate theories about different strata in the Q source, as well 
as hypotheses about the development of the communities responsible for the 
various strata.109  It is a highly speculative enterprise to build a theory of the 
social and religious development of the earliest Christian community on a re-
daction-critical reconstruction of different levels in a hypothetical document.  
The gist of this presupposition is that the earliest stratum of Q reflects the earli-
est available layer of the Jesus tradition, which proves to consist  of a number of 
Cynic-like sayings.110  The Cynic character would thus be more apparent in Q 
than in the canonical gospels as we now have them.  In a study of the Gospel of 
Thomas and the Cynic Jesus, John Marshall shows that there is rather the oppo-
site movement.  Examining logia of Cynic-like practice, he concludes that while 
Gos.Thom.111 attests to an early tradition of itinerant mission, both Q and Mark 
recognize similarities to the Cynics and seek to differentiate the Jesus move-
ment from them.  Likewise, comparing chreia-like logia,112 Marshall finds that 
the synoptics rather than Thomas or Q move towards shaping sayings of Jesus 
in chreia form.113  He concludes: 

In comparison with Cynic practice and Cynic literary forms, three findings emerge: there 
is an element of itinerancy and world rejection in the earliest Jesus traditions for which 
Cynicism may well provide a helpful context; there is a tendency within the synoptic 
branch of the Jesus traditions to “Cynicize” the literary forms in which Jesus’ teaching 
emerges; and Q takes some care to differentiate the missionary practice of the Jesus 
movement from Cynic practice.  Thus the historical Jesus is likely to have been some-
what less of a Cynic than he is portrayed in the synoptics.114 

The third presupposition rests on a connection between Cynics and healing 
and/or exorcism.  This connection is actually very weak.115  The best example 
of a miracle-working possible Cynic is Apollonius of Tyana, who is never de-
fined as one, although he has certain Cynic traits.  This is not much on which to 
build a case, in view of the historical problems with the Apollonius traditions, 
mentioned previously, and the fact that Apollonius is not explicitly identified as 
a Cynic.116  While itinerant miracle-workers were fairly common in the Helle-
nistic world, they were not identical to Cynic itinerant teachers.   
                                                 
109 Kloppenborg 1987; Mack 1993, 73–102; Vaage 1994, 103–106. 
110 Vaage 1994, 1. 
111 Many have used Gos.Thom. “to validate the existence of Q by offering it as an extant exam-
ple of a sayings tradition that makes no reference to the death of Jesus.” (J. W. Marshall 1997, 
43). 
112 For a description of the chreiai, see Kloppenborg 1987, 306–316; Humphries 1993, 123ff. 
113 J. W. Marshall 1997, 56–58. 
114 J. W. Marshall 1997, 59. 
115 Cf. Crossan 1991, 303–353, who suggests this connection implicitly, rather than explicitly, 
by his combination of themes and material in the chapter “Magic and Meal.”   
116 For discussions about Apollonius, cf. Koskenniemi 1994; Meier 1994, 576–581; Kee 1983, 
256–265; Cf. above, 175f. 
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tance, had power over demons, renounced possessions, and possibly had been 
indifferent to questions of ritual.128 

Vermes’ argument falters on several points, however.  The Galilean connec-
tion of Honi is purely conjectural, which is admitted by Vermes himself,129 and 
the location of Hanina in Galilee is found only in late references.130  Explicit or 
implicit designations of pious people as sons of God are found elsewhere in 
contemporary Judaism as well, rabbinic tradition included.131 

The greatest difficulty with Vermes’ hypothesis is the identification of these 
miracle-working figures with the rabbinic hasidim, especially since Vermes 
argues that the former did not show much interest in legal or ritual affairs.  The 
primary traditions about hasidim point in a different direction, however, in 
which radicalism and zeal for the law was paramount.132  The equation of char-
ismatic miracle-workers with hasidim creates a Galilean hybrid type of rabbinic 
authority, which is nowhere explicitly attested.  The “men of deed” and the ha-
sidim even seem to be explicitly differentiated in the Mishnah.133   

There is reason to believe that the ascribing of hasidic traits to Honi and 
Hanina is secondary.  While all of the rabbinic material about these figures is 
extremely legendary, there is no reason to doubt their existence as miracle-
workers.  This was their prime identity in popular memory, and this is particu-
larly the reason why the miraculous is toned down in late sources as a basis for 
their authority and legitimity; instead they are “rabbinized” and turned into 
teachers of law, since halakhic argument rather than miraculous gifts provided 
authority in the rabbinic movement.134  The traditions about these popular mira-
cle-workers were too strong to be ignored.  In order to be contained within offi-
cial tradition they were thus assigned the traits of rabbis or hasidim. 

While the similarity between Jesus and Hanina as miracle-workers is evi-
dent, neither Hanina nor Honi is ever described as an exorcist.  There is only a 
tradition in the Babylonian Talmud that Hanina encountered Agrath, the queen 
of demons, and restricted her activity.135  Furthermore, neither of the two pur-
ported Galilean hasidim is explicitly portrayed as carrying out an itinerant mis-
sion.136  While the charismatic “man of deed” is a useful leadership model for 
                                                 
128 bBer 34b; yBer 5:5; bPes 112b; bTaan 24b, 25a.  Vermes explains traditions about Hanina’s 
legal observance (yDem 22a; Abot R. Nat. A8) as late legends with the intent of making him 
strict, although he was suspected of not following rabbinic halakhah (Vermes 1972, 45f). 
129 Vermes 1973b, 72. 
130 yBer 4:1; cf. bBer 34b where Hanina is associated with Johanan ben Zakkai, who had lived in 
Galilean Arav (mShabb 16:7; 22:3; yShabb 16:8.  Cf. Blackburn 1994, 378. 
131 mAb 3:14; yQid 1:7; cf. Vermes 1973b, 195ff. 
132 Cf. Freyne 2000, 135. 
133 mSot 9:15.  The interpretation of and relationship between these terms is notoriously diffi-
cult; cf. Freyne 2000. 133f; Green, 1979. 
134 Green 1979 (Honi) and Vermes 1973a (Hanina); Vermes 1973b, 81f. 
135 bPes 112b. 
136 Blackburn 1994, 379. 
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understanding Jesus’ authority in a rural Galilean setting,137 drawing on certain 
historical analogies with Honi and Hanina, it provides no real key for interpret-
ing Jesus’ activity as an itinerant exorcist, especially not when coupled with the 
rabbinic ideal of the hasid.  There is simply not enough evidence for making 
this combined type into a distinct class. 

It is notable that Vermes’ reconstruction of Jesus as a charismatic hasid gives 
no room for the apocalyptic framework in which Jesus’ exorcisms are usually 
interpreted.138  As will be made clear below, an eschatological perspective is 
necessary for the traditions about Jesus as an exorcist to make sense, and it is 
precisely within such a perspective that the narrative traditions about exorcism 
and some of the logia about the kingdom converge. 

 
A Solomonic magician? 
The relationship between miracles and eschatology is not as straightforward as 
sometimes supposed, however.  The fact that Jesus is described as a miracle-
worker does not of itself automatically suggest an eschatological perspective.  
There are other possibilities which must be examined.  It is possible to see Jesus 
within a general magical trend in the ancient world.   

The Hebrew Bible exhibits an ambiguous attitude towards magical practices, 
condemning some while attesting the presence of others, at least in remnant 
forms.139  Scholars exhibit a similar ambiguity towards the idea of magic in the 
Jesus tradition.  Many hesitate to call Jesus a magician, and various attempts 
have been made to distinguish between miracle and magic.  The problem is 
partly one of definition, in which magic is often considered to have a pejorative 
flavour, even when efforts are made to define the term neutrally.140  Definitions 
have usually centred either on attitudes or on methods.141  A view of miracles as 
something which could be effected almost automatically by coercive means, 

                                                 
137 Cf. the discussion in the previous chapter, 296f. 
138 Aune 1980, 1539; Blackburn 1994, 379. 
139 The classical passage, prohibiting sorcery and various magical practices, is Deut 18:9–14.  
Note, however, that a clear and comprehensive prohibition is not found until the Deuteronomic 
layer.  This should be compared to narratives such as that of Moses and Aaron competing with 
the Egyptian magicians (Ex 7:8–12), the golden boils (1Sam 6), or various divinatory practices 
(Ex 28:30; 1 Sam 28:6).  For a thorough inventory of all types of magical practices and practi-
tioners which can be traced in the literature of ancient Israel, see Jeffers 1996. 
140 For discussions about the definition and characterization of magic in the history of research, 
see Aune 1980, 1510–1516; Jeffers 1996, 1–16; Meier 1994, 560f, n. 26.  Aune 1980 attempts 
to treat the term without any pejorative connotations, but note the objections raised by Black-
burn (1994, 381f), due to the fact that the term or its equivalent has been used pejoratively since 
ancient times.  Meier (1994, 539) points out that “examples of a positive sense of magic can be 
found, but such a view remained in a hopeless minority.”  For an attempt to distinguish between 
magic and miracle, while admitting the difficulties involved, see Kee 1986. 
141 Cf. Meier 1994, 541–551. 
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was disturbing already to ancient Jews, and caused some reworking of earlier 
traditions.142   

The most consistent scholarly presentation of Jesus as a magician is given by 
Morton Smith, who draws far-reaching conclusions from extra-biblical hints 
and apologetic traits in the gospels.  Smith thinks that Jesus was viewed by his 
contemporaries as a magician, exhibiting typical characteristics, such as com-
pulsive traits of shamanic behaviour or possession (Mk 1:12; 3:21), neglect of 
law, and making supernatural claims (“son of God”).  Magical details have been 
toned down or omitted in gospel redaction, but are still visible in certain exor-
cism stories (name of the demon in Mk 5) or in the eucharist, which was a 
magical rite and not a passover meal.143  Smith’s ideas have been only partly 
accepted.144  Most scholars find both differences and similarities between Jesus’ 
miracles and contemporary magic.  It is difficult to draw a sharp line between 
magic and miracle, and magical traces are not absent from the Jesus tradition.145   

The widespread practice of magic at the beginning of the common era is at-
tested by the large number of Greek, Demotic and Coptic magical papyri, dating 
from the first to the sixth centuries CE, but at times preserving older materi-
als.146  Other evidence for magical practices are Aramaic, Syriac and Mandaic 
incantation bowls, most of them from around 600 CE, some a century or two 
earlier.147  Jewish and Christian elements, as well as appeals to the name of Je-
sus, are found in the magical papyri as well as in bowl inscriptions.148 
                                                 
142 Meier (1994, 591) mentions Josephus’ insertion of a lengthy prayer by Moses before divid-
ing the Red Sea with his staff (Ant. 2:324–338).  Vermes, discussing the miracle stories about 
Hanina ben Dosa, notes R.Aha’s derogatory comments (yBer 5:5; bBQam 50a) and the elabora-
tions on the snake bite episode (tBer 3:20; yBer 5:1).  Vermes 1972, 31–36; 1973a, 63. 
143 Morton Smith 1981 [1978], 140–147, 
144 Cf. Meier 1994, 538, 557f, n. 16. 
145 E.g. the bleeding woman touching Jesus’ garment (Mk 5:25–34 par.), the deaf mute (Mk 
7:31–37) and the blind man at Bethsaida (Mk 8:22–26) healed with the aid of spittle. 
146 PGM (Preisendanz; Betz). 
147 Magic bowls flourished in Mesopotamia and Iran between the fifth and the eighth centuries 
CE (Juusola 1999, 4).  Incantation bowls are vessels which were possibly placed upside-down at 
the corners of a building to protect it from evil and entrap demons.  They were inscribed mainly 
on the inside with magical texts in a spiral pattern.  For texts, see Naveh and Shaked 1993, 113–
143.  Cf. Montgomery 1913.  At least 500 such bowls are known, and almost all of them are 
late, except for two from Crete which date from the fifteenth century BCE.  There are similar 
“non-bowl” inscriptions, however, from various Near Eastern locations, dated between the fif-
teenth and first centuries BCE.  Duling 1975, 246, n.44.  In addition, the language of the Ara-
maic incantation bowls has been shown to contain various archaic features (Juusola 1999, 245–
254), which suggests a textual history older than the artefacts. 
148 Geller 1977; Aune 1980, 1547f; Morton Smith 1981 [1978], 63f; Kee 1986, 107–112.  Most 
of the Aramaic bowls are written in Hebrew script, and are likely to be Jewish, but the language 
and script of the bowls do not necessarily reflect the religion of the scribe.  “The fact that the 
bowls reflect the syncretic magic beliefs of popular religion common to Jewish, Christian, and 
Mandaic communities of the era makes it difficult for us to be absolutely sure of the origin of a 
given text.”  Juusola 1999, 2. 
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Most of this material is later than the Second Temple period.  This also ap-
plies to rabbinic evidence, which comes mainly from the Babylonian Talmud 
and attests to the existence of magical practices, incantations and exorcisms 
within a Jewish context.149  There is a general scepticism in rabbinic literature, 
however, towards practices which could be interpreted as magical in character.  
The function of miracles in rabbinic traditions becomes that of confirming the 
authority of an individual rabbi and his legal interpretation.150  While the rab-
binic evidence is scanty, the existence of these traces in spite of official scepti-
cism suggests the presence of magical elements and miracle-workers back into 
the Second Temple period, partially suppressed in the sources.151 

Firm textual evidence for magical practices within Second Temple Judaism 
is found since the fragments from Qumran cave 4 were made available.  An 
incantation ritual, possibly an exorcism, is found, although fragmentary, in 
4Q560, and has been quoted above.152  This Aramaic text preserves, according 
to Penney and Wise, an apotropaic magic formula, within the broad tradition of 
amulets and incantation texts so common in the ancient Near East.153 

In none of the texts just mentioned do we find any association between 
magic or miracle-working and eschatology.  Miracles function to confirm the 
authority of the miracle-workers, they usually come about through magical prac-
tices, and they are not part of a larger framework or scheme. 

When the exorcisms of Jesus are seen in the context of ancient Near Eastern 
magical practices, the title “Son of David” gains a further meaning.  This title is 
primarily used by the Synoptics about Jesus in his capacity as a healer, which is 
evident in the Markan tradition of the healing of Bartimaios outside Jericho.154  
The traditional messianic interpretation of the title is not sufficient, however, 
especially since the Messiah is not explicitly portrayed as a healer in Jewish 
tradition.155  To explain the Synoptic usage as the influence of an Hellenistic 
theios aner conception on the Davidic Messiah-figure is unnecessary, how-
ever.156  There are Jewish precedents in the portrayal of David, and especially 
Solomon, as magicians. 

In Matthew’s version of the Q-material usually termed “the Beelzebul peri-
cope,” Jesus’ identity as “Son of David” is suggested by the crowd in response 
to an exorcism (Mt 12:23).  David himself is described in 1Sam 16:14–23 as 
playing the harp for Saul, who was periodically tormented by an evil spirit from 

                                                 
149 bMeil 17b; bPes 112b; bQid 29b; bShabb 67a. 
150 Trunk 1994, 369–374; Kee 1986. 80–83. 
151 Cf. the traditions about Honi and Hanina discussed above, 318–320. 
152 See text and translation above, 303 and n.23.   
153 Penney and Wise 1994, 649f. 
154 Mk 10:47; cf. Mt 9:27; 12:23; 15:22; 20:30.  Lövestam (1972–1973, 197) points out that 
even when the crowd give their tribute to Jesus, this is associated with healing (Mt 21:9, 14–15). 
155 Burger 1970, 169.  Note however 4Q521 2 2:1–14, which may be evidence of the opposite. 
156 Burger 1970, 169. 
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Excursus 6: A power struggle in the Beelzebul pericope 
The exorcisms of Jesus are pictured as part of a power struggle about the kingdom.  The key 
saying supporting this perspective (Mt 12:28/Lk 11:20) has already been discussed briefly, but 
its context, i.e. the so-called Beelzebul pericope, must be examined further.  This pericope is a 
prime example of an overlap between Mark and Q and has been studied from that angle by sev-
eral scholars.189  Matthew and Luke both used Mark and Q, but Luke followed Q more closely, 
while Matthew conflated the Markan and Q forms to a greater degree.190   

Since the overlap is fairly extensive and evident, attempts have been made to retrieve the 
contours of an underlying oral stage of tradition which might have been common to the two 
strands.191  Instead of looking at this section as an expanded apophthegm it might be more fruit-
ful to regard it as “a series of sayings of Jesus, sometimes of disparate origin, gathered in the 
oral tradition due to their thematic connection to a topic of importance to his followers.”192  The 
relevant material can be structured in the following way:193 

1) An introductory healing account Mt 12:22–23/Lk 11:14 
2) An accusation Mt 12:24/Mk 3:22/Lk 11:15–16 
3) An answer in 3 parts (kingdom, house, Satan)194 Mt 12:25–26/Mk 3:23–26/Lk 11:17–18 
4) An answer about “your sons” Mt 12:27/Lk 11:19 
5) An answer about the spirit/finger of God Mt 12:28/Lk 11:20 
6) A parable about the strong one195 Mt 12:29–30/Mk 3:27/Lk 11:21–23 
7) A saying about sin against the spirit Mt 12:31–32/Mk 3:28–30/Lk 12:10 
8) A saying about the returning spirit Mt 12:43–45/Lk 11:24–26 

The material common to Mk and Q is easily extracted, even if the precise relationship is diffi-
cult to disentangle at times.  It consists of (2), (3), (6) and (7).   

Mark lacks an introductory healing account (1).  However, this is due to the fact that he has 
sandwiched the Beelzebul pericope with references to the family of Jesus, and associated their 
worries about him being out of his mind with the accusations of the scribes that he was pos-
sessed.  There is good reason for supposing that Matthew and Luke reflect an original short 
opening reference to an exorcism in an underlying common tradition.196  While the introduction 
provides a context for the various sayings, and is one of several references to exorcisms, it does 
not contribute any particular information, and will not be discussed further. 

The saying about sin against the spirit (7) at the end of the list above, is well integrated into 
the Markan text, and concludes this pericope, which begins with suspicions and accusations, 
with a warning.  Matthew follows Mark here, while Luke has a similar saying in a different 

                                                 
189 Mt 12:22–30/Mk 3:22–27/Lk 11:14–23.  The sections about sin against the spirit (Mt 12:31–
32/Mk 3:28–30/Lk 12:10) and the returning spirit (Mt 12:43–45/Lk 11:24–26) belong themati-
cally to the same context, but were probably not part of an earlier underlying common tradition 
(see below).  For a good example of a study of the overlap with Q, see Boring 1992. 
190 Boring 1992, 619. 
191 A “dominical discourse” or “oral cluster;” Sellew 1988. 
192 Sellew 1988, 98.  For a different view, suggesting a written Aramaic source behind the ver-
sions of both Mark and Q, see Hultgren 1979, 100–106. 
193 Cf. Dunn 1988, 34; Sellew 1988, 100, 102; Guijarro 1999, 119ff. 
194 Apart from an introductory phrase Jesus’ answer consists of two proverbial sayings about a 
divided kingdom and a house not standing, as well as a syllogistic conclusion about Satan di-
vided and thus not standing.  Cf. Sellew 1988, 100. 
195 Here I have not specified the Q saying “for or against me,” which concludes the parable in 
Mt and Lk, but is found elsewhere in an exorcist context (Mk 9:40/Lk 9:50). 
196 Cf. Sellew 1988, 100f; Twelftree 1993, 101–104. 
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Although the “theological usefulness” of the story for the early church is ap-
parent (missiology, christology), the narrative with many of its details “cannot 
be explained as a mere reflection of [Christian] theology.”244  It rather suggests 
an eschatological power struggle, in which the exorcist overcomes and destroys 
demonic impurity.  This may be understood as due to his pure and holy status (a 
dynamic type of purity), or to an inherent power or spiritual authority.245  

Such a status or authority could be associated with the exorcistic methods 
used by Jesus, according to the gospel tradition.  Certain differences between 
these methods and those described in contemporary literature have been noted 
by several scholars.246  The suggestion that the exorcism traditions circulated 
among groups more interested in Jesus’ exorcistic methods than in his message 
or person, is hardly credible, in view of the “relative absence of technical detail 
and practical advice” as compared with e.g. the Magical Papyri.247  Jesus is 
never described as exorcizing by the use of elaborate spells, incantations, or 
mechanical devices such as roots, smoke or rings.248  He is not portrayed as 
appealing to any authority or source of power.  He is not even said to have laid 
his hands on possessed people, praying to God for deliverance, as did Abraham 
to Pharaoh in the Genesis Apocryphon.249   

The picture of Jesus as exorcizing through only a simple command suggests 
a claim for some kind of spiritual authority, which explains why other exorcists 
were using his name as a source of power at a very early stage.250  I would sug-
gest that Jesus and his followers saw this power or authority, the “finger of 
God,” as a sign of, or even, a result of the coming kingdom.251  If Jesus under-
stood his authority as the power of God’s coming reign somehow being embod-
ied in, or residing with himself, this would explain his somewhat different 
exorcizing practice, which did not rely upon precautionary measures and exter-
nal techniques. 

It could also explain his somewhat (in)different attitude to impurity, where 
little heed was given to protection from pollution, or acts of purification, in 
spite of the demonic threat that impurity represented.  A possible reason for this 
would be the idea of an intrinsic authority, sufficient to overcome the unclean 
                                                 
244 Chilton 1999, 229.  Chilton is here discussing Mk 1:21–28, but the reasoning can be applied 
to the present narrative as well. 
245 Cf. Chilton 1999, 234. 
246 Dunn 1988, 41; Twelftree 1993, 157–165; Meier 1994, 406. 
247 Chilton 1999, 228. 
248 Cf. methods described by Josephus in his account of Eleazar (Ant. 8:46–48), or by the author 
of Tob 8:2–3, where smoke from the liver and gall of a fish is used to chase away a demon. 
249 1QapGen 20:28–29. 
250 Cf. Klutz 1999, 159f, who argues that Jesus’ name was already being used for exorcism dur-
ing his life-time.  Klutz’s argument is based on the discrepancy between the very tolerant atti-
tude ascribed to Jesus in Mk 9:38–39/Lk 9:49–50 and the contrasting situation in Acts 19:13–
20.  
251 Lk 11:20.  Cf. above, 326f, 330f. 
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spirits and the impurities involved.  In view of God’s coming reign, and the 
powers or authority associated with it, Jesus did not regard impurity in the form 
of contact-contagion as menacing enough to give it much attention. 

 
 

Summary: A case for Jesus as overruling impurity with 
the kingdom 
 
It is clear that the Synoptic Gospels’ portrayal of Jesus as an exorcist goes back 
to historical experience.  While the exorcism narratives in Mark can neither be 
taken at face value as historical records, nor be dismissed as wholesale creations 
according to a fixed genre, they do provide more than a generalized memory of 
Jesus’ exorcistic activity.  Certain details may provide clues for historical inter-
pretation. 

In an attempt to situate Jesus’ exorcisms within a framework, the Cynic the-
ory has been found wanting and the ideas of Jesus as a Galilean hasid or man of 
deed enlightening but insufficient.  Jesus’ exorcisms can be properly understood 
only within an eschatological context.  They make most sense when interpreted 
within the framework of the coming kingdom of God, announced by Jesus.  
Without polarizing present and future aspects of the kingdom, it is possible to 
argue that Jesus’ miracles in general and his exorcisms in particular were under-
stood as power struggles, paving the way for, or signalling the coming of God’s 
eschatological reign. 

While the exorcism narratives serve a christological purpose in the Markan 
framework, their interpretation as eschatological power struggles is supported 
by the sayings material in and associated with the so-called Beelzebul pericope. 

The connection between Jesus’ exorcist activity and his attitude to purity is 
not only suggested by the terminology (impure spirits), but confirmed when the 
relationship between demons, disease and certain impurities are examined.  We 
have seen that various diseases as well as “leprosy” and corpse impurity are 
associated with the activity of demons, in the Hebrew Bible as well as in texts 
from the Second Temple period.  The demonic aspect of impurity is also evi-
dent in several rites belonging to the Israelite cult, and it is probably at the root 
of the purification offering (hattat) and cultic expiation (kipper).  The associa-
tion between possession and impurity can be found in texts from Qumran as 
well as in later Christian interpretation of baptism and in rabbinic material con-
cerning the red cow rite. 

Thus it becomes the more reasonable to interpret Jesus’ power struggles with 
unclean spirits in an impurity framework.  In the words of Klutz: 

 There is thus a strong likelihood that Jesus, and many of his Jewish contemporaries, saw 
the demons of affliction as impure spirits.  At least one implication can be confidently 
drawn about his exorcisms: they ought to be seen as, among other things, rituals of puri-
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fication which, symbolically and paradoxically, both assumed the validity of the demon-
ology-impurity semiotic system and simultaneously flouted it.252 

This points to a dynamic understanding of purity, in which the holy status of the 
exorcist is understood as overcoming demonic impurity.  The proper context for 
such an understanding is the eschatological kingdom announced by Jesus, and 
the prerequisite for such an understanding would be that Jesus regarded himself 
as the bearer of some intrinsic authority, signalling, or resulting from the com-
ing reign of God.  The differences in Jesus’ exorcistic method as compared with 
methods attested in other literature, support this idea.   

Jesus’ attitude to bodily impurity could be explained in part by this under-
standing of the coming kingdom, with its ensuing authority, the “finger of 
God,” a power which he considered to be residing somehow within himself.  
Expressions such as “dynamic purity” or “offensive holiness” may not be war-
ranted by the available evidence.  Jesus’ attitude should nevertheless be seen 
within the context of a power struggle, in which the force of bodily impurity 
was overruled by the power of the kingdom in a similar way to unclean spirits 
being overcome by exorcism.  What was perceived by some as indifference may 
be seen as a paradoxical acceptance of the impurity concept, in which the power 
of the kingdom was understood as stronger than the threats associated with im-
purity, thus relativizing the need for conventional purification. 

 

                                                 
252 Klutz 1999, 163. 
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Chapter VIII 
Reconstruction and interpretation 

 
 
 
How did Jesus relate to impurity?  This is the basic question I have tried to an-
swer throughout this study.  Since fairly extensive summaries are available at 
the end of each chapter, there is no need to repeat conclusions in detail.  In this 
final chapter I will rather try to relate my results to the ongoing quest for the 
historical Jesus and discuss my findings within a broader context.  Reconstruc-
tion and interpretation are kept apart in the structure of this chapter, but the 
separation is in a sense forced, since the two progress in constant interaction, or 
feed upon each other in actual practice.1  The structure is used for convenience, 
however, since the two concepts correspond to the two major parts of this study. 

 
 

VIII.1 Reconstructing Jesus’ attitude to impurity 
 
Legal situation 

Reconstructing the state of halakhic development at the end of the Second 
Temple period is difficult indeed.  I have argued that it is possible, however, in 
certain areas and to a certain extent, through a balanced comparison of rabbinic, 
Christian, Hellenistic Jewish, intertestamental and Qumran sources.  In addi-
tion, archaeological evidence contributes to the picture. 

It has become clear that rabbinic texts, especially early Tannaitic material, do 
to some extent reflect conditions before 70 CE, but that the details of halakhic 
discussion and the general level of halakhic development were usually not as 
advanced at the end of the Second Temple period as at the time of the Mishnah.  
This is impossible to formulate as a general rule.  In some cases, issues which 
were formerly regarded as late developments are now seen to belong to earlier 
times, but this does not always apply. 

I suggest that this way of reasoning can be applied to other areas as well.  
The large amount of new Qumran fragments, especially from cave 4, will con-
tinue to provide material for assessing the legal situation and halakhic develop-
ment at the end of the Second Temple period, against which Jesus’ activities 
and teachings must be continuously interpreted.2 
                                                 
1 Cf. the methodological discussion about the relationship between the interpretation of individ-
ual traditions and an historical Gesamtbild in Chapter II, 28–30, 35–37. 
2 This also applies to other issues, which are not strictly halakhic, where detailed comparison 
between recently available texts with standard sources may shed new light on Jewish practices 
and beliefs during the Second Temple period, thus influencing the study of the Jesus tradition. 
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In the area of purity, we have seen signs of an influential expansionist trend 
towards the end of the Second Temple period.  This trend seems to have had the 
support of an increasing number of common people, who regarded it as an ideal, 
although they were not always consistent themselves in all matters of purity.  
There was a general aspiration, however, to a high level of purity, and closer 
adherence was encouraged.  This entailed the general exclusion of “lepers” from 
towns, some type of isolation of dischargers, coupled with certain practical ar-
rangments to limit the spread of impurity, strict rules for corpse-impurity, and 
regular purifications by frequent use of miqvaot, not only in view of temple vis-
its, but in various circumstances and throughout the country.3 

 
Historical evidence 

When Jesus is placed in this context, his attitude to impurity may be evaluated.  
I have found evidence in various Jesus traditions for a behaviour which does not 
fit smoothly into the legal situation, but is somewhat disturbing from an expan-
sionist point of view.  This impression is further corroborated by sayings mate-
rial, which reflect little concern for purity issues. 

I have argued that the Jesus tradition retains historical memories of Jesus’ ac-
tions, and that it is possible to reconstruct his behaviour in certain areas, at least 
to some extent.  Such reconstruction involves the use of redaction criticism, and 
the search for hints and implicit pieces of information, which often do not cor-
respond to the ideological interests or concerns of the final redactor/author or 
hearers/readers of a gospel.  I have attempted to show that there are implicit 
purity issues in several narrative traditions, which must have been understood as 
such in a Palestinian environment, and that the presence of such issues in the 
final form of these traditions is best explained as remains from an earlier con-
text and function.  I suggest that this method is applicable in other areas as well, 
and is especially fruitful for narrative traditions. 

Examining Jesus’ attitude to impurity, we have seen that he was remembered 
for not conforming to the expansionist trend.  Within the framework of his heal-
ing and exorcizing activities, he visited “lepers” and touched them, came into 
contact with women unclean through discharges, and touched corpses.  It is also 
probable that he did not avoid grave-impurity and did not purify regularly by 
frequent immersions.  We thus must acknowledge an apparent tension between 
Jesus’ behaviour and contemporary aspirations and expectations. 

 
 
 
                                                 
3 For detailed discussions, see above: the exclusion of “lepers,” 109–112; stone vessels, 84f; 
isolation of dischargers, 147–150; general avoidance of corpse-impurity, 181–184; miqvaot, 74–
76, 259, 281. 
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Priorities 

Jesus’ behaviour, as reconstructed throughout this study, may be understood as 
indifferent, and there are signs that it was interpreted as such by his adversaries.  
While this may be a valid understanding on one level, it is neither a satisfactory 
nor a sufficient interpretation.   

One possible way to explain Jesus’ seemingly indifferent attitude is to speak 
of priorities.  Jesus’ behaviour would express differing priorities as compared to 
expansionist concerns.  The idea of priority is inherent in a relative reading of 
Mk 7:15, and could easily be applied to the context of the narrative traditions 
(i.e. Jesus’ healing activity) discussed in this study.  The idea of different priori-
ties is also applicable to the parabolic and didactic logia which have been previ-
ously dealt with.  The idea of social justice or humanitarian assistance taking 
priority over tithing or purity laws, could be understood as part of a prophetic 
tradition.4 

This type of explanation might be applied to Jesus’ attitude to legal matters 
in general.  If Jesus is seen as setting priorities different to those of his contem-
poraries on legal issues, this could be understood at in least two ways.  Either he 
made different judgments (perhaps unusual or more lenient?) in cases where 
various demands of the law came into conflict with others,5 or he had an essen-
tially different understanding of the will of God (its manifestation or interpreta-
tion).6  In the first case, Jesus will easily be seen as one among several 
participants in rabbinic debate and dialogue, but any serious conflict would be 
difficult to account for.  In the second case, conflict becomes intelligible, but 
Jesus runs the risk of becoming an anachronistic Christian construct.  It is far 
too easy to import ideas about new hearts or law and grace, with all their later 
dogmatic twists, into this suggestion, and in the ensuing wake we tend to find 
caricatures of Judaism and a denial of ritual, which hardly can be ascribed to the 
historical Jesus. 

While I think that Jesus’ behaviour reveals different priorities, and that there 
is something to the suggestion that his understanding of God’s will differed 
somehow, I am convinced that Jesus’ attitude to legal issues must be interpreted 
within the framework of his contemporary society, with its culture and religion.  
Hence in my interpretation of how Jesus related to impurity, I have tried to take 
account of the purity paradigm, which permeated Jewish culture for centuries.  
By suggesting various “explanatory models” which fit into this paradigm, I have 
attempted to provide an explanation in a broad sense.7   

 
 

                                                 
4 Cf. above, 88, 195f, 198, 201, 231, 260. 
5 Cf. Vermes 1993, 11–45. 
6 Cf. the conclusions of Westerholm’s study, 1978, 59f, 91, 103, 112f, 123ff. 
7 Cf. the discussion about explanation, causation and “thick description” in Chapter II, 37–39. 
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VIII.2 Interpreting Jesus’ attitude to impurity 
 
The inside: a moral understanding 

I have claimed that Jesus’ attitude must be interpreted as part of a moral trajec-
tory in which the Israelite prophetic tradition was an important part.  We have 
seen, however, that, although purity language is used in various contexts or for 
various purposes, and although there are two or three differing purity “systems” 
in priestly legislation, it is difficult to separate moral and ritual purity in a clear-
cut way.  The idea that the total “compartmentalization” of the rabbis should 
have dominated the scene through the Pharisees in Jesus’ time is doubtful. 

The use of purity language for moral evil and social injustice is not necessar-
ily secondary.  When Jesus is seen as part of such a tradition, the sayings con-
trasting bodily purity with greed fit well into the picture.  John’s baptism as an 
alternative to repeated ablution, and in view of the coming judgment, could also 
be understood within such a purity paradigm. 

I have argued that the contrasting pair “inner-outer” is suitable for interpret-
ing tensions between Jesus’ and some of his adversaries’ views on purity, but 
that this pair neither corresponds exactly to our distinction between moral and 
ritual, nor to that between soul and body.  Jesus apparently saw moral evil and 
social injustice as a more serious impurity than bodily defilement, but this must 
be understood within the context of Hebrew corporeal anthropology, rather than 
western spiritualization.  

We can thus see that the contrast between inner and outer in various strands 
of the Jesus tradition may be understood not as a later Christian creation, but as 
part of an intra-Jewish discussion, and that Jesus’ ethical ideas are compatible 
with the current purity paradigm and a moral trajectory. 

 
Galilee: a rural, non-official context 

The discussion about regional diversity is perhaps the most speculative part of 
this study, since there is little concrete evidence for clearly deviating practices 
in northern Palestine.  It is evident that in Jewish Galilee, Judaean traits domi-
nated, including the purity paradigm.  There are signs, however, of differing 
levels of development for various legal matters.  A Galilean perspective must 
take into account rural conditions, economic tensions and pragmatic aspects. 

I agree with the judgment that Galilean Jews in general wished to be faithful, 
and were fairly conservative in their orientation towards Jerusalem as an ortho-
genetic centre, and the home of “great tradition.”  At the same time, the devel-
opment of expansionist interpretation did not provide satisfactory solutions for 
the ongoing struggle between local social structures and the intrusion of foreign 
values and changes in economy and ownership patterns, partly associated with 
the development of heterogenetic cities in the midst of Galilee. 
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Within such an environment, Jesus cannot be seen simply as a representative 
of local tradition or popular opinion, but his type of authority (including a dif-
fering understanding of the will of God?) and priority (involving a more prag-
matic ethics?) was apparently attractive.  Although this reconstruction is some-
what uncertain, it makes it possible once more to understand Jesus’ attitude to 
impurity within the framework of a contemporary Jewish purity paradigm. 

I would suggest that the idea of Jesus’ stance as providing a “way out” of a 
dilemma caused by conflicting cultural and religious demands, is possible to 
apply to areas other than purity.  When mapping out the various issues, legal or 
otherwise religious and social, where Jesus stood out from common practice or 
was opposed by authorities, it will be more fruitful to regard him as suggesting 
possibilities of remaining faithful to tradition in some ways, albeit different or 
unusual, rather than breaking with it altogether. 

 
Kingdom: a power perspective 

I have argued for obvious and distinct links between demonology and the purity 
paradigm in ancient Israel, and tried to demonstrate that such links are manifest 
in various strata of Jewish tradition.  Especially on the popular level, demonic 
aspects to impurity are strong.   

Since Jesus’ exorcisms are closely associated with God’s coming reign, it is 
possible to examine his attitude to impurity from a power perspective, and to 
regard his kingdom eschatology as compatible with the purity paradigm.  Jesus’ 
exorcisms, as well as his behaviour towards impure people in general, could be 
seen in the context of a power struggle, in which the power of the kingdom 
which he proclaimed, mediated or embodied, would overrule demonic influence 
and impurity. 

The interpretations of such an association may differ, however.  In the con-
temporary cultural and religious environment, I do not find it likely that this 
power perspective caused Jesus to disregard the purity paradigm in the sense 
that he should have totally scrapped the idea of bodily impurity.  The idea of a 
contagious type of holiness, stronger than impurity and thus overtaking it, is 
appealing and slightly more convincing, but not sufficiently so, since it lacks 
clear evidence.  It could perhaps be modified somewhat.  I suggest that it was 
not the inherent holiness of his own person, but the power of the coming reign 
of God, which Jesus believed overpowered demons and impurities.  That power 
was certainly seen as residing with, or mediated by Jesus, but it should not be 
seen as a warrant for Jesus flouting the impurity concept altogether.  It is more 
likely that this power made it possible for Jesus to relativize and to a certain 
extent disregard bodily impurity, but still within the framework of a basic purity 
paradigm.  This behaviour pushed the paradigm to the breaking-point, however, 
at least in the eyes of those who did not subscribe to his power perspective, or 
views on other issues.  To them his attitude was perceived as indifferent. 
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VIII.3 Jesus then and now 
 
Jesus and purity in his society 
During the latest phase of historical Jesus-research, an increasing number of 
scholars have focused on Jesus’ Jewishness.  While the counter-cultural Cynic 
has a number of disciples, and a protestant preacher still lingers in some quar-
ters, the Galilean Jew, Jesus, is more and more taking centre stage.   

If Jesus was a first-century Jew he must be interpreted within the Second 
Temple Judaism of which he was a part.  If he was a social and/or religious re-
former, an authoritative teacher, or a charismatic healer, intent on communica-
tion and response, he must have shared a sufficient number of general concepts 
and presuppositions belonging to contemporary paradigms. 

Such are the conditions under which I have tried to explore Jesus’ attitude to 
impurity.  I have suggested that Jesus was part of a moral trajectory which 
placed relative importance on ethics, that he had a pragmatic, rural or locally 
based attitude, which did not allow purity rules to intervene with social net-
work, table fellowship and community, and that his eschatological outlook 
made impurity subordinate to the kingdom.  This reconstruction places Jesus 
clearly within Jewish society.  It is nevertheless a picture full of tension.  Al-
though remaining somehow within the framework of the purity paradigm, Jesus 
disregards impurity in a way which may threaten the whole concept and cause 
its breakdown.  Wouldn’t it be easier to reconstruct Jesus without any serious 
conflicts or dissensions?   

The problem is that continuity with contemporary society alone does not suf-
fice for a satisfactory historical explanation.  There is a wirkungsgeschichte too, 
which must not be cut off from its presumed roots. 

 
Jesus and purity in the early church 
Within a few decades, an increasing part (although still not a majority) of the 
Christian movement was developing standpoints which were far from normal 
Jewish practice.  Not only were purity practices neglected, but forbidden meat 
was gradually accepted and even circumcision and sabbath-keeping were suc-
cessively abandoned.  The list of practices finally set aside amounts to more or 
less every important identity marker of Judaism, except monotheism itself.8 

The early Christians who pulled in this direction apparently took Jesus as an 
authority for this development.  The evidence at their disposal was weak, how-
ever.  Discussing Mk 7:1–23 in Chapter III, I argued that the food issue in the 
early church rested on a slender historical base, since the hand-washing tradition 
did not quite address the problem for which it was appealed to.  Likewise, the 
choice of the story about the Syro-Phoenician woman in Mk 7:24–30,  cannot 
                                                 
8 Cf. Casey 1991, 12f. 
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be understood except in a context in which arguments in favour of Gentile mis-
sion were badly needed, and then as making a virtue out of necessity; this was 
the best tradition available.  At a later stage, Jesus’ Sabbath healings were inter-
preted as an outright abolition of the Sabbath commandment (Jn 5:18), although 
this is hardly evident from the synoptic accounts.  Traditions about Jesus push-
ing limits or transgressing borders were combined with interpretations of Scrip-
ture, and eventually utilized as arguments against a whole paradigm. 

As a proof-texting enterprise this does not inspire confidence in modern 
readers, but neither do the exegeses of contemporary rabbis.  More important 
than the question of how they found support in Scripture and tradition for their 
standpoints, is the fact that a growing number of Christians believed that this 
interpretation was in line with Jesus’ behaviour and attitude. 

This process has often been seen as a “spiritualization” which involved not 
only purity or Sabbath-keeping, but the cultic paradigm in its totality.9  Spiritu-
alization, however, does not necessarily lead to the abolition of cultic practices, 
but only to the understanding of their inner meaning, which is evident from 
Philo or the author of the letter to Aristeas.10  When we try to describe this proc-
ess in the early church it would perhaps be better to speak with Dunn about the 
cultic categories being “transposed,”11 i.e. they are applied to, or their function 
is taken over by, other “items.” 

Jesus’ attitude to the cult and the halakhah was not one of outright spirituali-
zation, especially not if spiritualization is understood as a metaphorical use of 
ritual language.  In Chapter V, I pointed to the difficulties in strictly separating 
literal and metaphorical use of language, and noted the corporeal anthropology 
which permeated moral and spiritual reflection in Judaism. 

In my attempt to interpret Jesus’ attitude within a Jewish context and in rela-
tion to the current purity paradigm, I have looked to a moral trajectory, regional 
conditions and an eschatological power perspective.  I suggest a certain conti-
nuity with the early church on these points.  It continued the moral trajectory 
with a relative understanding of bodily impurity.  The development took place 
in a somewhat different context, as the Christian movement encountered vari-
ous cultural environments and social strata.  This created new fellowships and 
social networks, involving mutual obligation between people of various back-
grounds.  Although these new social structures were held together by certain 
common beliefs, they were seriously threatened by conflicting paradigms, and at 
                                                 
9 I.e. the temple cult with its sacrifices and priesthood.  Cf. Wenschkewitz 1932.  “[Spiri-
tualisierung] bedeutet zunächst, dass die Frömmigkeitsformen geistiger Art die Ausdrucks-
formen der kultischen Frömmigkeit für sich in Anspruch nehmen, sie in Sinnzusammenhänge 
ihrer Gestalt einfügen und dadurch umdeuten.”  Ibid., 8. 
10 Let.Aris. 143–171; Allegorization in general can be found all through Philo’s works.  For an 
example of spiritualizing interpretation, which is not at all dependent on the rites being carried 
out, but nevertheless presupposes their literal adherence, see Spec.Laws 1: 205–211.   
11 Dunn 1991, 75–97. 
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times broken apart by some insisting on strict purity practices.  In the interest of 
unity, purity rules were compromized.12  While Jesus’ focus on the “kingdom” 
was replaced by the “gospel,” and imminent eschatology gradually receded into 
the background, some aspects of a demonic perspective still remained.  But 
since fellowship with Christ, like the reign of God, was considered more power-
ful than demons, danger and impurity were relativized.13  The purity paradigm 
was not totally ignored, but was adapted, as purity rules were relativized and 
given less priority.  The development was partly rationalized by spiritualizing 
interpretations.  The end result looked very different from Jesus’ behaviour, but 
the choices made during the process could be understood as analogous with 
Jesus’ attitude, i.e. as similar judgments and priorities, although in other con-
texts. 

This is a possible interpretation, yet only from the viewpoint of a “western” 
or predominantly Greek-speaking Christianity.  From the viewpoint of “eastern” 
or Jewish Christians, the development I have sketched cannot have been under-
stood as anything but contrary to Jesus’ intentions.  In a sense this is plausible, 
since Jesus hardly denied Jewish identity markers, abolished halakhic custom or 
scrapped the purity paradigm altogether.  Still there were embarrassing traits in 
Jesus’ behaviour which, in view of their interpretation by the increasingly non-
Jewish churches, were downplayed by Jewish Christians, since they could give 
the impression that Jesus was indifferent to legal matters.14  To these Christians, 
Jesus was rather a superior rabbinic interpreter of the law, and the distinction 
between them and other Jews was understood in terms of love versus legalism 
or honesty versus hypocrisy, resulting in polemic caricatures.15 

 
Jesus and purity today 
The leap from Jesus to the early church is large enough, although it is only a 
matter of decades.  The leap from Jesus to our own time is a matter of millen-
nia.  To the average person in the modern world, purity rules seem strange and 
remote.  Food-restrictions are more familiar to us, mainly through contemporary 
Judaism and Islam, but also, to some degree, through segments of the Christian 
church.16  The non-observer may relate to such restrictions by associating them 
with other types of contemporary diets based on arguments from health or ethics.   
                                                 
12 Acts 15:19-20, 28-29; 21: 17-26; Rom 14:14; Gal 2:11-14. 
13 Cf. the issue of idol meat and idol worship, and unclean food: 1Cor 8:1–13; 10:1–22; Rom 
14:13–23; or marriage with unbelievers and the status of children: 2Cor 6:14–7:1; 1Cor 7:12–14. 
14 Cf. the Matthean variants of Mark’s Sabbath traditions (Mt 12:1–14), in which the portrayal 
of an indifferent Jesus is modified into a responsible interpreter of the law (cf. above, 57ff). 
15 It is interesting that the clearest examples in the New Testament of what is today perceived as 
a misrepresentation of Judaism and a judgmental attitude are found with Matthew (cf. 22:7; 23; 
27:25), not with Paul, unless the latter is read with dogmatic Lutheran glasses. 
16 Cf. various fasting practices during Lent, or the general abstinence from certain foods found 
with certain Christian sects. 
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Bodily impurity, however, is a foreign idea in the western world.  It is possi-
bly associated with discrimination against women, since those traces which 
have survived through the centuries until our day have often concerned men-
struation and/or childbirth.17  This is certainly one possible and legitimate angle 
from which these rules can be studied, but it cannot serve as a sufficient expla-
nation for the conspicuous development, in which the system of bodily impurity 
successively became obsolete, not only in mainstream Christianity, but also in 
rabbinic Judaism, except for a few remnants. 

This is a different story, which cannot be told here, but some brief reflections 
are appropriate.  To begin with, the demise of purity halakhah in rabbinic Juda-
ism is clear not only from various signs of an increasing leniency with regard to 
rules about “leprosy” and discharges,18 but also from the fact that the Talmudim 
contain no Gemara for any mishnaic tractate belonging to the order of “Puri-
ties,” except for Niddah.  The cessation of many purity practices in Talmudic 
times is often explained as resulting from the loss of the temple.  This is argued 
from the supposition that purity was observed mainly in view of temple visits 
and the temple service, and from the fact that ashes for purification of corpse-
impurity were not infinitely available after the fall of the temple.19  The argu-
ments are insufficient, since purity during the Second Temple period had an 
independent value, and was observed not only for the sake of the temple.  The 
reasons for this could be manifold, and the expansionist current was motivated 
by interpretation of Scripture and a striving for faithfulness.20  This widespread 
adherence needs additional explanations: individual piety is one possibility, the 
increasing endeavour for separation from Gentiles is another.21  Separation was 
more difficult in the diaspora, however, where a large degree of interaction was 
necessary, and this became the Sitz im Leben for rabbinic Judaism in Talmudic 
times.  Individual piety was expressed increasingly through Torah study and 
synagogue prayer, and although this development did not originate with the fall 
of the temple, but at an earlier date, it became a hallmark of rabbinic Judaism. 

It is interesting that foot-washing developed into a rite of preparation before 
prayer during approximately the same period as adherence to other purity rules 
diminished.22  It could be questioned whether foot-washing should be defined as 
a purification rite, relating to bodily impurity, or rather a rite of preparation be-
                                                 
17 Cf. Meens 2000; Caspers 2000. 
18 mNeg 3:1-2; 5:1; mZab 2:2; cf. further references and discussion in EJ 13: 1412f. 
19 Although originally independent of the temple, the red cow rite was incorporated into the cult, 
and classified as a hattat sacrifice.  While the cow was slaughtered outside of the city, its blood 
was sprinkled by the priest towards the sanctuary (cf. above, 307).  According to the Tannaim, 
only seven or nine cows were burnt all through the history of Judaism, and none after the loss of 
the temple (mPar 3:5). 
20 Cf. Harrington 1993, 261-265. 
21 Cf. Regev 2000, 237-241. 
22 I.e. during Talmudic times; Bar-Ilan 1991; Regev 2000, 239f, n.49. 
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fore worship.23  Some suggest that it developed under Islamic influence.24  
However that may be, there is in any case an analogy to Muslim purity rules, 
which are all geared towards prayer, and exhibit much less of a dynamic or 
“dangerous” character than did bodily impurity in Judaism during temple 
times.25  Traces of purity rules in Christianity are likewise aimed at worship,26 
from the discussions of Dionysios and the Didascalia about menstruating 
women’s access to the eucharist,27 to the medieval practice of churching after 
child-birth, which survived in some parts of the church well into the twentieth 
century.28   

While partly retaining their function as identity markers, at least in Judaism 
and Islam, the remains of the bodily purity paradigm do not play as important a 
role today as they did in the past.  Other practices have become more important 
as religious characteristics.  The attitude of Jesus as summarized and explained 
in this study29 does not seem as relevant when confronted with today’s remnant 
observances of ritual purity as it was in the context of first-century conflicts and 
dissensions.  The purity paradigm played a different role in the past.  Today, 
other things may have similar functions.  There are symbols, practices and 
pieces of dogma in our religions which cause different (or similar?) conflicts 
and dissensions.  There are norms, structures and values in our societies which 
pose different (or similar?) problems to communities and individuals.  Is it pos-
sible that Jesus’ attitude still has some relevance?  Is it reasonable to think that, 
in view of the huge time leap, the historical Jesus would still be significant to-
day?  I think so, but my suggestions must be limited to my own religion, Chris-
tianity. 

The discussion about the relationship between the historical Jesus and Chris-
tian faith is inherent in exegetical Jesus research.  Already Kähler had pointed to 
the risk of historical work becoming an ideological tool.30  Recently, Barry He-
naut has argued that the “historical Jesus” must be regarded as a christological 
construct.31  John P. Meier, agreeing with Kähler and Bultmann on this point, 
stresses that “the Jesus of history is not and cannot be the object of Christian 
                                                 
23 Cf. above, 254f. 
24 Cf. the views of Naphtali Wieder, disputed by Bar-Ilan 1991. 
25 Reinhart 1990. 
26 Cf. the various issues discussed in Browe 1932. 
27 Cf. above, 133, n.243.  For examples of various competing views through the Middle Ages, 
see Meens 2000.  However, his idea (292) of ritual purity as so important for third-century 
Christians that it was no matter for discussion at this early stage is hardly warranted by a refer-
ence to Dionysios, in view of opposite opinions from the same period (Didascalia). 
28 During the Middle Ages churching developed into a popular feast, and neither early criticism, 
nor Protestant protests, succeded in restraining this “judaizing” rite.  Cf. Caspers 2000. 
29 I.e. representing a moral trajectory, regional conditions, and an eschatological power perspec-
tive, leading to different priorities. 
30 Kähler 1988 [1896], 55f. 
31 Henaut 1997. 
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faith.”32  The historical Jesus is only a scholarly reconstruction, which changes 
with time and circumstances.  The quest for the historical Jesus is useful, how-
ever, says Meier, “if one is asking about faith seeking understanding, i.e. theol-
ogy, in a contemporary context.”33  In the end, however, this distinction 
between reality and history or faith and theology is difficult to uphold.  There is 
always an interaction between perception and reflection.   

Certainly, if historical Jesus research is used as the basis for traditional 
Christian dogmatics, it will no doubt turn into christological construction.  But 
it is not the task of historical exegetes to provide building blocks for dogmatic 
theology, but rather to dismantle it, in order to make available the rich diversity 
and various possibilities residing in so many ancient texts.  

From this perspective I suggest that the historical Jesus has a potential sig-
nificance for both Christian faith and theology.  The Christian movement con-
tains an enormous amount of dogmatic variation.  We find a number of 
diverging interpretations of Jesus’ death and its meaning, various views on 
atonement, conflicting ideas about his resurrection.  There is no unity, except in 
the fact that most Christians agree that something crucial was revealed by or 
through this human being; something about God’s being, the divine will, the 
human condition and/or the possibilities of human co-existence.  From such 
conviction christology evolves, although it takes different paths.  While some 
immediately talk of incarnation, others prefer an approach from below, in which 
believers are seen as gradually realizing the meaning of their experience: a cru-
cial glimpse of God becoming visible through that person.  There is every dis-
agreement on dogmatics, but agreement on Jesus’ significance. 

This is why the historical Jesus is important for Christian faith.  His actions, 
behaviour and attitude mediated or conveyed an image of God as well as an 
understanding of humanity to his followers from the very beginning.  Interpreta-
tion of those actions, that behaviour and attitude, is still the route for followers 
today, trying to make sense of ancient stories.  That is doing theology, and it is 
done not only by specialists, but by every reflecting person.   

Purity is admittedly a narrow subject, but if Jesus’ attitude to impurity should 
be interpreted today, as it was by early Christians, and against the results of an 
historical investigation, what would that entail?  To define the concrete issues is 
a task for Christian theology which goes beyond the task of this study.  A few 
hints must suffice.  I think we would have to discuss the relative priority of 
moral issues (personal ethics and social justice) as compared with prevailing 
cultural and religious demands.  We would have to wrestle with tensions be-
tween conflicting structures, where “local” and diverse “cultures” (in church 
and society) offering community and network are threatened by official norms 

                                                 
32 Meier 1991, 197. 
33 Meier 1991, 198. 
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and policies.  We would have to rethink our visions of fellowship and future, 
and whether they are strong enough to overrule such evil as is allowed to gain 
ascendancy over people or shut them out from their spiritual or social frame-
work.   

In this process of reflection and interpretation, participants may find some-
thing revealed in Jesus’ behaviour and attitude to impurity, which may be 
wrought within the bonds of a given social context and cultural paradigm, al-
though not without conflict and tension—something which gives priority to 
human needs, preference to social fellowship, and power to overcome segrega-
tion, and thus has relevance not only in an historical past, but in our contempo-
rary world. 
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