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Preface to the Itero Reprint Edition 
The present book is my Uppsala dissertation from !""! in the corrected reprint 
version which was republished in !"#" 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 !"#", 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 
!"#", republished in the present series, too) and Impurity and Puri!cation in 
Early Judaism and the Jesus Tradition (SBL Press !"!#). Towards the end of the 
$rst chapter of Impurity and Puri!cation, 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 
Puri!cation 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 (!"#") 
When my study on Jesus and purity halakhah was $rst published in !""! 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 ':#( has been preserved in a more original form in Mt #(:## 
and Gos.Thom. #). 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. **–*' and !!+–!!,. A fuller argument will, however, have 
to await another occasion. In all other respects, the text basically stands as in the 
!""! 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 (!""!) 
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 !"!# 

Thomas Kazen 
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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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A major study of Mk 7 was Roger Booth’s (1986) Jesus and the Laws of Pu-
rity.  Booth makes a serious attempt to interpret this gospel tradition by both a 
thorough tradition- and redaction-historical exposition and an initiated discus-
sion of the legal situation, based on primary sources.  Booth interprets the cru-
cial logion about what makes man unclean, in a relative sense, and suggests a 
fairly detailed reconstruction of the state of hand-washing halakhah at the time 
of Jesus.83  In the end, the basic issue is seen to be not one of food per se, but of 
bodily communicable impurity, which could contaminate food.84 

Booth has been followed recently by Jesper Svartvik, whose dissertation 
deals with Mk 7:1–23, mainly from the perspectives of genre and reception his-
tory.  When Svartvik turns to the historical context, he agrees with Booth that 
the issue is not food laws, but food contaminated by the main sources of bodily 
impurity, via the hands.85  The intent of the “cardinal saying” (Mk 7:15) is in 
the end to warn against the evil tongue (�D:�+I�>) or malicious gossip.86 

Since detailed studies of Mk 7 often show that the underlying issue is not one 
of food, but of ritual impurity understood as a bodily state and a contact-
contagion, one would expect this issue to receive more attention.  While there is 
a good number of studies of ritual purity in Judaism,87 studies of Jesus’ attitude 
to purity halakhah from a general perspective are scarce.  William Loader dis-
cusses possible purity issues in various Markan traditions in the course of his 
voluminous study about Jesus and the law, but concludes that Mark shows no 
interest in and no concern for the various purity issues raised by the narrative.88  
A recent study with a section on impurity, which does start out with its sources 
and discusses Jesus’ contacts with unclean people before turning to food laws, 
is Tom Holmén’s dissertation about Jesus and the Covenant.89  Holmén sug-
gests that behind the lack of interest in purity matters, found in part of the tradi-
tion, we can detect a disinterest on the part of Jesus.  Holmén refers to the fact 
that Jesus frequently came into contact with unclean people, while there is no 
evidence that he engaged in purification rites.90  Holmén’s assertion that un-
clean people included sinners, Gentiles, diseased and possessed, is not sup-
ported by evidence, however.  And to claim that “[w]e do not need to bother 
with the numerous, different understandings of the issue,”91 nor do we need to 

                                                 
83 In this respect Booth’s reconstruction turns out to be too speculative.  For further discussion 
about Booth’s interpretations, see Chapter III. 
84 Cf. Booth 1986, 205–210. 
85 Svartvik 2000, 370ff. 
86 Svartvik 2000, 375–402. 
87 Cf. the vast production of Jacob Neusner, e.g. Neusner 1973a, 1974–1977, 1994; David P. 
Wright 1987; Milgrom 1991; Harrington 1993; Maccoby 1999. 
88 Loader 1997, 20–26, 59–65. 
89 Holmén 2001, 221–251. 
90 Holmén 2001, 233–236, 250f. 
91 Holmén 2001, 250. 
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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. 
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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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Chapter III 

 Jesus and the law: much debated conflict 
stories 

 
 
 

III.1 Evaluating legal issues 
 

Identifying Jesus’ adversaries  

In the previous chapter I discussed the recent trend of placing Jesus more firmly 
within Judaism.  The pendulum has swung, so that Jesus is often pictured in 
basic agreement with his contemporary co-religionists on most questions.  With 
this development, however, we run the risk of reducing conflicts between Jesus 
and some of his contemporaries to matters of minor disagreements only; unless 
all gospel traditions about such conflicts are no more than creations of the early 
church,1 and Jesus’ execution is to be seen merely as an unfortunate misunder-
standing,2 we must reckon with some substantial points of dissent between Je-
sus and his adversaries. 

Who were these adversaries?  In the Synoptic Gospels they are usually called 
)DULVDjRL3 and/or JUDPPDWHjM,4 and a couple of times in Matthew, )DULVDjRL�
NDg�6DGGRXNDjRL.5  Outside of Matthew, the Sadducees figure only once, by 
themselves, and in a Jerusalem setting.6  Jesus’ enemies in Jerusalem (also men-
tioned in the predictions about his coming suffering), are otherwise called Rb�
�UFLHUHjM� NDg� Rb� JUDPPDWHjM, sometimes also Rb� SUHVE¹WHURL.7  Since all 
synoptics are dependent on the Markan one-year frame, there is only one visit to 
Jerusalem, when Jesus is executed.  This means that the Pharisees are pictured 
as Jesus’ chief opponents during the main part of his activity.  Although they 

                                                 
1 Cf. Bultmann 1972 [1921], 39–54; Dibelius, 1961 [1919], 22–34. 
2 Vermes 1993, ix–x. 
3 Mk 2:23 par; 3:6 par; 7:1 par; 8:11, 15; 10:2 par; 12:13; 14:43.  In the context of Jesus’ arrest 
and death, the Pharisees figure only once in Mark and once in Matthew (Mk 14:43; Mt 27:62).  
Matthew and Luke denounce Pharisees (Mt 23; Lk 11), but Luke has in addition certain pas-
sages in which friendly Pharisees are mentioned (7:36; 11:37; 14:1). 
4 Mk 3:22; 7:1 par; 12:28, 38.   The scribes are said to have come from Jerusalem, or appear in 
Jerusalem.  Matthew does not mention scribes in the context of Jesus’ death. 
5 Mt 3:7; 16:1, 6, 11, 12. 
6 Mk 12:18 par. 
7 Mk 8:31 par; 10:33 par; 11:27; 14:1 par; 14:53 par; 15:1 par; 15:31 par.  In some of these 
cases Rb�SUHVE¹WHURL are added to the high priests and scribes, sometimes the scribes are ex-
changed for the elders. 
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are often coupled with scribes,8 the two must not be equated.  A Pharisee was 
identified with a party, a religio-political faction; a scribe had a particular occu-
pation.  Scribes were at times Pharisees, but could be otherwise.  This explains 
the expression JUDPPDWHjM�WÍQ�)DULVDdZQ in Mark.9 

It is possible that the Pharisees were not at all Jesus’ most dangerous adver-
saries.  In the passion story they hardly figure at all.10  It might have been people 
of the temple establishment, Sadducees and priests, who were his fiercest oppo-
nents.  This is a reasonable supposition if we reckon with several visits to Jeru-
salem, i.e. a time frame other than Mark’s.  In that case, Jesus would not have 
been unknown in Jerusalem.11  The Romans should not be forgotten, although 
they cannot be discussed at length here.  It could well be that Jesus was per-
ceived as more of a threat to the Romans than the gospels tend to admit.  The 
Christian communities within which the Synoptic Gospels were formed would 
not, however, have had their main conflicts with the Jerusalem establishment, 
but with local Jewish leaders and teachers, at a time when Pharisaism, together 
with other pious strains of Judaism, were beginning to coalesce into the rabbinic 
movement.  Nor did subsequent conflicts between the church and Rome con-
cern the type of religious questions that became hotbeds in the relationship be-
tween Christians and Jews.  Hence it was only natural for early Christians to 
identify the Pharisees as Jesus’ main adversaries.12 

The Pharisaic movement is generally seen as the dominant group in the Yav-
nean reconstruction of Judaism, and Hillelites are viewed as the group gradually 
gaining predominance at Yavneh, while Shammaites seem to have been more 
influential before 70 CE.13  It is often taken for granted that the pre-70 sages 
mentioned in the Mishnah were Pharisees, belonging to the two schools of Hil-
lel and Shammai.  Such a view is found in Neusner, although he is aware that 
the two “Houses” are never mentioned in any other extant contemporary docu-
ment.14  A Pharisaic identity is nowhere explicitly stated in the texts, except for 
Gamaliel I and his son Simeon, who are designated Pharisees by the New Tes-
tament and by Josephus.15  Even Hillel himself, as Günther Stemberger notes, is 

                                                 
8 E.g. Mk 2:16 par; 7:1 par; especially in the woes, denouncing Pharisees (cf. n.3 above), in Mt 
23.  Luke has here and elsewhere QRPLNRd instead of scribes (Lk 7:30; 11:45, 46, 52; 14:3). 
9 Mk 2:16 par. 
10 Only in Mt 21:45 (parable of wicked tenants—Mk has simply “they”), Mt 27:62 (a legendary, 
polemical story, in which they, together with the high priests, ask Pilate for grave guards), and in 
Mk 14:43 (where they are co-organizers of the mob arresting Jesus).  Cf. Meier 2001, 339. 
11 Cf. K. L. Schmidt 1919, 301ff; Meier 1991, 403–409. 
12 Cf. Saldarini 1988 or Stemberger 1995 [1991], for various groups and their relative influence. 
13 Neusner 1971, 3: 317ff. 
14 Neusner 1979, 93. 
15 Acts 5:34; Josephus, Life, 190–191. Josephus’ reference to the Pharisees Samaias and Pollion 
in Ant. 15:2–4 could be interpreted as Shammai and Abtalion, but this is denied by Neusner 
(1971, 1: 159). 
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not mentioned anywhere before the Mishnah, nor is Johanan ben Zakkai.16  The 
latter seems actually to be identified with the Sadducees, or at least to be dis-
tanced from the Pharisees in mYad 4:6.17 Neusner later admits some of these 
problems, and actually hesitates to speak of the precursors of rabbinic Judaism 
as Pharisees.18 

If the rabbinic literature does not expressly identify its early sages as Phari-
sees, it does use the term perushim (*�;�I�DB�), although sometimes negatively, 
with other meanings, such as sectarians, ascetics or heretics.19  The term is sim-
ply multivalent in rabbinic sources.  The suggestion of Ellis Rivkin to sort out 
passages where perushim are confronted with tsedukim (*K;CI�65�),20 is helpful, 
but not decisive, since the latter term could carry several meanings too.21 

In attempting to sort out the different uses of pharisaioi and perushim in Jo-
sephus, the New Testament and rabbinic texts, John Bowker suggests that there 
was a transition from the “Pharisees” as a name of a larger group, to a later 
situation, when it was rejected and applied to others.22  The Rabbis referred to 
their predecessors as hakamim (sages), and these overlap to some extent with 
Josephus’ pharisaioi.23 Although Pharisaic views dominated in the emerging 
rabbinic movement, the name came to be used for those adhering to stricter 
views, and eventually as a derogatory term. 

Such a usage might have originated before 70 CE.  The hakamic movement 
seems to have been originally in close contact with the people, offering a seri-

                                                 
16 Stemberger 1995 [1991], 39.  For an overview of the evidence (or lack of evidence) for iden-
tifying various figures as Pharisees, especially in Josephus, see Sievers 1997. 
17 “Say Sadducees: "We complain against you, Pharisees.  For you say, ‘Holy Scriptures impart 
uncleanness to hands, but the books of Homer do not impart uncleanness to hands.’"  Said Rab-
ban Yohanan b. Zakkai, "And do we have against the Pharisees only this matter alone?  Lo, they 
say, ‘The bones of an ass are clean, but the bones of Yohanan, high priest, are unclean.’" …” 
mYad 4:6.  But this could be a case of irony. 
18 Neusner 1988, 70f. 
19 E.g. mSot 3:4, explained in the Babylonian Talmud bSot 22b as seven types of problematic 
perushim.  See also tBer 3:25, associating the perushim with the minim (heretics), in interpreting 
the 18 blessings.  Note that the meaning of the root �DAB has to do with separation (A. Baumgar-
ten 1991, 110; Rivkin 1978, 162–173). 
20 Rivkin 1978, 131–138. 
21 A. Baumgarten 1991, 111–112. 
22 Bowker 1973, 15. 
23 The hakamim are contrasted sometimes with priests, sometimes with Sadducees, and some-
times with perushim, but there are also texts associating, although not identifying them with the 
perushim (bNid 33b, 34a; cf. Bowker 1973, 7, 12).  A possible explanation is that at an early 
stage, the hakamic movement was called perushim/pharisaioi, as distinct from other groups, 
such as Essenes or Sadducees.  The name had perhaps initially been a designation by the oppo-
nents of the movement (Cf. Bowker 1973, 19f).  As the new leadership in Yavneh, after the 
destruction of Jerusalem and the temple, included people of several backgrounds, perushim was 
avoided as a self-designation.  Cf. Rivkin (1978, 158f., 177) who suggests that the term pe-
rushim originally was a nickname given by the Sadducees, and hence avoided later as a 
(self)designation except in traditions about controversies between Pharisees and Sadducees. 
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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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which Neusner generally regards as late, sometimes may in fact represent very 
early traditions.61  The general idea, however, is similar.   

This means that although rabbinic literature neither gives a clear identifica-
tion of different Jewish first-century groups, nor provides any systematic infor-
mation about legal differences between them, it can nevertheless be used to 
trace a number of legal views which are presupposed in further post-70 devel-
opment and thus ought to have been current before 70 CE.  Although we cannot 
automatically claim that such views were Pharisaic, we can assume that certain 
basic views were present before the destruction of the Second Temple.  But 
were such views entertained by Pharisees or by several groups?  Or were they 
presupposed only by a couple of small, sect-like Jerusalemite “Houses” of legal 
scholars?  Were they taken for granted by the common people?62 

Our precise knowledge of these matters is limited by the nature of available 
sources.  In spite of this, the situation is not as precarious as it might seem.  
Rivkins’ method is not without value.  The Mishnah’s use of *KC;I�65� is not as 
multivalent as its use of *�;�I�DB�.  The fact that  several positions which are at-
tributed to the Sadducees in the Mishnah are seen to have been held by the 
Qumran sectarians,63 is most easily explained not by assuming that the Mishnah 
uses *KC;I�65� for Essenes, but by similarities between specific interpretations of 
the Torah between Essenes and Sadducees.64  Such observation rather 
strengthen theories about the two groups sharing many principles of legal inter-
pretation, the main differences being questions of priesthood and temple cult, 
calendar issues, as well as strictness of law. 

In addition to this, halakhic texts from Qumran witness to differences be-
tween Essene sectarians and others.  These others could admittedly be thought 
of as either Sadducees or Pharisees.  However, the state of tebul yom, as well as 
the rule about flowing liquids, which apparently were not accepted in Qumran, 
but by the recipients of the letter 4QMMT, show that the recipients must either 
have been Pharisees, or that views we generally ascribe to Pharisees must have 
been common or dominating.65   

This is supported by archaeological findings of ritual baths or immersion 
pools (miqvaot), both in Jerusalem and elsewhere.  Many of the miqvaot found 
in the poorer parts of Jerusalem, as well as elsewhere in the country, were con-
nected by a pipe to an upper storage pool (otsar), while all miqvaot in Qumran, 
and almost every miqveh in the upper city of Jerusalem, where the aristocrats 
lived, lacked such storage pools.  This is evidence for similarities in interpreta-
                                                 
61 Sanders 1990, 167, referring to J.N. Epstein. 
62 Cf. the caveats mentioned by Meier 2001, 305–310. 
63 E.g. on questions of tebul yom, nitsoq, bones of animals etc.  J. Baumgarten 1980, 157–170. 
64 A. Baumgarten 1991, 112; Schiffman 1994, 299. 
65 4QMMT B13–16, 55–58. J. Baumgarten 1980; Schiffman 1994, n.61.  The concept of tebul 
yom (i.e. becoming pure by immersion during day time, without waiting for sunset) will be fur-
ther discussed below, 76–81.  For a discussion about flowing liquids, see 83f. 
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tion between Essenes and Sadducees, and shows the storage pool as a Pharisaic 
invention, which became an influential practice.66  It is taken for granted in the 
Mishnah, which shows the preponderance of Pharisaic traits in rabbinic Juda-
ism.67  There seems to be ample evidence for similarities between Essenes and 
Sadducees in matters of halakhah, although they differed in strictness and atti-
tude, while Pharisees differed and developed their halakhah partly along other 
routes. 

Thus I find it reasonable that the current, which dominated in the rabbinic 
movement after 70 CE, was at least fairly influential even before 70 CE.  I also 
find it reasonable to think that the fairly influential Jewish current which figures 
in the Jesus tradition as his adversaries, and are usually named Pharisees, were 
basically similar in matters of law to the highly influential Pharisees known to 
the gospel writers (and Josephus) at the end of the first century.  Thus I assume 
links between the influential Jewish legal interpreters in the Jesus tradition and 
the subsequent Yavnean rabbinic movement.  We must always question whether 
a particular legal discussion of the Mishnah would have evolved already at the 
time of Jesus.  However, since the continuous interpretative activity in rabbinic 
Judaism did not have as its aim the multiplication of rules, but rather should be 
characterized as a defining enterprise, which aimed at leniency and practicabil-
ity, the assumption that the topical issue as such must not have been taken so 
seriously, but must have been treated with more leniency and less exactitude by 
pre-70 Pharisaic or other legal tradition, than by later rabbinic rulings, is simply 
unfounded.68   

Hence some conclusions about legal interpretation can be drawn from rab-
binic material where Pharisees and Sadducees figure together (Rivkin), and 
where the opinions of pre-70 sages or the schools of Hillel and Shammai figure, 
especially when verified by Yavnean authorities (Neusner), as to what views 
were presupposed, i.e. what general views or concepts were current and influen-
tial before 70 CE.  Logical development, as well as the anonymous layer, ought 
to be taken into account as well, and this evidence should, when possible, be 
corroborated by comparisons with Qumran texts, Pseudepigraphic material, 
Philo, Josephus, and archaeology.  It should also be noted that the gospels are 
sometimes more suited for verifying rabbinic material than vice versa.69  When 
practices and topics or themes are broadly attested, there are good reasons to 

                                                 
66 Sanders 1990, 214–227; 1992, 222–229.  For further discussion about immersion pools, see 
below, 74–76, 259, 281. 
67 mMiq 6:8.  The designation otsar (D58I,�) for the storage pool is of a later date. 
68 Since the Amoraim attempted to limit corpse-impurity, due to the lack of proper means of 
purification after the fall of the temple, it is rather to be expected that pre-70 Pharisaic interpre-
tation was in certain ways stricter than that of the Mishnah. 
69 Cf. Piattelli and Jackson 1996, 37f; Segal 1990, xv–xvi.  Segal comments:  “Rather, a com-
mentary to the Mishnah should be written, using the New Testament as marginalia that demon-
strates antiquity” (xv). 
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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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Sabbath laws can be seen as an intended contrast to an emerging concept of 
erub among Pharisees.  The phrase F4��4�I@I5D?���K��4D�FK�>� in the very 
context (CD 11:4) could readily be interpreted as a prohibition of making an 
erub on Sabbath.  The interpretation has been dismissed for reasons of gram-
mar,79 or emended to read 4�DFK�(fast)80, but the latter is gainsaid by one of 
the new fragments of CD from cave 4, which reads 4D�FK as do the Cairo 
Genizah copies.81  While the issue cannot be settled conclusively, there is good 
reason to follow Günther Stemberger in regarding CD 11:4 as opposing the idea 
of erub.82  Together with the statement from mErub 6:2, implying that Saddu-
cees did not accept the idea either, we receive a fairly clear picture of general 
differences in outlook during the period before 70 CE. 

This discussion shows that it is sometimes possible to reconstruct the legal 
situation during the time of the Second Temple by combining data from rab-
binic texts with other (earlier) evidence.  When looking at Jesus’ attitude to the 
sabbath, the particular topic of erub is not discussed, and thus of no relevance, 
except as an example showing the relative degree of development and differen-
tiation of contemporary sabbath halakhah among various groups. 

An issue of direct importance for studying the historical Jesus is the defini-
tion of work (:=�>?).  In mShabb 7:2 a list of 39 forbidden categories of acts 
of labour is given.  These include among others reaping and threshing.  The 
prohibition of work is biblical and was taken for granted by all Jews.83  We do 
not know the degree of definition during the time of Jesus, but comparisons 
between the sabbath rules in CD, which are dated at least a century before Jesus, 
and the extremely detailed discussions in the Mishnah, give some hints.  We 
can at least expect the topics of CD being discussed during the first century, 
although Pharisaic rulings may well have been more lenient than those of the 
Essenes.84  Topics discussed in CD include walking (no more than 1000 cubits 
outside the dwelling-place; later the Mishnah allowed 2000 cubits85), preparing 
food, carrying things, and, especially interesting in view of the Jesus tradition, 

                                                 
79 Schiffman 1975, 109–110.  Schiffman claims that the hitpael form cannot have the required 
meaning, and translates “no one shall enter partnership…,” which according to Stemberger is 
“also not without problems” (Stemberger 1995 [1991], 75, n.73). 
80 Suggested by Rabin 1954 (ZD), 54–55, n.4.3, from a conjecture by Lévi.  This emendation is 
accepted by García Martínez 1996 (DSS GM), but not by Lohse 1971 (TQ). 
81 See 4Q271 5 1:1 (formerly 4Q268 3 1:1).  Cf. Doering 1997, 256, n.24.  García Martínez 
translates even this fragment: “no one should fast…” in DSS GM, but modifies this in DSSSE to 
“No-[one] should intermingle” in agreement with J. Baumgarten’s translation in DJD 18: 181.  
Baumgarten refers to intermingling (4D�F:) in the context of ritual purity, but this is strained 
as the explicit textual context is that of Sabbath halakhah. 
82 Stemberger 1995 [1991], 75. 
83 Ex. 31:12–17; 35:1–3; Num 15:32–36. 
84 Cf. Dunn 1990, 17–18. 
85 CD 10:21; mSot 5:3. 
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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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tory, conflict stories can be thought to reflect debates and concerns of a later 
time to a greater extent than other traditions.  Since Bultmann, these stories 
have been suspected of being no more than church creations.109  The obvious 
fact that a tradition has been shaped by a particular Sitz im Leben in the early 
church, does not exclude an historical basis,110 but when the shaping context is 
polemical or apologetic, the tradition is difficult to penetrate.  Speculations 
about pre-Markan stages complicate matters further.  A conflict story may re-
flect a Markan gentile setting, while part of it is seen as a pre-Markan tradition 
shaped by a Jewish-Christian church.  There may be further layers as well.  This 
is only to be expected, but it complicates historical investigation. 

Discussing the Sabbath, testing some tools for identifying legal interpreta-
tions and conditions before 70 CE, and evaluating relevant gospel traditions, we 
have seen that the combination of legal and textual data may lead to overall in-
terpretations.  In the case of the Sabbath, however, we see that reconstructions 
of Jesus’ attitude are made especially difficult by the relevant traditions consist-
ing exclusively of conflict stories, shaped by their Sitz im Leben, reflecting both 
internal and external struggles of the early church.  As will be seen below, the 
problems are usually the same in the traditional search for Jesus’ attitude to pu-
rity, based on Mark 7. 

 
 

III.2 Mark 7, hand-washing, and the impurity system 
 

Structure and content 

Turning to Jesus and purity, we are faced with a complex situation.  The text 
usually discussed is Mark 7:1–23 with its Matthean parallel (15:1–20).  The text 
is problematic, however, since it obviously consists of different parts, with cer-
tain discrepancies between the various traditions.111  The first part concerns 
ritual hand-washing before eating, and is a question from the Pharisees to Jesus 
about the behaviour of some of his disciples (7:1–5).  Jesus’ answer deals with 
God’s commandments as opposed to the tradition (SDU�GRVLM) of the elders, 
and includes a quotation from Isa 29:13, close to the LXX version (7:6–8).  The 
following argument is about vows (korban), and is supposed to illustrate how 
Pharisees allow their SDU�GRVLM to override the law of God concerning parents 
(7:9–13).  The question of hand-washing and eating is left behind, and in addi-
tion, vows depend on biblical law too (Num 30:3; Deut 23:21).  After this, Jesus 
calls upon the crowd again (S�OLQ, but the crowd has not been mentioned until 
now!), explaining that “there is nothing outside of man, going into him, which 

                                                 
109 Bultmann 1972 [1921], 39ff, 51. 
110 Cf. V. Taylor 1935 [1933], 41ff. 
111 For a survey of the problems involved, see Booth 1986, 23–53. 
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can defile him, but that which is going out of man is what defiles man” (7:14–
15).  This is followed by a further explanation to the disciples, in the form of 
“secret teaching” in the house.  Now it is evidently a question neither of hand-
washing nor of vows, but of food, which cannot defile a person, since it does 
not go into man’s heart but passes via the stomach to the latrine (7:17–19).  To 
this is added what is obviously a redactor’s comment: NDTDUd]ZQ� S�QWD�W��
EUÇPDWD, usually translated “by this he declared all food clean” (19c).  Finally, 
things which defile a man are supplied in a list of vices (7:20–23). 

Obvious problems concern the relationship between the hand-washing inci-
dent, the korban section, the logion about what goes into and out of man, and 
the discussion about defiled food.  In addition to problems relating to the tradi-
tion-history and redaction of the text, there are questions concerning the histori-
cal plausibility of different traditions.  Did hand-washing before ordinary meals 
belong to the “tradition of the elders,” and was it practised by people generally 
or at least by some Pharisees at the time of Jesus?  Did Jews of that time gener-
ally immerse themselves and their utensils to the extent that Mark claims?  Did 
the attitude to vows, attributed to the Pharisees in the korban section, prevail 
during the same period?112  Did the historical Jesus question the idea of purity 
as such?  Did he discuss questions of clean and unclean food?  Would that have 
been possible in a Palestinian Jewish context? 

Mark 7:1–23 has been dealt with by numerous scholars.113  While the text 
has been regarded in the past as providing an example of Jesus’ radical, anti-
legal attitude, more recent studies tend to emphasize the Jewishness of Jesus, 
and tone down conflict.114 

In the Markan context, this text is placed between the story of the feeding of 
5000, with its many Israel motifs and images, and the doublet story of feeding 
4000, with its Gentile allusions.  Mark probably says something about the place 
of Gentiles in the church by his structure, and the issue of purity and food laws 
was important in this context.115 

Just as in the previous section about the Sabbath, we are dealing with a con-
flict story.  Possibly, such Streitgespräche might originally have formed a uni-
ty.116  In their present context, however, they are made part of a narrative, and 
have probably been re-worked a number of times.  During this process, they 
have been shaped and interpreted by later situations and conflicts in the early 
church.  Finally, they have been redacted, to fit into a gospel narrative. 

                                                 
112 Cf. Westerholm 1978, 72–73. 
113 E.g. Lambrecht 1977, 24–82; Banks 1975, 132–146; Hübner 1986 [1973], 142–175; 
Westerholm 1978, 62–91; Sariola 1990, 23–73; Booth 1986.  For an overview of interpretations 
and positions on tradition and redaction, see Lambrecht 1977, 28–39. 
114 For an example of the former, see Hübner 1986 [1973], 142–195; cf. Käsemann 1965 
[1954], 39f.  For an example of the latter, see Booth 1986. 
115 Loader 1997, 67ff. 
116 Berger 1972, 461; but note Kiilunen 1985, 249–266. 
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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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Roger Booth, in his thorough treatment of Mark 7:1–23, discusses the history 
of pre-Markan tradition (ch. 2), after having first separated Markan redaction 
from tradition (ch. 1).  Booth regards the explanation in vv 3–4 about the Phari-
saic purifications, as well as all references to SDU�GRVLM, as Markan redaction.  
The opposition of SDU�GRVLM to the commandments of God is not considered 
pre-Markan.126  His reconstruction of the pre-Markan text seems to me basically 
sound, although conclusions about details could be questioned.127  Most schol-
ars agree to vv 3–4, as well as v 19c being Mark’s comments.128  Quite a few 
would also regard the dichotomy between traditions of men and commandments 
of God as late.129 

Booth’s division of the pre-Markan material into sections is useful for further 
discussion.  These are an Introduction (1,2,5), the Question (5), the Isaiah Reply 
(6,7), the Korban Reply (9–12), the Purity Reply (14,15), a Scene-change (17), 
the Medical Explanation (18,19) and the Ethical Explanation (20–22).130  His 
position is that the earliest form of the question consisted of the second limb 
only (hand-washing), while the first limb (“why do your disciples not live ac-
cording to the tradition of the elders?”) reflects Mark’s “editorial hostility to-
wards the traditional law in vv 3 and 4.”131  The question about hand-washing, 
however, could hardly have been created by Mark or the early church, since this 
was not an issue in that later context.  To this question belongs the Purity Reply, 
which fits, and should be interpreted in a relative sense (i.e. things outside can-
not defile as much as things inside a man).132  The Medical and Ethical Expla-
nations are seen by Booth as later teachings, added by the church; the Medical 
Explanation does not suit a Jewish environment,  but has its origin in a totally 
different conceptual world.  The Isaiah and Korban Replies were used as sepa-
rate units in early church polemics.  The korban discussion and the hand-
washing dispute could both go back to the historical Jesus, but the two units did 
not originally belong together.133 

There is much to support Booth’s general reconstruction.  It is obvious that 
the text consists of several separate passages.134  At the same time it is possible 
to see one “original” tradition (7:1,[2,]5,15) rather than two, into which material 

                                                 
126 Booth 1986, 23–53. 
127 Booth 1986, 52–53 
128 Loader 1997, 71; Cf Sariola’s comments about a sarcastic tone in vv 3–4, 1990, 46; Hübner 
1986 [1973], 155, n.48; Booth 1986, 35f, 49f. 
129 Cf. Lambrecht 1977, 51; Loader 1997, 72f. 
130 Booth 1986, 61–62.  In most verses, certain words or phrases are excluded as Markan redac-
tion, but such details are accounted for only when they have a bearing upon my discussion.   
131 Booth 1986, 65, against Hübner, who regards the discussion about the authority of the tradi-
tion of the elders as the oldest tradition (1986 [1973], 146). 
132 Booth 1986, 67, 69ff; for a discussion about a relative sense, see below, 65–67. 
133 Booth 1986, 71, 72, 74, 96. 
134 Westerholm (1978, 72) notes the separate introductory formulas (vv 6,9,14,18,20), as evi-
dence for the passages hanging together very loosely. 
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has been inserted with the aim of generalizing Jewish behaviour and opposing 
SDU�GRVLM to divine commandments.135   

Mark’s generalizing tendencies are clearly seen in v3, where he explains the 
demand for hand-washing with a reference to the tradition of the elders, which 
the Pharisees and all the Jews keep.  The SDU�GRVLM referred to is otherwise 
usually seen as typical for the Pharisees as distinct from other Jews.136  As for 
hand-washing in particular, the extent to which it was practised generally will 
be discussed below.  However, from Mark’s statement only, we would suspect 
that hand-washing was practised by some group of Jews at the time of Jesus, 
and possibly by an increasing number at the time of Mark.  An increasing ad-
herence to Pharisean halakhah towards the 70s would also explain v 13b (“And 
you do many such similar things”) as a Markan expansion. 

The Markan generalizations suggest that Christians rather than Jews are obe-
dient to God’s will.137  Hence “all Jews” follow “human rules,” while Jesus’ 
disciples obey God’s commandment.  The opposition probably reflects argu-
ments between Christians and Jews in the period between Jesus and Mark.138  A 
prooftext from Isa 29:13 is used as evidence.  The Hebrew *F8�8D�K'�K:;F �I!  
:68? 8>G?���*K�;�@$�<�FI!5�?;�KF;�A�(and their fear of me is a taught rule of men) is 
different in meaning from the LXX P�WKQ� G|� VyERQWDL� PH� GLG�VNRQWHM�
xQW�OPDWD��QTUÇSZQ�NDg�GLGDVNDOdDM� (in vain they worship me, teaching 
precepts of men, and teachings), which is much closer to the Markan text and 
context.  Since Isa 29:10ff was used frequently by the early church, “especially 
for attacking legalistic religion,”139 there are good reasons for not considering 
the Isaiah Reply as going back to the historical Jesus. 

In the korban section, the new introductory formula in v 9 suggests that ei-
ther the Isaiah Reply or the Korban Reply are not original in the context.140  
While Westerholm opts for the Korban Reply as representing the actual answer 
of Jesus to the hand-washing dispute, I think the easier solution is to regard it as 
possibly going back to the historical Jesus, but not belonging to the context of 
hand-washing.141  Mark uses the tradition, however, as an example of typical 
Pharisaic hypocrisy. 

                                                 
135 Berger 1972, 464; against Sariola 1990, 49. 
136 Kieffer 1995, 679. 
137 Cf. the Sabbath controversies in Mk 2:23–3:6. 
138 Hooker 1991, 174. 
139 Westerholm 1978, 76.  Westerholm notes Rom 9:20; 11:8; 1Cor 1:19; Col 2:22. 
140 Westerholm 1978, 75. 
141 Westerholm 1978, 80.  The korban unit has been much discussed in the context of oaths.  Cf. 
Sanders 1990, 51–57; Westerholm 1978, 76–78, cf. 104–113.  Oaths were in principle binding, 
and biblical law was strict (Num 30:3; Deut 23:21).  Sanders notes the strict position of Philo 
(Hypothetica 7:3–5).  There is a rabbinic discussion, explicitly dealing with the problem of 
vows which affect one’s parents (mNed 5:6; 9:1).  The problem was apparently known, and 
provisions were made for releasing a person from a vow in certain circumstances, although 
opinions among rabbinic authorities varied.  In mNed 9:1, “the sages” forbid the release of vows 
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The Jesus logion in 7:15142 is a mashal-like response, similar to those in Mk 
2:1–3:6, and is often regarded as the original answer, belonging to the conflict 
story about hand-washing.143  Most exegetes consider this saying to originate 
with the historical Jesus,144 and Booth attempts to reconstruct its earliest 
form.145  Doubts have been raised concerning its authenticity, especially by 
Heikki Räisänen, who does not regard the purity logion as original with Jesus, 
mainly due to its lack of wirkungsgeschichte.  Subsequent conflicts in the early 
church (during the period between Jesus and Mark) are considered incompre-
hensible if Jesus had expressed himself as clearly as in Mk 7:15.  The saying 
could possibly have had its origin in a Q saying about the inside and the outside, 
similar to Mt 23:25, which was radicalized in the church at a late stage, when 
Christians were looking for justification for the path already taken, in relation-
ship to gentiles.146  The lack of wirkungsgeschichte is embarrassing, and refer-
ences to Rom 14:14 are not conclusive.147  The most convincing explanations, 
however, place the saying in a context not of clean and unclean foods (in the 
sense of Lev 11:1–23), but of ritual hand-washing, and interpret it in a relative 
sense.  The Markan interpretation (Mk 7:19c) of the purity logion might not 
have occurred at an earlier stage, before it was combined with other material, as 
in Mark’s redaction.148  This suggestion is even more credible if the saying was 
understood in a relative sense, or even had a more relative original form.  This 
is the approach of several scholars.149   

                                                                                                                                  
interfering with the command to honour parents, while later in the passage “the sages” agree to 
R. Eliezer’s opinion that it should be possible.  Westerholm’s interpretation is plausible: earlier 
Pharisaic teachers did not free people from vows, but in the time of Eliezer (early Yavnean 
period) the matter was being discussed (1978, 77–78;  Westerholm refers to Neusner 1973b, 2: 
110, 311 for support).  Cf. Hübner’s comment (1986 [1973], 150f.) that release of vows proba-
bly was not permitted at the time of Jesus—why should we otherwise have a tradition suggesting 
legal fiction instead of release in mNed 5:6?  Jesus could thus be seen as putting his finger on a 
conflict between two laws, which was real and later given a rabbinic solution.  (Jesus’ solution, 
however, seems to point in a different direction.)  Sanders’ claim, that the discussion in Mk 7:9–
13 fits into a picture of Jesus as opposing only Pharisaic interpretation of the law, is question-
able.  The opposition of human traditions with divine law suits later church polemics better. 
142 R¸GyQ� xVWLQ� {[ZTHQ� WR¿� �QTUÇSRX� HcVSRUHX±PHQRQ� HcM� D¸W´Q� µ� G¹QDWDL� NRLQÍQWDL�
D¸W±Q�� �OO�� W�� xN� WR¿� �QTUÇSRX� xNSRUHX±PHQ�� xVWLQ� W�� NRLQR¿QWD� W´Q� �QTUZSRQ.  
“There is nothing outside of man, going into him, which can defile him, but that from man going 
out of him is that which defiles man.” 
143 Loader 1997, 75.  Against Bultmann (1972 [1921], 17f), who considers v 15 to be an authen-
tic tradition to which other material was attached. 
144 Kieffer 1995, 683; Booth 1986, 112ff. 
145 Booth 1986, 68–71, 74. 
146 Räisänen 1986, 209ff, 218, 219ff.  For a thorough discussion of the (lack of) wirkungs-
geschichte, see Svartvik 2000, 109–204. 
147 Booth 1986, 100; Svartvik 2000, 115f. 
148 This suggestion is supported by the need for quotations from Scripture for the argument. 
149 Loader 1997, 76; Westerholm 1978, 83; Booth 1986, 69ff.  Hooker (1991, 179) also sug-
gests a relative interpretation of the korban passage: “the question is therefore not one of Law 
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A relative interpretation finds support in Semitic idiom.  The R¸�…��OO� 
construction could be seen as reflecting a Semitic dialectic negation, meaning 
“not so much as,” or “rather.”150  Furthermore, the context favours such a read-
ing.151  A  possible rendering would be: “A man is not so much defiled by that 
which enters him from outside as he is by that which comes from within.”152  A 
relative reading is denied by Räisänen, who thinks that 

“it would be methodologically plausible to give precedence to an interpretation which 
takes the wording of the saying literally, if it is able to combine an anti-Torah orienta-
tion with other data, in particular with the absence of influence upon subsequent devel-
opments.”153 

While he admits that the saying might have been slightly changed from an 
original form more like that of Mt 15:11, he finds that this makes no difference 
in meaning and content.154  I share the surprise of James Dunn at such a ver-
dict.155  The difference could be exactly that of a relative meaning.  Dunn makes 
an interesting comparison between versions of the purity logion in Mark, Mat-
thew and Thomas, suggesting that the latter versions (Mt 15:11 and Gos.Thom. 
14) are dependent on a Q tradition, similar to the alternative Markan version in 
Mk 7:18b and 20b,156  which contains more semitic traits than Mk 7:15.157  
Dunn thinks that Jesus’ saying is most closely reflected in Mt 15:11, but then 
elaborated on (probably in a Hellenistic-Jewish Christian context158), and “7.15 
is an interpretative rendering of that earlier saying which embodies the more 
radical interpretation found also separately in 7.19c.”159  While this is tempting, 
Matthew’s focus on the “mouth” (cf. vv. 17–18) reveals his version to be sec-

                                                                                                                                  
versus tradition at all, but rather of the relative weight to be given to different parts of the 
Law…” (177). 
150 Westerholm 1978, 83f; Booth 1986, 69f. 
151 Booth 1986, 69–70. 
152 Westerholm 1978, 83. 
153 Räisänen 1986, 226. 
154 Räisänen 1986, 224. 
155 Dunn 1990, 41. 
156 Dunn 1990, 44.  R¸� W´� HcVHUF±PHQRQ� HcM� W´� VW±PD� NRLQRj� W´Q� �QTUZSRQ�� �OO�� W´�
xNSRUHX±PHQRQ�xN�WR¿�VW±PDWRM�WR¿WR�NRLQRj�W´Q��QTUZSRQ�(Mt 15:11); F<JD89MA�>8H�
<(EKD�(#D�J<J#DJ8FHE�&D8*M(#C�J?KJ#D�8D�8BB8�F<J#DD?K�<9EB�(#D�J<J#DJ8FHE�
#DJE&� F<JD8*8(#C� J?KJ#D� (Gos.Thom. 14); S�Q� W´� {[ZTHQ� HcVSRUHX±PHQRQ� HcM� W´Q�
�QTUZSRQ� R¸� G¹QDWDL� D¸W´Q� NRLQÍVDL� ���� W´� xN� WR¿� �QTUÇSRX� HNSRUHX±PHQRQ�� xNHjQR�
NRLQRj�W´Q��QTUZSRQ�(Mk 7:18b, 20b). 
157 Dunn points out that both Paschen (1970, 173ff) and Hübner (1986 [1973], 165ff) argue for 
vv 18b and 20b preserving elements closer to an underlying Aramaic saying, than does v 15 
(Dunn 1990, 55, n.21). 
158 Booth 1986, 89f. 
159 Dunn 1990, 51.  Although Räisänen (1986, 238–239) suggests that the saying was created in 
an emancipated Jewish Christian group engaged in a Gentile mission, he also considers the 
possibility of a remoulding of some version of Mt 23:25f. 
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ondary.160  No recourse to Matthew is necessary, however, for a hypothesis of a 
dialectical negation underlying the Markan text. An original saying with a rela-
tive meaning would explain both a pre-Markan association with the hand-
washing tradition and Mark’s redactional use of it for other purposes. 
 

Hand-washing and eating at the time of Jesus 

As we have seen above, there are good reasons for regarding Jesus’ saying in 
Mk 7:15 as having an historical basis.  Although originally it might not neces-
sarily have been attached to any of the traditions in Mk 7, it certainly did not 
refer to the food laws (Lev 11).  Looking for a context, hand-washing, or trans-
mission of impurity in general, is a likely candidate.  The discussion about clean 
and unclean food in the early church was mainly another issue (i.e. pork, as well 
as sacrificial meat), and I will not pursue the discussion about subsequent Chris-
tian interpretation any further.  Since my chief interest in this study concerns 
Jesus’ attitude to bodily transmittable impurities, I find the saying in 7:15 im-
portant for other reasons.  If taken as responding to the issue of hand-washing 
and interpreted in a relative sense, it implies a seemingly indifferent attitude of 
Jesus towards bodily impurity.  Such an interpretation is dependent, however, 
on hand-washing being a halakhic custom, practised at least to some extent at 
the time of Jesus. 

The Mishnah tractate Yadayim discusses hand-washing in detail and at 
length.  The custom of washing hands before meals is taken for granted, and in 
the context it is clear that the issue is purity of food.161  A preoccupation with 
hands is similarly revealed in mBer 8:2–3, where the presupposition is that de-
filement of food during meals should be avoided.162  Most scholars during the 
nineteenth century took for granted that this was the state of halakhah during 
the time of Jesus, although the Mishnah was not finally redacted until ca. 200 
CE. 

The standard view had already been questioned by Adolf Büchler in 1906, in 
his work on the Galilean am ha-arets.  Büchler claimed that hand-washing was 
practised by Hillel and Shammai in connection with qodoshim (sacrificial food) 
only.  While he admits that purity was observed for eating hullin (ordinary food) 
already in temple times, Büchler suggests that this was practised by a few indi-
viduals as a voluntary act of piety only, not as a halakhic rule, and mainly by 
Shammaites, who were the originators of the halakhah, which was accepted in 
Yavneh by the school of Gamaliel, around 100 CE.  Most rabbinic references to 

                                                 
160 On this point I am taking a different stance today than in the 2002 edition.  
161 I.e. purity of priestly food (heave-offering or terumah�[:?8I�DF�]), and ordinary, unconse-
crated food (hullin [+K>�;I�J]).  The mishnaic discussions have nothing to do with the question of 
clean and unclean animals, mentioned above.  The idea of eating pork was totally excluded, and 
would not turn up as a matter for discussion.  mYad 1:1–2; 3:1–2; cf. mZab 5:12.   
162 This is clear from the explanation in the Tosefta (tBer 6(5):2–3).  Alon 1977, 210. 
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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.” 
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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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fined by R. Meir as one who does not eat hullin in a state of purity (tAZ 3 
(4):10).182 But the reader can easily see the missing link: in what way, if at all, 
do impure hands contaminate ordinary food (hullin), and at what time did such 
a view arise?  There is a baraitha in bShabb 14b, claiming that Shammai and 
Hillel decreed impurity for hands.  There is a saying in mPar 11:4–5 which 
seems to state that a person who has immersed himself or herself does not ren-
der hullin unclean.  There is, however, no mention of hands in that context.  I 
agree with Sanders, that although the authors of the Mishnah evidently took 
hand-washing seriously, and although some apparently practised it in Jesus’ 
day, we do not know the chain of tradition from those who began observing the 
practice to the Mishnah.183  But I do not agree with him that this proves that 
“failure to wash hands before eating would not have been much of an issue,” 
and that neglecting it was “not serious in the least.”184 

Sanders’ reconstruction is that many people in Jesus’ time thought that 
priests should wash hands before eating terumah.  Some people undertook to be 
trustworthy handlers of priests’ food and also washed their hands before han-
dling terumah.  A small number of haberim probably adopted the practice of 
eating hullin in a state of purity, i.e. they washed their hands before eating.  This 
was eventually made into normative practice by the Rabbis, but before 70 CE 
the common people did not accept it.185  The main reason for this should have 
been, according to Sanders, practical.  Accepting priestly purity laws for ordi-
nary food would mean that certain impure people had to starve.186  This is ap-
parently exaggerated.  It would only mean that people suffering from impurities 
which could not be dealt with in a miqveh at once (yoledot, niddot, zabim), 
could not eat their food in purity during this period.  But Sanders finds it hard to 

                                                 
182 Cf. Harrington 1993, 273ff. 
183 Sanders 1990, 185. 
184 Sanders 1990, 40, 90.  Sanders’ argument aims at proving that the Pharisees, or even the 
haberim, would not have regarded Jesus as a sinner, even if he did not follow their rules, since 
they did not regard such rules as binding on others (1985, 185ff).  Unfortunately there are miss-
ing links in Sanders’ argument just as there are in the mishnaic evidence.  Sanders’ argument 
runs as follows: 1) Tiberias was built on a graveyard and its people were constantly impure. 2) 
Jesus did not go there and tell them that “they were fine just as they were.” 3) Hand-washing 
was a minor matter to most Jews.  Hence Jesus could not have had any serious dispute with his 
contemporaries over laws of purity (1990, 40f).  
185 Sanders 1985, 185f.  Sanders’ explanation for people not accepting such a practice is that 
“had they done so they would have met one of the requirements of the h �aberim.  But their fail-
ure to be h �aberim in this way, as in others, did not make them sinners” (1985, 186).  And fur-
ther: “While the h �aberim undertook to observe special purity rules, there is no evidence that 
they thought that those who did not do so were sinners, and there should certainly be no reason 
to single out Jesus’ disciples for criticism.  Jesus and his disciples were obviously not h �aberim, 
but that put them in the vast majority” (1985, 265f).  It should be possible to argue that Jesus or 
ordinary people were not regarded as sinners, however, without underestimating the increase in 
purity aspirations among people in general. 
186 Sanders 1990, 149ff, 174ff. 
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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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mostly from the first century CE, supports the view that purity was a concern of 
more than a few.  More than three hundred such stepped pools have been found 
in many places, such as Jericho, Sepphoris, Gamla, Matsada, and Qumran.  The 
largest number of pools was found in Jerusalem, and several were situated near 
the entrance to the temple.202  None of these pools are drained.  Some of them 
are single, with no source of running water.  These are most common in the 
Upper City, in Sepphoris, and in some of Herod’s palaces.  Others are con-
nected to an upper, unstepped storage pool (otsar), from which additional rain 
water could be supplied during the dry season, without “drawn water” being 
added.203  Such “twin” pools have been found in almost all places, except in 
Qumran, and they fit with the rabbinic requirements for valid immersion pools, 
which are described and presupposed in the Mishnah tractate Miqvaot.204  Rea-
sonable conclusions from these findings are that immersion was a wide-spread 
custom; it was practised before entering the temple, but also, at least by parts of 
the population, in circumstances apart from the temple, and in locations far 
from it; some people, perhaps the majority of the rich priestly aristocracy, as 
Sanders has suggested,205 did not follow the practice attested by later mishnaic 
regulations which prohibited adding “drawn water” to a miqveh, while another 
part of the population did.  This means that at least the basic outline of the rab-
binic rules for immersion existed in Jesus’ time, and it is not very far-fetched to 
interpret the storage pool as “Pharisaic,” while Sadducees and Essenes seem to 
have accepted single miqvaot.206 

The fairly wide-spread use of miqvaot made an expansionist view of impu-
rity possible to implement.  In biblical legislation, immersion was required for 
major impurities, and it was coupled with waiting for sunset.207  As sources of 

                                                 
202 Mazar 1975, 146f; Avigad 1984 [1980], 139–143, 160; Reich 1993; Sanders 1990, 214–227, 
355 n.28; 1992, 222–230.  Miqvaot had been found earlier, but were not identified as such until 
the 1963–1964 excavation season on Matsada.  Sanders 1990, 215f.  For a different evaluation, 
identifying fewer pools as ritual baths, see H. Eshel 1997; B.G. Wright 1997. 
203 For still water to be considered valid for purification, it must not, according to expansionist 
views, go below a certain quantity and it should be collected by natural means (cf. Harrington 
1993, 132–139); Sanders 1990, 214–226; Regev 2000, 236, n.38. 
204 Sanders 1990, 223ff.  Cf. photographs above, 42.  There are also pools provided by a con-
stant flow of spring water, especially in Jericho.  Maybe the “twin” pools in Jericho were built 
while the Pharisees were in favour with the Hasmoneans.  Single pools have been found in Jeri-
cho as well, and in one case a storage pool was filled with rubble and the channel blocked up, 
which could imply a change in practice (218, 219, 223); cf. Reich 1981; Netzer 1982. 
205 Sanders 1990, 218ff. 
206 An interesting feature of some public pools is the division of steps, or cutting of a second set 
of steps, which made it possible to descend impure and come out pure, without touching others 
on their way down.  Reich 1981, 52; 1984; Sanders 1990, 217f; 1992, 225.  See the discussion 
of Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 840, below, 256–260. 
207 Lev 11:24, 27, 28, 39, 40; 15:5–7, 18, 20, 27.  Details for different types of impurities and 
their purification are dealt with in the following chapter.  While immersion is not expressly 
stated, Milgrom and Harrington argue for the phrase 4D#�$:8�6�3��?$�K'�(“he will be impure until 
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impurity were defined, modes of transfer expanded, and chains of transmission 
further developed, the miqveh made frequent and regular immersions possible.  
In spite of this, an expansionist view would have made purity difficult to main-
tain within the bounds of normal social life.  This can be deduced from the ex-
pansionist legislation of the Temple Scroll.  Although some of it relates to an 
ideal Jerusalem, and therefore prescribes for example a three-day exclusion 
from the temple city after a seminal emission and sexual intercourse,208 and a 
seven-day exclusion for a zab,209  rules for the ordinary city seem to allow puri-
fying persons to remain at home and eat ordinary food.210  In case of severe 
seven-day impurities, one had to immerse on the first, third and seventh day.  
The first-day ablution might have served to remove a degree of impurity, which 
made it possible to remain within the city/settlement and eat food.211  But the 
Temple Scroll stresses, for light as well as severe impurities, that they last until 
the evening, i.e. at sunset. (11Q19 [11QT] 49–51).  And since immersion and 
sunset belong together, the purifying person could not eat pure food until after 
sunset.212  This meant that even contact with light impurities and normal sexual 
relations caused real inconveniences for expansionists, in spite of a system of 
purification by immersion.  The withdrawal of the Qumran sectarians testifies to 
this.  Within the community it was easier to avoid impurity, but outside the 
Qumran community, life should have become just as impracticable as Sanders 
believes it would have been for anyone being particular about purity. 

What made an expansionist view on purity possible within the bounds of 
normal society was, in addition to the miqveh, the concept of tebul yom.  This 
rabbinic interpretation of the relationship between immersion and sunset meant 
that by immersion the impurity of a person was lessened by one degree at once, 
even before sunset.213  The person purified by immersion, waiting for sunset 
was called a tebul yom.  This concept must be seen as an early one, in view of 
the probably polemical emphasis on sunset in the above-mentioned passages 
from the Temple Scroll, and especially in 4QMMT B15.214  It made it possible 

                                                                                                                                  
the evening”), as always implying immersion (Milgrom 1991, 667; Harrington 1993, 117ff).  
Harrington points to Lev 11:39–40 and 17:15, which both use the phrase in the same context, 
while only the latter text mentions immersion. 
208 J. Baumgarten 1980, 159.  11Q19 [11QT] 45:7–12. 
209 11Q19 [11QT] 45:15–18: probably for the purifying “leper” and the corpse-impure as well. 
210 Harrington 1993, 65. 
211 Cf. Milgrom 1990a, 512–18; Harrington 1993, 60, 76, 77.  Cf. Philo, who seems to presup-
pose a first-day immersion, Spec.Laws 3:206–207. 
212 This is made clear by halakhic texts such as 4QMMT B15 and 4Q514 1 1:3–10.  The latter 
text deals specifically with the “temporally impure” (lines 5 and 8: *K?K:�K�?), and mentions 
“whoever has not started to cleanse himself” (line 4: DI:>�>J:��>�D��[��K�]). 
213 For a discussion of degrees, see below, 78–81.  Texts referring to immersion, but not men-
tioning sunset, could be used for justifying the concept of tebul yom.  Lev 14:8; 15:13; 16:28. 
214 4QMMT is a letter singling out points of dissent between the addressees and the originating 
group.  The position that the priest conducting the red cow rite must be pure by sunset, and not 
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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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presuppositions.222  Purification in general and immersion in particular cannot, 
however, be discussed without turning to the question of removes or degrees of 
impurity.  What does the rabbinic system of degrees of impurity look like, and 
did it exist at least in principle before the fall of the Second Temple?  What was 
the status of a tebul yom in the time of Jesus? 

 

Degrees of impurity and contamination chains 

Several scholars have developed charts for illustrating chains of contamination 
and degrees of impurity within different systems: the biblical, the sectarian at 
Qumran, and the rabbinic.223  All such charts are constructions, based on textual 
evidence of different kinds, and sometimes in part on conjecture, but for many 
purposes helpful.  The simplified charts in Chapter I (Figs. 1 and 2) describe 
how contamination was conceived of in the biblical and rabbinic systems re-
spectively.  All major sources of impurity share the same basic condition as 
corpse-contaminated persons and objects, thus being subject to a seven-day pe-
riod of purification.  They contaminate other persons and objects with a lighter, 
one-day impurity (except in the case of intercourse, which transfers a seven-day 
impurity), basically through touch, but in certain cases through overhang or 
pressure (midras).  In the case of someone with a bodily discharge (zab, zabah, 
niddah, yoledet) exercising pressure (on objects used for lying, sitting or lean-
ing), impurity can be transferred to persons and objects at a further remove.224 

In the rabbinic tradition, the biblical customs were systematized, defined, de-
veloped and ordered, but mishnaic discussions have different points of depar-
ture for their chains of impurity: a system is at times outlined with a view to 
sequences of contact, based on the contaminating power of that which imparts 
impurity; at other times it is outlined with a view to various levels of sanctifica-
tion, based on the capacity to receive contamination, i.e. susceptibility.  This 
results in a certain opacity in many rabbinic passages, as is evident from the 
detailed and complicated discussions in mToh 2.225 

                                                 
222 This is questioned by Grabbe 1997, 91ff, but his arguments are too weak even to convince 
himself fully (93). Cf. Schiffman 1994. 
223 David P. Wright 1987; Milgrom 1991; Harrington 1993. 
224 I.e. the chair of a zabah is impure for seven days and transmits a one-day impurity to other 
persons or objects. 
225 Neusner 1974–1977, 22: 160ff.  Booth discusses the rabbinic distinction between impure 
(�?) and unfit (>IEB), explaining that an item is rendered impure if defiled by a subject pos-
sessing an impurity of at least two degrees higher than the lowest possible degree of the recipi-
ent, but only becomes unfit or invalid when defiled by a subject only one degree higher, in 
which case it cannot transmit impurity (Booth 1986, 128f).  This is confusing, however, since it 
might be misunderstood to mean that a person unclean in the first remove (degree) could not 
defile ordinary food, but only terumah or qodoshim.  The word “unfit” is used, however, for 
different types of food (hullin, terumah, qodoshim) at their lowest possible degree of suscepti-
bility, i.e. terumah cannot be contaminated at a fourth remove; contamination stops at the third, 
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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). 
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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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and Num 19.  Such impurities are based directly on biblical legislation, which 
gives us a richer material and a longer background history for discussing their 
application during the first century CE, as compared with the very limited and 
extra-biblical case of hand-washing halakhah.  A reliable assessment of Jesus’ 
attitude to impurity should not be based on the narrow foundation of one spe-
cific and somewhat uncertain halakhah, but on a total picture of how he related 
to the major and basic forms of ritual impurity. 

Hence I will take as my point of departure certain Markan non-conflict tradi-
tions, containing implicit purity problems which are not explicitly spelled out or 
exploited by the gospel writer (Mk 1:40–45; 5:25–34; 5:21–24, 35–43).  These 
have evidently been subjected to redaction too, but they describe situations 
which contain what would have been purity issues in Jesus’ Palestinian context, 
while not seeming to have been issues in the Markan church.   

The traditions chosen illustrate the three main sources of impurity in Judaism 
at the time: the corpse, skin disease,1 and bodily discharges.2  In the following 
discussion I will examine these three concepts of impurity individually, looking 
at the relevant biblical legislation and asking how rules were interpreted and 
applied during the first century CE.  Beginning with a particular non-conflict 
tradition, and supplementing it with other relevant gospel traditions, I seek to 
determine Jesus’ attitude, and discuss how it fits into a first-century context. 

This approach, however, is not without problems.  The implicit character of 
the material can be explained in different ways.  Sariola mentions two possibili-
ties: Mark might not, as a Gentile Christian, have been aware of the implicit 
purity problems in his traditions.  Conflicts about the Jewish law might have 
come to an end in Mark’s context.  Taken together, these suggestions could ex-
plain the apparent lack of awareness of purity problems both in traditional and 
redactional materials.3  Westerholm points out that although this “makes it un-
likely that the facts have been purposefully altered to suit some theological 
point … the … disinterest prompts the question if the tradition can be relied 
upon to report the matters regarding purity with the precision necessary if sound 
conclusions are to be drawn.”4  A redaction-critical discussion is thus required, 
although I do not aim at full redaction-critical analyses of the texts involved.  
The analyses should be sufficient, however, for discussing the purity issues in-
volved. 

                                                 
1 Usually called “leprosy” from the Greek OySUD, used by the LXX to translate the Hebrew 
F�3D358, which denotes a number of rashes and skin diseases.  Cf. below, 98f. 
2 All types of impurity are probably derived from these three categories.  “[T]he entire complex 
of the priestly impurity rules is only a symbolic system. … There are only three sources of ac-
tual impurity: the dead, genital fluxes, and a few skin diseases (V>D�UD�DW).”  (Milgrom 1994, 557). 
3 Sariola 1990, 241f.  To conclude, however, as does Maccoby, that the absence of any mention 
of impurity or purification in a text would mean that such aspects are only imported by unaware 
exegetes, betrays too simplistic a view of textual traditions (Maccoby 1999, 162). 
4 Westerholm 1978, 68. 
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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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the Hellenistic traits.  Many miracle stories in Mark contain a mixture of tradi-
tional Jewish imagery and elements from a more Hellenistic world-view.19 

An important reason for judging these stories as Hellenistic has been the in-
terpretation, common since the emergence of the History of Religions School, 
of Jesus as a Hellenistic “divine man” (THjRM��Q�U).  This line of interpretation 
has been increasingly criticized during recent years.  While the designation is 
true and convenient as a general characterization, no such title is used system-
atically, or applied to miracle-workers in general, throughout contemporary 
writings.  There is also no such reflection about the personality of Jesus, or 
apologetic discussion in the Synoptic Gospels, as in the case of Apollonius of 
Tyana, who would otherwise provide the closest parallel.20  Is it really plausible 
to argue that Mark has domesticated Hellenistic miracle-stories with an original 
THjRM� �Q�U character?  The argument could be turned the other way.  Mark 
could be seen as having used Palestinian traditions, sometimes even adding a 
THjRM��Q�U touch to them.21  Many traits attributed to Jesus and other features 
of the miracle stories have precedents in the Hebrew Bible or in intertestamental 
literature.22 

There is thus no intrinsic need to deny the miracle traditions used by Mark a 
possible Palestinian provenance.  Blackburn remarks that “one can hardly say 
with confidence that a given theme or motif originated in a more hellenized, 
Greek-speeking milieu.”23  It should, however, be pointed out that a Palestinian 
origin is not of itself a guarantee for the historical value of a tradition.  Tradi-
tions are generally bearers of a theology, a certain image of Jesus, and the 
provenance or antiquity of a tradition is not equal to its historical value.24  Leg-
ends sometimes evolve rapidly, even within the lifetime of a hero.25 

Since almost any text could be seen as carrying an ideology, having parallels 
in contemporary literature and having a structure or form which is recognizable, 
there is no simple way of determining historical value.  According to Theissen, 
primitive Christian miracle stories have an historical intention, but reproduce 
historical events in an intensified form.26  I would argue that they cannot be 
disqualified for providing any historical clue just because they reflect an ideo-
logical bias or an ancient world-view; this would disqualify almost any text.  
Parallels usually cannot be adduced to posit genetical relationships.  In the first 

                                                 
19 Broadhead 1992b, 190. 
20 Tagawa 1966, 47; Légasse 1977, 116. 
21 Cf. Broadhead 1992b, 190. 
22 E.g. the Elijah and Elisha legends, and 1QapGen 20.  Cf. below, 105f, 172–174. 
23 Blackburn 1991, 229.  Blackburn argues that the narration of Jesus’ miracles has an appropri-
ate Sitz im Leben in the early Palestinian church, independent of the Gentile mission and a de-
veloping THjRM��Q�U christology (240ff). 
24 Légasse 1977, 118; Blackburn 1991, 264. 
25 Examples provided by Hengel 1985, 11; Légasse 1977, 118, n.39. 
26 Theissen 1983 [1972], 276f. 
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place, much of Palestine was hellenized at the time of Jesus, and pagan cults 
were situated near and even within Palestine.27  Furthermore, many of the basic 
miracle themes and motifs which are often considered “Hellenistic” can actually 
be found in different cultures and at different periods of time, far removed from 
the Hellenistic world of the first century.28  Finally, arguments based on the 
form or structure of miracle stories are precarious.  The three-part structure 
mentioned above (problem, miraculous act, demonstration/acclamation), which 
has been regarded as a particularly Hellenistic phenomenon, can hardly be 
avoided in a story about a miracle.  Says Blackburn: 

the threefold pattern which characterizes and constitutes miracle stories is hardly an arbi-
trary pattern which one culture would have to learn from another, but is the logical and 
natural result when one narrates, in what might be described as a logico-chronological 
manner and in some detail, a miracle performed by one who has saved someone or some-
thing from disaster or at least some type of distress.  This of course means that the dis-
covery of ‘the miracle story form’ in the Gospels and in the wider pagan environment 
says nothing, in and of itself, about the dependence of one tradition upon another.29 

If Blackburn’s critique could be seen as lacking certain nuances,30 based like 
most analyses of miracle stories upon initial form-critical categories, we find 
that a structuralist approach, such as that of Werner Kahl, while more “refined,” 
could provide us with similar arguments.  Employing a narrative schema (Grei-
mas/Boers) with four phases—lack, preparedness, performance, and sanction 
(which is shared by non-miracle narratives as well)—he finds real differences 
between Jewish, pagan and Christian healing miracle stories in the performance 
text, but not with respect to their morphology.31  Thus he states in his conclu-
sion that the “structure of a miracle story is a trans-cultural and ‘universally’ 
uniform phenomenon,” while their retelling in different contexts usually in-
volves a refocalizing process.32 

A final argument against the view that the form of miracle stories excludes 
them as possible bearers of historical data, could be added.  As healers were 
quite common in the ancient world, and miracle stories told and transmitted, 
there is bound to be some correspondence between descriptions and actual be-

                                                 
27 Hengel 1974 [1968], 285f, 298; Blackburn 1991, 231, referring to McCasland 1939 and Du-
prez 1970, 63–79.  Cf. Jacobs 2000. 
28 Blackburn (1991, 231f.) provides examples from The Deeds of God in R �ddipur (Feldhaus 
1984), a thirteenth-century document from the Maha �nubha�va sect of western India.  These deeds 
include healings of the lame and dumb, raisings of the dead, epiphanies, supernatural knowledge 
and various nature miracles. 
29 Blackburn 1991, 239f.  Cf. his example from western India of the raising of a dead boy, which 
has a structure similar to that of several gospel stories (240, n.35). 
30 Cf. W. Kahl 1994, 229. 
31 W. Kahl 1994, 44ff, 216ff.  Another author attempting a structural analysis of miracle stories 
is Funk 1978.  But note Kahl’s criticism of Funk for not going beyond a “formal” approach (W. 
Kahl 1994, 32ff.). 
32 W. Kahl 1994, 233f. 
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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. 



Jesus and Purity Halakhah 96 

handle Markan material, as well as from general Markan tendences which can 
be observed throughout the gospel.  This means that simple bridges and details 
belonging to the frame of a story generally should be possible to define with 
more certainty than the rest. 

Gerd Theissen thus concludes that Mark probably handled his traditions in a 
way similar to that of Matthew and Luke, i.e. repeating motifs which heighten 
dramatic tension, as in 1:40ff, where the leper is spoken to sternly twice (41, 
43), or in 5:21ff, where the public is excluded twice (37, 40).  The encapsula-
tion of one story within another, which is frequent in Mark, should also be re-
garded as a secondary development.  In the case of 5:21–43, this is supported by 
arguments from grammar; the story about Jairus’ daughter is told mainly in the 
present tense, while the story about the woman with a blood flow is dominated 
by past tenses.  Theissen even notes that the four places where past tenses are 
used in the story about Jairus’ daughter (21, 24, 37, 42f) are located at the be-
ginning and end, and where the two stories join, i.e. where redactional influ-
ences are probable.35 

Names of persons and places are usually regarded as belonging to the frame 
too, but constitute more of a problem.  Bultmann noted how a novelistic interest 
grew with time.  Lazarus, in the Johannine tradition, has a name, while in Luke 
the son of the widow in Nain is anonymous.  The woman with a blood flow was 
later given the name Bernice/Veronica,36 but the process can be observed al-
ready within the synoptic tradition, where the synagogue leader is named Jai-
rus.37  Similarly, Bultmann observed how indications of time and place are 
absent or scanty in most miracle stories, and thus should be seen as foreign to 
them.38 

Theissen, however, does not agree with Bultmann about place-names. In dis-
cussing Mark 7:24f, 31f, and 8:22f, he  concludes that no compelling ground for 
deleting place-names from tradition can be found, since they cannot be ex-
plained as the results of a coherent process of editing.  These and other stories 
could not have begun with the phrase following the introductory link/bridge, in 
which a place is mentioned.  Theissen admits that his suggestion is speculative, 
but as likely as others:39 

Mark seems to have been responsible for the form of the introductions, but to explain 
them as totally his creations is impossible.  On the other hand, there does not have to be a 
sharp distinction between tradition and redaction.  The miracle stories may have been in-
troduced in the oral tradition by a ‘title’ which included the name of Jesus and (now and 
again) a reference to a place, something like WR¿WR� xSRdKVHQ� ¯� 
,KVR¿M� xQ� .DIDU�
QDR¹P.  This traditional ‘oral framework’ would then have been integrated by Mark into 

                                                 
35 Theissen 1983 [1972], 180ff. 
36 Gospel of Nicodemus (Acts of Pilate) 7.  Schneemelcher 1991, 1:511. 
37 Bultmann 1972 [1921], 241. 
38 Bultmann 1972 [1921], 242. 
39 Theissen 1983 [1972], 126ff. 
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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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tions, it can still be traced, through these very traditions, as their historical 
background.45   

In the context of the present discussion, this means that it should be possible 
to trace the attitude of the historical Jesus through a number of non-conflict 
miracle stories, which do not primarily address the question of purity, but in 
their present form are adapted to transmit another type of message.  Descrip-
tions of Jesus associating with people usually considered unclean, touching and 
being touched, voluntarily entering the same room as a corpse, even touching it, 
are not without historical value just because they are used for reinforcing the 
picture of Jesus as a great miracle worker. 

 
 

IV.2 Skin disease / “leprosy” 

 

“Lepers” in gospel traditions 

One of the main sources of impurity in Second Temple Judaism was, in the He-
brew Bible, called F�3D358.46  The word was translated by the LXX as OySUD, 
which became the term used by NT writers.  The English translation “leprosy” 
is misleading, since it is our term for Hansen’s disease, which does not suit 
many of the symptoms of F�3D358 described in Lev 13.  F�3D358 rather denotes a 
number of skin rashes, not necessarily contagious.  The term OySUD is similarly 
used by Greek medical writers, as a generic term for scaly skin diseases.47��
Hansen’s disease, however, seems to have been unknown in the Mediterranean 
area before the Hellenistic period, and was then described by the terms xOyIDM 
or xOHIDQWdDVLM.48  This designation appeared, however, after the first Greek 
translations of the Hebrew Bible were made, and thus it is virtually impossible 

                                                 
45 Theissen 1983 [1972], 282f. 
46 The word �93@7 is sometimes used referring to F�3D358 (61 times in Lev 13–14), usually in com-
bination with F�3D358, i.e. F�3D358 �93@7, but at times separately as well (Lev 13:22).  In other 
places, �93@7 is usually understood as having a broader reference, in view of the original meaning 
“blow,” “affliction.”  F�3D358 could be regarded as a specific designation of the general term �93@7.  
While there is no reason to regard these two words as denoting two separate diseases in Leviti-
cus, the meaning is often ambiguous elsewhere.  This applies to the DSS as well.  A person 
afflicted by F�3D35$ is at times called �I3�D5$ (Lev 13:44) or �D$5A?� (2Kgs 5: 1, 27) in the Hebrew 
Bible.  In rabbinic literature �D$I�5?� becomes standard.  In Qumran literature the term �9I@? is 
often used. 
47 OySHLQ = to peel.  The idea of scaliness seems to be inherent in the Hebrew term F�3D358 too.  
Hulse 1975, 92f; Milgrom 1991, 774f.  This could include a number of diseases, especially 
psoriasis and favus (Hulse 1975, 96–100), and perhaps also ichtyosis (cf. Gånemo 2002, 14). 
48 Hulse 1975, 88; Wilkinson 1978, 158f; Browne 1989 [1985], 2.  The term xOHIDQWdDVLM 
refers to conditions in which the skin became thickened, probably including both Hansen’s dis-
ease and Bancroftian filariasis.  The earliest archaeological evidence (four leprous skulls from 
Dakhleh, Egypt) is dated to the 2nd century BCE (Browne 1989 [1985], 1). 
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to tell whether OySUD in the gospel traditions, following LXX usage, could in-
clude Hansen’s disease or not.49  For convenience, however, I frequently use 
“leprosy” and “leper” when discussing biblical material, although with quota-
tion marks. 

“Leprosy” is mentioned in the New Testament only in gospel traditions about 
Jesus.  The main tradition is Mk 1:40–45 (par. Mt 8:2–4; Lk 5:12–16), about a 
“leper” being healed by Jesus.  In addition, Luke includes a somewhat similar 
tradition about ten “lepers” near a village between Samaria and Galilee (Lk 
17:11–19).  There are differing opinions on whether this tradition is secondary 
or independent.  Except for these miracle-stories, “leprosy” is mentioned in four 
other gospel traditions.  In the Matthean variant of Jesus’ instructions to the 
disciples, they are charged: �VTHQR¿QWHM� THUDSH¹HWH�� QHNUR¼M� xJHdUHWH��
OHSUR¼M�NDTDUd]HWH��GDLP±QLD�xNE�OOHWH (10:8).  This could, however, eas-
ily be understood as a redactional summary of the types of miracles included in 
Jesus’ activity in the preceding narrative (ch. 8–9), which the disciples now are 
expected to continue.  Another mention is found in Lk 4:27, in which the Gen-
tile “leper” Naaman is contrasted to the many Israelite “lepers” who were not 
healed.  This could, especially in its context, be taken as a reflection of subse-
quent church polemics against unbelieving Jews, but the mention is interesting, 
since it belongs to a context which connects the miracles of Jesus with those of 
Elijah and Elisha.  This is a perspective to which we will return, discussing the 
daughter of Jairus.  Of more immediate interest is the Markan mentioning of 
Jesus’ meal at the house of Simon the Leper (14:3; par. Mt 26:6), and the Q 
tradition mentioning “lepers” among those whom Jesus includes in his answer 
to the doubting Baptizer: WXIORg� �QDEOySRXVLQ�� FZORg� SHULSDWR¿VLQ��
OHSURg� NDTDUd]RQWDL�� NDg� NZIRg� �NR¹RXVLQ�� QHNURg� xJHdURQWDL�� SWZFRg�
H¸DJJHOd]RQWDL (Lk 7:22; par. Mt 11:5).  The list reflects Isaianic expectations 
(cf. LXX Isa 29:18–19; 35:5–6); “lepers” are, however, nowhere mentioned in 
the texts from Isaiah, but added to the list.  We cannot dismiss this list as a de-
duction from prophetic expectations only, just because it is a conflation of, or a 
loose allusion to, several texts.  The mention of “lepers” is not necessitated by 
the Isaianic background, but rather seems to represent a fairly strong historical 
memory of “lepers” being included in the healing work and fellowship of Je-
sus.50  While it is impossible to decide whether Simon the Leper was so called 
because he was actually a �D8I,5?� or because he had previously been one, the 
epithet fits into a general picture of Jesus as having fellowship with “lepers.”  
                                                 
49 It likely did not.  Wilkinson actually claims that leprosy as we know it today (Hansen’s dis-
ease) cannot produce the necessary physical signs, the combination of which are necessary for 
the identification of F�3D358 according to Leviticus (1977, 167f).  It seems that OySUD was first 
used to designate Hansen’s disease in the 9th century CE (Hulse 1975, 89). 
50 Against Pesch 1970b, 36–44.  The fragment 4Q521 2 2, which similarly combines various 
Isaianic expectations and which might reflect current Messianic expectations, neither mentions 
“lepers.”  Cf. below, 168f, 247, 327. 
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Such a picture could also be supported by the Papyrus Egerton 2, 1r, which will 
be discussed later.  

 

The Markan non-conflict tradition 

The primary synoptic tradition relating to Jesus and “leprosy” is Mk 1:40–45 
(par. Mt 8:2-4/Lk 5:12-16): 

40 NDg�{UFHWDL�SU´M�D¸W´Q�OHSU´M�SDUDNDOÍQ�D¸W´Q�>NDg�JRQXSHWÍQ@���NDg�OyJZQ�
D¸WØ�²WL�x�Q�TyO9M�G¹QDVDd�PH�NDTDUdVDL��41 NDg�VSODJFQLVTHgM���xNWHdQDM�W�Q�
FHjUD�D¸WR¿��\DWR�NDg�OyJHL�D¸WØ��TyOZ��NDTDUdVTKWL��42 NDg�H¸T¼M��S OTHQ��S
�
D¸WR¿� �� OySUD�� NDg� xNDTDUdVTK�� 43 NDg� xPEULPKV�PHQRM� D¸WØ� H¸T¼M� x[yEDOHQ�
D¸W´Q�44 NDg�OyJHL�D¸WØ��²UD�PKGHQg�PKG|Q�HfS9M���OO��ºSDJH�VHDXW´Q�GHj[RQ�WØ�
bHUHj� NDg� SURVyQHJNH� SHUg� WR¿� NDTDULVPR¿� VRX� �� SURVyWD[HQ� 0ZÂV M�� HcM�
PDUW¹ULRQ�D¸WRjM��45 ¯�G|�x[HOTÊQ��U[DWR�NKU¹VVHLQ�SROO��NDg�GLDIKPd]HLQ�W´Q�
O±JRQ�� ÈVWH� PKNyWL� D¸W´Q� G¹QDVTDL� IDQHUÍM� HcM� S±OLQ� HcVHOTHjQ�� �OO
� {[Z� xS
�
xU�PRLM�W±SRLM�¢Q��NDg��UFRQWR�SU´M�D¸W´Q�S�QWRTHQ��

40 And a leper came to him, called out to him and knelt before him and said: “If you 
want, you can make me pure.”  41 And moved with compassion he stretched out his hand 
and touched him and said: “I want, be purified.”  42 And immediately the “leprosy” de-
parted from him and he was purified.  43 And rebuking him, he immediately sent him 
away 44 and said to him: “You must not say anything to anyone, but go away and show 
yourself to the priest and bring for your purification that which Moses commanded, as a 
witness to them.”  45 But he went out and began to proclaim much and spread the word, 
so that it was no longer possible for him to enter a town openly, but he stayed outside in 
waste areas.  And they came to him from everywhere. 

Working backwards, the last verse is usually taken as a Markan addition, and 
because of the silencing command, most of vv 43–44 has often been seen as 
Markan redaction too, while vv 40–42 are regarded as traditional.53  However, if 
the silencing command is not taken as intrinsic to a Markan messianic secret, it 
could just as well be seen as belonging to tradition.54  Theissen regards such 
commands as elements of style in ancient miracle stories.55 

There is a discrepancy between the command to silence and the man spread-
ing the rumour, which could suggest redaction of an earlier, shorter form of the 

                                                 
51 Codex Vaticanus (B) and Codex Bezae (D) do not include this phrase. 
52 D reads RUJLVTHLM.  This reading could be original for several reasons, one being the criterion 
of lectio difficilior.  It is understandable if °UJLVTHdM was changed to VSODJFQLVTHdM, but not 
vice versa.  Note that both Matthew and Luke have omitted the participle altogether, although 
both use VSODJFQd]HVTDL for Jesus elsewhere.  The matter is, however, complicated by a pos-
sible confusion of the Aramaic *JDF� (he was moved with compassion), with *�DF� (he was 
angry).  Cf. Cave 1978–1979, 246; Wojciechowski 1989, 114f. 
53 Bultmann 1972 [1921], 212; Gnilka 1978, 90.  Gnilka argues that since the command to be 
silent is connected to the sending away, v 43 ought to be redactional if v 44 is.  Weiss, followed 
by Lohmeyer and Grundmann, considered the story a fusion of two parallel traditions with dif-
ferent endings (v 44b / vv 43–44a and 45).  Cf. Boismard 1981, 283. 
54 Schweizer 1971 [1967], 57; Räisänen 1990, 148. 
55 Theissen 1983 [1972], 140ff. 
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story.  The discrepancy seems, however, to be intended by Mark, and fits his 
general tendency of emphasizing how people spread the rumour about Jesus in 
spite of his prohibitions.56  Attempts to explain the ¯�Gy in v 45 as originally 
referring not to the “leper” but to Jesus,57 must be considered unconvincing.  In 
any case v 45 has no bearing on the question of Jesus’ attitude to impurity. 

It is otherwise with vv 43–44, which could be of importance for assessing Je-
sus’ attitude to the law in general.  It is a moot question whether HcM�PDUW¹ULRQ�
D¸WRjM�should be interpreted as a dative of advantage or disadvantage.  Is the 
sacrifice of the “leper” seen as a positive witness for (gesture of evangelism, 
testimony to the healing, apologetic for Jesus’ positive attitude to the law?), or 
as a negative witness against (condemnation of cultic practices, warning against 
judgement?) “them” (the priests/leaders/Jews)?58  The answer ultimately de-
pends on the overall interpretation of Mark’s narrative and theology.  Some 
think that Mark deliberately placed this story at the beginning of the gospel, 
before the conflict section in 2:1ff, to protect Jesus from the suspicion of push-
ing the law aside.59  Others suggest that while the original story may have em-
phasized that Jesus did not want to question tradition and Torah, this could 
hardly have been in Mark’s interest.60  Mark does not otherwise particularly 
emphasize Jesus’ concern for cultic piety.  And a redactor, who elsewhere takes 
pains to justify Christian negligence of cultic practices, would hardly attribute to 
Jesus an instruction to follow a ritual precept.61  It is more reasonable to view 
the injunction to be inspected by the priest and bring a sacrifice for cleansing, as 
part of tradition.62  But what conclusions can be drawn from this?  Jesus is seen 
as encouraging obedience to a prescribed purification ritual.  This was necessary 
in order for the “leper” to be reintegrated in society.  Such an injunction would 
be natural in a first-century Palestinian context.  There are no necessary conno-
tations.  It is possible that the command has no place in a conscious literary 
strategy of Mark.  It may be just one of those Jewish reminiscences which Mark 
has taken over from tradition fairly untouched, and thus has to explain to his 

                                                 
56 Mk 5:43; 7:36.  For a thorough discussion of different interpretations of the “Messianic Se-
cret” in Mark, see Räisänen 1990. 
57 Cf. Kazmierski’s discussion in 1992, 49f. 
58 For a discussion of possibilities and standpoints taken, see Broadhead 1992a, 257–265.  A 
positive witness is understood by e.g. V. Taylor 1966, 190; Grundmann 1971, 52; Pesch 1976, 
146; Derrett 1979a, 584.  A negative witness is understood by e.g. Lohmeyer 1937, 47f.  For a 
mixed view, positive in the traditional story but negative in Mark’s macrotext, see Gnilka 1978, 
91, 94. 
59 Schweizer 1971 [1967], 58; Loader 1997, 23. 
60 Räisänen 1990, 146. 
61 Broadhead 1992a, 257, 263; Wojciechowski 1989, 116. 
62 Cf. Sariola (1990, 68ff.), who regards all legal material traditional, even when there are con-
tradictions.  Mark is not really interested in the validity or meaning of the law, but consciously 
presents Jesus as sometimes keeping the law and at other times in conflict with it.  The will of 
God can be according to or against Moses. 
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Gentile readers: ��SURVyWD[HQ�0ZÂV M.63  It does give us a picture of Jesus as 
conforming to the Torah, but Loader’s comment is valid, that “such detail is 
relatively incidental” and “[s]uch conformity to Torah was as natural as Jesus’ 
attendance in the synagogue on the sabbath day.”64 

If the command to be examined by the priest and bring a sacrifice for purifi-
cation is seen as belonging to tradition, it has consequences for the interpreta-
tion of Jesus’ action in what is definitely part of tradition, the preceding vv 40–
42.  The command makes it implausible to interpret Jesus as exercising the 
priestly task of actually declaring the “leper” clean, as do several exegetes.65  
Although the terminology is one of cleansing (NDTDUdVDL/ NDTDULVT QDL), it is 
apparently used here in the sense of healing.66  Loader objects to the idea that 
Jesus’ instructions for the man to act according to the legal provisions, would 
have been only a ploy to confront the priests.  There are no evident signs of con-
frontation in the text.  Jesus’ gestures and words in v 41 should be seen as an act 
of healing, not as a priestly pronouncement.67   

In employing the word, NDTDUdVTKWL, Mark indicates both the healing and the effect.  
The effect must still be formally certified in accordance with the provisions of Torah and 
the man declared clean so that he can reenter the community.68 

                                                 
63 This comment could well be redactional.  Cf. Mark’s redactional explanations of other Jewish 
practices (2:26 about the shewbread, 7:3f about washing) or Aramaic words (5:41 Talitha koum, 
7:34 Effatha).  Possibly, the whole phrase NDg� SURVyQHJNH� SHUg� WR¿� NDTDULVPR¿� VRX� ��
SURVyWD[HQ� 0ZÂV M could be seen as redactional.  If so, the HcM� PDUW¹ULRQ�D¸WRjM would 
refer directly to the man showing himself to the priest.  Cf. Boismard 1981, 289.  However, a 
comparison with the recent P.Köln 255 which fills into P.Egerton 2 and lacks HcM�PDUW¹ULRQ�
D¸WRjM (cf. below, 124ff), suggests that this phrase rather than the ritual instructions is Markan 
redaction, reflecting his ideology: the healed man is understood as a witness to Jesus’ miracu-
lous powers.  Cf. Lührmann 1987, 55; Marcus 2000, 207. 
64 Loader 1997, 23. 
65 The suggestion was first brought forward by Johannes Weiss and has been followed by some 
exegetes.  Cf. Grundmann 1971, 51; Theissen 1983 [1972], 145f; Broadhead 1992b, 74; Cave 
1978–1979, 246. 
66 Cf. Mt 10:8; Mt 11:5/Lk 7:22; and especially Lk 4:27, where Naaman’s healing is described 
with NDTDULVT QDL.  This use is quite natural; since the disease is defined as an impurity, the 
cure is conceived of as a cleansing.  Cave’s comment about the use of NDTDUd]HLQ in Leviticus 
13–14 not referring to healing at all (1978–1979, 246), is not as conclusive as one might think.  
Although terms of healing are used in Leviticus for the cure of “leprosy” (e.g. Lev 14:3, LXX: 
NDg�cGR¼�c�WDL����I��W M�OySUDM��S´�WR¿�OHSUR¿), there is a certain ambiguity in the termi-
nology referring to purity and purification (e.g. Lev 13:37b, LXX: ·JdDNH� W´� TUD¿VPD��
NDTDU±M�xVWL��NDg�NDTDULHj�D¸W´Q�¯� bHUH¹M�).  It seems as if a person is deemed clean on 
grounds of diagnosis rather than declaration (cf. 37a), and hence the priest declares that person 
clean.  It is not difficult to imagine that if the healed state (not only the declared state) could be 
called “clean,” the healing itself could be termed “cleansing,” without thereby referring to the 
official priestly declaration. 
67 Loader 1997, 21ff; cf. V. Taylor 1966, 185. 
68 Loader 1997, 23. 
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Looking at the description of the healing itself, two questions come to the 
fore.  One concerns the emotional language: Jesus is angered (°UJLVTHdM, ac-
cording to the reading of D),69 and after healing the “leper” he treats him rather 
harshly (NDg�xPEULPKV�PHQRM�D¸WØ�H¸T¼M�x[yEDOHQ�D¸W±Q).  Another, per-
haps the crucial question, is whether the gestures of Jesus (xNWHdQDM�W�Q�FHjUD�
D¸WR¿��\DWR) are to be seen as typical only of miracle stories in general, or as 
expressing something of the historical attitude of Jesus towards “lepers.” 

To interpret the emotional response of Jesus as evidence for an eye-witness 
tradition, as does Vincent Taylor, is not to take seriously the problems in-
volved.70  The language of anger and emotion demands explanation.  Resorting 
to theories of misleading “literal” translations from the Aramaic, is usually 
risky.71  Explanations are numerous.72  Theories about Jesus being angry at the 
man for asking pronouncement from him instead of from a priest, can be dis-
missed in view of the discussion above.73  Suggestions that Jesus is upset about 
the man breaking purity laws or social barriers are questionable; why does he 
then respond by touching or gripping the man?74  Some suggest that Jesus is 
angry at demonic influence, evil, or sickness, and others interpret the anger as 
an internal commotion.75  It seems less speculative to discuss the typical ex-
citement of a miracle worker,76 but evidence and parallels are indeed scanty.   

It has been suggested that the emotional language reflects the exorcist char-
acter of an original tradition, or at least represents some kind of “spill-over” 
from adjacent exorcisms.77  This is possible, but the issue is complicated.  
xPEULP�VTDL, which has the original meaning “to snort in,” and with a dative 
“to rebuke,”78 is not used in gospel traditions about exorcisms.  The term is 

                                                 
69 Nestle-Aland has VSODJFQLVTHdM, but see above (100, n.52), for a discussion about 
°UJLVTHdM being more original. 
70 V. Taylor 1966, 186. 
71 Cf. Wojciechowski 1989, who gives several suggestions.  I generally have reservations about 
such theories.  In this particular case, however (*:D / *�D, see above, 100, n.52), such a the-
ory has some plausibility.  It must however be coupled with speculations about oral transmission 
of Aramaic traditions (similarity in sound). 
72 For an overview, see Loader 1997, 19ff, notes 23–26. 
73 Cf. Cave 1978–1979, 249f. 
74 Against Loader 1997, 19ff, who does not regard such an argument as valid, but thinks that it 
“misses the crucial point and presumes that Jesus could not have had both reactions, one of 
anger and yet a willingness to cross the boundary, just as he did with the Syrophoenician 
woman…,” (21, n.26).  Kertelge (1970, 66f.) finds it improbable that Jesus is angry because of 
the “leper” approaching him against the law.  The stretching out of the hand would then have to 
be interpreted as a parrying gesture, and the touching becomes awkward in the context. 
75 Sariola 1990, 66, n.86; Wojciechowski 1989, 116. 
76 “… the miracle-worker suffers because of the barrier between human distress, blindness, 
unbelief, and the realm of super-human salvation.”  Theissen 1983 [1972], 57–58.  Cf. Pesch 
1976, 144. 
77 Cf. Knox 1953, 8, n.1.  Cf. below, 304, 332. 
78 Liddell-Scott9, s.v. xPEULP�RPDL� 
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used outside Mark in two other miracle stories: the healing of two blind men 
(Mt 9:30) and the raising of Lazarus (Jn 11:33, 38).  In the first case, 
xPEULP�VTDL, just as in Mk 1:43, belongs to a silencing command.  In the sec-
ond case it describes Jesus’ inner feelings at the death of a friend.79  xNE�OOHLQ 
(throw out) on the other hand, is definitely an exorcist term, used frequently in 
synoptic exorcist stories.  Except for this dominating use, the term is used by 
Mark about the expulsion of merchants in the temple (11:15), the tearing out of 
an eye (9:47), the spirit “throwing” Jesus out into the desert (1:12), and the dis-
missal of the crowd at the healing of Jairus’ daughter (5:40).80  xNE�OOHLQ is 
used with more variation in meaning, however, in the other Synoptic Gospels: 
take out (Mt 7:4; Lk 6:42), bring forth (Mt 12:35; 13:52; cf. the use of SURV�
IyUHLQ in the corresponding Lukan parallel, Lk 6:45), excrete (Mt 15:17).  Of 
special interest is the Q saying about the abundant harvest and lack of workers: 
GH�TKWH�RÁQ�WR¿�NXUdRX�WR¿�THULVPR¿�²SZM�xUJ�WDM�xNE�O9�HcM�W´Q�THU�
LVP´Q�D¸WR¿ (Lk 10:2; Mt 9:38).  The meaning here of xNE�OOHLQ is appar-
ently “to send out,” almost equivalent to �SRVWyOOHLQ.  The context of Mk 1:43 
could justify a similar interpretation.  The use of xNE�OOHLQ in this context is 
nevertheless conspicuous.  Finally, °UJ� and °UJd]HVTDL occur infrequently in 
the gospels.  The terms are found in a couple of Matthean and Lukan parables, 
in Jesus’ words of warning in the Sermont on the Mount, and in the preaching 
of the Baptizer.  But there are no occurrences in exorcist stories, and only one in 
a miracle story (Mk 3:5), in addition to the uncertain reading of Mk 1:41.  
While every single item of the emotional language can be explained individu-
ally, the total impact makes exorcist connotations possible.  The tradition could 
be seen as simply conveying Jesus’ emotional involvment, a wish for secrecy, 
and a sending away of the cured “leper.”  It may, however, contain traces of a 
view of a certain relationship between impurity and possession.81 

 

Jesus’ gestures 

What, then, can be said about the gestures of Jesus?  In the gospels, Jesus is 
described as touching or gripping  the hand of people in the context of healing: 
a “leper” (Mk 1:41 par), Peter’s mother-in-law (Mk 1:31 par), the dead daughter 

                                                 
79 If we look for a verb of reproach belonging to the sphere of exorcism, we must turn to 
xSLWLP�Q, which is frequently used in the Synoptic Gospels by Jesus in relation to demons (Mk 
1:25; Lk 4:35, 41), demon-possessed (Mk 9:25; Mt 17:18; Lk 9:42), the wind (Mk 4:39; Mt 
8:26), fever (Lk 4:39), and when the disciples are prohibited from revealing his messianic iden-
tity (Mk 8:30; Mt 12:16; Lk 9:21).  This verb is not used, however, in Mk 1:40–45.  The argu-
ment of Cave (1978–1979, 247) that xPEULP�VTDL is always used in the LXX in the same sense 
as °UJd]HVTDL or in association with °UJ�, carries little weight, since the verb is not used fre-
quently, but only once (Dan 11:30), except for once in the versions of Aq, Sm and Al respec-
tively.  
80 Note the motif of secrecy present in this last case. 
81 This relationship is discussed further in Chapter VII. 
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of Jairus (Mk 5:41 par), a deaf man (Mk 7:33), the blind (Mk 8:23; Mt 9:29; 
20:34), the dumb and deaf boy (Mk 9:27); the bier of a dead person (Lk 7:14), 
the ear of a servant of the high priest (Lk 22:51).82  In addition, there are several 
descriptions of people touching Jesus: the woman with a blood flow (Mk 5:27ff 
par), the woman anointing Jesus’ feet in Simon’s house (Lk 7:39), and the 
crowd, seeking healing (Mk 3:10; 6:56; Mt 14:36; Lk 6:19).83   

It has long been claimed that healing by stretching out a hand and/or by 
touch is a common feature of many miracle stories.  Weinreich gives numerous 
examples in his oft-cited Antike Heilungswunder.84  Most texts, however, de-
scribe how gods, e.g. Asclepius, heal by touching a patient.  This is confirmed 
by Gross, who claims, arguing against Behm’s statement that healing through 
touch is wide-spread, that in Antiquity this is true only about the hands of gods.  
When it comes to human Gottesfreunden, healing through touch is very infre-
quent.85  Blackburn gives a few examples of human miracle workers healing by 
touch: the mortal Asclepius, Pythagoras, Pyrrhus, Vespasian, Apollonius and 
Iarchas.86  But he points out certain differences.  In these stories, touch is not the 
primary means of healing, but it is accompanied by stroking, massaging, press-
ing the foot against the spleen, etc.  Stories in which the patient takes the initia-
tive to touch the healer are uncommon outside the gospels; non-intentional 
transfer of power through touch is not attributed to the healer in Hellenistic 
miracle-stories.87  

The gestures of Jesus should also be seen against the background of miracle 
stories in the Hebrew Bible.  The stories of Elijah and Elisha offer some inter-
esting parallels.  Both prophets are described as healing through bodily contact 
(1Kgs 17:21; 2Kgs 4:34; cf. Mk 5:35ff).  Although these descriptions differ 
somewhat from the idea of stretching out a hand and touching, and although 
such descriptions are not common in the Hebrew Bible, they are no less similar 
to Jesus’ healings by touch than most Hellenistic miracle stories.  The nearest 
parallel from the Hebrew Bible is actually provided by the expectation of 
Naaman, which was not fulfilled: that Elisha should heal his “leprosy” by 
touching the affected skin.  Hence, healing by touch was not foreign to Jewish 
tradition, which is further confirmed by a passage fairly close in time to the 

                                                 
82 In some of these instances, the expression NUDW�VDM� W M� FHLU±M is used.  The verb 
�SWHVTDL� in the context of healing, and with Jesus as its subject, is used in the story of the 
“leper” (Mk 1:41 par), in Matthew’s variant of the healing of Peter’s mother-in-law (Mt 8:41), 
in Mark’s stories about healing deaf and blind men (Mk 7:33; Mk 8:22), and in Luke’s stories 
about touching the bier of a dead person (Lk 7:14) and the ear of the servant (Lk 22:51). 
83 In most of the cases in which Jesus is touched, people are described as touching his garments 
or tassels. 
84 Weinreich 1909, 14–37.  Cf also Gross 1985, 373ff, 377ff; Blackburn 1991, 24ff, 112–117. 
85 Gross 1985, 493.  This had been noted earlier by Weinreich 1909, 45. 
86 Blackburn 1991, 114. 
87 Blackburn 1991, 114 ff. 
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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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established.  The purity issues in Mk 1:40–45 are basically two, if rituals for 
cleansing are left aside.  The first concerns the degree of isolation.  Would “lep-
ers” in Jesus’ time be allowed to come close to, or have any fellowship with 
others?  The second concerns bodily contact.  Was touching or being touched by 
a “leper” seen as producing serious defilement, and was contact avoided?  To 
examine these questions, it is necessary to turn to the biblical legislation con-
cerning F�3D358.   

 

Biblical legislation concerning “leprosy” 

In commenting on the lack of knowledge among Christian scholars about Jew-
ish laws or the extent to which they were developed at the time of Jesus, Sand-
ers cites Mark 1:40–45, and claims that “here Jesus acts in general conformity 
with the law.”95  Dealing with the same text later, Sanders regards it as the 
clearest example of biblical purity laws in the synoptics, reflecting the knowl-
edge and acceptance of Lev 13:  “Jesus accepted the biblical laws relating to 
leprosy, including sacrifice for purification.”96  This is, however, too simplified 
a conclusion, when the complications in interpreting the laws of Lev 13–14 are 
taken into account. 

Lev 13:1–46 contains numerous and elaborate descriptions of different types 
of “leprosy” (F�3D358), all aimed at diagnosis.97  These should be seen as guide-
lines for the priest in determining whether a person should be declared clean or 
unclean.  There are descriptions of symptoms which awake suspicion and ne-
cessitate examination by the priest.  Certain symptoms occasion an immediate 
declaration of impurity; others result in a seven-day confinement, after which a 
second inspection is carried out.  This time, certain symptoms cause a declara-
tion of impurity, while others make the priest declare the person clean, or in 
some cases lead to a further seven-day period of isolation, after which the sus-
pect is finally declared either clean or unclean.  

At the end of this section, there are short instructions for the behaviour of a 
person declared impure because of “leprosy” (13:45–46).  The “leper” should 
wear torn clothes, loosen the hair, cover his beard and shout: “Unclean, un-
clean!”  A person with “leprosy” should live alone, outside the camp. 

Lev 14:1–32 deals with the purification of a “leper,” healed of the disease. 
When someone is healed of “leprosy,” the priest examines the person outside 
the camp, and a ritual is carried out in three stages.  The first stage takes place 
still outside the camp, with two birds, cedar wood, scarlet wool and hyssop, 
after which the person is declared clean.  After washing his/her clothes, shaving 

                                                 
95 Sanders 1990, 2. 
96 Sanders 1990, 91. 
97 The sections about “leprosy” on clothes and houses (Lev 13:47–59; 14:33–57), are left out in 
this discussion, except for possible influence on views of how “lepers” contaminated. 
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and immersing, the “leper” is said to be clean, and allowed into the camp, but 
must stay outside his/her tent for seven days.  When a week has passed, the next 
stage takes place.  After having washed his/her clothes, shaved and immersed a 
second time, the purifying “leper” is once more said to be clean.  The last stage 
consists of three animal sacrifices (sin, guilt and burnt offerings) and a meal 
offering on the eighth day.  The sacrifices are described in detail.  Blood from 
the guilt offering (*��8�8) and oil from the meal offering (9J8@�?;) are smeared on 
the tip of the right ear, the right thumb and the right big toe of the healed 
“leper.” 

Several interesting observations are possible.  The priest is not involved in 
any healing of the disease, but only in diagnosis aimed at defining and prevent-
ing the spread of impurity, as well as rituals for removing such impurity, once 
the “leper” is healed.98  The text expresses an unspecified, but existing notion of 
degrees of impurity, since every stage in the purification ritual is said to result in 
the person becoming clean,99 and even a long confinement occasions some sort 
of washing, normally seen as part of a purification procedure, although the per-
son, according to the final diagnosis is said to be clean.100  The purification rites 
are the most elaborate of those found in Leviticus, comparable only to those of 
the corpse-impure in Num 19, and in some ways even exceeding them.101 

The “leper” seems, in one way, to be treated as the severest form of impurity 
bearer.102  According to Milgrom, a crucial clue for understanding the place of 
“leprosy” in the impurity system, is the aspect of death, i.e. its bearer being 
treated like a corpse.103  This is evident in the story about Miriam, who together 
with Aaron complained against Moses, and was struck with “leprosy.”  In 
pleading for her, Aaron likens her leprous state with death (F?
 =3 ).  “Do not let 
her become like a dead,104 whose flesh is half eaten, when it comes forth from 
its mother’s womb” (Num 12:12).  An implicit identification of “leprosy” with 

                                                 
98 Cf. Maccoby 1999, 120.  Maccoby points out that healing is the province of the prophet, as in 
the story of Elisha and Naaman. 
99 The three stages of purification are all seen to result in purity; they are commented upon with 
the same phrase: “and he will be clean” (D:
8I�), Lev 14:8, 9, 20. 
100 Cf. Milgrom 1991, 782f. 
101 In both cases there is a seven-day period of impurity, and cedar wood, scarlet wool and hys-
sop are involved in preparing the purifying water which is sprinkled.  In the case of the corpse 
impure, the slaughter of the red cow is a very infrequent ceremony done separately, and its ashes 
are used continuously in purification rites for years to come, while in the case of the “leper,” the 
bird ritual is repeated for every purification.  In addition, the “leper,” like the 4L$, :48L and 
F6>7IKA, has to bring sacrifices.  The number of sacrifices, however, exceeds those of other im-
purity bearers, and the final smearing of blood and oils has no counterpart. 
102 At least from the perspective of purification rituals.  Cf. Milgrom 1991, 991.  Maccoby, on 
the other hand, regards leper-impurity to be more severe than corpse-impurity only in respect of 
banishment from the camp (1999, 145). 
103 Milgrom 1991, 819. 
104 The LXX adds ÅVHg�{NWUZPD. 
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death can be found in Job 18:13, where Job is described as one whose skin and 
limbs are eaten, and the disease is called “death’s firstborn” (FI7?8�DI	=4� ).105  
The association of the “leper” with death is found in Josephus, and further de-
veloped in rabbinic literature.106   

It is clear that “leprosy” was taken seriously in biblical times.  The “leper” 
was to dwell apart from others, outside the camp (Lev 13:46), interpreted as the 
city.  This is the case with Miriam (Num 12), the four “lepers” outside of Jeru-
salem, discovering the Aramaean flight (2Kgs 7), as well as with king Uzziah 
(2Kgs 15:5; 2Chr 26:21), although in the latter case it is not clear whether the 
house of the king was within the city or not.107  The exclusion of “lepers” is 
supported by Num 5:2–3 which, in addition to Leviticus, demands the exclusion 
of corpse-impure and people with discharges.  

 

The exclusion of “lepers” in the Second Temple period 

Exclusion of “lepers” in the Second Temple period is attested by Josephus.108  
In Qumran, Lev 13:45–46 was interpreted to mean that “lepers” should dwell 
apart from other impurity bearers as well; “unclean, unclean” was understood as 
unclean to the unclean, and impurity could be accumulated by contact between 
different types of impurity bearers (4Q274 1 1:1–4; 11Q19 [11QT] 46:16–18; 
48:14–17).  This can be compared with the rabbinic system, where touching 
lesser impurity does not add to one’s own impurity, although the idea of keep-
ing away from other impurity bearers could possibly be understood from certain 
sources.109   

As seen from Josephus (Ag.Ap. 1:281) and implied in one gospel text (Lk 
17:12), the “camp” in Leviticus seems to have been interpreted as “city,” and 
probably even “village.”110  When examining rabbinic material, we find that this 
is a presupposition.  A certain restrictive tendency appears, however.  From 
mKel 1:7, it becomes clear that the exclusion of “lepers” concerns walled cities.  

                                                 
105 Job is not explicitly said to be struck by F�3D358, but his boils (Job 2:7) could be classified as 
a form of “leprosy.”  Cf. Paschen 1970, 56; von Rad 1975 [1957], 274. 
106 7R¼M�G|�OHSUR¼M�HcM� W´�SDQWHO|M�x[�ODVH�W M�S±OHZM�PKGHQg�VXQGLDLWZPyQRXM�NDg�
QHNUR¿�PKG|Q�GLDIyURQWDM� Ant. 3:264; mKel 1:4; mNeg 13:7, 11; bNed 64b (note the “overs-
hadowing” similar to that of the corpse). 
107 In the story about Naaman (2Kgs 5), there is no mention of isolation, but since there is no 
hint of a priestly perspective in the Elijah-Elisha tradition, it is not strange that certain aspects of 
ritual purity are absent.  Even within a cultic perspective, Naaman as a non-Jew would not have 
been constrained by ritual purity regulations. 
108 Ant. 3:264; Ag.Ap. 1:281.  For the objection that Josephus deals with Mosaic legislation 
rather than contemporary practice, see the discussion about Ag.Ap. 1:281 below, 113f. 
109 E.g. Sifra to Lev 13:46 [Parashat Negaim Pereq 12]; bArak 16b.  See Harrington 1993, 61–
62, 80f, 209; Cf. Milgrom 1991, 805. 
110 P�WH�PyQHLQ�xQ�S±OHL�P�W
�xQ�NÇP9�NDWRLNHjQ, Ag.Ap. 1:281; HcVHUFRPyQRX�D¸WR¿�HfM�
WLQD�NÇPKQ�DS�QWKVDQ�[D¸WØ]�GyND�OHSURg��QGUHM, Lk 17:12. 
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In another context, a dwelling house in a walled city is defined as one in a city 
surrounded by walls from the time of Joshua ben Nun (mArak 9:6).  Maccoby 
speculates about the exclusion of “lepers” being practised only when the Jubilee 
was observed, as is said to have been the case with certain other laws concern-
ing walled cities, according to the Talmud (bArak 29a).111  Such a discussion 
must, however, be put within a context.  A development towards an increasing 
leniency can be observed in rabbinic literature.  By defining signs of “leprosy” 
and areas of exclusion as narrowly as possible, the negative consequences for 
people were minimized, in view of the absence of means for purification, after 
the destruction of the Second Temple.112  The Mishnah’s description of how to 
accommodate “lepers” in a synagogue, by means of a special partition, should 
also probably be seen as part of a later development (mNeg 13:12).113  But dur-
ing Second Temple times, the general attitude was more stringent. 

This is confirmed by further evidence from Qumran.  In the polemical dis-
cussion of 4QMMT we find the following: 

And also concerning lepers: we s[ay that] they should [not] enter the holy purity, but in-
stead [reside outside the camp (GM: :@J?>, Qimron: FK4>, Bernstein: DK�>)], alone.  
[And] also it is written that from the moment he shaves and washes he should reside out-
side [his tent for seven] days.  And it happens that when they are unclean, [lepers 
aproach] the holy purity, the house (FK4>).  And you know […] and apart from him, 
shall bring [a sin-offering.  And concerning him who acts offensively it is wri]tten that he 
is a slanderer and a blasphemer.  [And further: when they have the uncleanness of lep-
rosy] they should not eat any of the holy things until the sun sets on the eighth day.114 

According to Schiffman, 4QMMT accuses its opponents of allowing “lepers” 
to touch pure food and enter the temple (interpreting FK4 as referring to the 
temple).115  This is hardly credible.  It would imply an extremely lax attitude, 
which is not attested elsewhere for that time-period.116  The context seems to be 
the mittaher�(D:
3 ?;, i.e. purifying “leper”), who has shaved and washed, but 
must wait for seven days (or rather eight), before all purification rites are com-
pleted.117  Such a person is, according to biblical and rabbinic law, allowed into 
                                                 
111 Maccoby 1999, 146f.  This suggestion seems too speculative, not supported by sufficient 
evidence.  “This would mean that, in majority rabbinic opinion at least, there were no cities from 
which lepers were excluded from the beginning of the Second Temple period onwards.” (147).  
Such a hypothesis goes against all other evidence. 
112 Harrington 1993, 198ff, 211ff. 
113 The rationale may have been that a synagogue did not count as a house, or possibly, that the 
partition counted as a separate house.  In the previous paragraph (mNeg 13:11), the spread of 
impurity in a house where a “leper” entered is discussed.  Although there are similarities with 
corpse-impurity in a “tent,” leper-impurity was apparently considered weaker.  
114 4QMMT B64–72, tr. DSSGM (= 67–75). 
115 Schiffman 1989, 248. 
116 Schiffman’s own suggestion is that the accusation concerned some cases in which the authors 
and their opponents differed in opinion on whether or not a certain disease should be considered 
to be F�3D358 .  This is possible, but left without support. 
117 Cf. Qimron and Strugnell’s explanatory gloss in DJD 10, 55. 
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the city, after the initial rituals on the first day, but not into his house (Lev 13:8; 
mNeg 14:2).  According to the Qumran ideals for the temple city, stricter rules 
applied to Jerusalem than to ordinary cities.  The Qumran sect extended the 
holiness of the temple to the temple city in its entirety.118  Since they wanted to 
expel people from Jerusalem who otherwise were only prohibited from entering 
the temple119, it is logical to think that they wished the mittaher to remain out-
side the temple city until the end of the purification period.  The passage in its 
entirety can be interpreted according to its last phrase, as a concern to protect 
the purity of food.120  But the polemical details can be discerned quite clearly.  
This is facilitated by an alternative reconstruction of Bernstein.  Instead of read-
ing the opinion of the Qumran sectarians as “we s[ay that] they should [not] 
enter the holy purity, but instead [reside outside the camp], alone,” the purely 
conjectural�:@J?>121 is exchanged for (the likewise conjectural) DK�>.122  The 
polemical situation is thus clarified.  The sectarians claim that purifying “lep-
ers” should not be allowed access to pure food, and thus be kept outside of the 
temple city, until the end of their purification period.  To support this they refer 
to Lev 13:8.  For this reason they oppose the present practice, in which purify-
ing “lepers” are allowed into the temple city, and thus risk contact with pure 
food. 

Even if the details of this reconstruction are not accepted, it is clear that 
4QMMT presupposes a common understanding, according to which “lepers” 
are normally excluded from their homes and cities.  The discussion concerns the 
status of the mittaher, and probably, the special case of the temple city. 

In view of this evidence, we must conclude that “lepers” were isolated during 
the first century CE, and not allowed into cities.  This is in line with the treat-
ment of “lepers” in neighbouring cultures.123  It is uncertain whether they were 
allowed into smaller towns or villages, or precisely what rules applied to a mit-
taher during the period of purification.  We may expect differences in opinion 

                                                 
118 This tendency is demonstrated by García Martínez from the Temple Scroll (García Martínez 
and Trebolle Barrera 1995, 143ff): those impure because of sexual relations were traditionally 
excluded from the temple (mKel 1:8), but according to the Temple Scroll from the whole city 
(11Q19 [11QT] 45:11–12); similarly, hides of clean animals, slaughtered in other cities, were 
not accepted for making utensils for use in the temple city (11Q19 [11QT] 47:7–18). 
119 People with discharges, and semen pollution.  11Q19 [11QT] 46:16–18. 
120 Harrington 1993, 79, 81; cf. Bernstein 1996, 43. 
121 This conjecture, followed by García Martínez, is based on the fact that this phrase para-
phrases Lev 14:8.  Bernstein is, however, arguing against Qimron’s reconstruction,�FK4>, 
which is unlikely.  It is more reasonable to suppose that the authors of MMT either referred to 
the “camp” of Leviticus, or interpreted it explicitly by paraphrasing it as “city.”  In any case, 
“city” was to them the contemporary equivalent of “camp.” 
122 Bernstein 1996, 43. 
123 The “leper” is, according to a Babylonian kudurru inscription, “[a]s a prisoner driven out of 
the gate of the city, forced to dwell outside its walls … so that its citizens do not approach him”  
(quoted in Milgrom 1991, 805). 
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and a variegated practice.  It seems likely, however, that the rabbinic limiting 
definition of walled cities represents a post-70 development, and that “lepers” at 
the time of Jesus were supposed to keep out of ordinary towns and villages.  
They were regarded as bearers of a very serious form of impurity. 

 

The contamination of “lepers” 

It is surprising that nothing whatsoever is said about the contamination of the 
“leper” in the biblical material.  Since “lepers” must be isolated and expelled 
from the community, it is only reasonable to conclude that by their continued 
presence, they would risk transmitting impurity to other persons and items, and 
in some way threaten the sanctuary.  The absence of such discussions in Leviti-
cus has been explained by isolation being taken for granted, and carried out 
completely; hence no contact with other people, and no contamination, should 
have been possible.124  This explanation might be accepted, since expulsion and 
the lack of contamination rules both apply to “lepers,” but not to other impurity 
bearers, at least not according to Leviticus.  But in practical life, this absence of 
rules would not be satisfactory.  And even if the expulsion of “lepers” had its 
origin in fears of demonic influence, certain ideas of how “lepers” contaminated 
must have been present at an early stage.  Thus it is only natural that rules were 
deduced by analogy from the sections about leprous houses, and about other 
impurity bearers.  A kind of “gap-filling” technique is used by rabbinic exe-
getes, as well as by modern interpreters, in reading Leviticus.125 

In attempting to outline the contamination of a “leper” in biblical times, 
David P. Wright assumes “that an affected person polluted much like a ]D�E.  
Thus an infected person would pollute persons by contact and by spitting, re-
quiring them to bathe and launder.”126  This is in agreement with rabbinic inter-
pretation, where one becomes impure by touching a “leper” in the same way as 
if one touches a discharger (zab, zabah, niddah or yoledet).127  Such a recon-
struction is plausible.128  In the rabbinic system, the “leper” is furthermore said 
to contaminate objects by sitting, lying or riding,129 which in their turn can con-
taminate other persons or objects.130  The rationale is probably that since “lep-
rosy,” because of isolation and purifying rules, is considered to result in a more 
serious form of impurity, the contamination possibilities of the discharger are 
added.  But it is unlikely that such a chain of pollution should be ascribed to the 

                                                 
124 Maccoby 1999, 128. 
125 Harrington 1993, 27.  Cf. the method of Milgrom, in 1991, 1, and David P. Wright, in 1987. 
126 David P. Wright 1987, 209–210. 
127 mZab 5:6; cf. tZab 5:3. 
128 Cf. Harrington 1993, 186, 188; Maccoby 1999, 122. 
129 I.e. midras-impurity (ED36�?;). 
130 mZab 5:6. 
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biblical system, since this type of impurity (midras) in the biblical texts refers 
only to impurity bearers suffering from genital emissions.131 

A special feature of the chain by which “lepers” transmit impurity is the idea 
of shade or “overhang,” which is deduced from the rules about “leprous” houses 
(Lev 14:33–57).  Before inspection, a suspected house should be emptied before 
it was shut up (v 36).  The implicit presupposition is apparently that anything 
within the house would otherwise become impure.  This is confirmed by the 
subsequent comment, that anyone who enters the shut house becomes unclean 
until the evening.  Lying or eating within the house necessitates laundering of 
one’s clothes (vv 46–47).  There is an obvious similarity to the house with 
corpse-impurity,132 but only a one-day impurity is incurred in the case of the 
“leprous” house.  These biblical precepts, together with the instructions of Lev 
14:8 that the mittaher must stay outside his/her tent during the purifying period, 
made the rabbis formulate the analogy: “A clean person who put his head and 
the greater part of his body inside an unclean house is made unclean.  And an 
unclean person who put his head and the greater part of his body inside a clean 
house has made it unclean” (mNeg 13:8).133   

If being under the same roof as a “leper” incurred impurity, how much more 
would physical contact?  The ideas of both touch and overhang were seen as 
biblical precepts during the first century CE.  This is attested by Josephus, in his 
argument against the claim of Manetho that Moses was a leprous priest: 

WRjM�J�U�OHSUÍVLQ��SHdUKNH�P�WH�PyQHLQ�xQ�S±OHL�P�W
�xQ�NÇP9�NDWRLNHjQ���OO��
P±QRXM� SHULSDWHjQ� NDWHVFLVPyQRXM� W�� bP�WLD�� NDg� W´Q� �\�PHQRQ� D¸WÍQ� ��
¯PZU±ILRQ�JHQ±PHQRQ�R¸�NDTDU´Q��JHjWDL���NDg�P�Q�N�Q�THUDSHXT¬�W´�Q±VKPD�NDg�
W�Q�D·WR¿�I¹VLQ��SRO�E9��SURHdUKNyQ�WLQDM��JQHdDM��NDTDUPR¼M�SHJDdZQ�·G�WZQ�
ORXWURjM� NDg� [XU�VHLM� S�VKM� W M� WULF±M�� SROO�M� WH� NHOH¹HL� NDg� SDQWRdDM�
xSLWHOyVDQWD�TXVdDM�W±WH�SDUHOTHjQ�HcM�W�Q�bHU�Q�S±OLQ���� 

It has been argued that Josephus does not describe contemporary practice, but 
speaks of the legislation of Leviticus or the ideal time of Moses.  It should be 
noted, however, that neither the comment about spring water (SHJDdZQ�
·G�WZQ), nor the idea of the purifying “leper” not being allowed specifically 
into the temple city until sacrifices are made, i.e. until the eighth day, is present 
in the legislation of Leviticus.  These positions seem to belong to Second Tem-

                                                 
131 Harrington 1993, 188; against David P. Wright 1987, 210. 
132 See below, 166. 
133 Harrington 1993, 186. 
134 Ag.Ap. 1:281–282. “In fact, he [Moses] forbids lepers either to stay in a town or to reside in a 
village; they must be solitary vagrants, with their clothes rent; anyone who touches or lives un-
der the same roof with them he considers unclean.  Moreover, even if the malady is cured and 
the victim returns to his normal condition, Moses prescribes certain rites of purification—to 
cleanse himself in a bath of spring-water and to cut off all his hair—and requires him to offer a 
numerous variety of sacrifices before entering the holy city.” 
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ple times, and come close to those of the Qumran sectarians.135  It is also inter-
esting that Josephus specifies both towns and villages (P�WH�PyQHLQ�xQ�S±OHL�
P�W
� xQ�NÇP9�NDWRLNHjQ) as areas from which “lepers” were expelled.  Such 
definitions are definitely interpretations of the biblical legislation, and it is rea-
sonable to regard Josephus’ statement about W´Q� �\�PHQRQ� D¸WÍQ� ��
¯PZU±ILRQ�JHQ±PHQRQ, as reflecting a contemporary understanding of how the 
“leper” transferred impurity to others.  It is necessary to conclude, with Mac-
coby, that the idea of enclosed-space-contamination, although probably post-
biblical, must be pre-rabbinic, since it is taken for granted by Josephus as well 
as by the Mishnah, and treated as a biblical precept.136   

While this idea of “overhang” does not exactly correspond to that of the 
corpse-impure, and does not operate in precisely the same way,137 it may ex-
plain both the expulsion of the “leper” and the different purifying stages of the 
mittaher.  It is the risk of contaminating people without their knowledge, possi-
bly resulting in impurity being transferred to the temple or to sacred food, which 
prompts the isolation of the “leper.”138  The bird rite of the first day removes 
some of that risk.  Would this mean that during the subsequent seven-day period  
the mittaher could contaminate only through touch?139  If so, it does not fully 
explain why s/he is not allowed into his/her house.140  I suspect that this level of 
systematizing the evidence cannot be assigned to the Second Temple period.141  

                                                 
135 Spring water is mentioned for the bird rite (Lev 14:5), and used for the first-day sprinkling of 
a purifying “leper.”  But it is never stated as a requirement for first- or seventh-day ablutions in 
biblical legislation (cf. the rules for the zab, where spring water is required, Lev 15:13).  Con-
cerning exclusion of the purifying “leper,” see the discussion above on 4QMMT, and entry into 
the temple city.  The similarity between Josephus and the Qumran position is interesting in view 
of Josephus’ positive attitude to the Essenes (e.g. J.W. 2:119–161; Ant. 18:18–22). 
136 Maccoby 1999, 143f.  “… this very natural extension of biblical law arose in the Second 
Temple period and later became part of rabbinic law, too authoritative to be regarded as rab-
binic, and therefore supported by a somewhat flimsy proof-text” (144). 
137 In rabbinic interpretation, a “leper” standing under a tree will contaminate a clean person 
passing by under its shade.  As in the case of the “tent” of the corpse-impure, the “habitation” of 
the “leper” is defined by the ceiling.   A clean person standing under a tree will not, however, be 
contaminated by a “leper” passing by, unless he stops (mNeg 13:7).  Outside a “tent,” corpse-
impurity operates vertically only, but for an unlimited distance.  “Leprosy”-impurity has no such 
contaminating effect outside a “habitation,” but only by touching or carrying (except for a mi-
nority opinion, tNeg 7:3).  Cf. the discussion of Maccoby 1999, 141–148.   
138 Milgrom 1991, 805f. 
139 This is the view of David P. Wright 1987, 213, and Harrington 1993, 208. 
140 This would fit into a logical system only if we assume that other impurity bearers with seven-
day purifying periods had to live separately, which is suggested by some evidence, but gainsaid 
by other.  See further discussion below, 147–150, 156–161, 187–189. 
141 Milgrom’s reasoning about the two ablutions removing subsequent layers of impurity is logi-
cal, and supported by the repetition of D:
8I� in Lev 14:8–9.  The first stage would remove air-
borne impurity to the sanctuary, and, according to David P. Wright and Harrington, overhang 
impurity in the profane sphere.  The second stage would (hypothetically) remove overhang im-
purity to the sanctuary, and touch impurity in the profane sphere.  Milgrom 1991, 967; David P. 
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It belongs to the type of rabbinic discussions, found in e.g. mKel 1:1–4, where 
different types of impurities are sorted and classified into a hierarchical and 
coherent system.  Discussions such as that of mNeg 13:11, about the height to 
which uncleannes reaches when a house is entered by a “leper,” probably result 
from later developments as well. 

According to Lev 13:45 a “leper” should cover his beard, i.e. upper lip or 
mouth.  It is a moot question whether this should be seen as a sign of mourning, 
or whether it has to do with the risk of transferring impurity by way of breath.142  
The practice could be a survival from an early period, when “leprosy” was seen 
as the work of demons, which could damage others through the breath of the 
“leper.”143  In later rabbinic writings, we find the prohibition, however, of com-
ing closer than four, or even a hundred cubits east of a “leper.”  The latter is 
said to apply when winds are blowing (Lev.Rab. 16:3).144  This is in line with 
the requirement of 11Q19 [11QT] 46:16–18, that “lepers,” dischargers and se-
men-impure should have their dwellings east of the temple city.  As the prevail-
ing winds came from the west, these considerations may have to do with the 
risk of contamination.145  The opinion that a distance should be kept is con-
firmed by 4Q274 1 1:1–4.  The “leper” is required to dwell apart from other 
impurity bearers, “at a distance of twelve cubits from the purity when he speaks 
to him; towards the northwest of any dwelling place shall he dwell at a distance 
of this measure.”146  The direction in this text is almost the opposite of that in 
the previous passages.  This makes it unlikely that the idea of winds from the 
west carrying the contaminating breath of the “leper” would have been a general 
belief in Second Temple times.  But the idea of keeping “lepers” at a distance is 
confirmed.  Although this passage discusses the separation of different impurity 
bearers from each other, one of the underlying presuppositions is that a mini-
mum distance should always be kept, even in personal communication with a 
“leper.”147 

                                                                                                                                  
Wright 1987, 213; Harrington 1993, 207f.  I find it very difficult, however, to apply such a 
conscious systematization to the Second Temple period. 
142 According to Sifra to Lev 13:45 [Parashat Negaim Pereq 12] it is a sign of mourning.  Other 
suggestions have been for the “leper” to make himself unrecognizable to spiritual powers around 
him (Milgrom 1991, 803). 
143 Maccoby 1999, 125. 
144 Cf. yBBat 2:9. 
145 Milgrom 1991, 804.  According to Milgrom, this reflects a view of impurity as airborne, 
which in the Priestly system does not affect persons, unless they find themselves under the same 
roof.  Contamination by breath is not incorporated into this system, but must, in the view of 
Milgrom, represent folk belief.  
146 4Q274 1 1:1–2, tr. J. Baumgarten (1999a [DJD 35], 101).  García Martínez’s translation 
“North-east” must be a mistake, since the Hebrew is unambiguous (+IB5�4D�?). 
147 J. Baumgarten (1999a [DJD 35], 101f) takes the passage as referring to the 4L$, rather than to 
the �D85A?� (cf. Baumgarten 1995a, 1ff).  His arguments are 1) the mention of bed and seat.  He 
admits, however, that these terms are used metaphorically (bed of sorrow, seat of sighing); 2) 
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Physical contact and staying for some amount of time with a “leper” in the 
same house, was considered to render a person unclean in the first century CE.  
This much can be said with confidence.  It should also be safe to conclude that 
the expansionist current in Second Temple Judaism did not approve of coming 
close to “lepers,” but prescribed a certain distance in order to avoid contamina-
tion.  We thus have to speak about an ostracism of “lepers,” based on fear of 
contamination, during the Second Temple period.  The cry of the “leper,” “un-
clean, unclean,” must be seen as a warning, in view of how much the “leper” 
was shunned, and how much contamination was feared.  It should not be played 
down as a form of ritualized grief, although some rabbinic texts interpret it as a 
plea for empathy. Such texts are rather to be explained as reflecting a growing 
tendency to leniency in Talmudic times, which induce some rabbis to soften the 
harshness of ostracism.148  Other rabbinic interpretations, however, stick to the 
natural interpretation of the cry as a warning to others to avoid contamination by 
the impurity of the “leper.”149 

 

“Leprosy” as punishment 

The fact that “leprosy” was commonly regarded as a divine punishment contrib-
uted to the ostracism of the “leper.”  This is evidenced in the Hebrew Bible by 
the stories about Miriam, Gehazi and Uzziah (Num 12:9; 2Kgs 5:27; 2Chr 
26:20–21), as well as the curse of David concerning the house of Joab (2Sam 
3:29).  The idea of “leprosy” as divine punishment is attested in ancient sources, 
from Mesopotamia to Greece,150 and is found in diverse cultures throughout 
history.151  According to Milgrom, it is seen as resulting from sins committed 
against the deity rather than against man, but at the same time it is usually a 
punishment for moral failings.152  The moral aspect is elaborated on by the rab-

                                                                                                                                  
line 4b about a menstruant touching a 4L$, suggests that the 4L$ is the one referred to in the pre-
ceding context.  This argument does not seem valid to me, since the whole section mentions 
different impurity bearers touching other impurity bearers; 3) the sequence of subjects, 4L$, :68 @; 
and :48L$, corresponds to the order in Lev 15.  To me, the order rather supports the thesis that 
lines 1–4 should refer to the �D85A?�, since laws about “leprosy” (Lev 13–14) immediately pre-
cede those of Lev 15.  Since the first four lines refer to the call of the “leper” (�?��?), and 
mention the term �9@ (affliction/plague, although the word is partly reconstructed), which is 
used as a synonym to F�3D358, I find it difficult, indeed, to deny this passage as a reference to the 
“leper.” 
148 Cf. bNid 66a.  The cry is seen as expressing sorrow.  Cf. Milgrom 1991, 804f. 
149 E.g. bMQat 5a; Maccoby 1999, 125. 
150 References in Milgrom 1991, 820f; among others the vassal treaty of Esarhaddon, a curse 
appended to the Code of Hammurabi, and Herodotus’ descriptions of Persian conditions. 
151 Milgrom 1991, 821; cf. Douglas 1966, 130f, about the Nuer. 
152 Milgrom 1991, 821.  Milgrom states that “except for the Bible, the attribution of scale dis-
ease to moral offences is not attested in the ancient Near East” (823).  He supplies examples of 
“leprosy” as caused by moral offence from classical Greek literature, however. 
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bis, who link “leprosy” with a number of sins, especially gossiping.153  Such a 
moralizing interpretation cannot, however, be seen as a post-70 development 
only.154  Although “leprosy” neither in the Hebrew Bible, nor in rabbinic litera-
ture is necessarily interpreted as a punishment for sinful behaviour, the idea of 
it being a punishment for moral offences is dominant and often taken for 
granted in Second Temple Judaism.  This is clear from several examples in the 
Qumran texts.  In a Cave 4 fragment of the Damascus Document, the “leper” 
(F�D5��9@4��9@K) is mentioned in a catalogue of transgressors, in which no 
distinction is made between ritual and moral transgressions (4Q270 2 2:12).155  
Strengthening in front of a plague (�9@)156 is set parallel to purification (!) from 
a multitude of sins (+II��4ID?�: �F�D�:) in 1QH 9:32.157  Baumgarten has 
pointed at the penitential tone of purification rituals in general, as is evidenced 
from 4Q512.158  This is clear for “leprosy” specifically, as is seen from 4Q274 1 
1:1: “He shall begin to lay his pl[ea].  He shall lie in a [b]ed of sorrow and re-
side in [a dwelling of] sighs.”159  The presupposition seems to be that the 
“leper” has sinned and must repent.160  Refusal to repent is explicitly given as a 
rabbinic explanation for the ostracism of the “leper” (tNeg 6:7).161  Says Har-
rington: “Thus, I conlude about the�PH@V>R�UD�� that only after being forgiven by 
God, as evidenced by healing, can the purification process begin.”162 

 

The Lukan tradition 

Returning to the gospel traditions about Jesus and “lepers,” we find that in the 
light of contemporary legal practices and discussions, they imply that Jesus at 

                                                 
153 Milgrom 1991, 823; Maccoby 1999, 131.  In Lev. Rab. 17:3 “leprosy” is associated with ten 
sins: idol worship, unchastity, bloodshed, desecration of the Name, blasphemy, robbing the 
public, usurping, pride, gossip and the evil eye.  According to bArak 16a “leprosy” is due to 
gossip, shedding of blood, vain oaths, incest, arrogance, robbery and envy.  Maccoby claims 
(1999, 120–121) that Lev 13 shows no trace of a moralistic approach, and that the moralizing of 
the rabbis is only aetiological, i.e. it concerns the cause of “leprosy” and does not judge its ef-
fect, “leprosy” itself, which is non-moral like all impurities.  This distinction is somewhat 
strained, and has to do with Maccoby’s overarching view of morality in relation to purity.  See 
the discussion below in Chapter V.  
154 Against Beentjes 2000, 71f. 
155 J. Baumgarten 1990, 162. 
156 Regularly used for “leprosy.”  See above, 98, n.46. 
157 (Sukenik: 1:32).  Harrington 1993, 82; Qimron 1991, 258.  Hebrew text from Qimron 1991. 
158 J. Baumgarten 1990, 162; DJD 7: 262ff.  
159 Milgrom’s translation, in 1995, 60.  The Hebrew reads: 4=�&?�I@I&@,:F�F��>KB:>�>JK  
4�K�:J@��4�,I&?&[I�4]=�K�+[I]9K�(DJD 35:100).  I am not following J. Baumgarten’s conjec-
ture (1999a [DJD 35], 102) with an >� at the end of the preceding (non-extant) line, which 
would negate the first sentence, implying restrictions upon the recitations of prayers during the 
period of impurity. 
160 Milgrom 1991, 806; 1995, 61. 
161 Milgrom 1991, 806. 
162 Harrington 1993, 82. 
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times did not follow what was regarded as common behaviour.  He was remem-
bered as coming close to, touching and healing “lepers,” possibly even visiting 
them.163  The picture is confirmed by Markan traditions as well as by Q material 
(Mk 1:40–45 par; Mk 14:3/Mt 26:6; Mt 11:5/Lk 7:12).   

We have seen that the expulsion and isolation of “lepers” was a general prac-
tice in Palestine during the first century CE.164  This probably applied not only 
to walled cities, but to towns and villages as well.  In view of all the evidence 
for “lepers” being excluded from towns, the phrasing of Luke’s variant (NDg�
xJyQHWR� xQ� WØ� HlQDL� D¸W´Q� xQ� PL�� WÍQ� S±OHZQ� NDg� cGR¼� �Q�U� SO�UKM�
OySUDM� Lk 5:12) must be regarded as secondary, possibly due to a shallow 
knowledge of Palestinian conditions.165  Lk 5:12 is, however, probably not in-
tended to picture the “leper” inside the town; the incident is only said to have 
happened while Jesus was staying in one of the cities.  This is part of Luke’s 
scheme, which has been stated just before this incident, according to which Je-
sus leaves Capernaum to go on an evangelizing tour in the “other cities” (Lk 
4:43).  Hence this is part of Luke’s frame, and is not a conscious attempt to 
place the “leper” inside a town.   

The ostracism of “lepers” was real.166  They were kept at a distance and their 
company was shunned.  The behaviour ascribed to Jesus would have been ob-
jectionable, even if the impurity incurred was a “light” one, and could be dealt 
with by immersion.167  There are no hints anywhere that Jesus should have im-
mersed because of contamination from a source of impurity.168  

The one tradition which does not immediately fit into this picture is Lk 
17:11–19.  The story about ten “lepers” at the outskirts of a village on the bor-
der of Samaria and Galilee is often regarded as a variant of Mk 1:40–45 par.169  

                                                 
163 The difficulty in judging the status of Simon the Leper (Mk 14:3/Mt 26:6) has been men-
tioned above, 99.  For further discussion about Jesus dwelling with “lepers,” see below, 125. 
164 Cf. Sanders 1990, 158. 
165 On the other hand, the tradition in Lk 17:11–19 betrays a certain awareness of legal practice 
and isolation.  (For a discussion of this text, see below.) 
166 The statement of Maccoby (1999, 125) to this effect may be true, but is phrased in a way that 
seems to aim at playing down the serious ostracism involved: “Indeed, there is no reason to 
conclude from the leper’s exclusion that others were forbidden to talk to him or supply his 
needs, as long as such social contacts took place outside the camp (which means, in times later 
than the wanderings in the wilderness, outside the city).  After all, even physical contact with a 
‘leper’ caused only a one-day uncleanness to the person contacting him, and this could easily be 
removed by washing in the ritual pool.  The requirement that the ‘leper’ should ‘dwell alone’ 
(13:46) means that he must not share living-quarters, or (as the rabbis interpret it) meals, with 
anyone except other ‘lepers, but this does not preclude contacts necessary to his survival.”  
167 Most impurities lasted one day, except for the “fathers.”  This is no argument for them not 
being avoided.  Cf. Sanders 1990, 144f. 
168 Jn 13:10 possibly implies a ritual bath before the Passover meal.  See below, 250–253. 
169 Bultmann 1972 [1921], 227, regards it as a heightened version of the tradition in Mk 1.  The 
latter is also, however, taken over by Luke (Lk 5:12–16); Luke must accordingly have regarded 
them as separate.  If not a variant, it belongs to Luke’s special material. 
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A question prompted by the story is why the nine non-returning “lepers” are 
blamed by Jesus for actually carrying out his orders.  This is explained by 
Luke’s obvious interests.  In the first place, the story is given a moralizing twist, 
in that the gratitude of the returning “leper” becomes an example of proper be-
haviour.  Secondly, the authority of Jesus is confirmed by the “leper” returning 
to him before, or possibly instead of, turning to the official representatives of 
religion, and Jesus is seen as a supreme agent of God.  The third and perhaps 
most important trait in the Lukan story is the emphasis on the man being a Sa-
maritan (cf. 10:25–37), which is further underscored by Jesus’ words: Hc�P��¯�
�OORJHQ�M�RÀWRM�.   Here it is a non-Jew who behaves in an exemplary way.  
This is important in Luke’s ideology, and it adds emphasis to the final point, 
that Jesus proclaims salvation: ��SdVWLM�VRX�VyVZNyQ�VH.170  To Luke, salva-
tion is more than healing, and it is given to Gentiles who by faith acknowledge 
the authority of Jesus and respond with pious gratitude.  

While certain traits point at thorough Lukan redaction, others could be seen 
as contradictory.  The “lepers” are pictured as meeting Jesus as he is about to 
enter a village. They stop at a distance and shout.  This is, as we have seen, fully 
in accord with the legal situation of the time.  “Lepers” living together in a 
group are attested in 2Kgs 7:3.  Although these details might fit into any Helle-
nistic environment, they do reflect Palestinian conditions.  If Lk 17:11–19 is to 
be seen as a Lukan, possibly more hellenized variant of the Markan tradition, a 
couple of questions must be answered.  Why is Jesus not portrayed as touching 
the “lepers”?  Avoiding it would suit Jewish circumstances, but why should 
Luke “de-hellenize” an earlier Markan tradition on such a point?  And why 
would Luke de-emphasize the suddenness of the Markan miracle, by delaying 
the healing, or even making it happen gradually on the road? 

We are thus left with an ambiguity in the evidence: on one hand the tradition 
is heavily influenced by Lukan ideology; on the other hand, it exhibits traits that 
fit into a Palestinian context.  To treat it simply as a variant of the Markan tradi-
tion presents many difficulties.  If independent, it adds little about Jesus’ atti-
tude to “leprosy,” but it does confirm our picture of the legal situation in 
Palestine and the expected behaviour of “lepers” (exclusion from towns, keep-
ing distance).  It says nothing about the gestures of Jesus, however.  Jesus just 
talks.  His first statement: “Go and show yourselves to the priests” (v 14), is 
similar to his command in the Markan tradition, except for the plural (WRjM�
bHUH¿VLQ)171 and the lack of references to sacrifice.  His second statement about 
                                                 
170 For Lukan occurrences, see note 173 below. 
171 I. H. Marshall’s explanation that the plural arises from the group of “lepers” being mixed 
(Samaritans and Jews), thus having to visit different priests, is somewhat strained (1978, 651).  
The plural is sometimes taken as an evidence of ignorance of Jewish circumstances and legal 
prescriptions, since Leviticus mentions one priest only (Lev 14:1f).  I find it precarious, and 
somewhat literalistic, to draw such a conclusion on the basis of a plural form only.  For further 
discussion, in comparison with P. Egerton 2, see below, 124. 
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gratitude and Gentiles (vv 17–18) has nothing to do with our discussion of “lep-
rosy” and purity.  The third statement (v 19) consists of two standard injunc-
tions: �QDVW�M�SRUH¹RX172�and���SdVWLM�VRX�VyVZNyQ�VH,173 which are found 
in various healing stories.  They do not, however, address the question of purity.  
Jesus, in fact, does not act.  Admittedly, nothing is said about Jesus touching the 
“lepers.”  But neither is anything said about hesitation on Jesus’ part.  The ques-
tion of purity is not even implicit in the present form of this story; it has receded 
in favour of other interests.   

Is it possible that Luke is consciously trying to present Jesus as law-abiding?  
This has been the thesis of some interpreters, who have seen evidence, for ex-
ample, in Luke’s omission of Mk 6:45–8:10, which contains the law-critical 
material of ch. 7.174  While such omissions can be seen as reflecting the indif-
ference to purity matters in Luke’s Gentile environment, they could also be seen 
as conscious omissions.  Bart Koet emphasizes the lack of travels into Gentile 
territory in Luke’s narrative.  He interprets this as avoidance of “Gentile impu-
rity,” which would have forced Jesus to undergo ritual purification before enter-
ing the temple.175 As further arguments for his view, he discusses the 
purification rite in Lk 2:22–39, and the difference between Lk 17:11–19 and the 
Markan tradition.176  It must, however, be questioned whether the issue of bod-
ily purity is alive in Luke’s context.  In Lk 2:22–39, the temple visit is related to 
the law, but the rites are muddled up: the purification rite, required by the 
mother, is said to apply to both mother and child (WR¿�NDTDULVPR¿�D¸WÍQ), 
and is fused with the release of the first-born.  Either Luke has a very shallow 
knowledge of Jewish law, or he simplifies and “hellenizes” ritual customs, in a 
manner remotely similar to Philo’s, for the benefit of his readers.  In any case, 
his aim seems to be to present Jesus as “law-abiding” in the general sense of a 
pious man.  This makes it inadvisable to draw conclusions about Jesus’ attitude 
to “leprosy,” based primarily on the Lukan tradition in 17:11–19. 

 

Papyrus Egerton 2 

An interesting tradition, with certain affinities to Lk 17, was found in 1934 
among a collection of papyri.177  Papyrus Egerton 2 was published by Bell and 
Skeat (Fragments of an unknown gospel) the following year, and consisted of 

                                                 
172 This wording is actually not standard, but the content is: {JHLUH…NDg�SHULS�WHL�(Mk 2:9/Mt 
9:5/Lk 5:23/Jn 5:8),�{JHLUH…NDg�ºSDJH�(Mk 2:11), {JHLUH�NDg…SRUH¹RX (Lk 5:24). 
173 Mk 5:34/Mt 9:22/Lk 8:48; Mk 10:52/Lk 18:42; Lk 7:50; 17:19. 
174 Cf. Koet 2000, 104, with references (n. 38) to Banks, Esler and Pettem.   
175 Koet 2000, 104. 
176 Koet 2000, 101ff. 
177 P. Egerton 2 was acquired from a dealer, and thus its provenance is unknown.  Some of the 
papyri which were bought simultaneously came, however, from Oxyrhynchus, which could be 
the probable origin of P. Egerton 2 as well (Bell and Skeat 1935a, i, 7). 
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three fragments.  Two of these are fairly large, and although fragmentary, they 
contain four different pericopes.  The first is “Johannine” in content, while the 
second and third are parallel to, and probably variants of, synoptic stories (heal-
ing of “leper” and paying tax).  The fourth pericope, about a miracle on the bank 
of Jordan, is difficult to reconstruct and is not paralleled in any known gospel.   

In 1978, a small scrap of papyrus was published as Papyrus Köln 255.  This 
piece fits at the bottom of P. Egerton 2, frag. 1, and the two last lines of the 
latter partly go into the first lines of the former.  The two fragments are obvi-
ously part of the same papyrus.   

P. Egerton 2 was initially assigned a date around the middle of the second 
century, from paleographical considerations.178  This meant that if the fragments 
were to be regarded as part of an unknown gospel, its composition must be still 
earlier. Since the impulse to write other gospels (except for the purpose of mak-
ing special claims) diminished as the four gospels were gaining canonical status 
during the second century, and since the fragments contain no hints of hetero-
doxy, Bell and Skeat posed a date of origin between 80 and 120 CE.179   

An apostrophe after the gamma in line 45 (>
) of the Köln fragment has ne-
cessitated a revision of the dating of the papyrus.  This trait is found in P. Bod-
mer too, and became common during the third century.  It makes a dating of the 
fragments around the year 200 more likely,180 but hardly affects the proposed 
date of composition.  This is still one of the earliest Christian papyri.   

Opinions have differed as to the value of this text.  All pericopes contain 
both “Johannine” and “synoptic” traits.  This has led to different hypotheses and 
conclusions.  It has been regarded as a fragment of an independent gospel, 
partly dependent on common sources with the synoptic and Johannine tradi-
tions, or even providing a source for John.  Others have judged it to be secon-
dary and wholly dependent on the canonical gospels.181  The blending of 
“Johannine” and “synoptic” traits is intriguing, and several studies of linguistic 
similarities have been made.182   

Despite the Johannine content of the first pericope (cf. Jn 5:39; 9:29), it is 
linguistically closer to the synoptics; traits of Johannine theology are missing, 

                                                 
178 Arguments against such an early dating (being a codex and not a roll, nomina sacra and 
contractions, diaeresis over initial L and X, regular omission of iota adscript) were discussed and 
dismissed; on all points, examples of early evidence can be found (Bell and Skeat, 1935a, 2ff). 
179 Bell and Skeat, 1935b. 
180 Gronewald 1987, 136f;  the trait became common from the first decade of the third century 
CE, but isolated examples can be found from the very beginning and very end of the second 
century CE (Turner 1987 [1970], 11 and n.50). 
181 See Bell and Skeat, 1935b. 
182 In addition to the initial studies by Bell and Skeat, e.g. Jeremias 1936, 36–45; Dodd 1936, 
56–92; Cerfaux 1936, 55–77; Mayeda 1946; Neirynck 1985, 153–160; Daniels 1991; Erlemann 
1996.  The attempt by David F. Wright 1985–1986 to resurrect the idea of identity with the 
Gospel of Peter is hardly convincing.  For a comprehensive bibliography, see Willker 2001. 
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and the style of the story is more novelistic.183  The third pericope is a variant of 
the synoptic tradition about paying tax (Mk 12:13–17 par), but is shot through 
with expressions recognized from John (Jn 3:2; 10:25).  P. Egerton 2 might 
have had access to “Johannine” traditions, but cannot be dependent on John; it 
would require a cut-and-paste technique, making a mosaic out of extracts from 
John, still without achieving a distinct Johannine character.  The text of P. 
Egerton 2 is rather coherent and the pericopes run smoothly.184   

The second and third pericopes are variants of synoptic traditions, but “syn-
optic” language is found throughout the fragments.  Focusing on the second 
pericope about the “leper,” we find wordings similar to all Synoptic Gospels, 
but especially to Luke.185  NDg�cGR¹ is very frequent in Mt and Lk, but never in 
Mk and Jn; VXQRGH¹HLQ is used once in Acts 9:7; VXQHVTdHLQ is found in Lk 
15:2 and twice in Acts and Paul respectively; SDQGRFHjRQ is found only in Lk 
10:34; NDg�D¸W±M/D¸WØ is used 40 times by Luke, as compared with Mk (4) and 
Jn (7); �ILVW�QDL is found only in Lk (4 times), Acts (6) and Paul (4), but 
never in the other gospels.186  In spite of what appears to be Lukan language, 
this is no proof of dependence on Luke’s gospel, because other differences are 
too great.  It should rather be taken as proof of the author belonging to the Hel-
lenistic world, writing for similar readers to those of Luke.187 

Jeremias, followed by Schneemelcher, suggested that the author of P. Eger-
ton 2 knew all of the canonical gospels, but reproduced traditions from memory, 
thus giving witness to the overlapping of oral and written tradition.188  But, in 
the words of Bell and Skeat, “his memory must have been very vague to ac-
count for such discrepancies.”189  Koester’s ironical remark is also apt: that if 
this were true, “Papyrus Egerton 2 should be treated as a spectacularly early 

                                                 
183 Mayeda points among other things to the use of �SRNULTHgM�…�HlSHQ, common in the Synop-
tic tradition, rather than the Johannine �SHNUdTK� …� NDg� HlSHQ; the simple ]Z�, without the 
Johannine DcÇQLRM, 26f; 71f. 
184 Bell and Skeat 1935a, 35; Mayeda 1946, 68ff;  Koester 1980, 120f; Koester 1982 [1980], 2: 
182f.  Koester regards P. Egerton 2 as “an important testimony for the formation of controversy 
traditions that were later used and expanded in the Johannine discourses” (1982 [1980], 2: 183).  
Bell and Skeat think that P. Egerton 2 puts us in touch at first or second hand with one of John’s 
sources (1935a, 38).  Note also the much more nuanced �U[RQWHM in P. Egerton 2, line 6, as 
compared with John’s generalizing 
,RXGDdRL.  �U[RQWHM, partly reconstructed, is used in line 
28–29 (=B&S 25–26) as well.  This is evidence against P. Egerton 2 being dependent upon 
John, as Cerfaux (1936, 76) and Dodd (1936, 68, 75, 86, 89f) would like to have it.   
185 The issue has been discussed extensively between Neirynck and Boismard, but with some 
tendency, since their opposing interests have been to find confirmation for their respective theo-
ries of duality in Mark and something similar to the Griesbach hypothesis.  See Boismard 1981, 
283–291; 1990, 254–258; Neirynck 1985, 153–160; 1989, 161–167; 1990, 94–107. 
186 Mayeda 1946, 32f; 35; Neirynck 1985, 154.  Mayeda (1946, 69) lists 15 words or expres-
sions in the fragments, which occur only or most often in Luke. 
187 Mayeda 1946, 69. 
188 In Schneemelcher 1991, 1:96–97. 
189 Bell and Skeat 1935b. 
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witness for the four-gospel canon of the NT.”190  Attempts to account for a ge-
netical relationship between this tradition and the canonical gospels are bound 
to be excessively speculative.191  Attempts to explain P. Egerton 2 as dependent 
on the four canonical gospels are neither sufficient nor satisfactory.  Whether it 
should be regarded as a “gospel” is partly a question of definition.  The frag-
ments contain only a limited amount of material.  The pericopes are coherent in 
themselves, but the lack of a smooth transition to the story of the “leper” sug-
gests that this was a collection of stories without a developed narrative frame-
work, as in the synoptics.192   

Turning to the second pericope in detail (Fragment 1r, lines  35–44; earlier 
numbering, B&S, lines 32–41193), we find that it is similar to Mk 1:40–45, al-
though it deviates in several details, containing independent material, but also 
coming close to Lk 17:11–19.  The transcribed text is given below, together 
with the reconstruction of Bell and Skeat, which is usually accepted:194 

A8��"2�4;EKB<FHEIFHEI<BG"2�
B<><@��;@;8IA8B<#@#?�B<"2�
E;<KMDA8@IKD<IG@M2�
<DJMF��"D;EN<@M�<B2�
A8@8KJEI<>M��<8��"2�4KD"2�
A8G"8H@PEC8@��E;?3A3I"2�
G"<"B"2���4��"8G8H@IG?J@��2�
��4F"<IJ?8F8KJEK?B<F"2�
������������������4F"E"H<2�
������������������4��"JE@2 

NDg�cGR¼�OHSU´M�SURVHOTÊQ�D¸WØ�
OyJHL��GLG�VNDOH�
,K�VR¿��OHSURjM�VXQ��
RGH¹ZQ�NDg�VXQHVTdZQ�D¸WRjM�
xQ�WØ�SDQGRFHd-�xOySUKVD�
NDg�D¸W´M�xJÇ��x�Q�RÁQ�V¼�TyO9M�
NDTDUd]RPDL��¯�G��N�¹ULR�M�{IK�D¸WØ�
TyOZ�NDTDUdVTKWL��NDg�H¸TyZM�
�SyVWK��S
�D¸WR¿���OySUD�¯�G|�N�¹ULR�M�
HlSHQ�D¸WØ�SRUHXTHgM�xSdGHL��
[RQ�VHDXW´Q�WRjM�bHUH¿VL��� 

                                                 
190 Koester 1980, 120. 
191 Cf. the attempts of Boismard, n.185 above. 
192 Mayeda (1946) denies that P. Egerton can be placed in the same genre as the canonical gos-
pels.  It is too novelistic, comes from a different world and the fragments are too short.  The 
papyrus is rather to be seen as an example of private Christian literature (87ff).  Mayeda justifies 
his scepticism with references to other papyrus finds, which had been enthusiastically pro-
claimed as remnants of unknown gospels (63).  Some of these claims were, however, actually 
verified by the discovery of the Coptic Gospel of Thomas, soon after Mayeda’s book appeared.  
This has made us aware of the fluid character of the genre, and weakens Mayeda’s argument.  
Bell and Skeat’s verdict from 1935 can still be regarded as true: “It is, in fact, indubitably a real 
Gospel,” but the difficulty is deciding its relationship to other known traditions (1935a, 30).  
193 The later numbering (due to the discovery of P. Köln 255) is followed henceforth. 
194 Bell and Skeat, 1935a, 10f.  8"= uncertain, part of letter seen, or otherwise doubtful;  �"= trace 
of letter seen, but not enough to reconstruct it; [   ] = letter(s) missing.  A “Coptic” font is used 
here to reproduce the papyrus text, since it best corresponds to the uncials of the papyrus. 
195 And lo, a “leper” approached him and said: “Teacher Jesus, travelling with ‘lepers’ and eat-
ing with them at the inn, I myself got ‘leprosy’ too.  Thus if you wish, I am purified.”  The Lord 
said to him: “I wish, be purified.”  And at once the “leprosy” went away from him.  But the Lord 
told him: “Go and show yourself to the priests.”  Cf. the photograph of the fragment above, 88. 
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In view of the discovery of  another piece of this sheet, the last three lines 
must be slightly revised.  P. Köln 255 recto reads (lines 42–48, with Grone-
wald’s reconstruction):196 

"F"2������
;<8KJME@?2�
J"ED<F@;<@:ED2�
A"8@8D<D<>
AED2�
2�48H@ICEKMI"2<F4<"2�����
2�4?A<J@82���4HJ8D<2�
����������������4�"�"2 

�SyVWK��S
�D¸WRX���OySUD��OyJHL�
G|�D¸WØ�¯�
,K�VR¿M���SRUHXTHgM�VHDX��
W´Q�xSdGHL[RQ�WRjM�bHUH¿VLQ�
NDg��QyQHJNRQ�SHUg�WR¿�ND��
TDULVPR¿�ÅM�SUR[V]yWD[HQ�0Z�ÂV M��NDg�
PKNyWL��P�UWDQH��� 

There are several similarities with the synoptic tradition (Mark 1:40–45 par):  
the introduction (NDg�cGR¼�OHSU´M�SURVHOTÊQ�D¸WØ) is almost identical to that 
of Matthew;200 the story concerns one “leper,” who comes to Jesus; and the an-
swer of Jesus (TyOZ�NDTDUdVTKWL) is identical to the synoptics.  The injunction 
to “bring for purification that which Moses commanded” is very similar to 
Mark, although the wording differs slightly.  There are differences as compared 
with the synoptics as well: the “leper” of P. Egerton 2 shows no obeisance to 
Jesus; he calls him by name; Jesus is not described as stretching out his hand 
and touching him; there is no command of silence; and the inspection is to be 
made before the priests (the plural bHUH¿VLQ�is necessary to reconstruct because 
of the article WRL[M]).  These deviations are in line with the tradition of the ten 
“lepers” in Lk 17:11–19.201  In addition, the “leper” in P. Egerton 2 gives an 
explanation of the origin of his “leprosy,” which is not paralleled elsewhere. 

The leper’s description of the origin of his disease has repeatedly been used 
as an argument for P. Egerton 2 being a secondary and fairly late tradition.  The 
idea of travelling and eating with “lepers” at the inn does not suit Palestinian 
conditions.  Likewise, the mention of priests in the plural (Leviticus uses singu-
lar), has been seen as evidence for the author’s deficient knowledge of Jewish 
practices.202  We must ask, however, whether in a Hellenistic environment peo-
ple would freely associate with “lepers” and dine together with them at the inn?  
It is possible that ostracism of “lepers” was not as strong in certain rural areas as 
it was in the cities, but it is likely that not only Jewish readers would regard the 

                                                 
196 Gronewald 1987, 138, 140. 
197 A trace of one of the vertical bars confirms the conjecture F in line 42 (39) of P. Egerton 2. 
198 The letters [<F] seem to have been corrected to FHE (Gronewald 1987, 138). 
199 … the “leprosy” went away from him.  But Jesus said to him: “Go and show yourself to the 
priests and bring for purification that which Moses commanded, and sin no longer …” 
200 “… but in the style of the Gospels there are only a limited number of ways of beginning an 
episode such as this, and the agreement may be accidental” (Bell and Skeat, 1935a, 19). 
201 Mayeda 1946, 32f; 35f; Bell and Skeat, 1935a, 19; Neirynck 1985, 156. 
202 Jeremias, in Schneemelcher 1991, 1: 97; Neirynck 1985, 154.  The argument is also accepted 
by Koester, who takes it as evidence of continued development in oral and written transmission 
(1980, 122, n. 57).   



Jesus and defilement through contact: a neglected issue 125

idea of freely associating with such people as repulsive.203  The problem can be 
partly solved by taking the participles VXQRGH¹ZQ and�VXQHVTdZQ as referring 
to Jesus.  This was suggested immediately after the text was published, but dis-
carded as “improbable” by Bell and Skeat.204  The judgment refers to their re-
constructed reading and is based on grammar, since the participles ought to 
have an article (¯), if seen as attributes to Jesus.  But when the text is recon-
structed differently, the participles can more easily be seen as referring to Jesus, 
while “lepers” at the inn may be exchanged for tax-collectors.  Such a recon-
struction had been proposed by Schmidt in 1936.  Lines 36–39 (33–36) read: 

…GLGDVNDOH� #L#K�OH>SURXM�HL�HI@�
RGHXZQ�NDL�VXQHVTLZQ�>WHOZQDLM@�
HQ�WZ�SDQGRFHLZ�HO>HKVRQ���LVRM@�
NDL�DXWRM�HJZ���…���

 

Lord Jesus, you are visiting “lepers” 
and eating with tax-collectors 
at the inn; have mercy. 
I myself am also the same [i.e. of that sort]. 

Schmidt’s argument for his reading is that the reconstruction of Bell and Skeat  

ist sachlich nicht möglich, da OHSURL�im SDQGRFHLRQ nicht geduldet werden; Wanderun-
gen mit ihnen sind ebenso ausgeschlossen.  Zudem ist die ganze Erklärung dafür, wie der 
Mann erkrankt ist, stilwidrig und gegen die Volksauffassung, die in der OHSUD eine Got-
tesstrafe sieht.  Die Partizipien beziehen sich nicht auf den Kranken, sondern auf Jesus.  
Bekannt Jesu Heilungen von Aussätzigen, aber nicht Wanderungen mit ihnen; Aussätzige 
sind ausgestoßen oder im Hause verschlossen.206 

Hence Schmidt conjectures OH>SURXM� HL� HI@RGHXZQ, i.e. visit or approach207 
“lepers,” since this fits with the picture of Jesus, who visits Simon the Leper 
(Mk 14:3; Mt 26:6).  The “co-eating” is taken to refer to Jesus eating with tax-
collectors; something which he is frequently accused of in the Synoptic Gos-
pels.208  The participles are not taken as attributes to “Teacher Jesus,” but as 
belonging to an independent clause, with the main verb Hl.  Finally, by recon-
structing HOyKVRQ, the character of the leper’s words are understood not as an 

                                                 
203 While diseases and unfortunate conditions such as “leprosy” did not demand formal seclu-
sion according to Greek popular belief, as did pollutions associated with birth, death and blood-
guilt (which contaminated according to certain principles), they were nevertheless thought to 
“wipe off” on others, and association with such people was thus avoided (Parker 1983, 218ff).  
Cf. Josephus’ dispute with Manetho and Chairemon about their claim that the Israelites were 
expelled from Egypt because of “leprosy” and other impure diseases.  Ag.Ap. 1:233ff, 289ff.  
Cf. also above about Babylonian attitudes, 111, n. 123. 
204 Bell and Skeat 1935b. 
205 K. F. W. Schmidt 1936, 35.  There are a few more letters in Schmidt’s reconstruction as 
compared to that of Bell and Skeat, but there should be enough space for them, as a study of the 
papyrus fragment shows.  For a comparison, line 33 (30) of Bell and Skeat’s reconstruction 
would be just as long.  A glance at the 1v and 2v fragments reveals that the right margin is very 
uneven, with much extra space. 
206 K. F. W. Schmidt 1936, 37. 
207 Liddell-Scott9 1940 and Lampe 1961, s.v. xIRGH¹Z� 
208 This is found in Markan tradition as well as in Q and in Lukan redaction: Mk 2:15, 16, par; 
Mt 11:19/Lk 7:34; Lk 15:2. 
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account of how he received the contagion, but as the humble supplication of 
someone asking for mercy.209 

Schmidt’s reconstruction was not accepted by Bell, who responded that it 
was not done on palaeographical grounds and hence could not be tested.  This 
was certainly true, but the same applied to Bell’s own text.  Bell actually had no 
substantial counter-arguments, only that he was not convinced and did not be-
lieve in Schmidt’s reconstruction.210  These non-arguments were taken over by 
Mayeda, referring to Bell: Schmidt’s reconstruction was not on palaeographical 
grounds, but only suppositions “auf Grund historischer Sachkritik,” and they 
were not even accepted by Papyrologists (i.e. Bell?).211  

The P. Köln fragment might give reason for a re-evaluation of Schmidt’s 
proposal.  Whether or not we accept Schmidt’s reconstruction in its details, the 
point is that VXQ/HIRGH¹ZQ�and�VXQHVTdZQ should be understood as referring 
to Jesus.  We may take the participles as attributes (deficient grammar) or as 
belonging to an independent clause, but they give a description of Jesus which 
motivates the supplication of the “leper.”  The injunction PKNyWL� �P�UWDQH 
(elsewhere found in Jn 5:14; 8:11)212 at the end of P. Köln 255, confirms that 
“leprosy” was generally considered as a punishment for sin, rather than a conta-
gious disease contracted by association with other “lepers.”  It supports the idea 
of a penitential tone in the pericope, i.e. a reading in which the “leper” asks for 
mercy (xOyKVRQ) from Jesus, because he is known to associate with outcasts 
and sinners.  With such a reading, the supplication of the “leper” fits together 
with the resolution of the pericope (PKNyWL��P�UWDQH), and renders it a coher-
ent whole.213  

                                                 
209 K. F. W. Schmidt 1936, 37; cf. Mk 10:47 par; Mt 15:22; 17:15.  Cf. Erlemann 1996, 21. 
210 “Ich bekenne, daß sie mir sehr wenig überzeugend erscheinen.  Ich bin nicht darauf aus, 
unsere Ergänzungen vorbehaltlos zu verteidigen.  (Das HO>HSUKVD@ gefällt mir nicht sonderlich, 
und die Schwierigkeit betr. die Herberge gebe ich zu.)  Aber an das HL�HIRGHXZQ kann ich nicht 
glauben, ebensowenig an das LVRM� NDL�DXWRM�HJZ und die Tatsache, daß es befremdlich ist, 
Aussätzige in einem Gasthaus zu finden, scheint mir kein genügender Grund für die Behauptung 
zu sein, daß der Autor unmöglich solches habe sagen können.  Endlich hat HOHKVRQ an allen von 
Schmidt angeführten Belegstellen einen Akkusativ bei sich.”  (Bell 1936, 73).  Only the last 
objection is an argument, and it carries little weight, since several examples of xOyKVRQ without 
an accusative can be found in contemporary texts.  Cf. Ant. 9:64; Bar 3:2; T.Job 23:5. 
211 Mayeda 1946, 34. 
212 It cannot be claimed as a particularly Johannine trait, however, since Jn 7:53–8:11 for text-
critical reasons (being omitted in early textual evidence; the earliest witness is D—Codex 
Bezae) cannot be original to the Gospel of John.  It is usually considered as an independent 
tradition, with some relationship to the synoptics, which was incorporated into the Gospel of 
John at a later stage (possibly as late as the fifth century).  The expression is relevant for a con-
tinued discussion about independent traditions, and P. Egerton 2’s relationship to the canonical 
gospels, which cannot be pursued further within the scope of this study. 
213 This should not be seen as unwarranted “harmonizing,” since both the surrounding pericopes 
give us reason to expect a smooth and coherent narrative. A different interpretation is suggested 
by Daniels, who thinks that the concluding comments rather reveal the Jewish character of P. 



Jesus and defilement through contact: a neglected issue 127

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. 



Jesus and Purity Halakhah 128 

types of discharges themselves, although to varying degrees, as will be seen 
from the discussion below. 

Five different types of dischargers are discussed in the Hebrew Bible and 
early Judaism.  Four of these are major impurity bearers, whose uncleanness or 
period of purification lasts for seven days; hence they are regarded as “fathers” 
of impurity in the rabbinic system.  The fifth has to do with the emission of se-
men, accidentally or in the context of intercourse, which, according to biblical 
legislation, pollutes the male as well as items in contact with semen,  and in 
case of intercourse, the woman, with a one-day uncleanness.  Semen-impurity is 
not regarded as a “father,”214 and will not be discussed independently, but only 
when necessary in reference to the other four types, which share many traits. 

The four major dischargers are the zab (4L$: the man with an abnormal flux 
from his penis),215 the niddah (:68�@;: menstruating woman), the zabah (:48L$: 
woman with a vaginal bleeding outside, or exceeding, the period of menstrua-
tion), and the yoledet (F67>7I,K: parturient, i.e. the woman who has recently given 
birth to a child).216  The first three (as well as the semen-emitter) are treated 
together in Lev 15.  The parturient is discussed in Lev 12, but the text makes it 
clear that her uncleanness during the first stage (seven or fourteen days) should 
be regarded as that of a menstruant.217  Although male and female discharges 
are of a different nature, it is clear that the priestly redactor of Leviticus has 
attempted to place the four major dischargers at a similar level.  The discharge 
itself is called 4I,L, both in the case of the flux of a zab and the blood of a zabah 
(Lev 15:2, 3, 25, 26).  The menstruating woman is not introduced as :I$6 8 or 
:6�8@;,218 but as :48L$ (Lev 15:19).219  And in the summary, the law is explicitly 

                                                 
214 In the Mishnah, semen itself is regarded as a “father” of uncleanness, while the emitter of 
semen is in the first degree (mZab 5:10; Harrington 1993, 244f). 
215 This flux has recurrently been translated as gonorrhea, which is doubtful, indeed.  The ex-
pressions used by Josephus are WR¼M� SHUg� W�Q� JRQ�Q� �HRPyQRXM (Ant. 3:261); JRQRUURdRLM 
(J.W. 5:227); and JRQRUURL�NRjM (J.W. 6:426).  It is uncertain, however, whether the disease 
known to us as Gonorrhoea virulenta was in existence in Antiquity.  Milgrom (1991, 907) ar-
gues against this, while Wright and Jones (1992, 205) refer to contrary opinions.  They agree, 
however, on gonorrhea not being a suitable translation, since the urethral discharges referred to 
in Leviticus and rabbinic literature cannot be limited to that disease only. 
216 It should be stressed that the terms used here are technical terms in rabbinic Judaism, and do 
not always correspond to the terminology of Leviticus.  Specific cases will be noted as they 
appear in the discussion. 
217 Seven in case of a boy; fourteen in case of a girl (Lev 12:2, 5).  Note the way the first period 
is described (v 2: �?8�F ;�: F8I,6 ��F6 3@;�K?
K= ;; v 5: : F86 8@;= �), in contrast to the second period (v 4: 
:D8:�8�K?
6�4 ;�4��
F�
; v 5:�:D8:�8�K?
6� �>�3�4�
�F�
).  The natural interpretation is that during the 
seven and fourteen days respectively, the F67>7IKA is regarded in the same way as a menstruant. 
218 The word :6 8@; is used as a technical term for the menstruant in rabbinic literature (cf. the 
Mishnah tractate Niddah), but in the Hebrew Bible the meaning is ambiguous.  The term is used 
for the menstruant’s state of impurity (Lev 15:19, 20), often as an apposition in expressions like 
: F86 8@;4 ��:I$6 8:3 (Lev 15:33) or :6 8@;�:�8���; (Ez 18:6).  The latter use indicates the second meaning, 
which is “impurity” in general, or something abominable (Lev 20:21; 2Chr 29:5).  The third 
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said to concern any 4L$ with a discharge, whether male or female (Lev 15:33).220  
Hence, the contamination potential of these four impurity bearers is usually 
considered the same in the rabbinic system.221  At the same time, the Rabbis 
saw a certain hierarchy of impurity, where the zabah was regarded as the most 
impure of those with flows, followed by the zab and surpassed only by the 
“leper” and the corpse.222  There is something logical in such a hierarchical or-
der, since menstruation and post-natal bleedings are natural processes,223 and by 
necessity recurring experiences, while non-seminal fluxes and excessive or ir-
regular bleedings are usually due to pathological conditions.  In this way, the 
zabah came to be regarded as the epitome of all those with discharges. 

 

The bleeding woman and Markan sandwich construction  

While there is no trace of any male dischargers in the New Testament, nor any 
discussion about menstruation, both the zabah and the yoledet figure in the 
Synoptic Gospels.  The main tradition is the non-conflict story in Mk 5:25–34 
par., about the bleeding woman who obtained healing by touching Jesus.   

The story of the bleeding woman comes as an intercalation into the narrative 
about Jairus and his daughter.  This is the case in Mk and the construction has 
been taken over by the other Synoptics.  The encapsulation of one story within 
another is frequent in Mark, as noted by several exegetes.224  In the previous 
discussion about miracle stories, some of Theissen’s arguments for this encap-

                                                                                                                                  
meaning is somewhat of a paradox, probably stemming from the root meaning of the word 
(“separation” or “expulsion,” referring to the flow of blood).  In the context of the red cow rite, 
the purification water used for sprinkling is called :6 8@;�K?
 (Num 19:9 etc.).  This could be in-
terpreted as “water for separating/turning away impurity.”  Cf. Milgrom and Wright 1986, 250–
253.  For a different interpretation of the red cow rite, see Maccoby 1999, 105–117, and the 
section below about corpse–impurity. 
219 Cf. Gerstenberger 1993, 186.  The use of :48L$ for a menstruant here is notable, since it ne-
cessitates a clarification: “it happens that blood is exuding from her flesh during seven days.”  
Such a circumscription is avoided in the summary of v 33, by simply calling the menstruant a 
:F868�@;4���:I868�. 
220 :48C
@��>3I��D=8L$�>3�I,4I,L�F�7�4L�8:3I�. 
221 mZab 5:1, 6, 10.  The main exception is that female dischargers were seen as transmitting a 
seven-day impurity by intercourse, while the 4L$ was not.  (Lev 15:24, 33; mZab 5:11; Sifra to 
Lev 15:24 [Parashat Zabim Pereq 7]; Sifra to Lev 15:25 [Parashat Zabim Pereq 8]; bNid 33a); 
Harrington 1993, 240. 
222 mKel 1:1–4; Harrington 1993, 37–38, 230. 
223 Harrington (1993, 225 f.) explains the apparent leniency in Lev 15:19 (one who touches a 
menstruant is not explicitly required to wash his clothes, as in the case of the 4L$) with the nor-
malcy of the situation. 
224 Cf. 6:7–13 and 30–32 separated by 14–29; 11:12–14 and 19–21 separated by 15–18; 14:1–2 
and 10–11 separated by 3–9.  See Nineham 1963, 112; Theissen 1983 [1972], 180ff; Hooker 
1991, 17f.  Nineham (1963, 156f) notes, however, that while Mark is fond of this technique, 
there is no precise parallel to this case, where an insertion divides another story into two so 
obviously interdependent halves. 
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sulation being a secondary development were noticed.  The grammatical differ-
ences are evident.  While the Jairus narrative is mainly in the present tense, the 
intercalation uses past tenses.225  Linguistic differences are real, but should not 
be over-emphasized.226  They provide evidence for the two stories originating 
and developing separately, but they cannot answer questions of when and why 
they were joined together.   

According to a common opinion, the intercalation was made to create an in-
terval between Jairus’ statement and the death of his daughter, causing Jesus to 
come too late.227  The necessity of an interval would have been caused by the 
Jairus story developing from a simple healing miracle to a resurrection narra-
tive.228  The explanation is not satisfactory, as has been pointed out by Trond S. 
Dokka.  The need for a delay is not very great, and it could have been solved in 
various and different ways, as is exemplified by Matthew’s version, in which 
the girl is dead from the very beginning, thus making the delay “redundant.”229   

We must thus look for other reasons for the sandwich construction.  Al-
though the death of Jairus’ daughter does not necessitate a delay in the story, 
resulting in an intercalation, the stories are related to each other.  The Jairus 
story, in its present form, is dependent upon the story of the bleeding woman, 
since it incorporates the crowd (Mk 5:21, 24), which is not necessary in the 
former story, but rather belongs to  the latter (v 27, 30f), and seems to be forgot-
ten when the Jairus story is resumed again (v 35ff).230  Both stories contain 
similar themes, motifs and terms.  Some of these, such as “twelve years” (v 25, 
42) or “daughter” (v 23, 34, 35), have been repeatedly pointed out.231  Monika 
Fander considers death in different forms (social and physical) as the main 
theme of both stories.232  The most conspicuous motif holding the two narra-
tives together is probably faith (SdVWLM, v 34;�SdVWHXH, v 36).  The faith of the 
bleeding woman “informs” the Jairus story, providing an example of faith 
                                                 
225 Theissen 1983 [1972], 180ff; Gnilka 1978, 212, n.15; As already pointed out (see above, 
96), Theissen even notes that the four places where past tenses are nevertheless used in the 
Jairus story (vv 21, 24, 37, 42f) are located at the beginning and end of the narrative, as well as 
where the two stories join, i.e. where redactional influences are probable. 
226 V. Taylor 1966, 289, comments that the language of vv 25–27 (the introduction to the story 
about the woman), is remarkable, as one of very few examples in the gospel of a longer Greek 
period, with several subordinated participles.  Referring to Lohmeyer, he lists numerous differ-
ences of language between vv 21–24, 35–43 and 25–34.  The Jairus story is said to contain no 
Hellenisms, no indirect speech, no periods and hardly a participle, but paratactic constructions, 
semitisms and an Aramaic phrase (293).  While I agree that vv 25–27 are exceptional, there is, 
however, a good number of participles in the Jairus narrative too. 
227 Bultmann 1972 [1921], 214. 
228 Pesch 1976, 306, 312ff. 
229 Dokka 1992, 151–152. 
230 Bultmann 1972 [1921], 214; Gnilka 1978, 209; Kertelge 1970, 111. 
231 Kertelge 1970, 112; Loader 1997, 60. 
232 Fander 1992, 59.  For Fander this means that belief in resurrection becomes the hermeneuti-
cal key to both stories (59–62). 
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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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A purity issue in the Markan tradition 

The Markan textual tradition (Mk 5:25–34) is longer and more detailed than 
that of Luke and especially Matthew, who abbreviates considerably.  Variants in 
the latter traditions will be discussed only when they could be of major impor-
tance for the questions under consideration. 

25� NDg� JXQ�� RÁVD� xQ� �¹VHL� DePDWRM� GÇGHND� {WK� 26 NDg� SROO�� SDTR¿VD� ·S´�
SROOÍQ� cDWUÍQ� NDg� GDSDQ�VDVD� W�� SDU
� D¸W M� S�QWD� NDg� PKG|Q� ÆIHOKTHjVD�
�OO��P�OORQ�HcM� W´�FHjURQ�xOTR¿VD� 27 �NR¹VDVD�SHUg�WR¿� 
,KVR¿��xOTR¿VD�xQ�
WØ�³FO-�³SLVTHQ��\DWR�WR¿�bPDWdRX�D¸WR¿� 28 {OHJHQ�J�U�²WL�x�Q��\ZPDL�N�Q�
WÍQ�bPDWdZQ�D¸WR¿�VZT�VRPDL� 29 NDg�H¸T¼M�x[KU�QTK���SKJ��WR¿�DePDWRM�D¸W M�
NDg�{JQZ�WØ�VÇPDWL�²WL�fDWDL��S´�W M�P�VWLJRM� 30 NDg�H¸T¼M�¯�
,KVR¿M�xSLJQR¼M�
xQ�wDXWØ�W�Q�x[�D¸WR¿�G¹QDPLQ�x[HOTR¿VDQ�xSLVWUDIHgM�xQ�WØ�³FO-�{OHJHQ��WdM�
PRX��\DWR�WÍQ�bPDWdZQ� 31 NDg�{OHJRQ�D¸WØ�Rb�PDTKWDg�D¸WR¿��EOySHLM�W´Q�³FORQ�
VXQTOdERQW��VH�NDg�OyJHLM��WdM�PRX��\DWR� 32 NDg�SHULHEOySHWR� cGHjQ�W�Q�WR¿WR�
SRL�VDVDQ� 33 ��G|�JXQ��IREKTHjVD�NDg�WUyPRXVD��HcGXjD�µ�JyJRQHQ�D¸W¬��¢OTHQ�
NDg�SURVySHVHQ�D¸WØ�NDg�HlSHQ�D¸WØ�S�VDQ�W�Q��O�THLDQ� 34 ¯�G|�HlSHQ�D¸W¬��
TXJ�WKU�� �� SdVWLM� VRX� VyVZNyQ� VH�� ºSDJH� HcM� HcU�QKQ� NDg� fVTL� ·JL�M� �S´� W M�
P�VWLJ±M�VRX��

25 And a woman who had been a blood discharger for twelve years 26 and had suffered a 
lot under many physicians and had spent all her means for no use, rather becoming 
worse—27 when she heard about Jesus she came in the crowd and touched his cloak 
from behind, 28 because she said that if I will touch even just his cloak I will be saved.  
29 And immediately the source of her blood dried up, and she knew in her body that she 
was healed from the scourge.  30 And Jesus, who immediately felt in himself the power 
which had went out from him, turned around in the crowd and said: “Who touched my 
cloak?”  31 And his disciples said to him: “Look at the people pushing you, and you say: 
‘Who touched me?’”  32 And he looked around to see who had done it.  33 But the 
woman, who was fearing and trembling, knowing what had happened to her, came and 
fell down before him and told him the whole truth.  34 But he said to her: “Daughter, 
your faith has saved you.  Go in peace and be well from your scourge.”  

Mark’s intentions and awareness of legal issues have been extensively dis-
cussed.239  In the present story about the bleeding woman, impurity is never 
mentioned explicitly.  This is one of the reasons for some exegetes to doubt that 
purity is an issue here at all.  Brigitte Kahl argues that the narrative does not 
employ the central terminology of clean and unclean, but rather uses terms of 
healing.240  “Das, was die Frau zu ihrer Rettung braucht, ist nicht die Befreiung 
von der Tora, sondern die Befreiung vom Elend ihrer Krankheit—mindestens in 
der Darstellung des Markus.”241  It is true that the healing miracle is central for 

                                                 
239 Loader 1997, 61–62; Sariola 1990, 239–261. 
240 B. Kahl 1996, 66. 
241 B. Kahl 1996, 67.  Kahl reacts against the distortions which follow when the controversies of 
Jesus are not seen as intra-Jewish conflicts, but as principled denials of Jewish law, or Judaism.  
Compare Grundmann’s interpretation (1971, 115, cf. 151f) that Jesus, in his manner of relating 
to the bleeding woman, demonstrated that the Jewish Law and purity thinking have come to an 
end, with Dewey’s interpretation (1994, 471, 481) of an intra-Jewish conflict between a popular 



Jesus and defilement through contact: a neglected issue 133

Mark, and, as we have seen above, the context is one of faith and restoration 
(“resurrection”).  In this process of healing, however, legal traditions about the 
separation of menstruants and persons with discharges seem to be disregarded.  
There is thus a purity issue inherent in the tradition, which had been recognized 
by early interpreters.242  Their recognition cannot be explained by their anti-
Jewish polemical context only, but, as will be shown below, an awareness of the 
purity issue is reflected in the textual tradition itself. 

While healing is the central theme of the story, it is not really correct to 
claim, as does Kahl, that the “für Lev 12–15 eigentlich zentrale terminologische 
Bezug auf Reinheit/Unreinheit in Mk 5,2 ff mit keiner Silbe auch nur angedeu-
tet wird.”243  The presence of words and expressions belonging to the key ter-
minology of Lev 12 and 15 has been pointed out by several exegetes, and is 

                                                                                                                                  
Jewish peasant movement and official leadership, resulting in a break with the system of purity, 
but not with Judaism (B. Kahl 1996, 65, n.15).  Cf. Valtink (1996, 18): “seine Vorstellungen 
von Reinheit und Unreinheit werden in den meisten Jesusbüchern und exegetischen Kommenta-
ren als äußerster Kontrast zum Judentum dargestellt und nicht als eine Möglichkeit innerhalb 
des pluralen und vielgestaltigen Judentums wahrgenommen.”  The traditional line of interpreta-
tion has, however, at times been taken over by feminist exegesis, recently criticized for anti-
Jewish implications (Valtink 1996, 17; Fonrobert 1997, 124f).  Fonrobert criticizes Selvidge 
(1990, 83) and others for “the persisting lack of understanding with which New Testament 
scholars reconstruct the presumed Jewish milieu of the story” (Fonrobert 1997, 124).  She 
claims that “by passing a judgment on the suffering and oppression of the woman not only in 
this particular narrative, but by implication on Jewish traditions surrounding menstruation in 
general, and by making her the emblematic Jewish woman whom Jesus comes not only to heal 
but presumably also to liberate from the oppressive rituals of her culture, such hermeneutic 
approaches in New Testament scholarship also pass a judgment on Jewish women today, who 
choose to observe menstrual separation as a part of living their Jewishly-defined lives” (Fon-
robert 1996, 125).  The delicate discussion about anti-Jewish exegesis must not prevent thor-
ough textual and historical investigations, however.  It is necessary to keep the different levels 
of discussion apart.  A claim that Jesus, by his behaviour, proclaims the end of Jewish purity 
legislation, may possibly be true on a literary level, but is hardly to be ascribed to the historical 
Jesus, on the evidence of this tradition.  While Mark may intend his readers to see Jesus as giv-
ing up Jewish law (but cf. Loader 1997, 26, 28, 35–37), it is difficult to imagine the historical 
Jesus as consciously proclaiming Christian polemical theology through accidentally being 
touched by an unclean person. 
242 Dionysios of Alexandria, in his letter to Basilides, responds negatively to the latter’s ques-
tions about menstruating women attending church and receiving the communion, by referring to 
the bleeding woman only touching the hem of Jesus’ garment (Dionysius to Basilides, E’; cf. B. 
Kahl 1996, 62–63; Selvidge 1990, 17)  The Didascalia Apostolorum (Syriac 26: 262; versio 
Latinae 62: =97v) argues against menstrual separation from prayer and communion by using the 
same story (Fonrobert 1997, 121–122; B. Kahl 1996, 62). Although the conclusions drawn are 
complete opposites, both of these interpretations assume that there is a purity issue in the story 
in Mk.  The purity issue was recognized by Tertullian (Marc. 4:20; cf. Selvidge 1990, 20–21) 
and John Chrysostom (Hom. Matt. 31:1–2; Cf. B. Kahl 1996, 62, n.4).  Although situated 
“within the framework of an Ekklesia-versus-Synagogue-dichotomy” (B. Kahl 1996, 78), such 
interpretations cannot automatically be discarded as anti-Jewish (B. Kahl 1996, 63, n.10). 
243 B. Kahl 1996, 66. 
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admitted by Kahl herself.244  These are �¹VHL�DePDWRM (Mk 5:25), ��SKJ��WR¿�
DePDWRM (v 29), and the repeated use of the verb �SWHVTDL (v 27, 28, 30, 31).  
�¹VLM�DePDWRM is not a normal expression for menstruation, used in Greek lit-
erature, but is paralleled by Lev 15:19, 25 LXX.245  Likewise, SKJ�� WR¿�
DePDWRM� is never used for vaginal bleeding, except in Lev 12:7 LXX (cf. 
20:18).246  The latter phrase caused Bultmann, who otherwise supposed a Hel-
lenistic origin for most synoptic miracle stories, to consider a Palestinian origin 
for this story, because of true Semitisms.247  These phrases show some kind of 
dependence on the language of Leviticus, and reveal an awareness of the purity 
issue involved in the story of the woman touching Jesus, at some stage in the 
tradition.  There are no good reasons for questioning this relationship, as does 
Fonrobert, thinking that “this linguistic connection is not a necessary one,”248 or  
suggesting that terminological connections are so small that they stay without 
importance, as does Sariola.249  The emphasis in the Markan tradition on touch 
concurs with Lev 12 and 15.  Touch is the principal means of transferring impu-
rity in the case of people with genital discharges.  The verb �SWHVTDL/�9@ is 
repeated thoughout these two chapters.   

The use of �SWHVTDL in the narrative of the bleeding woman can be inter-
preted as primarily a trait of Hellenistic miracle-stories.  It seems as if the heal-
ing functions automatically, by some power which goes out from Jesus and 
stops the woman’s bleeding.250  But the motif of touching a miracle-worker 
must be discussed with discrimination.  Stories in which the patient takes the 
initiative to touch the healer are uncommon outside the gospels, and in particu-
lar non-intentional transfer of power through touch is not attributed to healers in 
Hellenistic miracle-stories.251  When the gospels are examined, it seems to be 

                                                 
244 B. Kahl 1996, 66, especially n.20. 
245 The similarity of Mk 5:25 (NDg�JXQ��RÁVD�xQ��¹VHL�DePDWRM) and Lev 15:19 (NDg�JXQ��
�WLM��Q�®��yRXVD�DePDWL) as well as 15:25 (NDg�JXQ��x�Q��y9��¹VHL�DePDWRM) is striking. 
246 Selvidge 1990, 48; Selvidge 1984; Gnilka 1978, 215; Sariola 1990, 70; Loader 1997, 61. 
247 Bultmann 1972 [1921], 240. 
248 Fonrobert 1997, 130.  Fonrobert’s criticism of Selvidge’s method of counting words is justi-
fied.  This applies especially to Selvidge’s extended discussion of more or less irrelevant seman-
tic similarities between Mark and Leviticus (1990, 49–51).  Nevertheless, the presence in 
Markan tradition of the two phrases mentioned cannot possibly be explained by coincidence. 
249 Sariola 1990, 70.  I agree, however, with Sariola about the danger of seeing too many allu-
sions, and drawing exaggerated conclusions (71). 
250 Bultmann 1972 [1921], 219; Theissen 1983 [1972], 91f.  Theissen discusses, but dismisses 
the idea of the story being a distortion of an original exorcism, reminiscent in the sequence: 
healing-trembling-falling down (cf. Thraede, 1969, 62), and in the term P�VWL[.  He argues that 
the demonological sense is weakened in the NT, the story itself regards the emanation of power 
as therapeutic, and in the context (doctors etc.) the term G¹QDPLM receives a therapeutic rather 
than a demonological slant.  Theissen also dismisses the idea that touching Jesus was seen as a 
way of getting rid of a disease by passing it on (134; cf. Epidaurus 7 in Herzog 1931, 10–13, 
133f). 
251 Blackburn 1991, 114ff. 
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Mark who generalizes this behaviour, as has been pointed out by Gnilka.252  The 
generalizing comments in Mk 3:10 and 6:56 about people touching Jesus, or 
even his clothes, for healing, belong to typical bridge passages or summaries, 
which are not traditional, or at least heavily redacted by Mark.253  In spite of 
what has at times been claimed about Mark’s anti-magical stance,254 these 
comments rather enhance a magical understanding of the miracle stories.255  It is 
possible that the motif of touching in the pre-Markan tradition had less of a 
magical flavour than after subsequent Markan redaction.  In view of the above-
mentioned generalizing comments, it is possible to regard the bP�WLRQ of vv 27, 
28 and 30, as Markan embroidery (note its absence in v 31), while the touching 
itself tightly belongs to the pre-Markan connection with Lev 15.  This connec-
tion is thus reinforced by the frequent use of the verb �SWHVTDL in Mk 5.256 

The difficulty lies in the fact that Mark never spells out this connection ex-
plicitly.  The idea that in the pre-Markan tradition Jesus responded to the 
woman in anger, because she had defiled him,257 is far too speculative.258  Less 
so, but still unverifiable, are suggestions that the fear of the woman (v 33) is 
caused by her knowledge of having defiled Jesus.259  On the textual level, her 
fear is explained by her knowledge of having been healed, and there are no hints 
that it was caused by knowledge of any transgression.260  Since Mark uses pu-
rity terminology in other contexts (Mark 1 and 7), clearly denying certain purity 
practices, B. Kahl argues that he sees no purity issue in the story of the bleeding 
woman.261  This is not plausible, however, when the texts are compared.  In Mk 
7, purity terminology is explicit, and consciously used by Mark in redactional 
comments, such as 7:3–4, 19. The reference to Mk 1 is doubtful, however, 
since, as pointed out above, the terminology (NDTDUdVDL/ NDTDULVT�QDL) is 

                                                 
252 Gnilka 1978, 215. 
253 The first of these is taken over by Luke (Lk 6:19) and the second by Matthew (Mt 14:36). 
254 Cf. T. J. Weeden’s study (1971) and the interpretations which followed it.  For a discussion, 
see Räisänen 1990, 62–68. 
255 Cf. Gnilka 1978, 213, who understands the reflective clause in v 28 as a Markan attempt to 
make what happens more understandable.  He likewise considers the disciples’ comment about 
the crowd (v 31) redactional.  While this may well be so, his suggestion, that the purpose of this 
redaction is to hinder a magical understanding of miracle, is to be doubted in view of the gener-
alizing comments in 3:10 and 6:56. 
256 If Gnilka is right about Markan redaction (see previous note), �SWHVTDL is traditional in v 27 
and 30 only.  This does not weaken the connection to Lev 15, however.  There is no reason to 
regard all references to touching as redactional. 
257 Loader 1997, 61, n.118.  Cf. the discussion above (103) about Jesus’ response to the “leper” 
in Mk 1:41. 
258 Sariola 1990, 70. 
259 Such a notion could be implied in the words (excluded in Matthew’s parallel) about the 
woman telling Jesus S�VDQ�W�Q��O�THLDQ (Mk 5:33). 
260 Sariola 1990, 71.  Fonrobert (1997, 132f, especially n.30) stresses that fear in the gospel of 
Mark is always the reaction when the significance of Jesus is recognized. 
261 B. Kahl 1996, 66, mentions Mk 7 as well as 1:40ff. 
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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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The only Lukan tradition which is explicit about discharge and impurity is 
2:22ff.  Here we have an example of the yoledet bringing the prescribed purifi-
cation offerings, according to Lev 12.  But, as already mentioned, the rites of 
purification and  release of the first-born (Ex 13) are muddled, and Luke’s inter-
est seems to be in describing the parents of Jesus as generally pious and law-
abiding,265 and possibly, implying that Jesus was consecrated to God.266  Re-
gardless of how Luke’s attitude to the law in general or purity in particular 
should be interpreted, this tradition does not provide any clues as to the attitude 
of the historical Jesus to people with discharges.   

Possibly, there is an implicit purity issue in the Lukan variant of the woman 
who anointed Jesus (Lk 7:36–50, par. Mk 14:3–9/Mt 26:6–13/Jn 12:1–8).  
There are several differences between Mark and Matthew on one hand and Luke 
on the other, which suggest that Luke had access to a separate tradition.  Luke 
does not, like the others, place the incident immediately before the Last Supper, 
but during the healing and teaching mission of Jesus, in the first part of the gos-
pel.  He does not call Simon, the host, a “leper,” but a Pharisee.  The woman 
anoints Jesus’ feet, not his head, and she is explicitly called a sinner.  The issue 
for discontent in Luke is not, as in the other gospels, the waste of money, but 
the character of the woman, and the one embarrassed by this is the Pharisee, not 
some unspecified people (Mk) or the disciples (Mt).267  What makes Luke’s 
variant interesting for our purpose is the comment about the inner talk of the 
Pharisee: “If this man were a prophet, he should have known who and of what 
sort is this woman who touches him, that she is a sinner” (v 39).  While the fol-
lowing narrative concentrates on sin and forgiveness, the embarassment of the 
Pharisee is apparently caused by the impropriety of the woman touching Jesus 
(�SWHWDL�D¸WR¿).  As we have already seen, touching is a recurring feature in 
many of the traditions in which purity seems to be an issue, and it is central in 
the discussion about the contaminating power of persons unclean with bodily 

                                                                                                                                  
Lk 8 (parallel to Mk 5) suffered from a blood flow, another woman in Lk 13 had a bent back.  It 
could be argued that Luke’s mentioning of women following Jesus has more in common with 
the apocryphal Acta literature. 
265 See above, 120.  In biblical and rabbinic tradition, the child is not sharing the impurity of the 
mother.  It would be possible to argue that Luke could reflect a deviant practice, similar to that 
of the Falashas, or of Sakta, the Dosithean (a minority Samaritan opinion), according to which 
the baby’s uncleanness was the same as the mother’s (cf. Bóid 1989, 327).  If so, this would 
testify to a deviant first-century halakhah of some influence.  While such a view is attested in 
some Near Eastern texts, I find this interpretation highly unlikely and far too speculative, as long 
as no contemporary Jewish evidence for such a view is adduced. 
266 Cf. I. H. Marshall 1978, 117. 
267 In addition, Luke’s narrative includes a dialogue between Jesus and Simon.  The Johannine 
parallel (Jn 12) mostly follows Mark, although the setting is quite different (Bethany, the house 
of Lazarus), the woman is identified as Mary, and the feet of Jesus (as in Luke), not his head, are 
anointed.  Some suggest that these traditions are independent from the beginning, e.g. I. H. Mar-
shall 1978, 304–310; Brown 1966, 1: 449–452; Dodd 1963, 162–173. 
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discharges, as will be further explored below.  We can thus suspect that purity is 
an issue in the underlying traditional material, and that Luke is aware of this,268 
although he does not exploit it, but gives the narrative a moral interpretation.269 

In any case, there are no hints in the Lukan text as to the source of the 
woman’s possible impurity.  Any such discussion will amount to mere specula-
tion.  Menstruation or child-birth is out of the question, since these sources of 
impurity would never impart to anyone the epithet “sinner.”  The woman could 
possibly be taken as a zabah, since that state was at times seen as a result of 
indecent behaviour, or as divine punishment.270  Or she could be regarded as a 
sinner by some Pharisees, because she did not follow the purity halakhah of the 
expansionist current in general.271  The traditional interpretation of the narra-
tive, which simply regarded the woman as immoral, is not necessitated by the 
text, but depends more on an overall interpretation of Luke’s gospel.272  While 
some purity issue is implied in this tradition, and even suggested by some of its 
terminology, no attempt to define it will suffice as a basis for building an argu-
ment.  For this we will have to rely primarily on the non-conflict tradition in Mk 
5.  It is clear, however, that in Lk 7 Jesus is pictured as ignoring a Pharisaic 
opinion about the impropriety of physical contact between pious men and cer-
tain women, defending a behaviour which is contrary to Pharisaic expectations. 

 

Interpreting the purity issue: biblical legislation 

Even if Lev 15 is established as an intertext of Mk 5:25–34, and even if it is 
accepted that the historical Jesus came into contact with people with flows, this 
does not by itself interpret the nature of such contact, nor the degree of con-
tamination.  The argument that since the woman was healed instantly, there was 
actually no contamination,273 cannot be accepted, since the instancy, the H¸T¹M, 
belongs to a literary level, and is a Markan trait.  On an historical level, we can-
not claim that the actions or contacts of Jesus would have been seen as not in-
                                                 
268 The Pharisee is described in the introduction as inviting Jesus eQD�I�J9�PHW
�D¸WR¿.  Jesus 
is described as HcVHOTÊQ�HcM�W´Q�RlNRQ�WR¿�)DULVDdRX (7:36).  In view of the discussion in 
Chapter III.2 above about Pharisees and haburot, hand-washing and commensality, these 
phrases could be taken to imply that the Pharisee regarded Jesus as trustworthy in matters of 
purity.  The incident with the woman touching Jesus would then prove the Pharisee’s expecta-
tion to be false, and risk defiling not only Jesus, but the food and drink. 
269 The two perspectives are not mutually exclusive, although the simplified equation, exempli-
fied by  I. H. Marshall (1978, 309: “a sinful, and therefore unclean, woman”) is too common 
and certainly false.  A general discussion about the relationship between purity and morality is 
postponed, however, to Chapter V. 
270Cf. the view of dischargers in Qumran, implied by some 4Q fragments and late rabbinic mate-
rial discussed below, 209f, 218.  
271 Such an interpretation would be vigorously disputed by E.P. Sanders, and several other exe-
getes (cf. Sanders 1985, 174–188), but see the discussion in Chapter V below. 
272 Cf. Caird 1963, 114, for a traditional interpretation. 
273 B. Kahl 1996, 66–67. 
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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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the eighth (vv 13ff).  Nothing is said about the menstruant, and the zabah is to 
wait for seven days and then bring a sacrifice (vv 28ff).  When it comes to the 
yoledet in Lev 12, her impurity in the first stage (one or two weeks) is likened to 
that of a menstruant (v 2, 5).  Nevertheless, during her second stage impurity 
(another 33 or 66 days) she is not allowed to touch anything holy or enter the 
sanctuary (v 4), and the period should be terminated by a sacrifice (vv 6ff).  
Nothing is said about washing or laundering. 

How are we to explain these discrepancies?  They could either be exploited, 
or the various rules could be read in a systemic way.  Fonrobert takes the differ-
ences at face value, concluding that not only did the menstruant and the zabah 
not transmit impurity by touching, but the zabah could even be touched.277  The 
opposite view is held by Trummer, who suggests that prohibitions for discharg-
ing women to touch clean people are absent because this was simply unthink-
able.278  Both standpoints are simplifications to be avoided.  Gerstenberger 
suggests that the silence about several issues regarding women (i.e. spitting, 
touching, saddle) could be explained by a male view-point: women were not to 
spit, they were not to give men their hands, and they did not usually ride.279  
This may be so, but does not explain why instructions about touching vessels 
occur only in the regulations concerning the zab.  As several interpreters point 
out, the discussions about female dischargers are made dependent on the previ-
ous basic regulations concerning the zab.  The whole chapter should probably 
be read in a more systemic way.  As the zab is first treated, the niddah and za-
bah incorporate certain traits of the former.  This is clear from the attempts of 
the author to parallel the symptoms of the menstruant with those of the zab, 
which has lead to a somewhat clumsy construction in Lev 15:19 (�K= ;�:���8�;I���
: D8�A84�4; �: 48L,�:K7:�K'�*68 �:48L8�:K7:�F;) which parallels 15:2 (:K7:�K'�K= ;���K�;���K�;��
I,4I,L�I,D�A84 �?;�4L8), in spite of specific terminology being available (v 33: 
: F86 8@;4 ��:I$68 :3).280  A systemic reading is encouraged by the fact that 4L$ is be-
ing used inclusively about both men and women in the concluding v 33 
(:48C
@��>3I��D=8L 8>3�I,4I,L�F�7�4L $:3).281 

If this is the case, Milgrom’s suggestion that not only the zab, but all dis-
chargers, are supposed to purify in spring water, like other seven-day impurity 
bearers (Lev 14:5–6, 50–52; Num 19:17), is probably true.  While this is not 

                                                 
277 Fonrobert 1997, 130–131. 
278 Trummer 1991, 112–113. 
279 Gerstenberger 1993, 187. 
280 Gerstenberger 1993, 186.  It should be noted that :48L$ is the technical term in rabbinic He-
brew for a woman with long-term discharges of blood.  In Lev 15, both :48L$ and :I86 8 are used 
for the menstruant, and the “rabbinic” :48L$ is referred to by the even more roundabout phrase 
: F86 8@;�F�7��,>4 ��*K4 D3�*K?;K$�: ?86 8�4I,L�4I�LK$�K= ;�:����;.  
281 Cf. Milgrom 1991, 948. 
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mentioned in the case of female dischargers, it is implied, since the regulations 
concerning the latter abbreviate those preceding, concerning the zab.282 

What about the other differences in purification requirements for various dis-
chargers?  An important argument, developed by Wright and Milgrom, is that 
the expression 4D7�8:8�6�3��?8�K; (“unclean until evening,” e.g. in 15:19) always 
implied ablutions, i.e. washing the body.  This can be deduced from several 
instances of parallel instructions, where the expression is used in one place 
with, and in another place without bathing being mentioned.283  Assuming this 
to be the case, Harrington argues that since those who touch a menstruant are 
unclean until evening (15:19), i.e. must bathe, this must a fortiori apply to the 
menstruant herself.284  Based on a similar logic, Wright suggests that the men-
struant must launder her clothes too, as must those who touch her bed.285   

The purification requirements of the zabah (15:28–30) mention only a sacri-
fice.  If they are seen as an abbreviation of the requirements of the zab, launder-
ing and bathing must be implicitly understood from v 13.286  Sacrifices are, 
however, explicitly required only from the yoledet, the�zab and the zabah, but 
not from the menstruant (12:6–8; 15:14–15, 29–30).  Are we to harmonize from 
a systemic reading in this case too, or is the discrepancy intended?  Perhaps 
there is a practical consideration: menstruants cannot be expected to afford sac-
rifices monthly.287  Menstruation is in a way considered a slighter impurity than 
the others, since it is of shorter duration, and is not followed by a seven-day 

                                                 
282 Milgrom 1991, 923–924, 934–935. 
283 Milgrom (1991, 919) mentions the following examples: “(1) Lev 11:40 states that one who 
eats the carcass of pure animals must ‘launder his clothes and remain impure until evening.’  A 
parallel passage states that whoever eats such carcasses must ‘launder his clothes, bathe in wa-
ter, and remain impure until evening’ (17:15).  (2) If washing of a utensil contaminated by a 
swarming creature is necessary (11:32), the same should be necessary for people who touch the 
swarming creature (11:31).  (3) A priest who touches certain impurities ‘becomes impure until 
evening’ (22:6a).  Lest there be any mistake, Scripture adds the explanation: ‘He shall not eat of 
the holy things unless he has bathed his body in water’ (v 6b).  (4) Num 31:24 omits bathing, but 
Num 19:19 clearly requires it.  (5) Bathing is lacking for the gatherer of the ashes of the Red 
Cow (Num 19:10), but is explicitly required for the priest and the burner who participated in this 
rite (vv 7, 8).  (6) Ablution is often assumed and is thus omitted in the cases of the menstruant 
…, the parturient …, and the corpse-contaminated Nazirite (Num 6:9).”  Cf. David P. Wright 
1987, 185, n.38; Harrington 1993, 117–120. 
284 Harrington 1993, 228–229.   
285 David P. Wright 1987, 191, n.44. 
286 David P. Wright 1987, 193, especially n.47.  It seems as if Wright assumes the same purifica-
tion rites to apply also to the F67>7I,K (195).  Another explanation, taking into account the differ-
ences regarding sacrifices, will be discussed below. 
287 This is the argument of Milgrom (1991, 935).  It could be argued that while child-birth is 
natural too, it does not occur so often; hence a sacrifice could be afforded.  This is a question-
able argument, however, since regular menstruation through the fertile period is a fairly recent 
phenomenon, dependent on modern family structures and birth control.  See further discussion 
below, 160, n.369. 
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purification period.  Menstruation itself could rather be seen as equivalent to the 
seven-day purification period of the other impurities.288   

We have seen that a systemic reading of the biblical legislation seems natural 
in many cases, but is not always self-evident.  Of crucial importance for evaluat-
ing the purity issue in the Markan tradition about the bleeding woman is the 
question of physical contact.  In the case of a clean person touching a dis-
charger, a systemic reading would mean that one is contaminated and has to 
purify in the same way after having touched a menstruant (15:19), as after hav-
ing touched a zab (15:7), i.e. including laundering.  Wright’s argument is that 
since laundering is required from a person having touched something upon 
which a menstruant lies or sits, it must logically be required from someone di-
rectly touching her.289  Against this, Milgrom argues that, although the phrase 
4D7�8:8�6�3��?8�K; implies bathing, it never includes laundering of clothes.290  
There is an apparent tension between v 19 and vv 21–22, which demand laun-
dering from those touching the menstruant’s bed and seat.  The problem is made 
even worse when the zabah is considered.  While both washing and laundering 
are demanded from the person touching her bed or seat (v 27), nothing is said 
about touching the zabah herself.  This can be explained in different ways.  
Since the zabah is explicitly compared to the menstruant (vv 25–26) and since 
the menstruant is actually referred to as a zabah too, it could be argued that the 
same rules are assumed to apply, although some details are missing, due to ab-
breviation (i.e. touching her, touching items on her bed or seat, and intercourse).  
This is how the rules were interpreted and applied in Second Temple times, as 
will be seen below.  Milgrom has suggested that the *48  of v 27 should be read 
: 4 8, as in two manuscripts.291  This is supported by the LXX reading (D¸W M), 
and makes the verse read: “And everyone who touches her becomes unclean, 
and must launder his clothes and wash in water and is unclean until evening.”  
If this reading is accepted, the rules about touching a zabah correspond to those 

                                                 
288 If the requirement to bring a sacrifice is seen as a consequense of having polluted the sanctu-
ary from afar (cf. Milgrom 1991, 999), the fact that this is not required from the menstruant (cf. 
Harrington 1993, 223) supports the idea that her impurity is in some aspects more akin to the 
seven-day purification period of other dischargers, rather than to the period of their actual dis-
charge. 

In rabbinic times, the seven days were added to the menstruation period.  This is of a fairly 
late date, however, motivated by the difficulty in distinguishing different kinds of blood.  Cf. 
Woolf 2000, 264ff; Maccoby 1999, 44–46; bNid 66a.  Since it has been practised in Judaism 
until this day, some authors assume the addition of seven days as biblical or Second Temple 
practice.  This is definitely untrue.  One example of such an interpretation is Péter-Contesse 
1993 (238), who discusses Lev 15 with no apparent knowledge of subsequent rabbinic devel-
opments.  
289 David P. Wright 1987, 189. 
290 Milgrom 1991, 935–936. 
291 Milgrom 1991, 943. 
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about touching a zab (v 7).292  There is still a difference as compared to the 
menstruant, but this could be explained by menstruation being a natural and 
recurring process, limited in time, and thus not really considered to contaminate 
as seriously as the pathological discharges.  Touching a zab or a zabah would 
thus require bathing and laundering, while touching a menstruant would require 
bathing only.  This corresponds to the requirement for the former to bring a sac-
rifice, which does not apply to the menstruant, as previously noticed.293 

If all the differences are taken at face value, without any “harmonizing” ef-
forts, they could possibly be explained by differing origins.  The priestly redac-
tor(s) would then not have managed to combine the various regulations into a 
compatible system.  While it is quite possible that rules concerning various dis-
chargers have developed separately, there have been apparent efforts to shape 
the chapter into a coherent whole.294  Even Lev 12, which is probably of sepa-
rate origin, and inserted into the block somewhat later, is made to relate to Lev 
15.295  And since these rules were interpreted systemically during Second Tem-
ple times, it is likely that they were similarly, although not identically read in 
biblical times. 

Further complications arrive when discussing the case of a person unclean 
with discharges touching a clean person, as in the Markan story of the bleeding 
woman.  This is explicitly forbidden only in the case of the zab.  He is said to 
contaminate clean persons and vessels by touching them without having first 
washed his hands (vv 11–12).  It is reasonable to assume such contamination at 
least in the case of the zabah by analogy, and by implication from the fact that 
the zabah contaminates persons via her bed or seat.296   

                                                 
292 Rules about not touching the bed and seat of the :48L$ must then be inferred from those about 
the menstruant.  Cf. Milgrom 1991, 943. 
293 Cf. Milgrom 1991, 943. 
294 Cf. the roundabout way, discussed above, of describing the menstruant, in order to make her 
correspond to the 4L$. 
295 Cf. Elliger 1966, 157. 
296 David P. Wright 1987, 193.  Such an argument should apply to the menstruant as well, but is 
not discussed in Wright’s text.  The assumption appears, however, in his chart on p. 190. 

Harrington is hesitant, however.  “Perhaps these rules regarding the za �b’s touch may be as-
sumed for the za�bâ  and the menstruant as well, but one cannot be sure” (Harrington 1993, 224).  
It is somewhat unclear whether “these rules” in Harrington’s statement refers to the rule about 
the zab contaminating by touch, or the exception when he has washed his hands.  Does Harring-
ton’s hesitance concern the possibility of female dischargers contaminating by touch at all, or is 
that assumed and the hesitance concerns whether hand-washing allows female dischargers to 
touch without contaminating, as in the case of the zab?  Milgrom discusses only the menstruant 
in this context, possibly including the zabah.  He regards as an “inescapable” conclusion that 
“the menstruant may touch,” but qualifies this in passing: “As long as she is scrupulous about 
rinsing her hands…” (Milgrom 1991, 953).  This would imply the same rules as in the case of 
the zab, (cf. Milgrom’s previous statement that the cases of the menstruant and of the zabah 
“abbreviate their contamination rules because they are derivable from the za�b,”1991, 924), but 
elsewhere Milgrom discusses the menstruant, concluding that “there is no prohibition barring 
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A question which is neither discussed explicitly by rabbinic authorities, nor 
extensively by modern commentators, concerns the definition of touch.  The 
regulations about touching a zab (v 7) talk about his “flesh” (D�A34�4; ��!9
@�,:3�
4L$:3).  This expression could be interpreted as his genitals,297 but this is un-
likely.298  It rather refers to his body in general.  This probably includes his 
clothes as well, since clothing could be regarded as an extension of a person’s 
body.  That “flesh” should not be taken literally can be argued from the parallel 
passage about the menstruant (v19) in which the object of touch is simply 
“her,”299  Milgrom does not accept this explanation, but thinks that direct con-
tact with the body of the discharging person is intended in both cases.300  Wright 
conveys another line of argument, however, which makes use of an analogy 
with the bed.  Since the clothing of the zab is in constant contact with his body, 
it is like the bed upon which he sits.  Touching the clothes of a zab would thus 
incur the same impurity as touching his bed, requiring both laundering and bath-
ing, as well as waiting until evening.  The effect would be the same as that of 
touching the body of the zab.301  We will return to this discussion about the 
definition of touch, since it is relevant to the interpretation of the Markan tradi-
tion about the bleeding woman touching the clothes of Jesus. 

 
Excursus 1: Explaining discrepancies  
a) By the impurity of discharges 

While, as will be seen below, touching or being touched by any of the four main genital dis-
chargers was later seen as equivalent, it is possible that the discrepancies between different sets 
of rules in Lev 15 reflect earlier differences.  In addition to the attempts above to explain the 
somewhat lenient rules concerning the menstruant, it is possible to explain some other discrep-
ancies, including those about the touch of the unclean person, by positing a distinction between 
the genital discharger and the discharge itself.  The widespread fear of and disgust for genital 
discharges, and in particular menstrual blood, is widely attested in Antiquity.302  It is reasonable 
to suggest that the impurity of people with discharges is derived from the fluids themselves.  
The remnants of such thinking can be observed in Samaritan halakhah,303 where a person who 

                                                                                                                                  
the menstruant from touching anyone.  This can only mean that in fact her hands do not transmit 
impurity” (Milgrom 1991, 936). 
297 Cf. the translation of Elliger 1966, 191. 
298 Wenham 1979, 219.  David P. Wright (1987, 183, n.34) points out that when the 4L$ is re-
quired in v 13 to wash his flesh in fresh water, it is clearly a matter of his whole body. 
299 David P. Wright 1987, 182f, n.34. 
300 Milgrom 1991, 914, 935. 
301 David P. Wright 1987, 183, n.34.  For this argument Wright refers to Morgan W Tanner. 
302 Milgrom (1991, 763ff) gives numerous examples from ancient Egypt, Babylonia, Persia, pre-
Islamic Arabia, the Hittites, Greece, etc.  Ancient ideas about the danger of coming into contact 
with menstrual blood are attested by Pliny, Nat. 7:64: “Contact with it turns new wine sour, 
crops touched by it become barren, grafts die, seeds in gardens are dried up, the fruit of trees 
falls off, … even bronze and iron are at once seized by rust.”  A clear example of strong feelings 
against menstrual blood in Judaism is found in Ez 36:17. 
303 Samaritan texts are relatively late, from around 1000 CE and onwards, but represent one 
Israelite halakhic tradition based on an interpretion of the Torah. 
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comes into direct contact with a menstruant’s blood (not only through intercourse, but through 
touching) is made unclean for seven days, just like the menstruant herself.  Likewise, the men-
struant has to wash off the first menstrual blood before the count of seven days can start, other-
wise it will keep on re-contaminating her.  Certain Samaritan rules concerning the zab similarly 
imply that the discharge itself is considered to be the contaminating agent.  The idea of impurity 
being transmitted by the actual flux or blood seems to be strong.304 

A similar view at the root of the legislation of Leviticus would explain several traits in Lev 
15.  It is likely that direct contact with the discharge is contemplated by the text.  As underwear 
was not worn in biblical times,305 anything situated underneath a zab, not only items used for 
sitting or riding, would run the risk of becoming contaminated by his discharge.306  This could 
explain the wording of 15:10, where everything which has been situated underneath the zab is 
said to contaminate (IKF 8J�F3�:K7:�K;�D���<�>=A).  This is added to the general rules about not com-
ing into contact with the bed or seat of any discharger (15:4–6, 20–23, 26–27).  While it could 
be argued that the specific rule in v 10 was applicable by analogy to all dischargers, another 
possible explanation is that this further elaboration would be needed only for the zab, since 
drops of his discharge which had happened to fall upon something situated underneath him, 
would not be detectable in the same way as blood. 

The fear of contact with the discharge itself could also explain the prescription in v 11, 
which requires that the zab rinses his hands before touching anything.  Since men touch their 
genitals when urinating, the hands of the zab must always be regarded as contaminating, unless 
recently washed, since they could transfer the unclean substance.307  This would not apply to 
female dischargers, and could explain the lack of similar prescriptions for them. 

When it comes to the contamination of objects for sitting and lying, the explicit rules are 
similar for both men and women (Lev 15:4–6, 20–23, 26–27).  Due to the pressure of the body 
and the length of the time of contact, these objects could be suspected of contamination by un-
clean fluids, perhaps through the clothes of the discharging person.  These rules were probably 
originally based on a fear of coming into contact with the unclean fluids themselves.  The idea 
of pressure, however, subsequently developed into the concept of midras impurity, which even-
tually was not dependent on any kind of physical contact. 

                                                 
304 Kitâb at #-T �ubâkh [6–15] in Bóid 1989, 141; Kitâb al-Kâfi XI [84–89] in Bóid 1989, 150f;  
Kitâb al-Kâfi XIII [13–18] in Bóid 1989, 154;  Cf Boid’s comments, 199–204, 210, 218f, 236f,.  
In Samaritan law, the first menstrual blood is called nidda, contaminating for seven days, while 
the subsequent bleeding is called daba, and contaminates only for one day (Kitâb al-Kâfi XI 
[84–89], in Boid 1989, 141).  It is also interesting to note that the left hand with which the 
woman washes off the nidda blood seems to be treated as being at the same level of uncleanness 
as the nidda blood itself for the whole week, even if there is no longer any blood on it (Marginal 
note IV in a manuscript of the Kitâb al-Kâfi, in Boid 1989, 196, 289).  Concerning the zab, the 
Samaritan Book of Insight (Kitâb at #-T�ubâkh) [103–106] considers an animal used for riding by 
a zab unclean, with the capacity for contaminating other people.  This is explained by Boid 
(145, 218f) from the possibility of the animal having got some of the discharge on itself.  Simi-
larly, the T�ubâkh considers the ground on which the zab has been standing as contaminating 
[103].  The most likely explanation according to Boid (218) is that the author is thinking of the 
possibility of some of the discharge having dripped onto the ground. 
305 For the sake of decency, underwear was compulsory for officiating priests (Ex 28:42f), but 
this was apparently an exception. 
306 Milgrom 1991, 911.  Cf. Samaritan regulations about cleansing the ground which might have 
absorbed some moisture from a discharging person, with fire: Kitâb al-Kâfi XII [22–34] in Bóid 
1989, 155f.  Cf. Boid’s comments, 246ff, 303.  This would also apply to any ground on which a 
woman had walked before having washed off the nidda blood (247). 
307 Milgrom 1991, 911. 
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If a distinction between the impurity of the discharging person and the discharge itself is as-
sumed as underlying the regulations of Lev 15, some of the discrepancies could thus be ex-
plained.   

 
b) By the exclusion of women from the cult 

Before turning to the question of isolation of people with discharges, we must discuss a different 
attempt to explain at least some of the discrepancies in the text of Lev 15.  Judith Romner 
Wegner has offered an interpretation based on purity being necessary to perform cultic acts, 
according to the priestly system.  The purifying zab is to launder his clothes and bathe after 
having waited for seven days (v 13) while the zabah is required to wait only seven days (v 28).  
Wegner does not accept Milgrom’s explanation that laundering and bathing are implied, but 
understands this discrepancy to reflect differences in cultic status.  Women are seldom involved 
in sacrifices, and when they are, as in the case of the purifying yoledet or�zabah (Lev 12:6; 
15:29), they bring (�K4;:
) their offering to the priest, in contrast to the zab (15:14), who comes 
“before the LORD” (:I8:K��K@
B�>;) and gives (@F3@$) the sacrificial animals to the priest.  Accord-
ing to Wegner, laundering and bathing were necessary only for performing cultic rituals “before 
the LORD,” which women did not do.  For the same reason, nothing is said in v 33 about 
women lying with unclean men, only about men lying with unclean women, since such defile-
ment disqualified them from cultic activities, while women were never qualified to begin 
with.308  Wegner’s analysis should be seriously considered.  It does explain certain discrepancies 
in the text.  It is safe to say that the regulations are structured and worded from a male perspec-
tive.  In spite of this, Wegner’s explanation does not account for all inconsistencies discussed 
above.  It may be accepted as one among many partial and possible explanations.  Wegner may 
be right that the “exclusion of women embodied a fundamental aspect of P’s worldview.”309  If 
this is so, it also suggests that other views were in existence, both at the time of Leviticus’ final 
redaction, and during earlier periods.  According to Lev 15:18 both the man and the woman had 
to bathe after intercourse, and wait for evening before becoming clean.  In Lev 12:4, the yoledet 
is prohibited from coming to the sanctuary, which suggests that she would regularly do so oth-
erwise.  Another trace of a different view, and of a possible priestly redaction, can be seen in 
1Sam 1:9, where Hannah is praying for a child.  According to the MT, she comes “after she had 
eaten in Shiloh and after she had drunk.”310  The LXX, however, does not read “after she had 
drunk,” but NDg� NDWyVWK� xQÇSLRQ� NXUdRX� (LXX 1Kgdms 1:9).  The text would then read: 
“after a sacrificial meal in Shilo, Hannah appeared before the LORD.”  This reading is probably 
more original than that of the MT,311   but has been redacted, possibly out of interests such as 
those which Wegner discusses.  The variant has survived in the Greek translation, however, 
implying that women were not consistently excluded from the cult, and not throughout the bibli-
cal period.312  While some differences between the traditions in Lev 15 may well be due to the 
interests of the redactors, there are discrepancies which have little to do with women’s participa-
tion in the cult, but rather reflect early conceptions.  In Second Temple times, the regulations 

                                                 
308 Wegner 1998, 81–90.  Wegner admits one exception which would allow women to come 
“before the LORD,” namely the suspected adulteress (Num 5:16).  She regards this as the ex-
ception that proves the rule, and emphasizes that even in this case the woman is not an active 
participant in a cultic act, but rather a passive object. 
309 Wegner 1998, 90. 
310 :FA��8�KD
:<�!I��:�>�;�4��:>8=��8�KD
J<�!.  It should be noted that :>8=��8 is here treated as the main 
verb (3 sg. f.) which is complemented by an absolute infinitive (:FA��8).  When the text is recon-
structed with the help of the LXX, :>8=��8 is taken as a noun ([sacrificial] meal). 
311 This reading is followed by e.g. The Jerusalem Bible (1971), and the Swedish Bibel 2000. 
312 Sander’s statement that “at the time of Leviticus women did not actually enter the temple” 
(1990, 143), is too generalized. 
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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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sible to say whether the tradition of P1 (Lev 15), which contained genital dis-
chargers within the community, succeeded or was contemporaneous with the 
stricter tradition of Num 5.  Expulsion from the community is, in any case, to be 
seen as an ancient idea, clearly evidenced in ancient Babylonian and Persian 
texts.317  Milgrom thinks that P1 “initiates the long historic process whereby the 
power of impurity is progressively reduced.”318  He explains this process with 
the demonic background of the concept of impurity, and the idea of airborne 
impurity, which threatened the sanctuary from afar.  The idea of airborne impu-
rity would have made it necessary to expel all severe impurity bearers, i.e. those 
suffering a seven-day impurity and required to bring a hattat sacrifice.319  The 
concept of airborne impurity could not remain as the demonic idea vanished 
with time, and was finally eliminated in rabbinic Judaism.  Hence all but the 
“leper” were allowed to remain at home.320 

Milgrom’s reconstruction, especially the theory about airborne impurity, has 
been criticized.321  There is a missing link in the reasoning.  If the requirement 
to bring a sacrifice indicates that the discharging person has defiled the sanctu-
ary, although without having been in direct contact with it, why does this sacri-
fice (Lev 15:14, 29) belong to the rites necessary for purifying the person?  The 
wording in Lev 15:31 “And you shall separate the children of Israel from their 
impurity, so that they shall not die in their impurity by their contamination of 
my tabernacle which is in their midst,” does not necessitate pollution from afar, 
but *�8?� 34 � could be translated “when (if) they contaminate,” rather than “by 
their contamination.”322  The issue is thus contamination by direct contact or 
entrance, as is clear from Lev 12:4, where it is stated explicitly: “She must not 
touch anything holy and not enter the sanctuary until the end of the days of 
cleansing.”323 

                                                                                                                                  
of the eighth century, and is dependent on and incorporates P material (Milgrom 1991, 998f; cf 
3–35, 61–63; Milgrom 2000a, 1319–1367). 
317 Milgrom 1991, 763, quoting Gudea, Statue B IV.4: “the woman in labor I caused to go forth 
from the city.”  Cf. the relative isolation of menstruants in Zoroastrian religion (Boyce 1975, 
307f). 
318 Milgrom 1991, 999. 
319 Milgrom 1991, 999.  Cf. Harrington 1993, 223, who accepts Milgrom’s theory.  Cf. the rab-
binic explanation that zabim were banished from the camp only after the tabernacle had been 
built; Num.Rab. 7:1; Lev.Rab. 18:4 in Neusner 1973a, 97. 
320 Milgrom 1991, 999. 
321 Milgrom’s theory on airborne impurity and hattat as a purification offering, necessary to 
cleanse the sanctuary from contamination from afar, has been seriously questioned, most re-
cently by Maccoby (1999), who deals with it in two consecutive chapters (165–192).  The idea 
is not present in rabbinic interpretation, and there is no evidence for it in intertestamental or 
Qumran literature (184f).   
322 Maccoby 1999, 172f. 
323 Cf. Maccoby 1999, 170. 
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Maccoby suggests an alternative historical reconstruction, which takes the in-
terpretation of the “camp” as its point of departure. 

If, according to one strand of P, the whole camp is a holy area from which impurity must 
be excluded, then there may be good reasons for requiring speedy purification without in-
troducing any notion of aerial contamination of the Tabernacle from a distance.324 

This is, according to Maccoby, reflected in an older stratum of P, in which pro-
hibitions to defile the sanctuary referred to the whole camp, which was regarded 
as the outer grounds of the sanctuary.  Those with major impurities were ex-
pelled, while those with minor impurities remained in the camp, but, because of 
its holiness, had to seek early purification.  At the next stage, holiness was re-
duced in the camp and restricted to the sanctuary and its surroundings.325  As a 
result, all impurity bearers except “lepers” were allowed within the camp, but 
could not enter the sanctuary.  They had to seek early purification, to avoid de-
filing others who might enter the sanctuary.  Finally, in rabbinic interpretation, 
three camps with ascending degrees of holiness were defined, corresponding to 
different parts of Jerusalem.326 

These are attempts at generalized descriptions of a long historical process.  
When it comes to details, there are discrepancies.  It seems that even according 
to the stricter legislation of Num 5, neither the menstruant nor the yoledet is 
expelled from the community,327 in spite of the fact that the yoledet belongs to 
those required to bring a hattat sacrifice.  This is probably due to the normality 
of their conditions.328  Furthermore, unnatural discharges as well as “leprosy” 
were often regarded as signs of divine punishment.329  It is probably wise to 
avoid any ideas about straight lines of historical development.  Suffice it to state 
that divergent traditions are present already in the text of the Pentateuch, stem-
ming from different sources, and apparently representing different practices.  
Milgrom himself discusses whether the two traditions of Lev 15 and Num 5 

                                                 
324 Maccoby 1999, 185. 
325 This very much corresponds to Milgrom’s idea, 1991, 316f. 
326 Maccoby 1999, 186f.  Note the interpretation of the Qumran sect, where the whole of Jerusa-
lem was seen as a holy area, with effects similar to those of Num 5:2–3.  Cf. the discussion be-
low, 157f, 187ff. 
327 Arguments from etymology, such as :6 8@; having the root meaning to cast out, or exclude, are 
of little value in reconstructing actual practice.  In any case the root meaning is probably con-
nected to the flow of blood (“expulsion,” spattering), not the exclusion of the menstruant.  Cf. 
Fonrobert 1997, 124, n.11. 
328 Cf. Milgrom 1991, 995.  As we have already seen above, the menstruant was not required to 
bring a sacrifice, and her condition of impurity differs somewhat from the others, since her 
seven days were counted from the beginning of her bleeding, i.e. during the period of bleeding 
itself.  The F67>7I,K was, during the first period, expressly likened to the menstruant, and her first 
seven or fourteen days were likewise counted not from the end of a period of bleeding, but dur-
ing bleeding itself.  At the end of the second period, however, she had to bring a hattat sacrifice, 
which, according to Milgrom’s theory, would imply that she had defiled the sanctuary from afar. 
329 2Sam 3:29.  As for the attitude to “leprosy,” see above, 116f. 
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should be seen as diachronically or synchronically related.330  What can be said 
with some certainty is that, in addition to the main legal tradition concerning 
discharges (Lev 15), there are clear traces of a stricter tradition within the Torah 
itself (Num 5).  Such a practice of exclusion could be older than that of Lev 15, 
as attested by texts from neighbouring cultures.  It could also represent a later 
redaction or revision at a time of cultic reformation, possibly reviving a more 
ancient law.331  The ambiguous texts were actually exploited by later interpret-
ers in times of legal dissension.  The two traditions represent what Milgrom and 
others have called a “minimalist” and a “maximalist” stance, which can be 
traced throughout the history of early Judaism.332  As will be pointed out re-
peatedly, what I have previously called an expansionist current is not only an 
early phenomenon, but belongs to the Second Temple period as well.333 

In the present case, however, we can consider an intermediate option.  While 
expulsion of genital dischargers was not the general practice in biblical times, 
some kind of isolation could be considered.  This is proposed for menstruants 
by Wright and Jones,334  but  doubted by both Maccoby335 and Milgrom.336  
There are simply no indications, even less any clear evidence in biblical texts.337  
Such is only to be found in extra-biblical material for the Second Temple pe-
riod. 

 

Equalization and strictness in the Second Temple period 

There is evidence for an “equalizing” tendency during the Second Temple pe-
riod.  The contamination potential and purification rituals of different genital 
dischargers were harmonized, since the regulations were interpreted systemi-
cally.  While the mishnaic order of Purities begins with a hierarchical ordering 
of different types of sources of impurity (mKel 1:1–4), the differences between 
the contamination power of the major genital discharges are minimized, and for 
practical purposes they are equalized.  This is clear from the tractates Niddah 

                                                 
330 Milgrom 1991, 998f.  While allowing for simultaneous traditions, Milgrom seems to suggest 
a continuous development from the time of P1.  “Slowly, then, almost imperceptibly, airborne 
impurity was progressively eliminated: all impurity bearers, with the exception of the me @s>o

^
ra �‘, 

were allowed to remain at home” (999).  It is difficult to imagine how the integration of genital 
dischargers could have taken place slowly or imperceptibly, which must have been the case if it 
was dependent upon the vanishing of the concept of airborne impurity.   
331 Cf. Harrington 1993, 227, especially n.6. 
332 Harrington 1993, 227; Milgrom 1990, 85–89. 
333 This seems to be the view of Milgrom as well (1990, 85–89), in spite of the formulations in 
1991, 999. 
334 Wright and Jones 1992, 205. 
335 Maccoby 1999, 33ff. 
336 Milgrom 1991, 952f. 
337 Examples of menstruant women in the Hebrew Bible are found in narratives of non-priestly 
character: Gen 31:35; 2Sam 11:4. 
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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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The contamination potential of different genital dischargers is, according to 
mZab 5:6, the same: 

He who touches the Zab and the Zabah and the menstruating woman and the woman af-
ter childbirth and the mesora, a bed or a chair [that any of these have lain or sat upon] 
imparts uncleanness at two removes and renders [heave offering] unfit at one further re-
move.  [If] he separated, he imparts uncleanness at one remove and renders unfit at one 
further remove.  All the same are the one who touches and the one who shifts, and all the 
same are the one who carries and the one who is carried.343 

The fine points discussed above, concerning the possible difference in biblical 
times between touching or being touched by different impurity bearers, would 
not be relevant for the Rabbis.  The anonymous saying in mZab 5:1 is clear: 

He who touches the Zab, or whom the Zab touches, 
he who moves the Zab, or whom the Zab moves 
imparts uncleanness to food and drink and utensils which may be cleaned through rinsing 
when [he is in] contact but not when he carries. 

A similar equalizing tendency seems to be found in the material from Qum-
ran.  While it is not clear whether the rinsing of hands to prevent contamination 
applied only to the zab, or to other dischargers as well,344 we find that all dis-
chargers are basically considered to contaminate in the same way.  In 4Q274, 
fragment 1, already discussed in the section about “leprosy,” different impurity 
bearers, at their purifying stage of seven days, are instructed not to touch other 
impure people, thus incurring an added impurity. 

4. … And a woman who has a flow of blood, during the seven days she shall not touch a 
zab, nor any vessel [w]hich the zab touched or laid  

5. upon or sat upon.  And if she did touch, she shall wash her clothes and bathe, and af-
terwards she may eat.  She shall with all her effort not mingle (with others) during her 
seven  

6. days so as not to contaminate the ca[m]ps of the sanct[ities of] Israel; also, she is not 
to touch any woman with a blood [fl]ow lasting man[y] days.   

                                                 
343 Cf. Harrington 1993, 230f.  This passage is misunderstood by Sanders (1990, 208f), who 
doubts that “the Pharisees operated by this principle.”  This would have meant that they “sought 
to avoid sitting on things which had been sat on by people who had touched a zav, so that they 
could handle food from which the offerings had not yet been separated.”  The idea is that a 
person, while in contact with a 4L$, him/herself functions as a “father of impurity,” contaminating 
rinsable vessels, food and liquid in the first degree, hence hands, food and liquid in the second 
degree and terumah in the third degree.  Such a person, although in contact with a 4L$, does not 
contaminate other people or clay vessels.  This is clear from mZab 5:1.  When no longer in 
contact, the person who has touched the 4L$, is unclean in the first degree, and contaminates only 
hands, food and liquid in the second (liquid in the first degree, according to mZab 5:1.  See 
above, 81ff, for a discussion about liquid), and terumah in the third degree (cf. the similar rea-
soning about touching discharges; mZab 5:7, 8, 10).  Cf. Harrington 1993, 230f, 240. 
344 4Q277 1 2: 10–11: “And anyone touched by [a man who has] a flux [     ] [and whose] hand[s 
were not] r[in]sed in water becomes [unclean]” (tr. J.Baumgarten, DJD 35, 116).  While the text 
is heavily damaged and reconstructed, the key words flux, hands and water appear. 
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7. And one who is counting (seven days,) whether male or female, shall not tou[ch one 
who has an unclea]n [flux] or a menstruating woman in her uncleanliness, unless she 
was purified of her [unclean]liness; for the blood of  

8. menstruation is like the flux and the one touching it.  And when [a man has] an 
emiss[ion] of semen his touch is defiling.  A [man who tou]ches any person from among  

9. these impure ones during the seven days of [his] purifi[cation shall no]t eat, just as if 
he had been defiled by [a human cor]pse; [and he must b]athe and wash (his clothes) 
afterwar[ds]345 

The underlying premise must be that impure persons contaminate not only pure, 
but also purifying people.346  Those purifying hence had to be instructed to 
avoid other impurity bearers, especially those with the same type of impurity as 
themselves whom they, probably, had been associating with, during expulsion 
or quarantine.347  These restrictions evidently applied to clean persons as well, 
otherwise they could not be applied to purifying or impure people.  A menstru-
ant is not to touch a zab or a zabah alike.348  No (purifying) person should touch 
any zab or any menstruant.  It is implied that different impurity bearers are 
equalized as to their contamination, by the fact that different types of discharges 
are put on the same level.  Finally, touching a genital discharger is compared 
with corpse-defilement.349  If we follow Baumgarten’s reconstruction and inter-
                                                 
345 4Q274 1 1: 4–9.  Tr. J.Baumgarten, DJD 35, 101. 
346 That even impure people could be further contaminated is possibly implied by the preceding 
lines about the “leper.”  Cf. line 3: “Anyone of the unclean [wh]o [touches] him shall bathe in 
water and wash his clothes and afterwards he may eat; for this is as said, ‘Unclean, unclean!’”  
As pointed out above (109), this could be taken to mean that impurity was accumulated by con-
tact between different types of impurity bearers, which explains why they should be quarantined 
in separate areas (11Q19 [11QT] 46:16–18; 48:14–17), which is different from the rabbinic 
system, in which touching lesser impurity does not add to one’s own impurity.  The reconstruc-
tion of line 3 is very uncertain, however, and it is possible that the sectarians, like the rabbis, 
worried only about touching higher degrees of impurity.  The gist of 4Q274 concerns purifying 
dischargers, who are warned not to come into contact with other dischargers who were still in 
their original uncleanness. 
347 See below for a discussion about expulsion or quarantine.  It is not clear, however, whether 
the purifying persons are thought to be within or without the “camp.” 
348 It was noted above that nothing is said explicitly about touching or being touched by a :48L$ 
in Lev 15.  The comment that she should not mingle (4D�FF), is difficult to interpret.  Qimron 
suggests that it refers to intercourse (cf. J. Baumgarten 1999a [DJD 35], 102, n.2), but this is 
unlikely.  (Cf. Milgrom’s evidence for the term belonging to a ritual context in all Qumran oc-
currences except for one doubtful attestation; Milgrom 1995, 63).  It is not clear whether the 
mingling is thought to be with impure or clean people. 
349 I follow the reconstruction of J. Baumgarten in DJD 35, 100–101, which reads K?K�F�4�4  
>=IK�>[��IFD]:%�(during the seven days of [his] purifi[cation shall no]t eat), rather than that 
of Milgrom 1995, 59f), which reads [*FD]:%, (during the seven days of [their] pu-
rif[ication…).  According to Milgrom’s reading, the impure persons are the purifying people 
previously mentioned, which makes the text switch to speak about pure people touching purify-
ing persons.  This leads to problems in understanding the text.  Milgrom furthermore follows 
Milik’s restoration of line 8: �?K�I�9?��DL:�F4=[��I@??��5F]�*�I (and if he has an 
emission of semen, his touch transmits impurity), which makes the text say that the purifying 
man defiles by touch, when he has emitted semen.  The implication, as Milgrom points out, is 
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pretation,350 the last line (9) can be taken as summarizing the preceding rulings, 
thus referring to any of the previously mentioned purifying persons, male or 
female (line 7: :4C@�*�I�D=L�*�).  Bathing and washing (clothes) is a com-
mon requirement for all, regardless of the type of impurity bearer who has been 
touched.  The equalizing tendency is further underscored when the translation of 
García Martínez is followed in lines 7–8: 

… for behold, the blood of menstruation is considered like a discharge [for] him who 
touches it.  And whoever [has an em]ission of semen contaminates through contact.351 

The point seems to be that since discharges and menstrual blood are equally 
impure, contact with a menstruant should be avoided to the same extent as con-
tact with a zab.  And, adds the text, this applies to the semen-emitter as well.  If 
the whole passage is not to be taken as a jumbled hotch-potch of unconnected 
instructions, the underlying premise must be understood: no distinction is being 
made between touching or being touched; all types of purifying persons are to 
avoid physical contact with any kind of impurity bearer, since they contaminate 
in basically the same way. 
 

Equalization and leniency in rabbinic interpretation 

In rabbinic interpretation, we can detect a wish to limit contamination, espe-
cially with regard to persons.  Objects underneath one with a flow, which could 
contaminate further persons, were limited to items used for sitting and lying.  
Since these were subjected to pressure, this became the crucial factor in what 

                                                                                                                                  
that the touch of the purifying man is not defiling, unless he has had a semen emission, which is 
strangely more lenient than Scripture (66–67).  Baumgarten’s reconstruction (DJD 35, 101ff) is 
more natural and removes the problem.  By reading �K�? instead of I@??, the semen-emitter is 
not the purifying man, but any man: “And when [a man has] an emiss[ion] of semen his touch is 
defiling” (Baumgarten 1994, 277).  (That the semen-emitter is introduced separately could be 
explained by the fact that he was not expelled from the ordinary city, since his impurity was not 
regarded as serious as that of other genital dischargers.  See the discussion below about 11Q19 
[11QT] 46:16–18 and 48:14–17.)  This fits the general tenor of the passage better, since the 
point is to warn purifying persons about contracting added impurity. When this point is borne in 
mind, the end of line 7 should not be misinterpreted as a concession.  Milgrom’s restoration of 
lines 8 and 9 has led Harrington (1993, 85–86) to misunderstand the whole passage.  She under-
stands line 7 to mean that purifying persons can actually touch a menstruant when she is clean 
(i.e. they can touch a clean person), without contaminating her.  Accepting Milgrom’s transla-
tion of lines 8 and 9, she concludes that “the Scrolls distinguish between one who touches the 
purifying person and one whom the purifying person touches: the former is made impure, the 
latter is not” (86).  She admits that the difference is difficult to explain.  No explanation is 
needed, however, since another reconstruction and interpretation is more reasonable.  The text is 
not concerned about such differences, but with warning purifying  persons about contracting 
further impurity. 
350 Cf. the discussion in the previous note. 
351 DSSSE.  García Martínez reconstructs I4��9I@�4�JK�rather than J. Baumgarten’s D&��&I��
I4��9I@, which improves syntax and meaning considerably. 
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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. 



Jesus and Purity Halakhah 156 

lenient ruling, as it is said, And if a woman have an issue and her issue in her flesh be 
blood (Lev. 15:19)—blood and not a stain.” 

Nothing similar to this can be found in Qumran. Zab impurity is associated with 
death, and the zab is listed in a catalogue of transgressors.356  While rabbinic 
halakhah waives his symptoms on grounds of erotic fantasizing, without moral-
izing, some Qumran fragments associate the zab with sinful thoughts.357 

Since an equalizing tendency can be traced in both rabbinic and Qumran ma-
terial, it is reasonable to consider this a trait of the Second Temple Period.  The 
zab and the zabah must have been generally considered to contaminate by 
physical contact, and required to purify by bathing, washing of clothes and sac-
rifice.  This probably applied to the menstruant and the yoledet as well, although 
the menstruant is never required to sacrifice and the yoledet is not discussed in 
Qumran literature.  The tendency towards leniency, found in some rabbinic ma-
terials, gained in strength after the destruction of the temple, but probably had 
roots in the preceding period.  The relative strictness in Qumran, and the nega-
tive evaluation of the zab displayed there, could imply that a strict attitude to 
genital dischargers was still fairly common at the end of the Second Temple 
period.  To evaluate such a proposal, it is necessary to discuss whether people 
with discharges were expelled or isolated during the first century CE. 

 

Exclusion and isolation at the time of Jesus 

According to Josephus in Ant. 3:261, people suffering from discharges were 
banished from the city by Moses: 


$S�ODVH�G|� W M�S±OHZM�NDg� WR¼M�OySUY�W��VÇPDWD�NDNZTyQWDM�NDg�WR¼M�SHUg�
W�Q�JRQ�Q��HRPyQRXM��NDg�W�M�JXQDjNDM�G
�DkM���WÍQ�NDW��I¹VLQ�{NNULVLM�xSdRL�
PHWyVWKVH�SU´M��PyUDQ�wEG±PKQ��PHT
��Q�ÅM��GK�NDTDUDjM�xQGKPHjQ�xIdKVLQ���� 

Josephus’ descriptions of purity rules are sometimes played down as ideal, or as 
reflecting the time of Moses, rather than his own.359  We have already seen that 
such a reasoning with regard to Ag.Ap. 1:281–282 is to be doubted.  This is the 
case here as well.  The description neither agrees with Lev 15, nor with Num 5 
in every detail.  It is much more likely that it represents first-century practice.  
According to Josephus, “lepers” and dischargers were expelled (�S�ODVH�G|) 

                                                 
356 4Q274 1 1:8–9; 4Q278: 7; 4Q270 2 2; cf. J. Baumgarten 1999a [DJD 35], 84–87. 
357 4Q266 6 1:15; 4Q272 1 2:4.  It should be noted, however, that there are signs in later rab-
binic literature that dischargers were associated with sinful behaviour.  In Num. Rab. 7:10 dis-
charge is associated with immorality, and in Num. Rab. 7:1 and Lev. Rab. 18:4 (cf. Neusner 
1973a), discharge is explicitly said to result from the crime of calf-worship. 
358 “He banished from the city alike those whose bodies were afflicted with leprosy and those 
with contagious disease [genital discharges].  Women too, when beset by their natural secre-
tions, he secluded until the seventh day, after which they were permitted, as now pure, to return 
to society.” 
359 Maccoby 1999, 36;  Sanders 1990, 160. 
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from the city.  Thus far, his description is in accord with Num 5.  But the dis-
chargers expelled must be interpreted as the zab and the zabah.  Menstruants, 
however, seem to have been isolated (PHWyVWKVH).  This interpretation is sup-
ported by another passage in J.W. 5:227: “JRQRUURdRLM�P|Q�G��NDg�OHSURjM���
S±OLM�²OK��W´�G
�bHU´Q�JXQDLNÍQ�xPP�QRLM��SHNyNOHLVWR�”360 and fits with a 
comment in Ag.Ap. 2:103 (only preserved in Latin): “In exteriorem itaque in-
gredi licebat omnibus etiam alienigenis; mulieres tantummodo menstruatae 
transire prohibebantur.”361 

The passage from Antiquities about the seclusion of menstruants is followed 
by a comparison with corpse-impure people: “¯PRdZM�G|�NDg�WRjM�NKGH¹VDVL�
QHNU´Q�PHW��WRVD¹WDM��PyUDM�Q±PLPRQ�W´�xQGKPHjQ.”362  The most natural 
reading is that the corpse-impure are compared to menstruants, in that they must 
submit to some kind of quarantine or restrictions.  This is, however, not accord-
ing to Num 5, which requires that they be expelled from the “camp” altogether.  
Thus we find good reasons for taking Josephus’ accounts as reflections of first-
century purity practices, rather than ideal scenes or attempts to reconstruct bib-
lical practice. 

It is apparent that Josephus interprets “the camp” of Num 5:1–4 as “the city” 
of his own time, and that, at least in J.W. 5:227, it is a matter of the temple city.  
It is reasonable to assume that this is the case in Ant. 3:261 too, as the singular 
form of “city” is used.  What other evidence is there for genital dischargers be-
ing excluded from Jerusalem during Second Temple times?   

According to the Temple Scroll (11Q19 46:16–18), severe impurity bearers 
should be excluded from the temple city: “You shall make three places, to the 
East of the city, separate from each other, to which shall come the lepers and 
those afflicted with a discharge and the men who have an emission of semen.”  
The context is one of increasing the purity of the temple, which includes a 
trench, 100 cubits wide (!), to separate the temple from the city.  Apparently 
these rules reflect a dissatisfaction with the way the contemporary temple au-
thorities guarded the holiness of the sanctuary.  In rabbinic halakhah (mKel 1:6–
9) we find a description of spheres of ascending holiness.  They are, the land of 
Israel, the cities surrounded by a wall, within the wall of Jerusalem, the Temple 
Mount, the rampart, the three courts of the temple, the area between the porch 
and the altar, and finally the sanctuary, with the Holy of Holies.  As for the 
Temple Mount it was ruled (1:8): “The Temple mount is more holy than it.  For 

                                                 
360 “Persons afflicted with gonorrhoea or leprosy were excluded from the city altogether; the 
temple was closed to women during their menstruation…”  Thackeray’s translation does not 
emphasize the P|Q�…�Gy structure of the Greek text.  While dischargers and “lepers” were ex-
cluded from the city, menstruants were excluded only from the temple. 
361 “The outer court was open to all, foreigners included; women during their impurity were 
alone refused admission.” (LCL). 
362 “A like rule applies to those who have paid the last rites to the dead: after the same number 
of days they may rejoin their fellows.”  Ant. 3:262. 
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Zabim, and Zabot, menstruating women, and those that have given birth do not 
enter there.”  The rabbinic and the sectarian standpoints actually agree more 
than is apparent at first sight; they both exclude genital dischargers from an area 
close to the temple.  The difference is that the sectarians moved the dischargers 
one zone further out, at least in their wishes.  The Temple Mount actually com-
prised a good part of Jerusalem.  The sectarians in Qumran wanted to make a 
clear demarcation between the temple and the city, and expel dischargers from 
Jerusalem altogether.  Only after the seven days of purification could a former 
discharger enter the temple city again.363  We must expect that there were actu-
ally real and serious dissensions at the end of the Second Temple period, about 
whether or not genital dischargers should be allowed in Jerusalem.  An expan-
sionist viewpoint could find support in Num 5 for banishing dischargers alto-
gether, and according to Josephus they seem to have had the upper hand, at least 
at times, and at least in the case of the zab and the zabah. 

When we turn to the status of genital dischargers in other cities, things be-
come more difficult.  mKel 1:7–8 implies that they were allowed within the city, 
while “lepers” were expelled.  The sectarians, however, were of a different 
opinion.  According to 11Q19 [11QT] 48:14–17, dischargers were somehow to 
be isolated as well. 

CF@4I��9@4I�F�D54�*K�9I@?>�FI?IC?�I��F�DK�I�DK��>I=4I�
*I�?I�:?=KD�>�I�I4K��I>�D���

:?F6>4I�:?F�?�F6@4�:?FIK:4�*K�@>I�*K4L>�*9I�
*F�?�F6@4�*=IF4�I�?K��I>�D�� 

And in every city you shall make places for those contaminated with leprosy, and with 
sores and with scabies  

so that they do not enter your cities and defile them;  
and also for those who have a flux and for women when they are in their menstrual impu-

rity and after giving birth,  
so that they do not defile in their midst with their menstrual impurity. 

Careful attention should be paid to the construction of this passage, and its rela-
tionship to 11Q19 [11QT] 46:16–18.  Whereas three categories of impurity 
bearers were to be excluded from the temple city, only two are mentioned in the 
context of the ordinary city.  The semen-emitter, who in Qumran was consid-
ered to be unclean for three days, is not mentioned here.  He was to be expelled 
from the temple city, in analogy with the soldiers of the Deuteronomic war 
camp (Deut 23:10).364  In the ordinary city, he could remain, probably, as Mil-
grom has pointed out, due to an extra ablution required on the first day.  For 

                                                 
363 11Q19 [11QT] 45:15–17: “Every man who purifies himself from his discharge shall count 
for himself seven days for his purification.  And he shall wash on the seventh day his clothes and 
bathe his body completely in living water.  Afterwards he shall enter the city of the temple.” 
364 Harrington 1993, 91.  The three-day impurity of semen-emitters was explained by Yadin 
(1983 [1977], 1: 285–288) as modelled after the encampment at Mt. Sinai, where the Israelites 
were to refrain from sexual activities for three days (Ex 19:10–15).  Cf. Milgrom 1989, 174f. 
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entrance into the temple city, which was considered more holy, this first-day 
ablution was not enough.365  The two categories not allowed in ordinary cities 
are “lepers” and genital dischargers.  “Lepers” are definitely understood to be 
isolated outside the city, in spite of the preposition 4 in DK��>I=4, since the 
purpose of their isolation is explicitly to prevent them from entering the cities 
(*I�?I�:?=KD�>�I�I4K��I>�D��).  The dischargers were to be treated in 
a similar way (�>�*9), and the purpose of their isolation was to prevent them 
from defiling in their midst (*=IF4�I�?K��I>�D��).  The dischargers are 
defined as *K4L (assumed to include both male and female dischargers), men-
struants and parturients. *F�?�F6@ can be understood generally as “defile-
ment of their impurity,” thus referring to the dischargers as a group, rather than 
to the menstruants only.366  According to the most natural reading, all genital 
dischargers (except semen-emitters) are supposed to be isolated outside the cit-
ies.  This is to be taken as an ideal, and it is impossible to judge whether this 
was actually applied anywhere during the Second Temple period.  The 4Q274 
fragment discussed above, with its detailed casuistry, suggests that this might 
actually have been the case, but it is difficult to believe that such a practice 
could have been common, except in the society/ies of the sectarians.  Since the 
Qumran (visionary) rulings about the Temple city moved impurity “one step 
back,” as compared with rabbinic halakhah, we should expect something simi-
lar when it comes to ordinary cities.  We cannot be sure what this meant in de-
tail.  According to Josephus, dischargers (WR¼M�SHUg�W�Q�JRQ�Q��HRPyQRXM, i.e. 
*4;L8) were expelled from Jerusalem, while menstruants were isolated within the 
city.  For other cities we should expect diverging practices, depending on the 
degree of influence from expansionist ideals.  It is reasonable to think that all 
genital dischargers were allowed in ordinary cities, but kept in some sort of iso-
lation or, in the most lenient cases, surrounded by certain restrictions.  We 
should thus expect the menstruant, and even more the zabah, to have been re-
stricted, and probably kept in some sort of seclusion. 

Sanders has questioned that menstruants were isolated, doubting that even 
priests in general tried to avoid contracting impurity from their wives.  He ar-
gues mainly from practical reasons, claiming that adherence to such rules was 
possible only for Josephus and his class.367  We must note, however,  

the virtually uniform practice of exotic and sectarian Jewish communities, particularly in 
regard to the quarantine imposed on parturients and menstruants.  They comprise the fol-
lowing: Arabians…, Kurdistanis…, Samaritans and Karaites…, Falashas…, the sect re-
flected in Baraita De masseket Niddah…, and the sectaries of Qumran.368 

                                                 
365 Milgrom 1991, 968–971.  Cf. below, 187f. 
366 For the ambiguous use of :6 8@', see above, 128f, n.218.  The construction of the text makes it 
likely that “lepers” are depicted as separated from dischargers, but that all dischargers (except 
semen-emitters) were to be isolated together in one place. 
367 Sanders 1990, 160, 233. 
368 Milgrom 1991, 765, referring to Kister and Kister, Rivlin, Eshkoli, Epstein and Horowitz. 
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Practical considerations were apparently no hindrance.369  While the Baraita De 
masseket Niddah is a late document from Gaonic times, advocating restrictions 
which are refuted by the Babylonian Talmud,370 the strict rules of several sectar-
ian communities may reflect earlier Palestinian conditions.  mNid 7:4 mentions 
a house for impure [women], F�I�?
 �:3�FK4
 , which was apparently misinter-
preted by the Tosefta as a place for ablutions, i.e. a miqveh, since the practice 
had ceased.371  Even without separate houses or rooms, it is likely that some sort 
of quarantine was practised not only by the Qumran sectarians, but also among 
other expansionists during the end of the Second Temple period.  Sanders exag-
gerates in claiming that keeping purity rules literally in a house where a men-
struant was living should have made people starve.372  Immersion, the concept 
of tebul yom and the use of stone vessels,373 made a high level of purity possi-
ble, even in a home where a genital discharger lived.374  The evidence of 
Pss.Sol. 8:12 and CD 5:6–7, mentioned by Sanders, in which expansionists ac-
cuse the priests of bringing menstrual blood into the sanctuary, or lying with a 
menstruant, is to be explained either as polemical blackmailing, or as reflecting 
dissensions about how to count days.375  To take such accusations literally 
would imply a laxity unknown in any other sources.  We must accept that quar-
antine-like restrictions were common for genital dischargers during the first 
century CE.  It is also probable that the zab and the zabah were excluded from 

                                                 
369 It must be emphasized that menstruation was not as common in ancient times as in modern.  
Sanders falls victim of what he accuses others of, namely lack of imagination and a sense of 
what is practically possible.  Quarantine rules would not upset every household one week a 
month (cf. Sanders 1990, 160f).  Most women were pregnant or breast-feeding during the major 
part of their fertile period (Milgrom 1991, 953; Wenham 1979, 223–4). 
370 E.g. a menstruant is forbidden to do much of the normal household work, and her husbund 
must not greet her or look at her.  According to bKetub 61a, she may do all types of household 
work, except filling her husband’s cup of wine, making his bed and washing him.  Cf. Milgrom 
1991, 949. 
371 tNid 6:15 ("JD?:�FK4).  The reading FI�?:�FK4 (i.e. house of the impure [women]) is 
found in the best manuscripts (Kaufmann and Parma), and should be read F�I�?
 �:3�FK4
, as in 
Codex Kaufmann (Parma is unvowelized here), rather than the common F�I�?� G:3�FK4
 (i.e. 
house of impurities), understood as a deficient reading for F�I�?�I� :3 (cf. the bT, ed. princ. 
Venezia 1520–1523, which reads F�?I:; Barslai 1980, 178).  Harrington (1993, 271) opts 
for the reading of codex Kaufmann, but argues that even if the Mishnah read F�I�?� G:3�FK4
, the 
expression would in any case refer to a place for segregating impure persons.  The context is 
one of impure women, since the Samaritans are accused of burying their abortions in this place.  
This shows, furthermore, that the Tosefta has misinterpreted the matter, since the idea of burying 
abortions in a miqveh is somewhat odd.  Sanders (1990, 156) accepts the interpretation of the 
Tosefta, but reads the expression as a public “women’s bathhouse,” rather than a miqveh, and 
thus explains the context differently.  The idea of burying abortions in or around a public bath-
house is quite unlikely, however, even as anti-Samaritan propaganda. 
372 Sanders 1990, 149. 
373 Cf. above, 74–78, 84f.. 
374 Cf. J. Baumgarten’s criticism of Sanders in DJD 35, 80. 
375 Sanders 1990, 42 (8.14 is a misprint for 8.12); cf. 213. 



Jesus and defilement through contact: a neglected issue 161

Jerusalem, and that their presence in other towns was at least questioned by the 
expansionist current. 

 

The bleeding woman and contamination by touch 

From the discussion above, we find that several traits in Mk 5:25–34 are plausi-
ble.  A zabah in a Jewish town during the first century CE might have been al-
lowed to move about, but if so, she was surrounded by certain restrictions.  
There was probably some discrepancy between the actual behaviour of a zabah 
and that which was expected by the expansionist current.  The action of the 
woman in Mark’s narrative, would not, in any case, be acceptable. 

It is possible, however, to see a crux in the fact that the woman is said to 
have touched Jesus’ cloak (bP�WLRQ) and not his body.  In Matthew and Luke, 
the object of touch is even said to be the fringe or tassel of the cloak (WR¿�
NUDVSyGRX�WR¿�bPDWdRX�D¸WR¿).  This is one of the instances in which Mat-
thew and Luke agree against Mark in a way which is embarrassing for the two-
source hypothesis.  The agreement on this variant is easily explained from 
Mark, however, since the exact phrase (WR¿�NUDVSyGRX�WR¿�bPDWdRX�D¸WR¿) is 
used somewhat later, in the redactional summary in Mk 6:56.  There is no evi-
dence at all for the conclusion of Koet, that Jesus according to Matthew and 
Luke becomes impure to a lesser degree than in Mark, since the woman is said 
to touch only the edge of his cloak.376  The effect of this variant is, just as in Mk 
6:56, to emphasize the power of Jesus and enhance the magical flavour. 

There is an uncertainty, however, about how defilement via clothes was 
thought to function, and the issue is strangely enough addressed directly neither 
by rabbinic texts, nor by modern commentators, except for a few remarks.377  
The silence of the former can be explained by some matters taken for granted, 
but that would give more reason for the latter to discuss it.  As seen above, Mil-
grom and Wright differ in their interpretations of the biblical text (Lev 15:7), 
Milgrom taking “flesh” literally, while Wright considers clothes as an extension 
of a person’s body.378  The discussion concerns the case of a clean person 
touching the clothes of a zab.  The reverse situation (i.e. a discharging person 
touching the clothes of a clean person) is never discussed.   

We have seen that regulations concerning bodily discharges were “equal-
ized” in the period of the Second Temple, so that touching or being touched was 
regarded all the same.  When it comes to the touching of clothes, however, sim-
ple equalizing can be questioned and the issue must be discussed.  In this case, 
our only source of information is rabbinic material. 

                                                 
376 Koet 2000, 100. 
377 See above, 144.  Cf. Harrington’s comment in a discussion, in Sawyer 1996, 274. 
378 Milgrom 1991, 914, 935; David P. Wright 1987, 182f, n.34.  Cf. above, 144. 
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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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The third line above seems to imply that ordinarily, people were considered to 
be touching each other if their clothes were in contact.  Arguments against such 
a view could possibly be taken from the Sifra, where the “flesh” of Lev 15:7 is 
thus explained: 

The flesh of the Zab, and not the excrement which is on him, and not the entangled hair 
which is on him, and not the chains, and not the finger-rings and not the ear-rings, even 
though they do not stick out [but are imbedded in the flesh].  Or might [I think that] I 
should encompass the hair and the fingernails?  Scripture says, It is unclean.384 

Hair and fingernails are apparently regarded as connected to the body, thus shar-
ing the impurity of the person.385  Chains or rings are not.  The “flesh” of the 
zab is emphasized, but nothing is said explicitly of his clothes.  We have seen, 
however, that the clothes of a discharger could be seen to share the same degree 
of impurity as the person, due to midras.  This would not apply to jewellery or 
other “excrements,” since they were not used for sitting or lying.   

Another discussion in the Tosefta may be relevant.  The assumption is that 
the zab transmits impurity even if he moves only part of a clean person, while a 
clean person will not acquire impurity unless he moves the greater part of a 
zab.386 

DI:�DI:�K49�>���?�>��IFK5K5�
�?��?�K49�>��FI:�>��IFK5K5 

[If] the hair of the unclean person is on the clean person, he is clean. 
[If] the hair of the clean person is on the unclean person, he is unclean.387 

The passage continues with a discussion about the hair of one person being on 
the hair of another.  What is interesting for our purpose is the interpretation of 
hair (FK5;K5;) as “fringe” or tassels.388  Since FK5;K5; is actually used as a techni-
cal term for fringes or tassels, traditionally worn on the outer garment,389 the 
passage from the Tosefta could be interpreted to mean that even the fringe of a 
clean person’s garment, coming into contact with a genital discharger, would be 
sufficient for the clean to become contaminated by the unclean, while the re-
verse would not be the case, i.e. a clean person would not become contaminated 
by merely touching the fringe of an unclean person’s clothes.390  The argument 

                                                 
384 Transl. in Neusner 1974–1977,  18: 108. 
385 Cf. Sifra to Lev 15:7 [Parashat Zabim Pereq 3]; cf. tZab 5:2. 
386 Neusner 1974–1977, 18: 84. 
387 tZab 4:3, tr. Neusner 1974–1977, 18:84 (explanatory glosses excluded). 
388 The interpretation of R. Elia Wilna (Rengstorf 1960–1967:3, 200, n. 28).  Cf. Neusner 1974–
1977, 18: 84, with support from Lieberman 1999 [1939], 129f.  
389 This use of the term is attested already in the biblical period.  Cf. Num 15:48, the classical 
passage appealed to for this practice.  The ambiguous meaning is present in Aramaic too. 
390 The underlying rabbinic logic of the role of movement and weight in transferring impurity 
will not be discussed here.  Cf. Neusner 1974–1977, 18:84f; Rengstorf 1960–1967:3, 200f; 
Liebermann 1999 [1939], 129f. 
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would thus refer to accidental contacts via clothes.  This is a much more likely 
issue for rabbinic discussion than the idea of contact via hair. 

While this interpretation is reasonable, we would have to regard conclusions 
from a few rabbinic texts for our Markan tradition as somewhat speculative.  It 
seems, however, that the idea of impurity being conveyed by physical contact 
via the clothes was presupposed in Tannaitic times.  Since we find an increasing 
tendency in rabbinic legislation to leniency, especially restricting the transmis-
sion of impurity to persons,391 as well as an increasing development of the con-
cept of degrees, we should expect a simpler and undifferentiated idea of 
contamination via clothes to have been present at the end of the Second Temple 
period.  We cannot argue from the mishnaic system that the physical contact 
described in Mk 5:25–34 was of little or no significance, resulting in only a mi-
nor defilement.  The Markan tradition rather attests to the state of development 
of impurity laws.   

 

Jesus and discharges 

We have found that purity was an issue in the Markan tradition about Jesus and 
the bleeding woman (although not exploited at the level of final redaction), and 
that Jesus was remembered as coming into contact with people impure from 
bodily discharges.  We have furthermore seen that a zabah would normally have 
been subject to serious restrictions, even in ordinary towns, outside of Jerusa-
lem, at least in areas where expansionist norms dominated.  The reactions of 
Jesus towards the zabah in the Markan tradition, as well as to the woman with a 
probable but unidentified impurity in the Lukan tradition, signal an attitude 
which does not worry about the defilement.  While the exact mechanisms of 
contamination in Mk 5:25–34 remain somewhat uncertain, the most plausible 
suggestion is that dischargers at this time were considered to convey impurity 
by touch, via the clothes.   All attempts to downplay or deny the transfer of im-
purity have been unconvincing.  It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that Jesus’ 
relative indifference to impurity from genital discharges was inherent in early 
tradition. 
 
 

IV.4 The corpse 

 

The nature of corpse-impurity 

The corpse is the third main source of impurity to be discussed.  It was regarded 
as the “father of fathers of impurity”392  in the rabbinic system, since it con-

                                                 
391 Cf. above, 154–156. 
392 :�$?�I�:3�FI,4�$�K4;�<. 
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taminated persons and vessels with a seven-day impurity, not only by touch, but 
even by overshadowing. Corpse-impure persons or vessels were thus them-
selves regarded as “fathers,” in one sense on a par with “lepers” and genital dis-
chargers.393 In another sense, however, corpse-impurity should rather be likened 
to menstrual impurity, since both are temporary states, and the counting of days 
begins as soon as the impurity is acquired, or at least after a first-day initial ab-
lution.394  The relevance of this observation will be explored further below.395 

It is possible to see an analogy between the way the corpse functions towards 
persons and things, and the way genital discharges can be thought to have con-
taminated.  As seen in the previous section, the independent contaminating 
power of the discharges themselves, explicitly attested in Samaritan halakhah, 
is probably to be assumed behind some biblical texts.396  This explains what 
could otherwise be regarded as an anomaly, i.e. that an item beneath a dis-
charger (i.e. seat, bed, clothes) is contaminated with a seven-day impurity and 
thus itself becomes a “father” of impurity, just like the discharging person.  
Both items and persons could be seen as equal, however, in that they are simi-
larly contaminated by contact with flux or blood, and thus the discharge itself 
functions as a “father of fathers,” in relation to genital dischargers and their 
beds and seats.  This would then be analogous to the contaminating function of 
the corpse, which renders persons and vessels unclean as “fathers” of impurity 
(i.e. being unclean for seven days, rendering other persons and vessels unclean 
for one day).  Such a comparative explanation is perhaps somewhat anachronis-
tic, since “father” is a rabbinic concept, and flux or blood no longer has this 
independent effect in the rabbinic system.  Only the corpse remains as the most 
serious source of impurity. 

Biblical legislation about corpse-impurity is found not in Leviticus, but in 
Numbers (Num 5:1–4; 19:11–22; 31:19–24).  The main passage in Num 19 is 
centred on the red cow rite (19:2–10), and the focus is on the mode of purifica-

                                                 
393 mKel 1:1–4.  The corpse itself is called simply F?
, both in biblical Hebrew and in rabbinic 
literature.  To make it clear beyond doubt what is meant, Num 19:13 defines F?
 with a circum-
scription: FI�?K$�D�7��<�*68�$:8���B7@7.  The technical term for corpse-impurity in the Mishnah is  
F?
��?
� (e.g. mKel 1:1). 
394 For a discussion of the evidence for a first-day ablution at the end of the Second Temple 
period, see below, 185–189. (Cf. 11Q19 [11QT] 49:16–21; Spec.Laws 3:206).  Cf. the Samari-
tan view about the necessity to wash off the initial menstrual blood before the counting of days 
could begin.  See above, Excursus 1a, 144–146. 
395 It seems as if corpse-impurity during the Second Temple period was, in practice, treated as a 
somewhat milder type of impurity, like menstruation, and that corpse-impure people, like men-
struants, were not generally expelled from cities, not even from Jerusalem, in contrast to the zab 
and the zabah.  See above, 156–161, and below, 187–189. This leniency could be explained by 
both menstruation and death being natural and necessary parts of the life-cycle.  Neither men-
struants nor the corpse-impure are required to offer a sacrifice after their seven-day period of 
impurity.  Cf. Milgrom  1981, 70ff, esp. n.25. 
396 See above, 144–146. 
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tion (19:17–22).  The insertion of this legislation in Numbers, rather than in 
Leviticus, could point to a different development or a later origin than the types 
of impurity discussed in Lev 12–15.397  At first sight the rules are quite straight-
forward.  Touching a corpse renders a person impure for seven days (19:11).  
The same applies to the person touching a human bone or a grave (19:16).  
Within the tent where the corpse is lying, a seven-day impurity is transferred to 
people and open vessels with no physical contact, i.e. by their mere presence 
within the same enclosed space as the dead body (19:14–15).  Failure to purify 
is seen as a severe matter; the neglecting person is to be expelled from Israel / 
the congregation (>:8C8�:3�)�I,F�?;�/�>�
D$�A�K�'?;��I:;:3���B7@7�:3�:F8D�=�@;I�; 19:13, 
20).398   

The seemingly plain text gave occasion for numerous later discussions and 
definitions, and even during biblical times different practices  concerning 
corpse-impurity can be traced.  Some of these variations will be dealt with be-
low, but some are of little importance in investigating the attitude of Jesus, and 
will be passed over briefly.  It is clear, however, that the “tent” (>:7�A) of Num 
19:14 was generally interpreted as “house.”  This is apparent from the text of 
the Temple Scroll (11Q19 [11QT] 49:5–19), in which the biblical legislation is 
partly paraphrased, and “tent” exchanged for FK4, as well as from the LXX, 
where it is consistently translated with RcNdD.399  The rabbinic discussions in the 
mishnaic tractate Ohalot take the equation of “tent” with “house” for granted.400  
Without going into a discussion about which types of overhang were defined as 
“tents” and by whom, or how corpse-impurity was thought to exude from open-
ings of a certain size, or could be hindered by particular barriers or cavities, we 
can initially work from the understanding that any person touching a corpse or 
being present in the same room as a dead body, was regarded as contaminated 
with a seven-day impurity.  The same applied to anyone who had come into 
contact with a human bone or a grave, i.e. walked across a burial field.  This 
was true in general throughout the Second Temple period; not just for certain 
groups at particular times.  Further evidence will be discussed below, but the 
initial understanding suffices for surveying the Jesus tradition.  Was Jesus re-
membered as incurring corpse-impurity by coming into contact with, or being 
present in the same room, as dead bodies?  What traces of such behaviour can 
be found, and what conclusions can be drawn?  Was corpse-impurity actually 
regarded as something that ought to be avoided? 

                                                 
397 Milgrom 1981, 70ff; Milgrom 1990b, 43.  B. Levine 1993, 102–106, argues that all legal 
material in Numbers has been adapted and modulated by the priestly school, which worked over 
a long period of time.  Some of the essential content of P should be seen as of early postexilic 
provenance, expressing postexilic institutions. 
398 For a discussion about the karet penalty, see Milgrom 1990b, 405–408. 
399 In Num 19:18 (LXX) RlNRM is used. 
400 It is clear from e.g. mOha 3:7 that “tent” was understood by the Rabbis as an enclosed space 
in principle.  This, and numerous other passages in Ohalot, explicitly discuss houses. 
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A purity issue in resurrection stories? 

Several gospel narratives report the raising of dead people, but some hardly 
come into consideration when discussing corpse-impurity.  The story of Lazarus 
in Jn 11:1–44 has certain affinities with the raising of the daughter of Jairus in 
Mk 5, in that some standard motifs recur:401 the delay of the miracle-worker402 
and death being described as a “sleep,”403 as well as the injunction to believe,404 
and the resistance from the crowd.405  In the Johannine story, however, Jesus 
neither enters the grave, nor does he touch the dead body.  His behaviour is 
rather lofty and authoritative.  It would be a serious mistake to “invert” the ar-
gument, claiming that Jesus hence is pictured as respecting purity regulations by 
not coming into contact with the corpse.  The narrative has a strong christologi-
cal intent, and neither explicit nor implicit purity connotations are to be found. 

Likewise, there is no purity issue in the Lukan stories about resurrections in 
Acts 9:36–43 and 20:8–12.  Here the narrative context is outside Jewish lands.  
These stories belong to Luke’s portrayal of Peter and Paul as true apostles, re-
peating the miracles of Jesus.  Both narratives are stereotyped, containing stan-
dard ingredients (the complaining crowd, the public expelled, prayer, the healer 
embracing the deceased person). 

When discussing Jesus’ attitude to corpse-impurity, there are only two resur-
rection stories of importance: Lk 7:11–17 (the widow in Nain) and Mk 5:21–24, 
35–43 with parallels (the daughter of Jairus).  Before discussing these traditions 
in detail, however, a key question must be addressed.  Are dead people present 
in gospel traditions, simply because they are needed for resurrection miracles, 
which are literary constructions only?  Did the historical Jesus deal with dead 
people at all?   If these traditions rest on pure fiction, or if they are original heal-
ing stories which later developed into resurrection stories, they could be dis-
missed in a discussion of Jesus’ attitude to corpse-impurity.  No purity issue 
would be present, since the narrative corpses were necessary only to produce 
resurrections.  In discussions of resurrection stories, it has been pointed out that 
scholars have seen historical reminiscences behind healing miracles rather than 
behind nature miracles and resurrections.  Discussions have been biased be-
cause of modern ideas about what is rationally possible.  Such restrictions did 
not necessarily trouble the ancient mind, and cannot be regarded as a valid crite-
rion for sorting out historical traces.406  I do not discuss whether Jesus actually 
raised dead people or not.  My question is whether he claimed to do it and/or 

                                                 
401 Cf. Marcus 2000, 361f. 
402 Jn 11:6; but not so evident in Mk 5:35, see the discussion above, 130. 
403 NDTH¹GHLQ is used by Mark (5:39), while John uses NRLP�VTDL (11:11f). 
404 Mk 5:36; Jn 11:25ff.  In John, faith is a matter of believing in the identity of Jesus as Christ 
and Son of God, while the focus in Mark is on believing in the power of the miracle-worker. 
405 Mk 5:40; in John the “resistance” is weaker, rather doubtful hesitance, Jn 11:37, 39. 
406 Cf. Pesch 1970b, 142. 
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whether people thought he did.  If this was the case, he must have come into 
contact with people considered dead, i.e. corpses. 

Jesus was apparently remembered as raising dead people.  The injunction of 
Jesus to the disciples in Mt 10:8 (heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the “lep-
ers,” exorcize demons) is probably redactional.  Matthew seems to shape the 
description of the disciples’ mission to form a parallel to the previously narrated 
works of Jesus, and it cannot be treated as evidence for Jesus’ activities.  The 
section about Jesus’ answer to the questions of the Baptizer (Mt 11:2–19/Lk 
7:18–35), apparently from the Q source, contains material of greater impor-
tance.  In responding to the doubting Baptizer, Jesus gives a list of miracles 
supposed to verify his identity (Mt 11:5/Lk 7:22): 

WXIORg� �QDEOySRXVLQ�� FZORg� SHULSDWR¿VLQ�� OHSURg� NDTDUd]RQWDL� NDg� NZIRg�
�NR¹RXVLQ��QHNURg�xJHdURQWDL��SWZFRg�H¸DJJHOd]RQWDL����

Blind see again, lame walk, lepers are cleansed and deaf hear, dead are raised, poor are 
told good news. 

There is no need to discuss the possibility of ipsissima verba.  It is enough to 
regard these words as early Palestinian Christian testimony.  As already pointed 
out, this is an allusion to texts from Isaiah (Isa 29:18–19; 35:5–6; and possibly 
61:1).  We have already seen that the “leper” was missing in the Isaianic mate-
rial.  This is also the case with the raising of dead people.  An obvious explana-
tion would be that, by adding “lepers” and dead to the Isaianic list, the author 
achieved a better match between the historical memories of Jesus and messianic 
expectations inspired by Isaiah.  It is possible, however, that the description in 
Q does not go back directly to Isaiah, but to “primeval prophetic images of the 
Messianic age.”408  This idea is supported by a Qumran fragment of a messianic 
text (4Q521), which, in the context of the Messiah, includes poor, prisoners, 
blind, and dead among those whom the Lord will benefit.   

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 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 … 409 

The text  seems to allude to the same Isaianic passages as those mentioned 
above.  The spirit which will hover upon the poor (-JDF�IJID�*KI@��>�I) is 
possibly reminiscent of Isa 61:1, and the dead made alive (:KJK�*KF?I) might 
allude to Isa 26:19 ()�KF7?
�I�KJ�K;).  The list could thus correspond to some “stan-
dard” expectations for the messianic age.  While the Q tradition in Mt 11:5/Lk 

                                                 
407 Lk 7:22. 
408 Jeremias 1972 [1947], 116. 
409 4Q521 (Messianic Apocalypse) 2 2:5–8, 11–12. 
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7:22 cannot be used as a simple list of ipsissima facta about the historical Je-
sus,410 it is reasonable to expect some correspondence with historical memories.  
The list in the Q tradition is probably shaped by messianic ideals from Scripture 
and/or from apocalyptic interpretations, but it is independently formed, without 
imitating any known formula.  The general healing and teaching activities of 
Jesus are commonly accepted as having an historical basis.  There is no reason 
to doubt that he came into contact with dead people as well, in the course of his 
healing activity, just because raising the dead has eschatological and chris-
tological (messianic) connotations.  Such hyper-critical conclusions would dis-
qualify most of the Jesus tradition, since it is all permeated by christological 
intent in its present form.  As will be seen below, there is at least one resurrec-
tion miracle narrative in which an underlying concern with concrete realities can 
be traced in spite of the christological and theological overlay. 
 

The Markan tradition about Jairus’ daughter 

The most important gospel tradition for discussing Jesus’ attitude to corpse-
impurity is Mk 5:21–24, 35–43 par.  Since the intercalation (vv 25–34) has been 
dealt with above, the present tradition is discussed as one unit. 

21 NDg�GLDSHU�VDQWRM�WR¿�
,KVR¿�>xQ�WØ�SORd-@�S�OLQ�HcM�W´�SyUDQ�VXQ�FTK�³FORM�
SRO¼M� xS
� D¸W±Q�� NDg� ¢Q� SDU�� W�Q� T�ODVVDQ�� 22 .Dg� {UFHWDL� HkM� WÍQ�
�UFLVXQDJÇJZQ��°Q±PDWL� 
,��URM��NDg�cGÊQ�D¸W´Q�SdSWHL�SU´M�WR¼M�S±GDM�D¸WR¿�
23 NDg� SDUDNDOHj� D¸W´Q� SROO�� OyJZQ� ²WL� W´� TXJ�WUL±Q� PRX� xVF�WZM� {FHL�� eQD�
xOTÊQ�xSLT¬M� W�M�FHjUDM� D¸W¬�� eQD� VZT¬�NDg� ]�V9�� 24 NDg��S OTHQ�PHW
�D¸WR¿���
NDg� �NROR¹THL� D¸WØ� ³FORM� SRO¼M� NDg� VXQyTOLERQ� D¸W±Q�� � …� 35 s(WL� D¸WR¿�
ODOR¿QWRM� {UFRQWDL� �S´� WR¿� �UFLVXQDJÇJRX� OyJRQWHM� ²WL� �� TXJ�WKU� VRX�
�SyTDQHQ��Wd�{WL�VN¹OOHLM�W´Q�GLG�VNDORQ��36 ¯�G|�
,KVR¿M�SDUDNR¹VDM�W´Q�O±JRQ�
ODOR¹PHQRQ� OyJHL� WØ� �UFLVXQDJÇJ-�� P�� IRER¿�� P±QRQ� SdVWHXH�� 37 NDg� R¸N�
�I NHQ�R¸GyQD�PHW
�D¸WR¿�VXQDNRORXT VDL�Hc�P��W´Q�3yWURQ�NDg� 
,�NZERQ�NDg�

,Z�QQKQ� W´Q� �GHOI´Q� 
,DNÇERX�� 38 NDg� {UFRQWDL� HcM� W´Q� RlNRQ� WR¿�
�UFLVXQDJÇJRX��NDg�THZUHj�T±UXERQ�NDg�NODdRQWDM�NDg��ODO�]RQWDM�SROO����
39 NDg� HcVHOTÊQ� OyJHL� D¸WRjM�� Wd� TRUXEHjVTH� NDg� NODdHWH�� W´� SDLGdRQ� R¸N�
�SyTDQHQ� �OO�� NDTH¹GHL�� 40 NDg� NDWHJyOZQ� D¸WR¿�� � D¸W´M� G|� xNEDOÊQ�S�QWDM�
SDUDODPE�QHL�W´Q�SDWyUD�WR¿�SDLGdRX�NDg�W�Q�PKWyUD�NDg�WR¼M�PHW
�D¸WR¿�NDg�
HcVSRUH¹HWDL�²SRX�¢Q�W´�SDLGdRQ��41 NDg�NUDW�VDM�W M�FHLU´M�WR¿�SDLGdRX�OyJHL�
D¸W¬��WDOLTD�NRXP��²�xVWLQ�PHTHUPHQHX±PHQRQ��W´�NRU�VLRQ��VRg�OyJZ��{JHLUH���
42 NDg� H¸T¼M� �QyVWK� W´� NRU�VLRQ� NDg� SHULHS�WHL�� ¢Q� J�U� xWÍQ� GÇGHND�� � NDg�
x[yVWKVDQ�>H¸T¼M@�xNVW�VHL�PHJ�O9��43 NDg�GLHVWHdODWR�D¸WRjM�SROO��eQD�PKGHgM�
JQRj�WR¿WR��NDg�HlSHQ�GRT QDL�D¸W¬�IDJHjQ��

21 And when Jesus had returned to the other shore in the boat, a great crowd gathered 
around him and he was by the lake.  22 And one of the synagogue leaders, named Jairus, 
came, and when he saw him he fell before his feet 23 and beseeched him much: “My lit-
tle daughter is dying.  Come and lay your hands on her so that she is saved and will live.  
24 And he went with him, and a great crowd followed him and pushed him. …  35 While 
he was still speaking they came from the synagogue leader and said: “Your daughter is 

                                                 
410 Cf. Pesch 1970b, 43f. 
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dead.  You should no longer disturb the teacher.”  36 But when Jesus overheard what 
was spoken he said to the synagogue leader: “Do not fear, just believe.”  37 And he al-
lowed no-one to come with him, except for Peter, James, and John, the brother of James.  
38 And they came to the house of the synagogue leader, and he saw an uproar and many 
crying and wailing people, 39 and he went in and said to them: “Why do you shout and 
cry?  The child is not dead, but sleeps.  40 And they laughed at him.  But he threw every-
one out and took with him the child’s father and mother and those with him and went in 
where the child was.  41 And taking the child’s hand, he said to her: “Talitha koum” 
(which in translation means: “Little girl, I tell you, rise”).  42 And immediately the little 
girl got up and walked.  She was twelve years old.  And they were at once exceedingly 
astonished.  43 And he commanded them strongly not to make this known to anyone, and 
he told them to give her to eat. 

There are a couple of text-critical problems in the Markan text which should be 
mentioned: the name “Jairus” in v 22 and the Aramaic words “Talitha koum” in 
v 41.  Since Jairus is not mentioned by name in Codex D, several scholars since 
the time of Bultmann have suggested that it was introduced into Mark secondar-
ily, from the Lukan tradition.  The presupposition is that early traditions do not 
contain names of people and places.411  The arguments for this view are not 
strong, however.  Codex D deviates at several other points as well in the con-
text, and differs elsewhere on names.412  “Talitha koum” means literally “Lamb, 
stand up,” and the variant reading “Talitha koumi” represents the old Palestin-
ian form of an Aramaic imperative.413  Codex D has a variant reading here as 
well, which is an apparent corruption.414 

Looking for traces of Markan redaction, the most obvious detail is probably 
the mention of the three disciples, Peter, James and John.  The disciples are 
certainly inserted by Mark, since they play no role in this story, but are promi-
nent in Mark’s overall narrative (cf. 9:2; 14:33).  There is a tension between the 
singling out of these three and the vague reference to “those with him” (WR¼M�
PHW
�D¸WR¿) in v 40.415 

The Aramaic “Talitha koum” has often been regarded as an example of rhe-
sis barbarike, i.e. “foreign language,” strange and secret words of power, thus 
exemplifying a motif from Hellenistic miracle stories.416  This could certainly 
be the case had the words been uncomprehensible and left untranslated.  In this 
case, however, the words are translated, and in an original setting (i.e. in an 
Aramaic-speaking context) they would have been perfectly understandable.  
While the motif of secret words might explain why the phrase was retained in a 

                                                 
411 Bultmann 1972 [1921], 215.  Cf. V. Taylor 1966, 287, who considers Jairus an early scribal 
addition. 
412 Pesch 1970a, 252–256. 
413 Hooker 1991, 150; Gnilka 1978, 218, note 44. 
414 UDEEL�TDELWD��which is meaningless, but could be a corruption from UDELTD�(via some dit-
tography), meaning little girl.  W reads (WDELTD) under the influence of Acts 9:36. 
415 Cf. Gnilka 1978, 210. 
416 Cf. Theissen 1983 [1972], 149; Marcus 2000, 363.  The expression is used by Lucian of 
Samosata (The Lover of Lies, 9), about healers using unintelligible words (� VLM�EDUEDULN�). 
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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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cal level, suggestions have been made that the girl actually was in a comatose 
state.  The comment about the girl sleeping (v 39) has been used to support such 
a theory, but sleeping is a common metaphor for death.  Such speculation is to 
be seen in the ancient parallels about Apollonius and Asclepiades, to be dis-
cussed below.  While such suggestions are possible and even plausible for giv-
ing a rational explanation to the contents of a story which is deemed to be 
basically historical, they are out of place in this context.  The girl is considered 
dead by Mark, as well as by the different figures in the story world.  If there are 
historical traces transmitted by the Markan tradition, they are not memories of 
the historical Jesus handling people in coma, but rather resuscitating people 
considered to be dead.   

Against the idea of the growth of an original healing story stand the clear 
parallels with the Elijah and Elisha tradition (1Kgs 17:17–24; 2Kgs 4:18–37).  
Both deal with the raising of a dead child.  It is obvious that the tradition of the 
Hebrew Bible has influenced the form of the present story.425 

As seen in the previous section, the story of the bleeding woman is fitted into 
the present narrative with the help of the key concept “faith” (vv 34, 36: SdVWLM��
SdVWHXH).  It is reasonable to regard the words of Jesus in v 36b as Markan re-
daction: “do not fear, only believe” (P��IRER¿��P±QRQ�SdVWHXH).  By the inter-
calation, Mark gives emphasis to faith, and thus connects faith and resurrection 
in the Jairus story, to the effect that the raising of the girl prefigures the resur-
rection of Jesus, in which faith is likewise needed.  The theme of faith sur-
rounds the Gospel of Mark, as it is introduced by the preaching of Jesus (Mk 
1:15), and implicitly called for at the abrupt end of the gospel.  The women at 
the grave are frightened by the sight of the young man, but encouraged not to 
fear (16:6: P��xNTDPEHjVTH).  In spite of this, the women react with silence, 
since they were afraid (16:8: xIRER¿QWR�J�U).  This amounts to a challenge to 
the hearer/reader to respond more appropriately.  A good pattern or example of 
such an appropriate response has been delivered already in the previous narra-
tive, by the bleeding woman and by Jairus.  Since their faith resulted in new life, 
and confirmed the identity and power of Jesus, even his power over death, the 
reader should not fear, but believe in Jesus’ own resurrection, and thereby in his 
identity and power, which would ensure a new life for the believer as well.   

Such is the sermon inherent in Mark’s structure and redaction.  We have seen 
that Mark has given the narrative a christological and theological intent by his 
redaction, but also by utilizing traditional material in his overall structure.  Un-
der this ideological overlay we look for traces of the concrete, historical world.  
What we find are memories of Jesus entering the house of a dead person, and 
touching a corpse, in the course of his healing mission.  These traits point to an 
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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. 
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that Mark was probably using a notion of secrecy already existing in pre-
Markan tradition for his own christological construction.  Similarly, it can be 
argued that a pre-Markan tradition used historical memories about Jesus enter-
ing the house of a dead person and touching a corpse, for constructing a narra-
tive with another christological slant, which aimed at presenting Jesus as a 
successor to the early Israelite prophets of the Hebrew Bible.  At an early stage, 
however, and in a Palestinian setting, the purity problem inherent in the tradi-
tion must have been discernible.  The emphasis in v 40 on Jesus entering the 
very place where the dead child lay (NDg�HcVSRUH¹HWDL�²SRX�¢Q�W´�SDLGdRQ)431 
hardly serves any christological purpose.  It must belong to a pre-Markan stage.  
This is supported  by a synoptic comparison.  Matthew reduces the emphasis by 
briefly mentioning the entrance using a participle (HcVHOTÇQ�� Mt 9:25), and 
omitting not only the father and mother, but also “those with him,” mentioned 
by Mark.  It is likely that the purity issue would have been recognizable in Mat-
thew’s context, but was played down so as not to detract attention from the 
christological message.  Luke’s redaction, on the other hand, would have made 
the purity problem even worse, had its setting been Palestinian, since it not only 
specifically mentions the “chief disciples” Peter, John and James as those enter-
ing the house together with Jesus and the parents (Lk 8:51), but also pictures a 
crowd of mourning people (S�QWHM) as being within the house at the same time 
(8:52).  No purity issue is alive to Luke’s readers, however, and no notice is 
taken of the notion, but the narrative is adapted to Hellenistic conditions.  While 
Luke seems ignorant of the purity issue and Matthew consciously plays it down, 
Mark is seen to retain it, although it is overruled by christological concerns.  At 
an earlier, pre-Markan stage, however, purity must have been an issue, discerni-
ble and alive, in this tradition. 

 

The widow’s son in Lukan tradition 

While the resurrection miracle in Mk 5 is performed in private (5:40), probably 
in similarity with the miracles of Elijah and Elisha (1Kgs 17:19; 2Kgs 4:33), the 
special Lukan tradition about the widow’s son in Nain (Lk 7:11–17)432 portrays 
Jesus as raising a boy in public.  The setting is different: the miracle worker 
meets a funeral procession and, overcome with passion, draws close to the bier 
and restores the dead person to life.  Such traits have been understood as signs 
of a Hellenistic type of miraculous resuscitation, and evidence that the Lukan 

                                                 
431 Manuscripts A and C supply DQDNHLPHQRQ� 
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Lukan source, because of its many Lukanisms.   The reason for Luke inserting the narrative at 
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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. 
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cussing risks and obligations, such as those mentioned below (Ag.Ap. 2:205; mOha 5:1; 11:4–5). 
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tion is furthermore seen to contain many Semitic elements and several allusions 
to the Elijah tradition.  The verbs are usually in parataxis, joined by NDd, and 
there are several instances of redundant pronouns.  Many details coincide with 
the legend about Elijah in Zarephath (1Kgs 17:7–24): the prophet comes to the 
city gate, he meets a widow, restores her son to life and gives him back to his 
mother.440  In the last instance there is almost complete verbal agreement be-
tween 1Kgs (LXX: 3 Kgdms) 17:23 and Lk 7:15 (NDg�{GZNHQ�D¸W´Q/D¸W´�W¬�
PKWUg�D¸WR¿).  There is simply not evidence enough to claim that the Lukan 
tradition is shaped on a particularly Hellenistic type of miraculous resuscitation. 

As for the purity issue, Lk 7 is not explicit.  According to Josephus, not only 
the relatives, but also those who passed by (S�VL�G|�WRjM�SDULR¿VL), were ex-
pected to join the funeral procession.441  Thus far, the behaviour of the Lukan 
Jesus could be regarded as normal.  It is clear, however, that Josephus distin-
guishes between the two groups; the relatives undertake the burial (W��P|Q�SHUg�
W�Q�NKGHdDQ�WRjM�RcNHLRW�WRLM� xSLWHOHjQ) while by-passers join the proces-
sion and take part in mourning (S�VL�G|�WRjM�SDULR¿VL�NDg�SURVHOTHjQ�NDg�
VXQDSRG¹UDVTDL), and only the former (NDg� W´Q� RlNRQ� NDg� WR¼M�
xQRLNR¿QWDM) are required to purify.  The latter must then be assumed not to 
have contracted corpse-impurity.  Although the Mishnah contains rabbinic dis-
cussions about when and how persons and items could be contaminated when a 
corpse was carried past the house in a funeral procession (mOha 5:1; 11:4–5), 
the issue for discussion is how to apply the principle of overshadowing.  Over-
shadowing, together with touching, transmitted corpse-impurity.  Merely to join 
a funeral procession did not of itself make a person unclean. 

According to the Lukan narrative, however, Jesus does not join the proces-
sion, but touches the bier.  In the rabbinic system, the bier would count as a rin-
sable vessel, transmitting a seven-day impurity, just like the body (mOha 1:1–
3).442  This probably applied in Second Temple times too.  The extended chain 
of corpse-contamination which is reflected in mOha 1 must have been devel-
oped by the time of Aqiba (early second century CE).443  It is unlikely that the 

                                                                                                                                  
traditions.  Koskenniemi (1994, 203–206) argues that Philostratus could have known Christian 
miracle traditions in oral, but not in literary forms. 
440 Fitzmyer 1981, 656, 659; C. F. Evans 1990, 346. 
441 Ag.Ap. 2:205. 
442 The susceptibility of the bed is taken for granted e.g. in the discussions of mKel 18–19.  Cf. 
Harrington 1993, 149. 
443 This chain is exceptional for corpse-impurity, as compared with other types of impurity, 
since “vessels” contaminated by a corpse, may transfer their seven-day impurity to other vessels 
or persons.  Even persons contaminated from a corpse or from a vessel, may transfer their 
seven-day impurity to vessels.  (The latter transference is not recognized by the Palestinian 
Talmud, yNaz 7:4.  Cf. Harrington 1993, 149.)  In mOha 1:3, R. Aqiba (late first and early sec-
ond century CE) is pictured as commenting upon these possible chains of contamination.  It is 
reasonable to suppose that something of the sort should have been present already during Sec-
ond Temple times.  Cf. Neusner 1974–1977, 22:125.   
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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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general fear of contracting corpse-impurity from graves is attested for the Sec-
ond Temple period by the well-known case of Tiberias, reported by Josephus.   
This Galilean town was built as a new capital by Herod Antipas in 19 CE at the 
western shore of the lake of Galilee, but on a burial site, which led most Jews to 
avoid it; hence the city remained predominantly Hellenistic.  According to Jose-
phus, Herod Antipas even had to force people to settle there, and give them 
houses and land, because the settlement was considered to be against Jewish 
law, i.e. the law of corpse-impurity (Ant. 18:36–38).  Josephus’ statement that 
such settlers were unclean for seven days, according to the law (PLDUR¼M�G|�xSg�
wSW���PyUDM�HlQDL�WR¼M�RcN�WRUDM��JRUH¹HL��PjQ�W´�Q±PLPRQ),457 probably 
reflects a general Jewish attitude to corpse-impurity in his time.  To walk over a 
grave resulted in the same impurity as touching a corpse, and this was seen as a 
serious matter, by all means to be avoided. 

This general attitude is reflected in gospel traditions.  According to Lk 11:44 
(par Mt 23:27), Jesus addresses the Pharisees: 

2¸Dg�·PjQ��²WL�xVW|�ÅM�W��PQKPHjD�W���GKOD��NDg�Rb��QTUZSRL�>Rb@�SHULSDWR¿QWHM�
xS�QZ�R¸N�RfGDVLQ��

Woe unto you, since you are like unmarked graves, and the people who walk over them 
do not know it. 

The saying comes from the Q source.  In the Matthean variant, the emphasis is 
not on the graves being invisible, but white-washed, which is interpreted as 
hypocritical behaviour in the subsequent sentence (Mt 23:28).  The material is 
thus shaped to suit Matthew’s general polemic against scribes and Pharisees.  
The Lukan wording should be taken as more original.458  The literary context is 
one of purity since the saying is preceded by one dealing with cleansing the out-
side or inside of vessels.  The context of purity is further underscored in Luke, 
where these sayings are prefaced with a table scene, in which a Pharisee reacts 
to Jesus’ negligence of proper ablutions before the meal. 

Lk 11:44 could be taken to represent Jesus as acknowledging rules for 
corpse-impurity, while not accepting Pharisaic purity practice.  This seems pos-
sible at first sight, but even if it were the case, these words would not tell us to 
what degree he adhered to corpse-impurity rules or how important they were to 
him, in relation to other issues.  They would only show that he was a Second 
                                                                                                                                  
might not have been reflected in general contemporary practice (the Tannaim seem not to have 
required particular burial areas as long as graves were marked, cf. mMQat 1:2; Schiffman 1990, 
137), the distance of at least fifty cubits seems to have been generally observed.  This fits with 
the distance between the main cemetery at Qumran and the settlement, which is estimated at 30–
40 metres (Hachlili 2000, 125). 
457 Ant. 18:38. 
458 Luz 1997, 340f.  A possible exception is Matthew’s NHNRQLDPyQRLM, which Luke may have 
substituted with �GKOD, to avoid explaining to his Gentile readers the Jewish practice of white-
washing graves before Passover, to prevent pilgrims from contracting impurity unintentionally.  
Cf. Fitzmeyer 1985, 949; Bovon 1996, 231, n.68. 
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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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These conclusions are not self-evident, however.  Whether of Jewish or Chris-
tian origin, the story seems at some stage to have made a point against Roman 
occupation, perhaps being a satire on Roman military presence.  The unclean 
spirit(s), named Legion (a Latin military term), beg Jesus not to be sent out of 
the country (eQD� P�� D¸W�� �SRVWHdO9� {[Z� W M� FÇUDM, Mk 5:10), but rather 
wish to enter (HcVyOTZPHQ) the swine (WR¼M� FRdURXM). The term FRdURM was 
sometimes used for female genitalia.465  Military occupation has often been 
metaphorically associated with, and literally accompanied by, rape.  The narra-
tive also contains several other terms capable of military interpretation.466  The 
story could be seen as associating the occupying Romans with demonic powers, 
defeated in the encounter with Jesus.467 

This much can be said about the narrative level.  On an historical level, we 
can neither conclude that Jesus intended to overthrow the Romans, nor that he 
was an enthusiastic adherent of purity regulations.  Discussing Mk 7, we found 
no reason to believe that Jesus rejected the food laws of Lev 11.  This does not 
imply, however, that he readily embraced all regulations about purity of food.  
Similarly, the fact that Jesus was a Second Temple Jew, living with the general 
concepts of his culture, does not prove that he cherished the dominant idea of 
corpse-impurity.  If the narrative in Mk 5:1–20 contains historical reminis-
cences,468 it should be noted that Jesus is pictured as present in a grave area.  As 
will be seen in Chapter VII, there is a probable relationship between  Jesus’ 
exorcisms and his attitude to bodily impurity, but rather in the way that the ex-
orcisms could explain his lack of regard for rules of bodily impurity.  The atti-
tude of the historical Jesus to Jewish views on Gentile impurity can hardly be 
decided from this tradition.  Loader’s conclusion that Jesus’ subsequent purifi-
cation upon returning from Gentile land was assumed by the Jewish-Christian 
pre-Markan tradition rests on weak evidence, mainly arguments from silence, 
and must be seriously questioned. 

 

Was corpse-contamination avoided? 

Ed Sanders has argued that contracting corpse-impurity was “on the whole, 
positively good, or at least so much a part of nature as to raise no possible ob-
jection.”469  While “positively desirable,” he points out that it was “a transgres-
sion to bring any impurity into the presence of what is holy.”470  At the same 

                                                 
465 Aristophanes Ach. 773f.  Cf. Marcus 2000, 345, 351f.  In addition, the boar was the emblem 
of the Roman legion in Palestine, as well as a symbol of Esau, and later Rome, in Jewish tradi-
tion (Marcus 2000, 351). 
466 E.g. SyPSHLQ��xSLWUySHLQ��ÅUP�Q�  Cf. Derrett 1979b. 
467 Cf. Loader 1997, 59f, n. 107. 
468 Cf. Meier’s evaluation of historical reminiscences in this tradition (1994, 650–656). 
469 Sanders 1990, 142. 
470 Sanders 1990, 146.  
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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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are shown by Harrington to be the result of systemic reading rather than mere 
innovation.479   

The net result is that most of what Pharisees, and Jews in general avoided 
(corpses, graves, corpse-impure vessels and food, overshadowing) could be la-
belled “biblical impurity.”  To tend and mourn for one’s dead was surely “posi-
tively good,” but there is no evidence that corpse-impurity was regarded as 
something “desirable” in any other case but this exception.  The mishnaic elabo-
rations on overshadowing, and other minute discussions about corpse-impurity 
in the tractate Ohalot, should be interpreted as evidence that it was considered a 
serious matter generally.  Even if we should expect that the fine points were not 
adhered to by the unscrupulous, and that much of the development is of a post-
70 date, the general presupposition is that corpse-impurity is serious and should 
be avoided at all costs.  During the time of the Second Temple it was important 
to know how it was contracted, so that proper purification could be undertaken. 

Sanders admits that people generally considered purity to be good for its own 
sake and avoided contracting corpse-impurity unnecessarily.480  But he inter-
prets Josephus’ comment in Ag.Ap. 2:205, that all who pass by a burial proces-
sion must join and share in the mourning,481 as evidence for a general custom, a 
“pious duty of becoming corpse-impure.”482  The argument rests on a mishnaic 
passage (mOha 18:4), mentioning a field of mourners (+K=;I,4�:6
��A), which is 
taken as a field next to the graveyard where the priests and their families “pre-
sumably mourned” in order to avoid contracting corpse-impurity.483  This is 
taken by Sanders to imply that all others mourned within the graveyard and thus 
contracted corpse-impurity.484  Josephus does not suggest this, however, since 
he goes on to mention the subsequent purification of the house and its inhabi-
tants (NDTDdUHLQ� G|� NDg� W´Q� RlNRQ� NDg� WR¼M� xQRLNR¿QWDM� �S´� N�GRXM).  
Nothing is said about the passers-by, and there is no reason to think that they 
were considered to have become corpse-contaminated by showing the gesture of 
sympathy briefly sketched by Josephus.485  We should assume that people gen-
erally avoided becoming overshadowed, or entering grave areas or houses with 
corpses, unless they had some relationship to the deceased person.  

Sanders’ argument that even a haber did not avoid corpse-impurity similarly 
rests on a questionable interpretation of mDem 2:3.  Says Sanders: “In the mid-
dle of the second century R. Judah proposed that Associates should not contract 

                                                 
479 Harrington 1993, 153–159. 
480 Sanders 1990, 188. 
481 “S�VL�G|�WRjM�SDULR¿VL�NDg�SURVHOTHjQ�NDg�VXQDSRG¹UDVTDL.”  Cf. above, 176. 
482 Sanders 1990, 187. 
483 Sanders 1990, 193. 
484 Sanders 1990, 187. 
485 Against Sanders 1990, 159, who suggests that since Josephus says nothing about keeping the 
impure relatives separate from those joining the procession, this implies that they became 
corpse-contaminated.  
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corpse-impurity, but he was overruled.”486  R. Judah actually adds four diverse 
rules for a haber to the four initially mentioned, which all deal with how a 
haber and an am ha-arets relate to each other in exchanging agricultural prod-
ucts and hospitality.  The majority rule does not deny R. Judah’s points,487 but 
deems them out of context (>>8= �>3�I > �7�I �48���>).  They simply did not belong 
to the topic discussed.488  Alternatively, the discussion could be understood as 
implicitly referring to the duty to bury dead relatives, and thus contracting 
corpse-impurity.  This was compulsory for laity; only priests were exempted, 
and haberim did not differ from that rule.  Harrington suggests that R. Judah’s 
dissension is to be understood against this background, and the wish to avoid 
corpse-impurity in an age when no purification rite was available.489  Even in 
this case, however, the majority rule would not be a sign of disregard for 
corpse-impurity. 

The general avoidance of corpse-impurity is implied by another mishnaic 
tradition, discussed by Sanders.  According to the discussion between the 
houses in mEdu 1:14, Shammaites, and subsequently Hillelites, after being con-
vinced, would not eat food protected from corpse-impurity in a clay vessel of an 
am ha-arets, although it was deemed fit for the am ha-arets.  This was not on 
the grounds of corpse-impurity, however.490  As for corpse-contamination, food 
kept in a clay vessel is protected for the am ha-arets according to the same rules 
as for the houses, but the latter cannot accept the initial status of the vessel be-
longing to the am ha-arets because of differing practices relating to other types 
of impurity.  The am ha-arets is not, however, suspected of being lax in matters 
of corpse-impurity.  The whole discussion assumes that Pharisees and ordinary 
people agree about rules for corpse-impurity and avoid it. 

 

                                                 
486 Sanders 1990, 34. 
487 These points are: 1) not raise small cattle; 2) not be profuse in making vows; 3) not contract 
corpse-impurity; 4) minister in the study house.  To be consistent, Sanders would have to argue 
for none of these points being relevant to a haber. 
488 >>8= � is sometimes used almost as a technical term, meaning “rule” or “general principle.”  It 
can at times be translated as “generalization,” “inclusion” or “comprehension under a class.”  
There is thus a notion of classification involved.  The Hebrew could theoretically be taken to 
mean that R. Judah’s additional rules were not considered applicable to a haber at all, but this 
does not convince.  The explanatory gloss supplied with the translation of Richard S. Sarason, is 
even more unconvincing: “These [rules] do not enter the category [under discussion, viz., they 
do not deal with matters of cleanness].”  Judah’s additional rules (see the previous note) defi-
nitely have to do with purity; in the case of corpse-impurity it is explicitly stated.  What distin-
guishes the initial four rules from Judah’s supplementation, however, is that the former all deal 
with the relationship between a haber and an am ha-arets, while the latter address general and 
diverse issues, and hence cannot be subsumed under the same heading as the former.  They have 
nothing to do with agriculture, even less with tithing, which is the context of the order of Zeraim 
and the tractate of Demai. 
489 Harrington 1993, 178f. 
490 Cf. Sanders 1990, 188ff.   
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Purification and the first-day ablution 

While purification from corpse-impurity was necessary before entering the tem-
ple, there is ample evidence that some sort of purification was carried out gen-
erally, far from the temple and regardless of any coming pilgrimage.  As has 
been pointed out earlier, the frequency of miqvaot in sites all over Palestine con-
firms the general picture of people immersing in order to remove all types of 
impurities, without directly relating this to the temple cult.  In the case of 
corpse-impurity, the purification process included sprinkling with water mixed 
with ashes of the red cow, on the third and seventh day (Num 19:12).  It is un-
certain to what extent these ashes were available outside of Jerusalem, espe-
cially in the Diaspora.491  This may explain why many pilgrims coming to 
Jerusalem for Passover were considered corpse-impure.  Philo gives evidence 
for the idea of pilgrims arriving one week early, in order to be sprinkled on the 
third and seventh day (Spec.Laws 1:261).  After a final immersion, the purifying 
person could enter the temple, in accordance with the law.492 This would agree 
with the comment in Jn 11:55, that at Passover people from the countryside 
went to Jerusalem in advance, in order to purify (NDg� �QyEKVDQ� SROORg�HcM�
C,HURV±OXPD�xN�W M�FÇUDM�SU´�WR¿�S�VFD�eQD��JQdVZVLQ�wDXWR¹M).   

We do not know whether a seven-day purification period within Jerusalem 
was compulsory for all pilgrims as a safety measure, but even if this was the 
case, it would not imply that corpse-impurity was of no concern except before 
temple visits.  Philo, in another passage (Spec.Laws 3:205–206), gives testi-
mony to the fact that Jews in his environment sprinkled and washed to become 
clean after having touched a corpse (RfHWDL�GHjQ�P��H¸T¼M�HlQDL�NDTDUR¹M��
PyFULM� �Q� SHULUUDQ�PHQRL� NDg� �SRORXV�PHQRL� NDTDUTÍVLQ), and those 
who had entered a house in which anyone had died must bathe and wash their 
clothes before touching anything (SURVW�WWHL�PKGHQ´M��SWHVTDL��PyFULM��Q�
�SROR¹VZQWDL� NDg� W�M� xVT WDM� DkM� �PSdVFRQWR� SURVDSRSO¹QDQWHM).  
While not having access to the red cow rite, Diaspora Jews took corpse-
impurity seriously and underwent a purification ceremony immediately, accord-

                                                 
491 It should be noted, however, that the red cow rite was the only purification ritual that was not 
connected with the temple cult, and that the sprinkling of water with ashes was not specifically 
required to be done by a priest. 
492 Josephus reflects in a passing comment the same waiting period, mentioning a portent which 
happened “at the time when the people were assembling for the feast of unleavened bread, on 
the eighth of the month Xanthicus” (J.W. 6:290).  Sanders points out (1992, 134f.) that Josephus 
simply equates the Macedonian month Xanthicus with Nisan.  Since Passover began on the 14th 
of Nisan, Josephus’ comment seems to imply that people came one week early.  There is no 
need to discuss another system of time reckoning, since Josephus elsewhere places Passover on 
the 14th of Xanthicus.  The fact that Josephus, like most people, at times does not distinguish 
Passover (14th of Nisan) from the subsequent feast of  unleavened bread (15th of Nisan and a 
week ahead), should not be allowed to confuse the discussion.  For a detailed discussion and 
further references, see Sanders 1992, 132–135, 511 notes 39 and 46. 
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ing to the basic pattern, and in line with the legislation of Num 19, which pre-
scribed the karet penalty for those who neglected to purify themselves after hav-
ing become corpse-contaminated.  Philo’s comments furthermore imply that the 
later rabbinic restriction visible in mKel 15:1, which limited susceptibility to 
utensils formed as receptacles,493 was unknown to him, since in the case of a 
house with a corpse, “all vessels and articles of furniture, and anything else that 
happens to be inside, practically everything” was regarded as unclean.494   

According to Philo, the domestic rite made a person “fully clean,” although it 
did not suffice for entering the temple (HcM�PyQWRL�W´�bHU´Q�R¸G|�WRjM�VI±GUD�
NDTDURjM�xI NHQ�HcVLyQDL�xQW´M��PHUÍQ�wSW�).495  We should probably ex-
pect a similar situation in Galilee and Judaea outside of Jerusalem.  Whether or 
not ashes of the red cow were available in the country, people would have puri-
fied themselves immediately after corpse-contamination, even if an extra purifi-
cation was required in Jerusalem before a temple visit. 

There is some evidence for an initial first-day ablution being practised gener-
ally at the end of the Second Temple period, in addition to the prescribed sprin-
klings at the third and seventh day, and the final immersion. While not 
prescribed by the legislation in Num 19, it can be deduced from Philo’s state-
ment referred to above (Spec.Laws 3:205–206), as well as from certain Qumran 
passages.  It is explicitly prescribed in the Temple Scroll (11Q19 [11QT] 49:16–
21): 

And the man: everyone who was in the house and everyone who come to the house shall 
bathe in water and wash his clothes the first day (>I=I�FK44�:K:�D���>I=�*6�:I��
+I�K�D:�*IK4�IK694�E4=KI�*K?4�"JDK�FK4:�>���4�D��).  And on the third day 
they shall sprinkle over them the waters of purification, and they shall bathe and wash 
their clothes and the utensils which are in the house. Blank And on the seventh day they 
shall sprinkle a second time, and they shall bathe and wash their clothes and their uten-
sils.  And they shall be clean by the evening from the dead person, so that they can ap-
proach all their pure things.496 

A first-day ablution also seems to be assumed in Tobit 2:9.497  The presence of 
miqvaot in Judaean cemeteries of the Second Temple period also seems to con-
firm that this practice was not a merely sectarian one, but fairly common, both 
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= ��mKel 15:1. 
494 VNH¹K� G|� NDg� {SLSOD� NDg� ²VD� �OOD� {QGRQ� HlQDL� VXPEyEKNH� S�QT
� ÅM� {SRM… 
Spec.Laws 3:206.  Cf. Harrington 1993, 42, 174, n.66. 
495 Spec.Laws 3:205. 
496 Cf. 11Q19 [11QT] 50:13–16 and 1QM 14:2–3.  Further traces of this practice are found in 
4Q Ritual of Purification A (4Q414 frag. 2 col. 2+frag. 3:1–2):  “and you will puri[fy] him ac-
cording to [your] ho[ly] laws […] for the first, the third and the se[venth…]” (I4[�D]:FI�
[… K�K4] �>I�K�K>�>[I] +I��D>�[… :=]�6IC�KCIJ>).   
497 After having buried a dead man, Tobit washes himself in the evening, before entering the 
courtyard: NDg�D¸W¬�W¬�QXNWg�xORXV�PKQ�NDg�HcV OTRQ�HcM�W�Q�D¸O�Q�PRX (text of C. Si-
naiticus).  Cf. the detailed discussion about the different Greek, Hebrew and Aramaic versions 
and possible halakhic interpretations in Boid 1989, 321f, n.220. 
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inside and outside Palestine, although not according to Pharisaic halakhah.498  It 
should also be noted that the practice of a first-day ablution not only in the case 
of menstruant women,499 but also in the case of corpse-contaminated persons, is 
attested in certain Samaritan texts, where a corpse-impure person is called nât>ir 
(i.e. one who has to be careful) until having immersed a first time.  This immer-
sion is necessary to start the seven-day count.500 

In the Samaritan tradition of Kâfi, a first-day ablution is necessary, since the 
nât>ir will otherwise contaminate like the corpse itself.  This is not the case in 
the texts we are studying from the Second Temple period.  Milgrom has sug-
gested that the initial ablution removed a degree of impurity, making it possible 
for the corpse-contaminated person to stay within ordinary cities.  According to 
Num 5:2–3 (cf. 31:19), corpse-impure persons should stay out of the camp for 
seven days, until purification is complete.  The discrepancy between this tradi-
tion, other traditions and actual practice has been discussed extensively in the 
previous sections about “leprosy” and discharges and will not be reiterated.  
While a purifying “leper” is allowed to enter the camp after an initial purifica-
tion (Lev 14:8), there are no traces in Num 19 of the corpse-impure being ex-
pelled from or re-admitted to the camp.  It is rather the red cow rite that is to 
take place outside.  The corpse-impure is sprinkled together with the contami-
nated tent and vessels inside the camp (Num 19:17–18).501  The stricter ruling 
may have been older or later, but diverging opinions or practices may also have 
existed side by side.  To some, a strict position could have been mitigated by a 
first-day ablution.502 

In the Temple Scroll, rules differ for the temple city (Jerusalem) and the or-
dinary city.503  According to 11Q19 [11QT] 46:16–18, “lepers” and dischargers 
should be expelled from Jerusalem.  The different wording of 11Q19 [11QT] 
48:14–17, relating to ordinary cities, has been discussed in detail above.  While 
the most natural reading leads to the conclusion that both “lepers” and discharg-
ers were to be kept out of ordinary cities too, it is possible to read the passage in 
line with Josephus’ statement in Ant. 3:261.  In that case, 11Q19 [11QT] 48:14–
17 would correspond with Second Temple practice as confirmed by Josephus: 
“lepers” were banished so that they should not enter the cities (I�I4K��I>�D���
:?=KD�>) while dischargers were in some way isolated or restricted, so as not 
to transmit their impurity within the city (*=IF4�I�?K��I>�D��).   

                                                 
498 E. Eshel 1999, 138f; Netzer 1982, 115f.  A first-day ablution could possibly seen as a 
priestly tradition originating in early Second Temple times (cf. Ez 44:26). 
499 In Samaritan texts, the initial menstrual blood re-contaminates the woman with a seven-day 
impurity until washed off.  Counting could begin only after an initial washing.  See above, 145. 
500 Kitâb al-Kâfi III [43]; XIII [11–13], in Boid 1989, 153f.  Cf. Boid’s comments, 242f; 324. 
501 David P. Wright 1985, 215, n.7; Milgrom 1981, 71; Cf. Milgrom 1990b, 442f. 
502 Cf. Ez 46:26–27, which could be interpreted to mean that a priest could remain in Jerusalem, 
because of a first-day ablution, but not enter the temple area until seven days had passed. 
503 For details, see above, 157–159. 
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What then about the corpse-impure?  The continued discussion in the Temple 
Scroll about corpse-impurity in ordinary cities (11Q19 [11QT] 50) nowhere 
hints that anyone should be expelled.  The presence of corpse-contaminated 
persons and items within the city is rather taken for granted.  A possible expla-
nation for this “leniency” could be the practice of a first-day ablution, removing 
a layer of impurity.504  Since the temple city was considered more holy than 
other cities, it would be logical to assume that corpse-impure persons were to be 
kept out of Jerusalem altogether, according to the Temple Scroll.  This is not 
said in the extant text.  Milgrom claims that this was nevertheless the case, and 
suggests that the corpse-impure were mentioned right after the “lepers,” dis-
chargers and semen-emitters (11Q19 [11QT] 46:18), at the non-extant top of the 
following column (47).505  This is speculative and based on the combined ar-
guments of silence and logic.506  I would rather leave the question open.  As for 
actual practice, the case is complicated by the fact that different groups had dif-
ferent interpretations of what area the temple city actually consisted of, and the 
difference between the camp of the Levites and that of Israel.507   

The Temple Scroll, although not a sectarian document, nevertheless reflects 
somewhat utopian ideals.  To some degree it seems to correspond to expansion-
ist interpretations, and some of its prescriptions probably reflect the practice of 
some segments of Second Temple Jewish society.  The question of how corpse-
impurity was dealt with in Jerusalem is difficult to resolve.  In cities generally, 
it is reasonable to conclude from the evidence presented above that, while 
corpse-impurity was taken very seriously by most groups of Jews, the wide-
spread practice of a first-day ablution made it possible for people to remain in 
their societies during the seven-day purification period, even in expansionist 
environments.  This meant that the most serious form of impurity was in a way 
mitigated, so as to be treated on the same level as other types of impurities.  The 
arrangement is understandable, because corpse-impurity was partly unavoidable 
as death is a part of daily life.  There is no evidence, however, that this “leni-

                                                 
504 This is the thesis of Milgrom 1978, 512–518.  J. Baumgarten’s interpretation of IF�?  
:@I�KD:�in 4Q514 as referring to the initial impurity of a person who has not yet undergone a 
first ablution, supports Milgrom’s idea (Baumgarten 1992, 205; Cf. E. Eshel 1999, 138).  In the 
case of 4Q514, the argument would be that an initial ablution makes it possible for a purifying 
person to partake of food before the seven-day period is finished.  In the case of the Temple 
Scroll passages discussed above, the point is that an initial ablution would make it possible for a 
corpse-impure person to remain in the city.  In both cases the possibility depends on the notion 
of removing a layer of impurity by this ablution. 
505 Milgrom 1978, 515, n.44. 
506 The semen-emitter is expelled from the temple city (11Q19 [11QT] 46:18) but not mentioned 
in the rules for the ordinary city.  Dischargers are likewise expelled from the temple city (46:18) 
but could possibly be seen as only quarantined in ordinary cities (48:15–17).  Since corpse-
impure people were apparently allowed to stay in ordinary cities (50), one would at least expect 
some sort of restriction for the temple city. 
507 Cf. Harrington 1993, 57f. 
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ency” should have lessened the contamination potential or otherwise affected 
the seven-day impurity of the corpse-contaminated person.  The presence of 
corpse-impure people within the cities of Israel was the normal case during the 
Second Temple period, provided for in the legislation of Num 19.  In view of 
expansionist currents, being influenced by stricter “wilderness camp” or “tem-
ple city” traditions, this arrangement could nevertheless continue, thanks to the 
idea of an initial ablution, as well as careful adherence to purity halakhah.  Ex-
pansionists had to live with corpse-impurity as well. 

 

The good Samaritan and a presumptive corpse 

In addition to the stories discussed above about Jesus raising dead people, the 
issue of corpse-impurity has been detected in the parable about the good Sa-
maritan (Lk 10:25–37).  The priest and the Levite are both represented as avoid-
ing the half-dead (�PLTDQ ) traveller, by passing by on the other side of the road 
(�QWLSDU OTHQ).  This has been interpreted as a result of legal concerns; the 
man was seemingly dead and both of them wanted to avoid becoming corpse-
contaminated.508  Svartvik has pointed at a problem with such a line of interpre-
tation: Jewish law is seen as the cause of merciless behaviour.509  An anti-
Jewish connotation is not, however, necessarily attached to the question of pu-
rity.  This is clear from Billerbeck, who denies a purity issue in the text, but 
nevertheless focuses on the heartlessness of the priest.510  Whether the parable 
is read as having an anti-halakhic or anti-clerical stance, the interpreter can al-
ways add an anti-Jewish flavour.511 

The Lukan context raises questions as to the sources of the passage.  The 
lawyer’s question (Lk 10:25–28), which introduces the story of the Samaritan 
(vv 29–35) has synoptic parallels (Mt 22:34–40/Mk 12:28–34).  Luke’s version 
is, however, adapted to his own variant of the likewise synoptic tradition about 
the “rich young man” (Mk 10:17/Mt 19:16/Lk 18:18).512  Compared with the 
Markan version (Mk 12:28–34), Luke makes similar omissions as does Mat-
thew.  The similarities with Matthew are, however, not consistent enough to 

                                                 
508 Mann 1915–1916; Derrett 1964, 24–28.  Jeremias 1972 [1947], 203ff, mentions the idea, but 
regards it as uncertain.  Some exegetes almost ignore the purity issue (Bovon 1996, 79–99), 
while others take it more or less for granted (cf. Caird 1963, 148; Fitzmyer 1985, 883). Biller-
beck (SB 2: 183) discarded it, since the parable was about helping a living person, and his 
judgement was accepted by, among others, I. H. Marshall (1978, 448).  The idea should not be 
dismissed too easily, however, without taking into account a possible history of textual devel-
opment.  The purity issue has been argued recently by Bauckham 1998. 
509 Svartvik 2000, 5; especially the examples in n.12. 
510 SB 2: 183. 
511 Whether this is done already by Luke is a question which will not be discussed here, since 
our primary interest concerns earlier levels. 
512 This is evident in the initial question of the man, which in both cases in Luke is identical: Wd�
SRL�VDM�]Z�Q�DcÇQLRQ�NOKURQRP�VZ� 
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ensure a common origin from a partly overlapping Q source.  To the Lukan 
variant of the ruler’s question is appended the actual story about the Samaritan, 
which belongs to Luke’s special material, and begins with a further question: 
“who is my neighbour?”  The story does not answer the question directly, but 
rather inverts it, by giving an example of how to be a neighbour to somebody 
else. 

The somewhat awkward joining of question and narrative has been taken as a 
sign of Lukan redaction.513  But the opposite case could also be argued.  Since 
the story does not directly answer the question, Luke would not have joined 
them were they not found as a unit before.514  The latter line of reasoning seems, 
however, somewhat strained.  Joining a question with a parable or exemplary 
narrative, and turning a question or statement upside-down, seems to be a trait 
of Luke’s style.515 

If Luke is seen as responsible for the redaction, he could be suspected of hav-
ing created the story himself.  This is unlikely, however, in view of the apparent 
discrepancies between question and story.516  In style and vocabulary, the story 
has at times been regarded as “exceptional even in Luke,”517 but this is some-
what exaggerated.  The quality of language is high, just as in other major pas-
sages stemming from what is considered as Luke’s special source.518  Luke 
probably found the story of the “good Samaritan” in written form and joined it, 
with necessary adaptations, to the lawyer’s question. 

The possible purity issue in the story is not made explicit, and would proba-
bly not have been recognized by Luke’s readers.  While the story must have 
reached Luke in a “Hellenistic” form (i.e. written in good Greek), arguments 
from source and style of language are not decisive for the questions about the 
background or origin of the narrative.  We have to turn to the content as well.  
An examination reveals a number of details which fit into a Palestinian-Jewish 
context.  The dangers of the road between Jerusalem and Jericho are historically 
known.519  Banditry was an increasing phenomenon during the first century 
CE.520  The careful wording (NDWDEDdQHLQ is used for going down from Jerusa-
lem to Jericho) betrays an awareness of geographical conditions.  The identities 

                                                 
513 Cf. Fitzmyer 1985 882f. 
514 Cf. I. H. Marshall 1978, 445f.  This line of thought is not convincing, and is necessary only if 
one presupposes that the present application of the story must have belonged to its original 
form. 
515 Cf. the narrative about Simon, the Pharisee, the woman who anointed Jesus’ feet, and the 
parable about the two debtors in Lk 7:36–50.  The silent question of the Pharisee is not exactly 
what is answered by the parable.  Furthermore, the point of the parable is that forgiveness cre-
ates love, while the application amounts to love causing forgiveness. 
516 C. F. Evans 1990, 467. 
517 C. F. Evans 1990, 467. 
518 Bovon 1996, 84, especially n.10.  
519 Bovon 1996, 89, with references to Strabo (16.2.41) and Josephus (J.W. 4:474). 
520 Cf. Freyne 1988b. 
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of the role figures in the story (priest, Levite, Samaritan) are not necessary for 
the general point of compassion and neighbourly love which the narrative 
serves in its Lukan setting, but gain more detailed relevance in a Palestinian-
Jewish setting, with its particular social and ethno-religious tensions.  While 
signs of “Palestinian provenance” are uncertain as criteria of “authenticity,” 
such signs do give clues as to the context and function of a tradition. 

In a Palestinian-Jewish setting, this narrative of the “good Samaritan,” even 
in its present form, cannot have failed to address the question of purity.521  
There are three possible objections to such a claim.  The most important 
counter-argument deals with the fact that the traveller is described as “half-
dead” (�PLTDQ , v 30).  He is thus not a corpse yet.  The fact that he is not “ac-
tually” dead, however, has no bearing upon our issue as such.  What is impor-
tant is that within the story world, he is perceived as dead, or possibly dead, by 
some of the other characters, i.e. the priest and the Levite.  While this is not 
explicitly said, it must be understood as belonging to the implicit suppositions 
of the hearers.522 

A second argument against a purity issue in the text, that only priests but not 
Levites were to avoid corpse-impurity according to biblical law, is formally 
correct.523  But Levites were to join the priests, and may well have appropriated 
the same rules for themselves.  During the period of the Second Temple, their 
status increased, and they were assigned priestly functions.524   

A third argument would emphasize that the priest and Levite were on their 
way from Jerusalem (v 31, NDWyEDLQHQ), and thus would not need to worry 
about contracting impurity, since it would not hinder them in their temple ser-
vice.525  This argument has no validity, however, in view of what we have seen 
above about how seriously corpse-impurity was treated.  It was generally 
avoided, and some sort of purification was undertaken, regardless of whether or 
not a temple visit was at hand.  Furthermore, priests were not allowed to con-
tract corpse impurity except in case of close relatives (Lev 21:1–4), and the bib-
lical prohibitions were general, not conditioned by temple service. 

 
Excursus 2: �PLTDQ�M�PLTDQ�M�PLTDQ�M�PLTDQ�M as seemingly dead 

The term  �PLTDQ�M is a hapax in the NT and an unusual term in any Greek writing.526  It is at 
times used for persons who are pictured as far from unconscious.527  In the Hellenistic Jewish 

                                                 
521 Bauckham 1998, 477–480. 
522 For an extended discussion of the use of the term �PLTDQ�M, see Excursus 2 below. 
523 Maccoby 1999, 150f. 
524 Cf. Lev 21:1–3; Num 18:2–4; Neh 10:37–38.  Sanders 1990, 41f.  Cf. Milgrom 1978, 501–
506; Fitzmyer 1985, 883, 887, n.32. 
525 While NDWyEDLQHQ is used about the priest only, it could be inferred that the Levite travelled 
in the same direction. 
526 �PLTDQ�M first in Dionysius of Halicarnassus (10:7); Diodoros of Sicily (12.62.5); and Strabo 
(2.3.4) instead of the classical �PLTQ�M.  Cf. Liddell-Scott9 1940, s.v. �PLTDQ�M� 
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romance Joseph and Aseneth, however, the term is used with the meaning of “almost dead.”  In 
an attempt to kidnap Aseneth, Pharaoh’s son is hindered by Benjamin, who throws a stone 
which strikes his left temple, leaving him seriously wounded.  “And Pharaoh’s son fell down 
from his horse on the ground, being half dead” (�PLTDQ�M�WXJF�QZQ).528  The wounded prince 
is pictured as seemingly dead or unconscious, since only later in the narrative does he move.529   

Levi attempts to save his life, but Pharaoh’s son dies on the third day.  The description of 
Levi’s action, however, contains several motifs, also found in the parable of the “good Samari-
tan.”   

And Levi raised Pharaoh’s son from the ground and washed the blood off his face and 
tied a bandage to his wound, and put him upon his horse, and conducted him to his father 
Pharaoh, and described to him all these things.530 

Literary dependence in either direction is to be doubted, since (except for �PLTDQ�M in the ear-
lier passage) verbal similarities are almost non-existent.  Similarities in motifs, however, are 
striking: taking care of and bandaging the wounds of a half-dead person, lifting him onto an 
animal, and transporting him to another place.   

While the date and provenance of Joseph and Aseneth have been difficult to determine, 
some date between 100 BCE and the Second Jewish War (132–135 CE) is probable.  Egypt is 
often suggested as the place of origin, but an underlying Semitic original from Palestine or Syria 
is possible.531  The writing probably elaborates on a Jewish popular tale from the end of the 
Second Temple period.  It may well have been known in some form by a Palestinian narrator of 
the parable of the “good Samaritan.”  Although it is Levi who acts in an appropriate way in 
Joseph and Aseneth, it is not one of his descendents, but a Samaritan, in the gospel parable. 

As we have seen above, there are signs of a Palestinian origin for the Lukan tradition.  What 
was conspicuous in a first-century Palestinian environment about Levites and priests, was their 
obligation for a higher degree of purity than ordinary people.  As will be seen below, the ques-
tion of how to balance the requirement for purity with the responsibility to the dead, with regard 
to such categories of people of whom a higher degree of purity was required, was a contempo-
rary and relevant issue.  A parable addressing such a dilemma would fit into a first-century con-
text, and give a plausible and a somewhat defensible explanation for the behaviour of the priest 
and the Levite in the narrative.  Without a purity issue in the story of the “good Samaritan,” this 
tradition would represent a position of crude anti-clericalism, or an unsubtle Christian polemic 
against Jewish leaders.  Such an attitude could possibly be credible on part of the gospel writer, 
but it is to be doubted for the earlier underlying Palestinian tradition.  The idea of the man being 
seemingly dead, and purity being the issue, is superior for explaining the function and relevance 
of the Lukan parable in an earlier Palestinian context.  While the story would not be seen from a 
purity perspective in Luke’s Hellenistic context, this would be natural in a Palestinian environ-
ment.  Joseph and Aseneth shows us that other popular tales were told at the time, in which 

                                                                                                                                  
527 Cf. 4Macc 4:11. 
528 Jos.Asen. 27:3.  This is the reading of most Greek manuscripts.  Burchard 1983, 714, n. 3. 
529  Jos.Asen. 29:1  “And Pharaoh’s son rose from the ground and sat up and spat blood from his 
mouth…”  That �PLTDQ�M was understood as seemingly dead is clear from several early transla-
tions of this work.  The influential Latin manuscript tradition (L1) reads “quasi mortuum,” and 
the Armenian version reads “ew elew nman mer !eloy” (and was like a dead).  Cf. Burchard 1983, 
714,  n. 3. 
530 Jos.Asen. 29:5.  .Dg� �QyVWKVH� /HXgM� W´Q� Xb´Q� )DUDÊ� NDg� �SyQL\H� W´� DkPD� xN� WR¿�
SURVÇSRX�D¸WR¿�NDg�{GKVH�WHODPÍQD�HcM�W´�WUD¿PD�D¸WR¿�NDg�xSyTKNHQ�D¸W´Q�xSg�W´Q�
eSSRQ�D¸WR¿�NDg�xN±PLVHQ�D¸W´Q�SU´M�W´Q�SDWyUD�D¸WR¿���.Dg�GKJ�VDQWR�D¸WØ�/HXgM�
�SDQWD�W��SDUDNRORXT�VDQWD� 
531 Burchard 1985, 181, 187. 
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attempts were made to rescue an unconscious or seemingly dead person, and when such a tale 
was put into Greek writing, �PLTDQ�M was deemed a suitable term to use. 

 
Priestly purity and priority 

It has been questioned whether the situation pictured in the story of the good 
Samaritan is realistic, since there were exceptions in the legal tradition for ex-
treme cases.  Maccoby claims that even a priest is “not only permitted, but 
obliged, to lay aside his purity” in such a situation, and that the duty to give a 
corpse a decent burial “far transcends ritual purity considerations.”532  Referring 
to mNaz 7:1, Maccoby argues that even a High Priest was obliged to contract 
corpse-impurity if he found a corpse by the road (:I$5�?;�F?
).533  This is not 
self-evident, however, as a statement about historical conditions during the first 
century CE.  The mishnaic passage is structured as a discussion between R. 
Eliezer and the sages.  After an initial statement, confirming the general rule 
that neither a high priest nor a nazir should contract corpse-impurity except in 
the case of close relatives, there is a discussion about the case of a neglected 
corpse by the road.  R. Eliezer argues for a high priest rather than a nazir con-
tracting corpse-impurity, while the sages argue the opposite.   

[If] they were going along the way and found a neglected corpse - 
R. Eliezer says, “Let a high priest contract corpse uncleanness, but let a Nazir not con-
tract corpse uncleanness.” 
And sages say, “Let a Nazir contract corpse uncleanness, but let a high priest not contract 
corpse uncleanness.” 
Said to them R. Eliezer, “Let a priest contract corpse uncleanness, for he does not have to 
bring an offering on account of his uncleanness.  But let a Nazir not contract corpse un-
cleanness, for he does have to bring an offering on account of his uncleanness.” 
They said to him, “Let a Nazir contract corpse uncleanness, for his sanctification is not a 
permanent sanctification, but let a priest not contract corpse uncleanness, for his sanctifi-
cation is a permanent sanctification.”534 

Eliezer’s argument is primarily economic, while the sages reason in theological 
terms.  This mishnaic passage gives evidence for the general rule, and for an 
amount of discussion.  We cannot from this, however, draw definite conclusions 
as to the legal situation during the Second Temple period, and this rabbinic pas-
sage can hardly be used as an argument against the presence of a purity issue in 
the narrative of the “good Samaritan.”  The opposite should rather be the case.  
The appropriate action of a priest finding a corpse by the road was apparently 
not self-evident, but was discussed by the Tannaim in the period following 

                                                 
532 Maccoby 1999, 150f.  Cf. Derrett 1964, 27. 
533 Maccoby 1999, 27.  Cf. Svartvik 2000, 5 n.13.  For a discussion on the :I$5�?;�F?
, see Mann 
1915–1916, 417ff.  Cf. bNaz 47b, 48a–b. 
534 mNaz 7:1. 
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Yavneh.535  These are all reasons to believe that the question would have been 
raised some decades earlier.  When the parable of the “good Samaritan” is seen 
in such a context, it becomes an implicit but pointed comment on the debate.536 

The discussion in mNaz 7:1 is interesting, since it gives evidence of differ-
ent opinions, and the possibility of different types of behaviour.  Arguments 
such as respect for the dead or compassionate behaviour are not explicitly ap-
pealed to in the rabbinic text as overruling purity concerns, although the pre-
supposition is that extraordinary conditions must be treated extraordinarily.  A 
rabbinic anecdote from the Tosefta, with several parallels, might also be rele-
vant to our investigation.  The context is the daily clearing of ashes from the 
altar.537 

0�6	+�6�: There were two who got there at the same time, running up the ramp.  One 
shoved the other,538 within the four cubits [of the altar].  The other then took out a knife 
and stabbed him in the heart. R. S�adoq came and stood on the steps of the porch and said, 
“Hear me, o brethren of the House of Israel!  Lo, Scripture says, If in the land which the 
Lord your God gives you to possess, any one is found slain, lying in the open country, 
and it is not known who killed him, then your elders and your judges shall come forth, 
and they shall measure the distance to the cities which are around him that is slain 
(Deut. 21:1–2).  Come and let us measure to find out for what area it is appropriate to 
bring the calf—for the Sanctuary, or for the courts!”  All of them moaned after his 
speech.  And afterward the father of the youngster came to them, saying, “O brethren of 
ours!  I am your atonement.  His [my] son is still writhing, so the knife has not yet been 
made unclean.”  This teaches you that the uncleanness of a knife is more grieveous to Is-
raelites than murder.  And so it says, Moreover Manasseh shed much innocent blood, till 
he had filled Jerusalem from one end to the other (II Kings 21:16).  On this basis they 
have said, “Because of the sin of murder the Presence of God was raised up, and the 
sanctuary was made unclean.”539�

                                                 
535 The discussion in mNaz 7:1 is attributed to R. Eliezer (b. Hyrcanus), a second generation 
Tanna. 
536 Cf. Bauckham 1998, 480–485, 489. 
537 In mYoma 2:1–4, which forms an appendix, commenting on mYoma 1:8 (cf. Neusner 1981–
1983, 3:76), it is stated that whowever reached the altar first was allowed to take up the ashes.  
However, because of an incident, the court decided that the right to clear off the ashes should be 
distributed by lot only.  The incident is found in the example story in mYoma 2:2: Two priests 
got to the altar simultaneously, and one pushed the other so that he fell and broke his foot or leg.  
In Tosefta’s variant (tYoma 1:12), which is also found in Sifre to Num 35:34 (161), the quarrel 
is a matter of outright murder, and occasions a problem of purity.  The narrative ends with a 
comment on the departure of the Shekinah and the sanctuary made unclean.  In the Babylonian 
Talmud, however, this end note is missing.   Instead there is a discussion on how to reconcile the 
two traditions (broken leg and murder).  Which incident took place before the other?  If the 
broken leg, the ensuing rule should have prevented the later incident of murder.  If the murder,  
why was no rule about lots issued at once, but only after the less serious incident with a broken 
leg?  The case is solved by regarding the murder as the first incident, but considered so excep-
tional that no rule was issued (bYoma 23a). 
538 This far the Tosefta follows mYoma 2:2. 
539 tYoma 1:12.  Tr. Neusner 1981–1983, 3:77. 
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The critical note, which is even more transparent in the variant of the Palestin-
ian Talmud,540 should be registered.  The comment about the uncleanness of the 
knife being more important than murder is probably a gloss, expressing a redac-
tor’s judgment on what was perceived as earlier conditions.541  It seems as if the 
attitude displayed in the example story was deemed unsuitable, because it im-
plied priorities which were considered as false.  We should thus take the com-
ments around this tradition as evidence for an inner-Jewish critical discussion 
about priorities, and the somewhat relative value of purity in comparison to 
matters of life and death.  Later rabbinic generations expressed elsewhere the 
idea that the emphasis on purity during the late Second Temple period was dis-
proportionally high.542  While this opinion should not be accepted without res-
ervations, the material discussed above (mNaz 7:1; tYoma 1:12) reveals that 
questions about priority and the relative value of purity were open to debate, 
and  related to earlier conditions.  This is not to claim that “ritual rigidity” 
dominated the Second Temple period, but only to give evidence for the exis-
tence of a discursive context in which the story of the “good Samaritan” would 
fit very well. 

It could perhaps be argued that mNaz 7:1 presupposes that the :I$5�?;�F?
 (the 
obligation to defile oneself in the case of a neglected corpse) applied to both a 
High Priest and a nazir, and that the discussion concerns only cases where there 
was a choice between the two.543  If this is so, the discrepancy between this atti-
tude of the Tannaim and that which is implicitly criticized in tYoma 1:12 be-
comes more visible.  Although the earlier tendency of simply ascribing 
Tannaitic material to the Pharisees should be treated with suspicion, the sugges-
tion of Jacob Mann, that the parable of the “good Samaritan” contained an at-
tack on Sadducean positions, should be seriously considered.  As Mann points 
out, the :I$5�?;�F?
 went against the explicit commands of biblical law (Lev 
21:1ff, 11ff; Num 6:7), and rabbinic attempts at exegetical justification were 
never very successful, and would not have been readily accepted by Sadducees 
during the Second Temple period.544  A strict view on corpse-impurity in regard 
to a priest or a nazir may be regarded as a Sadducean position.  This would fit 
the Lukan narrative, since priests and Levites were usually identified with the 
Sadducees.  A critical view on legal priority and an anti-clerical stance could 
thus be seen to coincide in the story.  Whether first-century Pharisees would 

                                                 
540 “Dies (lehrt), daß ihnen Unreinheit schwerer wog als Blutvergießen—zu (ihrer) Schande” 
(yYoma 2:2, ÜTY II/4, 49).  The last word (K�@9> in Ed. princ. Venedig, KK@9> in MS Leiden) is 
missing in Neusner’s translation. 
541 Cf. Kuhn’s comment in his translation of Sifre to Num 35:34 (2.9: 687, n.54). 
542 “Purity broke out in Israel” (>�D�K4�:D:�:5DB), tShabb 1:14; cf. bShabb 13a; yShabb 
1:3. 
543 Cf. Mann 1915–1916, 418. 
544 Mann 1915–1916, 418f.  Cf. Sifra to Lev 21:1 [Parashat Emor Parashah 1]; bNaz 47b, 48a–
b; bZeb 100a.  Bauckham 1998, 482, n.13, doubts Mann’s arguments. 
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generally applaud the legal stance implicit in the narrative of the “good Samari-
tan” is another question.  We do not know to what extent the :I$5�?;�F?
 was an 
accepted interpretation among Pharisees at the end of the Second Temple pe-
riod.  If any clue should be taken from mNaz 7:1, it would be that opinions were 
divided. 

Hence the narrative in Lk 10:30–35 can easily be seen to address first-
century purity concerns.  It cannot, however, serve as proof for Jesus disregard-
ing purity laws.  Nor does its implicit view on the relative value of purity over 
against other concerns represent a unique position within contemporary Juda-
ism.  However, the priorities advocated were not uncontroversial, but in direct 
conflict with some Jewish opinions.  The story of the “good Samaritan” thus 
represents an early voice, criticizing certain Jewish authorities for setting false 
priorities in their application of corpse-impurity rules.  There is no reason why 
the gist of the story should not go back to Jesus. 

 

Jesus and corpse-impurity 

As defilement from corpses was a general idea in Antiquity, not only among 
Jews but in all neighbouring cultures, there is no reason to imagine that Jesus 
operated without this concept, or ignored it totally.  Several gospel traditions 
reveal a seemingly indiffent attitude, however, especially when seen against the 
fact that corpse-impurity was generally avoided not only in view of temple vis-
its. 

The Lukan tradition about the widow’s son in Nain (Lk 7:11–17) involves 
corpse-contamination, but there is some uncertainty concerning the degree of 
impurity contracted in the interaction.  This ambiguity is not present in the Mar-
kan narrative about Jairus and his daughter (Mk 5:21–24, 35–43).  Here Jesus 
enters both the house and the very room in which the corpse is lying, and he 
touches the corpse directly.  With the biblical legislation (Num 19) about 
corpse-impurity in mind, it would be evident to any reader or listener with a 
Jewish background that Jesus, by his action, incurred a seven-day impurity. 

A “lenient” attitude is further underscored by the Lukan tradition of the good 
Samaritan (Lk 10:30–35).  In this narrative we find similarities with later rab-
binic discussions about the priority between the obligation towards the dead and 
the demand for purity, but Jesus seems to have gone further, and at an earlier 
time.  We also find differences, however, since the rabbis at least formally de-
fended the :I$5�?;�F?
 by exegesis.  We should assume that practical considera-
tions were important for both Jesus and later rabbis, so that rules about corpse-
impurity in certain cases were deemed as having less priority than other issues.  
However, Jesus’ unqualified way of setting other priorities in an area, in which 
biblical legislation was clear, and at a time when strictness dominated, must 
have evoked opposition.   
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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. 
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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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[T]he interpretation of the purity-laws contains virtually all of the motifs important in the 
use of purity as a moral or other sort of metaphor.  One therefore cannot distinguish legal 
from non-legal views of the matter; the one represents in the context of the concrete cul-
tic ritual what the other describes in the setting of ethics, morality, or theology.13 

Neusner seems to find a common origin for the different types of purity in the 
idea of guilt, which is often, but not necessarily, a matter of ethics.  The connec-
tion can be seen in the legal terminology used about impure people.  A yoledet 
is required to bring a sin-offering (hattat), a “leper” brings a guilt-offering as 
well (asham), and the water used for purifying the Levites is called “sin-water” 
(F��8J3 K?
).14  From this Neusner concludes: 

It is possible that the notion of “an ethical offense, a sin” evolved from the general class 
of “acts that make you unfit for the holy community.”  So these traces of “ethical” termi-
nology in purity law may be not late contaminations, but fossils from an earlier time 
when all offenses produced impurity, and all impurities were offenses.15 

Neusner further points out that the largest number of sources in which purity is 
discussed derive from priestly writers, and that priestly authorities have taken 
over, for the temple only, almost all legal material and symbols associated with 
purity.  The sources are thus biased, and we cannot regard purity as primarily a 
cultic concern, but rather as originating with ideas about that which is loath-
some, giving rise to rules which were observed regardless of the  cult.16   

A natural suggestion, based on Neusner’s discussion, would be that impurity 
came to refer to several diverse phenomena which were experienced as loath-
some or offensive, whether because of certain types of (un-)ethical behaviour or 
because of certain natural or pathological physical processes, or because of ta-
boos or aversions to eating certain types of animals.17  Such a loose model could 
actually account for all three types of impurity which are found in the Hebrew 
Bible, and in the priestly legislation.  Impurity terminology (�?
8) is used in the 
following contexts: 1) The classification of animals into clean and unclean, i.e. 
edible and non-edible (Lev 11).  This legislation gives no sanctions in case of 
transgression, nor does it envisage any means of purification, but assumes that 

                                                 
13 Neusner 1973a, 24. 
14 Lev 12:6, 8; 14:12, 19; Num 8:7.  Neusner (1973a, 25) actually makes a mismatch, ascribing 
a guilt-offering to the yoledet (which is false) and a sin-offering to the “leper” (which is correct, 
although it is the guilt-offering which is particular to the “leper.”  In addition, the zab and the 
zabah are required to offer a sin-offering (Lev 15:15, 30).  The translation of F��8J3 and *�8��$ 
with ethical terms is questioned by many scholars; cf. below, 211–214. 
15 Neusner 1973a, 25. 
16 Neusner 1973a, 29f;  “We must keep in mind the deliberate bias introduced by the biblical 
priests and the accidental distortion resulting from the limited sample of evidence.  While purity 
is essential to the religious system of Israel, its larger implications are exceedingly difficult to 
determine.”  Neusner 1973a, 31. 
17 Without discussing diverse anthropological theories about the origin of concepts of impurity, 
it can be observed that there is often a high degree of coincidence between what is regarded as 
unclean and common ideas about what is repulsive.   
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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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sinful, but people and land are actually seen as physically defiled.22  He presents two main ar-
guments.  Just as in the case of the bodily impurities of Lev 12–15, this type of impurity is about 
“perceived effects that result from actual processes,” although the effects are different in each 
case.  It is thus a matter of “two analogous perceptions of contagion, each of which brings about 
effects of legal and social consequence.”23  The second argument has to do with the nature of 
metaphorical language.  Since Klawans defines it in opposition to literal usage, it must involve a 
degree of transference, and thus must be regarded as secondary to a prior, literal usage.24  Kla-
wans points out, however, that the usage of purity terminology in moral contexts appears in texts 
(Holiness Code, Deuteronomy, the Deuteronomistic history and prophetic texts) that are often 
regarded as earlier than the priestly traditions which are evidence for the “primary” usage of 
impurity language.  Thus “[w]e simply cannot know which usage came first.”25 

Klawans has been criticized by, among others, Maccoby, who argues that the defilement of 
the Land is an image, which conceives of the Land as a large animal which suffers nausea at the 
accumulation of grave sins, to the point of vomiting out its inhabitants.  Says Maccoby: 

To literalize the metaphor is to reduce the moral disgust: as if to say, ‘The reason why 
you must avoid these sins is because the Land has a delicate digestion.’  It is precisely 
when a person is overwhelmed by moral disapproval that he is likely to use metaphors 
based on physical disgust.26 

While Maccoby’s criticism is somewhat exaggerated,27 it nevertheless seems as if Klawans has 
fallen into the common trap of confusing literal with real.  While he notes that none of the 
scholars discussing a metaphorical use of impurity clearly defines the terminology, Klawans 
does not himself attempt a full definition either.  At one point he actually suggests that the best 
course might be to drop such terms from the discussion altogether.28  I agree with this sugges-
tion, and regret that he does not follow it.  As far as I understand, Klawans wants to show that 
impurity as a result of immoral actions was conceived of as real and factual, albeit somewhat 
different when compared with bodily impurity.29  The categories of “literal” and “metaphorical” 
are not ontological, however; they say nothing about the reality of the referent, but they are 
linguistic classifiers, i.e. tools for distinguishing different types of language.30  With this in 
mind, their relevancy for analyzing the concept of purity must be questioned.   

There is neither room nor need for a discussion about metaphor theories in this study.  For 
historical purposes it is sufficient to point out that, although the concept of metaphor is both 
ancient and Mediterranean (Plato and Aristotle), it is not a Hebrew category.31  The categories 
of “literal” and “metaphorical” are imposed on these texts by us.  They do not quite fit.  They do 

                                                 
22 Klawans 2000, 32–34; against David P. Wright 1992, 743. 
23 Klawans 2000, 34. 
24 Klawans 2000, 33. 
25 Klawans 2000, 35, referring to Hos 5:3; 6:10; Jer 2 and 3; Deut 21:23; 24:1–4, 1Kgs 14:24; 
2Kgs 16:3 (in addition to material from the Holiness Code, e.g. Lev 18–20).  See below, 213–
216, about the significance of the dating of P and H for the discussion about a moral trajectory. 
26 Maccoby 1999, 201. 
27 Klawans’ observation that with bloodshed and perhaps sexual sins as well, the ground is more 
or less physically defiled, could be seen as a possible defense (Klawans 2000, 35, 175, n. 86).  
Klawans talks about “a real, physical process or event” which has a perceived effect, and that 
Lev 18:24–30 “should be taken literally” (Klawans 1997a, 63, 64). 
28 Klawans 2000, 32f. 
29 Klawans 1997b, 5f. 
30 Cf. Caird 1980, 131–133, 193f. 
31 The term PHWDIRU� is found only once in the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible, in 
Theodotion’s translation of Hos 8:13, and then with a different meaning. 



Jesus and Purity Halakhah 206 

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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gory by analogy and intertextual exegesis.41  Only in the sectarian texts from 
Qumran are sin and impurity more or less identified.  Impurity language is used 
for sin in general, and the terms :6@ and :4�IF are not used as before in a 
restricted sense, but applied to all sorts of immoral behaviour.42  Sin is dealt 
with by purification, and immoral actions are paralleled by “impure abomina-
tions.”43  Both sinful outsiders and insiders are regarded as ritually defiling, and 
“repentance from sin and purification from defilement have become mutually 
dependent.”44   

This basic line of development is not disturbed, even when Klawans’ distinc-
tion between metaphorical and literal moral impurity is no longer upheld.  
While forms from the root D: in the Hebrew Bible are at times used to de-
scribe the morally upright person in general, i.e. one who is acceptable in God’s 
eyes (Ps 51:12; Prov 20:9; Job 4:16), forms from the roots �? and :6@ are, 
when referring to sinful behaviour, usually used in contexts in which specific 
sexual sins, idolatry or bloodshed are in focus (e.g. Isa 64:5; Jer 2:7; Ez 36:17; 
Zech 13:1; Ps 106:34–39).45  Exceptions are few, but Isa 6:5 must be men-

                                                 
41 Klawans 2000, 46–60.  The term “homogenization” is Milgrom’s.  Klawans shows with a row 
of examples (Jub. 4:22; 7:21–22, 33; 16:5; 21:19; 22:16–20; 30:13–15) that even in the book of 
Jubilees, all defiling sins can be assigned to one of the three serious sins from the Holiness 
Code.  The only possible exception would be the last reference (47).  Turning to the pre- or 
protosectarian Temple Scroll, however, Klawans finds that bribery is seen as defiling as well 
(11Q19 [11QT] 51:11–15; bribes defile the house [FK4:��??I] probably referring to the 
temple).   This was due to an intertextual exegesis, in which bribery was classified as a type of 
deceit (11Q19 [11QT] 51:13), and, since deceit in Deut 25:13–16 was referred to as an “abomi-
nation” (F48�
I,F), and such are defiling (Lev 18), bribery must cause impurity as well.  Kla-
wans’ argument that the Damascus Document expands the category of sexual sins defiling the 
sanctuary (not only the land, as in Lev), is problematic, due to the fact that many of his exam-
ples can rather be explained as expansions of the idea of bodily defilement from sexual rela-
tions.  This also applies to examples from T.Levi and Pss.Sol. texts. 
42 Klawans 2000, 75–79; see especially 1QS 4:10, 17.  This is not yet so clear in early sectarian 
texts, such as 1QpHab or 4QMMT (68–75). It should be noted, however, that greed and theft 
seem to be included among the defiling sins (1QpHab 8:8–13; 12:6–9).   
43 1QH 19:10–11 (Sukenik column 11:10–11): “For the sake of your glory, you have purified 
man from offence (��B?��I@��:FD:), so that he can make himself holy for you from every 
impure abominations (:6@�FI4�IF�>I=?) and guilt of unfaithfulness (>�?�F?��I)”.  Kla-
wans interprets this as impurity language being used for sinfulness in general, but it can also be 
taken as parallelism, where impurity and guilt of unfaithfulness are put on a par.  In the latter 
case this becomes an even clearer example of how immorality and impurity are treated together 
as sin (��B), and remedied by purification (D:). 
44 Klawans 2000, 79–88.  Quote from p 85.  Cf. 1QS 3:4–9; 5:13–14; 6:24–25; 8:16–18; 4Q512 
29–32: 8–10; 4Q274 1 1:1–4).  For a different interpretation of these and other related texts, 
suggesting that the association of sin and impurity in Qumran was primarily evocative rather 
than halakhic, see Himmelfarb 2001. 
45 This could even be argued for some instances in which the verb D:
8 occurs in a moral con-
text (e.g. Jer 33:8; Ps 51:3–12).  While sexual relations in general led to only a one-day bodily 
defilement (Lev 15:18), and were not discussed in the Holiness Code in connection with defile-
ment of the land, it could be argued that the sexual relationship between David and Bathsheba, 
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tioned, where both the prophet and the people are said to have impure lips 
(*K;F3B8�����?
�).  Such usage, together with the use of purity terminology for 
describing the morally upright person, suggests that the overlap between the 
conceptions of bodily impurity and defiling sins had the potential to expand in a 
way which is indicated in some intertestamental literature, and becomes obvious 
in sectarian Qumran material. 

The second question is more difficult to deal with.  As mentioned above, the 
answer of many scholars of ancient Judaism is that bodily impurity was not 
generally regarded as sinful.  There are inconsistencies and discrepancies in 
biblical legislation, however, which complicate the picture.  Three such exam-
ples will be discussed.   

In the first place, impurity is often associated with something loathsome.  
This is explicit in the systems of clean and unclean foods (Lev 11:11, 13, 20, 
23, 41) and defiling sins (Lev 18:23, 24–30; 20:12–14, 22–23).  But it is also 
implicit in texts concerning bodily impurity.  Many of the impurities in Lev 12–
15 stem from decomposition, abnormal discharges and skin diseases.  The dis-
gust felt towards “leprosy” is expressed in the narrative of Miriam’s punishment 
(Num 12), in which she is likened to a half-rotten, still-born foetus.  The idea of 
something loathsome thus links bodily impurity and certain immoral actions. 

The narrative of Miriam is part of a second argument as well.  Several of the 
bodily impurities were associated with disease, and disease was often seen as 
divine punishment.  Different degrees of restriction and/or isolation hardly miti-
gated such experiences.  Both motifs are visible in the narrative of Miriam, in 
which her impure condition is interpreted as a punishment from God, and 
causes a seven-day isolation (Num 12:9–15).  The period of isolation is inter-
preted as a punishment of shame (v.14:�*K?;K8�F�34���;�*>
= 8F;), like that when 
having been spat in the face by one’s father.  Other oft-quoted traditions which 
testify to impurity-producing diseases being regarded as punishments include 
David’s curse on Joab’s house (2Sam 3:29): “May the house of Joab never lack 
a discharger (4L$) or a “leper” (�D$5A?�),” as well as the narrative about king 
Uzziah, who was struck with “leprosy” after having attempted to burn incense 
in the temple (2Chr 26:16–21).  While the idea that divine punishment could 
lead to certain impure conditions is not tantamount to impurity being sinful, this 
line of thought nevertheless establishes another link between some impurities 
and sin. 

A third point will be given a lengthy treatment in the excursus below, al-
though it requires an even more extensive discussion than is possible here.  It 
has to do with the sacrifices involved in various purification rituals.  While pu-
rification rituals in Lev 12–15 differ, the hattat (F��8J3) sacrifice is present in 

                                                                                                                                  
referred to in Ps 51, was tantamount to one of the three grave sins, since she was not yet clean 
from her menstruation (2Sam 11:4; cf. Lev 18:19, 24–25). 
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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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hibition of sex during menstruation48 (Lev 18:19; 20:18; cf. 15:24) in the midst 
of discussions about serious sexual sins, and a reference to the distinction be-
tween clean and unclean food (Lev 20:25; cf. 11:46–47).  We must admit either 
that this material is unsystematic, or that it does not operate according to the 
categories we try to apply. 

 
Excursus 4: The F��8J3F��8J3F��8J3F��8J3 sacrifice  

The translation “sin-offering” for the hattat has been questioned by several scholars, notably by 
Milgrom, who considers it false on contextual, morphological and etymological grounds.  Mil-
grom’s suggestion of “purification-offering” has been widely accepted.49  The hattat sacrifice is 
often referred to in contexts with no relationship to immoral acts, such as Nazirite vows of ab-
stinence or installing a new altar (Num 6; Lev 8).50  Milgrom argues that the object of the hattat 
sacrifice is never the offerer, but the sanctuary and sancta, on which blood is sprinkled.51  He 
reconstructs a system of graduated purification-offerings according to the graded power of im-
purity to contaminate from afar, where inadvertent individual sins contaminate the altar, inad-
vertent communal sins contaminate the Holy, and advertent sins penetrate into the Most Holy 
Place, which is purified only once a year at the Day of Atonement (Lev 16).52 

Milgrom’s views of contamination from afar as well as the graded purification-offering have 
been both lauded and criticized.  The most problematic part is perhaps the claim that the hattat 
sacrifice has no role whatsoever in removing human sin.  The individual sinner is rather forgiven 
by repentance, a feeling of remorse (*��
�8), while the purification-offering only removes the 
resulting defilement of the sanctuary and its sancta.53  Milgrom claims that in the context of the 

                                                 
48 Note the condemnation, in 4Q266 6 2:2, of the man who sleeps with a menstruant: “the sin of 
impurity is upon him” (I>��:6@�+I[�]).  While the first letter is reconstructed, the reading is 
fairly certain.  4Q266 belongs to an “expanded” version of the Damascus Document and is 
dated no later than the middle of the first century BCE (DJD 18: 28, 30). 
49 Milgrom 1971a.  Cf. Anderson 1992a, 879f.  Milgrom’s arguments in short run as follows: 
The F��8J3 is prescribed for a range of persons and objects which cannot possibly have sinned.  
The noun derives from the pi‘el form of the verb, which does not mean “to sin” but “to cleanse, 
expurgate, decontaminate.”  The function of the F�8�J3�K?
 in Num 8:7 is purifying only.  For a 
full description of Milgrom’s view, see the collection of articles in Milgrom 1983, or the slightly 
revised material in his Leviticus commentary (1991, 253–292). 
50 Anderson 1992a, 879. 
51 Milgrom 1983, 76f.  Milgrom appeals to mShebu 1:4f. as support.  An important part of Mil-
grom’s argument rests on the use of prepositions used with DB�7=;, which leads him to conclude 
that the effect of the purification-offering is not directly on people, but on behalf of people.  For 
a criticism of arguing from the “slippery” use of prepositions in Hebrew, see Maccoby 1999, 
177f, and below. 
52 Milgrom 1983, 77–79. 
53 Milgrom 1991, 254ff.  Thus Milgrom translates *��
�8 in Lev 4:27–28; 5:2–5, 17, 23 and Num 
5:6–7 as “feels guilt.”  It is this feeling of guilt which atones for the actual sin, while the for-
giveness (Lev 4:20, 26, 31) obtained by the F��8J3 sacrifice is not for the moral transgression, 
but for the resulting defilement of the sanctuary.  Hence the purification-offering is freed from 
all moral connotations.  Milgrom 1976a, 7–12; Milgrom 1983, 47–66; Anderson 1992a, 880.  
For a thorough critique of Milgrom’s assertion that the hattat sacrifice purifies only the sanctu-
ary, see Zohar 1988, 609–618.  Zohar, referring to Lev 17:11 as well as Gen 9:4–6, discusses 
the nature of blood as ��B7@7, not detergent, which becomes a means for transferring the contami-
nation of impurity or sin from the offerer through the laying of hands on the animal, to the altar.  
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purification-offering, kipper (DB�7=;) never means “expiate” but always “purge.”  This fits with 
the terminology used about the hattat sacrifice in contexts of bodily impurity (Lev 12:8; 14:20), 
where the priest performs the purgation rite, and the individual becomes pure (:8K>7�8�DB�7=;I���
D:
8I��+:
= A:3�IK>8�8�DB�7=;I��/ :D8:
8I��+:
= A:3).  In the context of inadvertent sins, however (Lev 
4:1–5:13), the result of the priest performing the purgation rite is described as forgiveness (Lev 
4:20, 26, 31, 35; 5:10, 13).  The same phrase is used, except for �>�J>3E�@;I� replacing D:
8I�.  
While Milgrom states that “the impure person needs purification and the sinner needs forgive-
ness,” he is forced by his translation of DB�7=;  to claim that the offence which is forgiven is not 
the original one (which is expiated by a feeling of remorse), but the resulting additional sin of 
indirectly causing defilement to the sanctuary.54   

This interpretation is somewhat strained.  The claim, based on the use of prepositions, that 
only the sanctuary and sancta are objects for purgation at the hattat sacrifice, has been chal-
lenged by others.55  It seems that we must ascribe the words hattat  (F��8J3) and kipper (DB�7=;) a 
wider and more complicated range of possible interpretations.  While “purification-offering” 
and “purge” belong within this range, concepts such as inauguration and atonement must also be 
taken into account.56   

The hattat sacrifice is referred to in texts outside the Pentateuch as well.57  In the Chroni-
cler’s narrative of the reforms of Hezekiah, supposedly stemming from priestly circles, we find 
hattat sacrifices in the context of the temple’s purification (2Chr 29:21, 24).  It is important to 
note, however, that the purification of the Sanctuary itself is described in the previous section 
(29:1–19), consisting of removing every impure item.  This process is explicitly called a sancti-
fication and a purification.58  In the subsequent description of the sacrifices, however, the hattat 
sacrifices are said to be offered for (�>�3) the kingdom, the sanctuary and the Judaeans (v 21), 
or more generally for all Israelites (v 24: >�
D8�A�K'�>= 8�>�3�DB�
=3>�).  We see how Milgrom’s fine 
point that the hattat sacrifice effects the purging of the sanctuary on behalf of people, breaks 
down here, since both sanctuary and people alike are juxtaposed and pictured as objects of these 

                                                                                                                                  
Zohar’s model must wrestle with “the paradox whereby bringing the most contaminated part of 
the animal (its blood) into contact with the most holy sites in the sanctuary could be perceived as 
attaining atonement or as purging the sanctuary itself” (613).  His solutions that either God by 
his omnipotence annihilates the contamination essence on contact, or its residues are heaped up 
at the altar to be removed to Azazel once a year, are not entirely satisfactory, but rather a result 
of his wish to detach the notion of a manipulative blood-ritual from the hattat sacrifice.  His 
criticism of Milgrom’s model is apt, however: the hattat animal must be regarded as deriving its 
contamination from the offerer, not from the sanctuary; hence there is an element of transference 
of and dissociation from contamination in the sacrificial act itself.  This is strengthened by ety-
mological arguments, according to which the basic meaning of �J ought to be “re-
place/displace/transfer.” 
54 Milgrom 1991, 255f. 
55 Maccoby 1999, 175–179.  Maccoby points out that the preposition 6�4, which according to 
Milgrom can be used only for persons, meaning “on behalf of,” is actually used about the sins 
themselves in Ex 32:30.  The verb DB= can even be used without an object (bring atonement) 
as in 2Sam 21:3.  Maccoby warns against basing arguments on the uncertain use of prepositions, 
and cites an exemple: IK>8�8�DB7�=;I� can in theory be translated “he shall cleanse it,” “he shall 
cleanse him,” or even “he shall cleanse [absolute] by means of it.” 
56 Cf. Maccoby 1999, 179–181.  Cf. also A. Marx’s interpretation of the hattat as a “sacrifice of 
separation,”  discussed in Milgrom 1991, 289–292. 
57 Milgrom discusses the following texts: Ezra 8:35; 2Chr 29:21–24; Hos 4:8; 2Kgs 12:17; Ps 
40:7; Jer 17:1.  Milgrom 1991, 284–288. 
58 2Chr 29:17–18 (D:,���6C). 
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sacrifices.59  It is evident that this sacrifice must be interpreted in a wider sense than purifying 
only the temple and its sancta.  While this is one of the effects of the hattat sacrifice, it is not the 
only one.  It should be remembered that not only the goat which is offered for the purification of 
the sanctuary and altar on the Day of Atonement (Lev 16:15–19), but also the goat for Azazel 
carrying the sins of the people, is called a hattat (Lev 16:5).60 

The case is further complicated by a comparison with the asham (*��8�8) sacrifice (Lev 5:14–
26).  The traditional translation is “guilt offering,” but “reparation offering” has been proposed 
as more relevant.  The sacrifice itself is very different from the hattat, but its context and effect 
are similar.  Some suggest that the distinction between the meaning of the two sacrifices was no 
longer understood by P, while others suggest a distinction to the effect that the hattat deals with 
impurity, while the asham deals with profanation of sacred items.61  This does not cover all 
cases, however, since neither the “leper” nor the man who rapes a betrothed slave girl can be 
said to have violated sancta, and yet have to bring an asham (Lev 14:12; 19:21).62 

A reasonable suggestion for the hattat would be that it serves to remove something objec-
tionable to God, whether impurities or guilt.  This is not the same as equating bodily impurities 
with sin, but certain objectionable states and certain objectionable acts were apparently thought 
to have similar effects, and thus required the same type of sacrifice. 

It has been questioned whether the cultic legislation of P contained any ethical elements at 
all.  Israel Knohl argues that “the interpenetration of ethical and cultic considerations” comes 
only with the later “Holiness School.”  Knohl argues that the ethical outlook of P is universalis-
tic and taken for granted, but the revelation to Moses, associated with the divine name, signifies 
the establishment of the cultic system, which does not deal with ethical issues.  This leads Knohl 
to an interpretation in which the phrase “sins against any of the Lord’s commandments” (�8JHF7��
:I$:AK��FI,5�?;�>= 8?;�FJ3�3�…) refers only to cultic imperatives (Lev 4:2; 5:17).63  Milgrom, on the 
other hand, argues that “the Lord’s commands” must include ethical requirements as well.64  
Part of the argument is focused on the use of the term +I,�$, which according to Milgrom is used 
in P with an ethical import in a number of contexts (Lev 5:1, 17; Num 5:15, 31; 30:16).  Knohl 
denies this, however, arguing that in every instance the primary transgression is against God 
rather than against other humans, and thus the cultic, sacral component dominates.65  The argu-
ment aims at interpreting the Day of Atonement rite (Lev 16), which could be seen as dealing 
with defilement caused by cultic and ethical transgressions, or as a cultic concern only.  While it 
is obvious that the H source has a much stronger  emphasis on human relations (see below), the 
sharp distinction between ritual and ethical must be regarded as somewhat anachronistic.66  Even 
Milgrom, while arguing that both cultic and ethical transgressions can cause defilement to the 

                                                 
59 It seems strained to claim that the preposition >� with non-human objects signifies that the 
object itself is purged, while the same preposition with a person as object must be translated “on 
behalf of.”  Cf. Milgrom 1983, 76; Maccoby 1999, 177–179. 
60 For a discussion of different types of hattat, see B. Levine 1974, 101–114; Milgrom 1976b.  
A discussion about the Day of Atonement hattat falls outside the scope of this study. 
61 Anderson 1992a, 880f; Milgrom 1976a, 127.  Milgrom’s definition is that “the asham expi-
ates for sancta desecration, the hattat for sancta contamination.” 
62 Anderson 1992a, 881. 
63 Knohl 1995, 225-230; quote from 229. 
64 Milgrom 1991, 24.  Milgrom uses comparative material from Mesopotamian texts as argu-
ments for the presence of ethical elements in the cultic legislation of P. 
65 Milgrom 1991, 25; Knohl 1995, 227ff. 
66 Discussing comparative Near Eastern material, Milgrom refers to the conclusion of Lambert 
(1959, 194), that “there was no distinction such as we tend to make between morally right and 
ritually proper.  The god was just as angry with the eating of ritually impure food as with op-
pressing the widow and orphan.” (quoted in Milgrom 1991, 24). 
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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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ful behaviour is found in texts that could be earlier than priestly traditions refer-
ring to bodily impurity.  We cannot be sure which use is the earlier on the basis 
of textual evidence and reconstructions of tradition-history.  Rather than speak 
of ritual and moral impurity (Klawans) or about a separation between the cultic 
and ethical until the emergence of the “Holiness School” (Knohl), I would sug-
gest that we speak about a moral trajectory within the idea of purity in Judaism. 

This is not to be understood as “moral impurity.”  The expression is prob-
lematic and somewhat contradictory, since it suggests a type of impurity which 
is not ritual.  As far as I understand it, impurity is a ritual concept, and there is a 
ritual element in all types of impurity, unless the term is fully spiritualized.71  
When we speak of a moral trajectory, this does not mean that the defilement 
involved should itself be defined as moral, but that there are some moral aspects 
to various types of impurity, or that certain types of immoral actions are thought 
to cause some types of defilement. 

A moral trajectory, through the history of the concept of impurity in ancient 
Judaism, can be traced at different levels and in most materials.72  It is prevalent 
in H, but traces can be found in P as well, as argued above.  And as impurity 
language is used frequently to condemn the sins of the people, it is difficult to 
believe that the strong denouncement of prophets like Ezekiel would neither 
reflect nor effect a negative view, at least in some circles, on impurity in gen-
eral, including the system of bodily defilement.  When the idolatrous deeds of 
the people are likened to the bleedings of a menstruant (:6 8@ ;:3�F�3?�G=� ),73 we 
cannot expect that bodily impurity, which is objectionable in the context of the 
cult, would be regarded as completely neutral when outside it.  The develop-
ment demonstrated by Klawans, which culminates in the sectarian writings from 
Qumran (1QS; 1QH), in which sinners are seen as defiling through bodily con-
tact and bodily impurity is regarded as sinful, must be understood against this 

                                                                                                                                  
demned and the cult centralized.  Priestly separatism is abandoned and popular beliefs and prac-
tices integrated (216–224).  Knohl finds the H tradition continuing through the exile, being 
responsible for the final redaction of the Pentateuch at the beginning of the Persian period (226). 
71 This is possibly the case in some NT writings, such as the letters.  Klawans’ use of “moral 
impurity” is problematic.  An example of this is his treatment of Deut 21:22–23 (in the version 
of 11Q19 [11QT] 64:10–13) about those hanged on a tree, who must be buried the same day, 
lest the land be defiled.  Klawans calls this moral defilement of the land.  There is, however 
nothing immoral according to the Torah in hanging a criminal, so it is not a matter of bloodshed.  
The problem is possibly the immorality of the criminal, but that ought to be taken care of by 
hanging.  The problem is rather the dead body, and thus there is a similarity with corpse-
impurity rules.  The only reason for calling this moral impurity is that the resulting defilement of 
the land fits Klawans’ scheme. 
72 Rules about clean and unclean meat are left out of the discussion.  Except for their rationale, 
their interpretation is never much developed or problematized during the Second Temple period, 
nor in rabbinic thought.  They become, of course, of great importance in politico-religous con-
flicts during Hellenistic rule, but remain a self-evident part of Jewish identity. 
73 Ez 36:17. 
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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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such a broad outline needs further substantiation, it fits into a common idea of 
the relationship between the different sects at the end of the Second Temple 
period.  I would suggest that the Pharisees at the time of Jesus did not “compart-
mentalize” sin and bodily defilement to the extent evidenced in the Mishnah.  
Although they should not be ascribed the views of the Qumran sectarians either, 
they must have related to them.  I suggest that although they did not equate bod-
ily impurity and sin, they saw some possible links.   

The evidence for this is not conclusive, but there are three lines of argument 
which should be considered.  First, we ought to regard as reasonable that the 
integrated view of the Qumran sectarians developed within a context and during 
a period of time.  Although early sectarian texts give clear evidence only of 
bribery, greed and theft being regarded as defiling sins, in addition to the “three 
serious,” it is reasonable to suppose an analogous development with regard to 
other immoral behaviours.  It is also likely that other expansionists at the end of 
the Second Temple period saw links between sinful behaviour and defilement. 

Second, we must note that in spite of his strong case for rabbinic “compart-
mentalization,” Klawans mentions a few examples which could be regarded as 
remains of a moral trajectory.  A “leper” who was affected several times is in-
cluded among a number of “multiple transgressors” who have to bring only a 
single offering (mKer 2:3).80  In the case of “leprosy” on a wall dividing two 
houses, both owners have to tear it down, and work on it.  “On this basis have 
they said, ‘Woe to an evil person.  Woe to his neighbor’” (mNeg 12:6).  It seems 
as if the person in whose house the plague appeared is considered to be wicked 
(���8D8).  And tNeg6:7 clearly states that “plagues come only because of gossip, 
and leprosy comes only to those who are arrogant.”81  This is continued by a list 
of locations for afflictions, all followed by the injunction to repent.  Klawans 
downplays this tradition, pointing out that it is the only one in the Tosefta to this 
effect, that the crucial statements are put in the mouth of an examining priest, 
not a named rabbi, and that the Tannaim are forced to admit that “leprosy” can 
come about because of slander, since this is confirmed in Scripture by the sto-
ries of Miriam and Uzziah.82  Klawans’ examples could, however, be used as 
support for the continued presence of popular views, i.e. evidence for a moral 
trajectory, which is still making itself heard, in spite of an “orthodox” mainline 

                                                 
80 This passage is admittedly complicated as a piece of support, since the context is about offer-
ings, and the offerings involved vary.  (In this particular case it is probably a hattat, but the term 
used is the general +4 8D�C8, which includes different types of sacrifices.)  The term FI,DK4
�< (sins, 
transgressions) is used, however, as an umbrella term for one who raped a slave-girl repeatedly, 
a nazir who became unclean several times, one who suspected his wife of repeated adultery, and 
a “leper” who was afflicted several times.  Moral terminology is thus used for bodily impurities. 
81 JID:�KE9�>���>��:�4�F�D5:�+K�I��D:�+I�>�>���>��+K�4�*K�9@:�+K�� (Reng-
storf 1967).  Tr. in Neusner 1974–1977, 6:235.  Cf. the association of guilt and skin disease in 
Southeast Asia (Browne 1989 [1985], 3). 
82 Klawans 2000, 100f. 
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attitude taking form in the Mishnah.  While Klawans and, to a certain extent, 
Neusner point at an expansion in the Amoraic period of the idea that impurities 
result from sins,83 the development at Qumran suggests that bodily impurities 
and sinful behaviour were linked much earlier.  Later rabbinic material could 
attest to earlier views.  Sifre to Num 5:3 ascribes to R.Yose the Galilean (early 
second century) the idea that before the people fell into sin there were no dis-
chargers or “lepers” among them.84  Lists of sins which cause “leprosy” are 
found in bArak 16a, being further elaborated on in Lev.Rab. 17:3.  Although 
these lists represent later elaborations, the general idea that certain types of im-
purity come from sin seems to belong to the earliest stage of rabbinic interpreta-
tion.85  It is notable that Klawans omits any discussion about dischargers 
(except for menstruants).  Although not as conspicuous as in the case of “lep-
rosy,” the idea of discharges as punishments for sin appears in a few texts too.86  
According to Neusner,  

[t]he Rabbinic movement began with the assertion, first appearing in the second century, 
that specific sins stand behind particular forms of uncleanness.  That assertion, while an 
extraordinary innovation when compared to antecedent opinions, came in the context of 
biblical thought, which had seen purity as a metaphor for righteousness, impurity for sin-
fulness.  It represented the making concrete of what until then had been an abstract and 
undeveloped assertion.  Once the concrete assignment of particular sins to specific un-
cleannesses had entered the rabbinic system, the process of conserving and repeating that 
idea began.87 

Neusner may be right about the general path of development.  But taking the 
moral trajectory traced above into consideration, and especially its development 
at the end of the Second Temple period as attested in Qumran, we must regard 
some sort of link between bodily impurity and sin as a necessary condition for 
the subsequent rabbinic development, present already before 70 CE. 

The third argument centres on the Greek translation of a Hebrew term.  As 
argued above, the use of identical terms for different things, not only testifies to 
the conceptualization of the people using those terms, but also influenced sub-
sequent development of thought.  Not only is purity language used in the He-
brew Bible both for bodily defilement and sinful actions, but the hattat sacrifice 
is prescribed in the case of both impurity and moral transgression.88  In spite of 
the modern translation “purification offering” and attempts to explain this sacri-
fice totally outside the ethical realm, it remains that the LXX consistently trans-
lated the hattat with �PDUWdD, which definitely is an ethical term.  This reflects 

                                                 
83 Klawans 2000, 102ff; Neusner 1973a, 78. 
84 Sifre Numeri, Parashat Naso 1; Börner-Klein 1997, 7. 
85 Neusner 1973a, 87, 90, 99f. 
86 Sifre Numeri, Parashat Naso 1; Num.Rab. 7:1, 10; Lev.Rab. 18:4.  The evidence of Num.Rab. 
7:10 is perhaps doubtful, since it is rather an allegory (Neusner 1973a, 81, 96–97, 100, 102). 
87 Neusner 1973a, 106. 
88 Cf. above, 212ff. 
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how the translators interpreted the concept, and it must also have influenced 
people’s ideas and way of thinking.  The LXX testifies to the presence of a 
moral trajectory, which it must have strengthened by its continued influence, at 
least in diaspora Judaism. 

We have to conclude that, in spite of much uncertainty, there are traces of a 
moral trajectory.  If we want to reconstruct the situation during the first century 
CE, we must suppose that the relationship between bodily defilement and im-
moral actions was discussed between different groups, but that “compartmen-
talization” or integration was not the very dividing line.  We rather must make 
room for ideas of some sort of interaction or link between sin and bodily impu-
rity both in popular belief and among Essenes as well as among Pharisees.  We 
have too little evidence to speculate any further, but as to the general outline, a 
diverse and complicated situation must be assumed for the time of Jesus.  

 

Alternative categories: inner and outer 

I have used the idea of a moral trajectory to trace the interaction between the 
concepts of impurity and sin through ancient Judaism and draw some general 
conclusions about the situation among Jewish groups at the end of the Second 
Temple period.  The ideas we have found are very diverse, however, such as 
considering sinners as impure or sins as causing impurity, regarding certain 
states of bodily impurity as caused by sinful behaviour, or as direct punishment 
for sin, thinking about impurities and sin in similar categories, seeing both as 
loathsome, requiring the same type of sacrificial atonement, and using the same 
terminology for both.  All these ideas are not part of a coherent whole.   

Using the idea of a moral trajectory makes it easier to see a more diversified 
development than was possible with the clear-cut but insufficient and somewhat 
anachronistic opposites “literal-metaphorical” and “ritual-moral.”  I have still 
used the idea of morality, which is our concept, not theirs, although what we 
call morality was definitely part of ancient Jewish thinking, if not articulated in 
our way.  But if we are looking for concepts which figure in the period of the 
Second Temple, we should perhaps discuss purity in categories of “inner” and 
“outer.”  These are not identical with ritual and moral, although they might 
seem so in our eyes.  Nor are they totally analogous to the Greek distinction 
between body and soul, although this is a common misunderstanding.89 

                                                 
89 A Greek view of purity of the soul is found in Plato (Leg. 715e): �N�TDUWRM�J�U�W�Q�\XF�Q�
²�JH�NDN±M��“For the wicked man is unclean of soul”), or in the inscription over the entrance of 
the Ascleipos sanctuary at Epidauros: �JQHdD�G
xVWg�IURQHjQ�²VLD� �“Purity is to think pious 
things”), which Porphyry uses as an argument, discussing purity of body and wickedness of the 
soul (Abst. 2:19).  Stroumsa 1999, 415; cf. Burkert, 1977, 132 and Parker 1983, 281ff, 322–
325, for similar examples.  Cf. Phaedo 65d–69d.  After the manuscript was finished, an article 
by Risto Uro (2000) came to my attention, which basically supports my interpretations of Philo, 
Q, and Gos. Thom. below (220, 223–228).  I have included references in the footnotes. 
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Such is the interpretation of Klawans, discussing Philo’s distinction between 
purity of body and soul.  Philo states that the law requires of the person bringing 
a sacrifice that he should be pure in body and soul: 

%R¹OHWDL� W´Q �Q�JRQWD�TXVdDM�¯�Q±PRM�NDTDU´Q�HlQDL�VÍPD�NDg�\XF�Q��\XF�Q�
P|Q��S±�WH�WÍQ�SDTÍQ�NDg�QRVKP�WZQ�NDg��UUZVWKP�WZQ�NDg�NDNLÍQ�WÍQ�{Q�WH�
O±JRLM� NDg� SU�[HVL�� W´� G|� VÍPD� �I
� ÎQ� {TRM� D¸WØ� PLDdQHVTDL�� � N�TDUVLQ� G
�
xSHQ±KVHQ� wNDWyU-� W�Q� SURV�NRXVDQ�� \XF¬� P|Q� GL�� WÍQ� SU´M� W�M� TXVdDM�
H¸WUHSL]RPyQZQ�]ÒZQ��VÇPDWL�G|�GL��ORXWUÍQ�NDg�SHULUUDQWKUdZQ��SHUg�ÎQ�PLN�
U´Q� ºVWHURQ� xUR¿PHQ�� �[LRQ� J�U� WØ� NUHdWWRQL� NDg� �JHPRQLNZWyU-� WÍQ� xQ� �PjQ��
\XF¬��NDg�W��WÍQ�O±JZQ��SRQHjPDL�SUHVEHjD��

The law would have such a person pure in body and soul, the soul purged of its passions 
and distempers and infirmities and every viciousness of word and deed, the body of the 
defilements which commonly beset it.  For each it devised the purification which befitted 
it.  For the soul it used the animals which the worshipper is providing for sacrifice, for 
the body sprinklings and ablutions of which we will speak a little later.  For precedence 
in speech as well as elsewhere must be given to the higher and more dominant element in 
ourselves, the soul.90 

Philo speaks of two types of purifications, sacrifice for evil thoughts and actions 
of the soul and water rituals for bodily defilements, but to Klawans this is a 
clear-cut example of the distinction between ritual and moral impurity.91  It 
comes close, but is not identical.  Philo makes the Greek distinction between 
body and soul.  But note that both body and soul are purified by ritual purifica-
tions, either sacrifice or water rites.  If the legislation of Leviticus really in-
tended to convey the idea that sin was atoned for by repentance, and the hattat 
sacrifice purified only the sanctuary from the resulting ritual defilement, Philo 
seems not to have grasped it.  But in one sense he has gone much further.  Al-
though both purifications are ritual, he interprets them as symbols of repentance 
and self-knowledge.92  The analogy Philo makes is not basically between ritual 
and moral purification, but between ritual purifications (of both bodily impuri-
ties and sinful thoughts and acts) on the one hand, and their deeper allegorical 
meaning (religious insight and reformation) on the other.  The distinction be-
tween body and soul comes close to our popular western anthropology, but 
should not be forced onto Hebrew Jewish tradition.  What Philo formulates is 
perhaps a Greek Jewish way of expressing that which in Hebrew Jewish tradi-
tion would be described as “inside” and “outside.”93 

Hebrew anthropology was corporeal indeed, and all types of feelings and 
human capacities were associated with concrete parts of the body.94  The heart 

                                                 
90 Philo, Spec.Laws 1:257–258. 
91 Klawans 2000, 64ff. 
92 Philo, Spec.Laws 1:259–266.  Note that both are interpreted allegorically.  Cf. Uro 2000. 
93 It is true that something like a dualistic anthropology can be seen in later rabbinic literature 
(e.g. bNid 31a).  This is not a dominating trait, however, but experienced as problematic, as seen 
in some attempts at harmonization (bSanh 91a–b).  Cf. Ruzer 1999, 374f. 
94 Cf. Wolff 1974 [1973], 10–79. 
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(4>
) was seen as the seat of human will, and the interior (4D7C7—literally midst 
or entrails) of man’s body (D�A848) was considered the source of human action, 
while the soul (��B7@7) expressed the integrated human being, and the spirit (J!I�D) 
stood for the life-giving element, the animating force.  What we call morality 
was not seen as residing in the soul, but in the body.  This is clearly seen in two 
classical passages from the Hebrew Bible (Ps 51:12 and Ez 36:25–27): 

K4 ;D�C;4 �����6 
J3�+I,=@$�J!I�DI��*K:;>A�H�K>;��D$4 ��DI,:8�4>
  
Create in me, God, a pure heart, and restore a steadfast spirit in my interior (belly, intestines)  
 

D:
3�<�*=7K>
I�> 9�;�>= 8?;I��*=7KF
I,�?�G�>= A?;�*F 7D�:3�I��*D;I,:��*K;?3�*=7K>
�<�KF ;C�D3L$I��
+47�7:8�4>
�F�7�KF;D,E;:<I!�*=74 �D�C;4 ��+F 
�7�:��86$J<�J!I�DI����68J$�4>
�*=7>8�KF ;F3@$I���*=7F��7��
KC 3JG4 ��D��7�<�F�
�KF;K�A;�8I��*=74 �D�C;4 ��+F 
�7�KJ;I�D�F�7I���D�A84 8�4>
�*=7>8�KF ;F3@$I��*=7D��A34 �?;�

*F7K�;�<I!�I�D?����F ;�K3B�8���?;I��I�=>
F 
�

And I will sprinkle pure water on you, and you will be purified from all your abomina-
tions, and from all your idols shall I cleanse you.  And I will give to you a new heart and 
a new spirit shall I put in your interior and I shall remove the heart of stone from your 
flesh and I shall give to you a heart of flesh.  And my spirit shall I put in your interior and 
I shall make you walk in my statutes and guard and do my judgments. 

A pure or new heart signifies an undivided will to do what is right.  In the pas-
sage from Ezekiel, it is furthermore evident that this heart (will) is situated in 
the “flesh,” and that it must be conceived of as made of flesh (i.e. corporeal, 
human) in order to be sensitive and responsive.  It is also evident in both pas-
sages that righteous action demands a new or steadfast spirit, which is located in 
the very midst of the body.  The same type of thinking is expressed in a text 
from Qumran, to be further discussed later.  In an eschatological passage from 
the Community Rule we read: 

:>I��JID�>I=�*F:>��K��K@4?�I>�CCLK�D49�K��?�>I=�IF?�4�>��DD4K�L�I�
�:��D�FI>K>��>I=?��6IC�JID4�ID:>I�ID�4�K?=F?� 

Then God will refine, with his truth, all man’s deeds, and will purify for himself the 
structure of man, ripping out all spirit of injustice from the innermost part of his flesh, 
and cleansing him with the spirit of holiness from every wicked deeds.95 

The object for purification is the structure (K@4?) of man, and the cause of 
man’s sinful deeds is the spirit of injustice which dwells in the innermost part of 
man’s body (ID�4�K?=F?), and thus must be replaced. 

With this very corporeal anthropology, the “inside” of man becomes of ut-
most importance as the seat of human will and action.  The innermost part of 
the body is seen as the seat of good and evil, the seat of purity and impurity.  
“Morality” is located in the body, and purification from evil thougts and acts is 
in a sense perceived as a purification of the innermost parts of the body.96  
                                                 
95 1QS 4:20–21. 
96 Lack of attention to Hebrew anthropology at times leads interpreters astray.  This can be seen 
in the interpretation of 1QS 3:6–9, which contrasts those who enter or renew the covenant of 
God with those who refuse.  “For it is by the spirit of the true counsel of God that are atoned the 
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When such thinking is translated into Greek, changes occur, but to various de-
grees.  In the LXX, Hebrew categories often prevail.97  In Josephus, and espe-
cially in Philo, we find a much more dualistic Greek anthropology.  The 
“inside” of man is equated with the soul (\XF�), and is thus contrasted with the 
body.  This development is crucial when discussing how a Christian spiritual-
ized concept of purity evolved in the early church.  When discussing Jesus’ atti-
tude to purity, however, Hebrew anthropology is a more suitable point of 
departure.  When we turn to the Jesus tradition, the concepts of inner and outer, 
inside and outside, suggest themselves as plausible and contemporary catego-
ries.  They are frequently used in the gospels.  And they are probably more suit-
able for discussing the relationship between sin and impurity in Second Temple 
Palestinian Judaism, than “soul and body” or “moral and ritual.” 

 
 

V.2 Jesus: inner and outer impurity 

 

Traditions and sources 

A contrast between inner and outer impurity or purification is found in many 
strands of the Jesus tradition.  Relevant material is found in Mark (Mk 7:14–
23), Q (Mt 23:25–28/Lk 11:39, 40, 44), the Gospel of Thomas (14, 89) and Pa-
pyrus Oxyrhynchus 840.  In the case of Thomas, the independence of the tradi-
tions can be questioned.  P.Oxy. 840 has at times been regarded as a fairly late 
Hellenistic legend with no historical value.  There are good reasons, however, 
for a different evalutation, and the evidence will be discussed below. 

In most of the traditions just mentioned, the explicit or implicit context is 
one of purification.  This is interesting, not least in view of the claims, made by 
some exegetes, about Jesus as regularly practising purificatory rites.  Such 
claims could range from the simple presupposition that Jesus, like any pilgrim, 
underwent the prescribed immersions before festivals, to the idea that he advo-

                                                                                                                                  
paths of man, all his iniquities, so that he can look at the light of life.  And it is by the holy spirit 
of the community, in its truth, that he is cleansed of all his iniquities.  And by the spirit of up-
rightness and of humility his sin is atoned.  And by the compliance of his soul with all the laws 
of God his flesh is cleansed by being sprinkled with cleansing waters and being made holy with 
the waters of repentance.”  The last of these four sentences has been interpreted as bodily purifi-
cation in contrast to the earlier part, which is taken to refer to sinful actions, to be cleansed by 
repentance and reformation.  The conclusion is drawn that repentance must precede ritual puri-
fication (Thiering 1980, 266–277; J. Baumgarten 1999b, 209).  The context implies, however, 
only that no purifications or atonements will purify an unrepentant sinner.  Speculative ideas 
about double purification rites in a certain order result from reading �B@ in a Greek sense, thus 
contrasting soul with body, as in Philo (Spec.Laws 1:257–258) or Josephus (Ant. 18:117). 
97 A corporeal anthropology should often be assumed in other Jewish Greek writings as well, 
such as many New Testament books.  The LXX translation varies at times.  4D7C7 in the Ezekiel 
passage is translated xQ�·PjQ, while more literally as {JNDWD (intestines) in Ps 51 (LXX Ps 50). 
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cated an elaborate programme for purification.98  A possible stance is to deny 
that contact with impure people caused Jesus or his surroundings any problem, 
since he must be supposed to have undergone purification rites (i.e. bathed in a 
miqveh) as soon as the opportunity arose.99  The traditions about inner and outer 
purification point in a slightly different direction, however. 

 

Inner and outer impurity in Q and the Gospel of Thomas 

In the Q passage where inner and outer impurity are contrasted (Mt 23:25–
28/Lk 11:39, 40, 44), Jesus is accusing the Pharisees.  Because of the polemical 
character of this tradition, and the divergences between Matthew and Luke, any 
discussion about tradition and redaction is bound to be complicated.  Not all 
details, however, are relevant to the main discussion in this chapter. 

Matthew’s version (23:25–28) is the more structured of the two: 

25 2¸Dg�·PjQ��JUDPPDWHjM�NDb�)DULVDjRL�·SRNULWDd��²WL�NDTDUd]HWH�W´�{[ZTHQ�WR¿�
SRWKUdRX�NDg�W M�SDUR\dGRM��{VZTHQ�G|�JyPRXVLQ�x[��USDJ M�NDg��NUDVdDM���
26 )DULVDjH�WXIOy��NDT�UL]RQ�SUÍWRQ�W´�xQW´M�WR¿�SRWKUdRX��eQD�JyQKWDL�NDg�W´�
xNW´M�D¸WR¿�NDTDU±Q���
27 2¸Dg�·PjQ��JUDPPDWHjM�NDb�)DULVDjRL�·SRNULWDd��²WL�SDURPRL�]HWH�W�IRLM�NH�
NRQLDPyQRLM�� ReWLQHM� {[ZTHQ� P|Q� IDdQRQWDL� ÅUDjRL�� {VZTHQ� G|� JyPRXVLQ� °VWyZQ�
QHNUÍQ� NDg� S�VKM� �NDTDUVdDM�� 28 RºWZM� NDg� ·PHjM� {[ZTHQ� P|Q� IDdQHVTH� WRjM�
�QTUÇSRLM�GdNDLRL��{VZTHQ�Gy�xVWH�PHVWRg�·SRNUdVHZM�NDg��QRPdDM��

25 Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, since you purify the outside of the 
cup and the bowl, while inside they are full of greed and intemperance.  26 Blind Phari-
see, purify first the inside of the cup, so that also its outside may become pure.   
27 Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, since you closely resemble white-
washed graves, which look handsome on the outside, while inside they are full of bones 
of the dead and every impurity.  28 Likewise you too appear righteous on the outside to 
the people, while inside you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness.  

Previously, Matthew has followed Mark up to Mk 12:37a, where he considera-
bly expands Mark’s short warning for the scribes (Mk 12: 37b–40; Mt 23:1–12).  
This serves as an introduction to seven harsh woes against scribes and Pharisees 
(Mt 23:13–36), among which we find the Q tradition above as woe numbers 
five and six.  These two, together with Matthew’s woe number four (about tith-
ing herbs), are found in Luke as well, although in another context.  Luke also 
has a woe against seeking the best seats in the synagogues and wishing to be 
greeted in public, not found in Matthew, probably because a similar criticism is 
included in the introductory material (23:6) which Matthew has taken over from 
Mark 12:39.  Luke’s version is as follows (11:39b–44): 

39b Q¿Q�·PHjM�Rb�)DULVDjRL�W´�{[ZTHQ�WR¿�SRWKUdRX�NDg�WR¿�SdQDNRM�NDTDUd]HWH��
W´�G|�{VZTHQ�·PÍQ�JyPHL��USDJ M�NDg�SRQKUdDM�� �40 �IURQHM��R¸F�¯�SRL�VDM�W´�

                                                 
98 Fredriksen 2000, 198, 200, 205f; Cf. Chilton 1994, although Jesus’ purity programme in Chil-
ton’s version seems to contain very little of conventional purification rites. 
99 Cf. Loader 1997, 59f, n. 107. 
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{[ZTHQ�NDg�W´�{VZTHQ�xSRdKVHQ���41 SO�Q�W��xQ±QWD�G±WH�xOHKPRV¹QKQ��NDg�cGR¼�
S�QWD�NDTDU��·PjQ�xVWLQ���42 �OO��R¸Dg�·PjQ�WRjM�)DULVDdRLM��²WL��SRGHNDWR¿WH�
W´� �G¹RVPRQ� NDg� W´�S�JDQRQ� NDg�S�Q� O�FDQRQ� NDg� SDUyUFHVTH� W�Q�NUdVLQ�NDg�
W�Q��J�SKQ�WR¿�THR¿��WD¿WD�G|�{GHL�SRL VDL�N�NHjQD�P��SDUHjQDL���43 2¸Dg�·PjQ�
WRjM�)DULVDdRLM��²WL��JDS�WH�W�Q�SUZWRNDTHGUdDQ�xQ�WDjM�VXQDJZJDjM�NDg�WR¼M�
�VSDVPR¼M�xQ�WDjM��JRUDjM���44 2¸Dg�·PjQ��²WL�xVW|�ÅM�W��PQKPHjD�W���GKOD��NDg�
Rb��QTUZSRL�>Rb@�SHULSDWR¿QWHM�xS�QZ�R¸N�RfGDVLQ��

39b Now you Pharisees, you purify the outside of the cup and the plate, but your inside is 
full of greed and evil.  40 Fools, did not he who made the outside also make the inside?  
41 Rather give the contents as alms, and lo, all is clean to you.  42 But woe unto you 
Pharisees, since you tithe mint and rue and every vegetable, and overlook justice and the 
love of God.  You should have done this without neglecting the other.  43 Woe unto you 
Pharisees, since you love the first seat in the synagogues and the greetings in the squares.  
44 Woe unto you, since you are like unmarked graves, and the people who walk over 
them do not know it. 

The matter is further complicated, however, because Luke continues in vv 46–
52 with three more woes against the lawyers (QRPLNRd).100  The first of these 
woes finds its correspondence in Matthew’s introduction (23:1–12) which ex-
pands Mark 12:37b–40.  The second  corresponds to Matthew’s last woe, and 
Luke’s third woe against the lawyers is found as Matthew’s first.  It seems thus 
as if the core of all Matthew’s seven woes come from the Q tradition. 

For several reasons it is likely that Matthew is responsible for more redac-
tional changes than Luke.101  Some details can easily be explained by the fact 
that Matthew inserts this whole section (ch. 23) as an expansion of Mark 
12:37b–40.  This is the case with the change of QRPLNRd to JUDPPDWHjM, as well 
as the absence of the woe against seatings and greetings.  Other differences can 
be explained by Matthew’s bias against Jewish leaders.  There is no wish to 
differentiate between Pharisees and scribes, because all criticism is seen as re-
lating to Matthew’s contemporary Jewish adversaries.  The epithet ·SRNULWDd is 
certainly found in Luke too, twice for the people (Lk 6:42; 12:56 - Q) and once 
for a synagogue leader (Lk 13:15 - L?), but never for Pharisees.102  The use of 
·SRNULWDd for Pharisees does not come from the Q tradition, but from Mark 
7:6, and the context of handwashing.  Matthew has multiplied the abusive ex-
pression, especially in Ch. 23. 

We now turn our attention to the details of the relevant verses, beginning 
with the saying about vessels.  It is reasonable to conclude that the gist of Mt 
23:25/Lk 11:39 comes from Q.  There is a statement about the Pharisees, that 
they cleanse (NDTDUd]HWH) the outside of the cup and bowl/plate (W´� {[ZTHQ�

                                                 
100 Lk 11 46–52. 
101 Cf. Bovon 1996, 221ff. 
102 The noun ·S±NULVLM is used for the leaven of the Pharisees, in Lk 12:1, which seems to par-
allel Mk 8:14–15/Mt 16:5–6.  Only Luke uses the term, however.  The verb ·SRNUdQHVTDL is 
used by Luke in 20:20, likewise parallel to Mark and Matthew (Mk 12:13/Mt 22:16).  Again 
only Luke uses this term. 
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WR¿� SRWKUdRX� NDg� W M� SDUR\dGRM/WR¿� SdQDNRM).  This is contrasted to the 
inside ({VZTHQ) which is full (JyPRXVLQ/JyPHL) of greed and evil (�USDJ M�NDg�
�NUDVdDM/SRQKUdDM).  In Matthew the inside refers to the vessels just men-
tioned, while the reference in Luke is the Pharisees (W´�G|�{VZTHQ�·PÍQ).103  In 
both versions, however, a comparison is intended between the purification of 
the outside of vessels, and the inside of people.  This simile would be perfectly 
understandable if relating to the common opinion at the end of the Second 
Temple period, that certain vessels, when properly sealed, protect their contents 
from becoming contaminated by various sources of impurity, requiring only the 
vessel itself to be sprinkled or purified in a miqveh, after which the contents can 
be consumed as intact and pure.104  In this text, however, open vessels are men-
tioned.  We could, of course, speculate that this is due to later confusion, and 
that the saying originally concerned closed vessels.  There are other possible 
interpretations, however.  Discussions about the relationship between the purity 
of the inside and outside of cups are found in the Mishnah and ascribed to the 
Houses of Hillel and Shammai.  Although the exact practice behind the saying 
is difficult to retrieve, there is no reason to doubt that it refers to a first-century 
custom.105  The comparison is made on two levels.  Since the contents of a ves-
sel cannot be improved by purification of its outside, the impure “inside” of a 
greedy person does not benefit from outer purifications, i.e. immersions of the 
body.   

Things become more difficult when we look at the continuation of the say-
ing, where Luke and Matthew differ.  It is reasonable to regard Mt 23:26 as re-
daction, since the image of the “blind Pharisee” fits Matthew’s bias.  What 
about Luke’s continuation (�IURQHM�� R¸F� ¯� SRL�VDM� W´� {[ZTHQ� NDg� W´�
{VZTHQ�xSRdKVHQ)?  Is Lk 11:40, with its appeal to creation, to be regarded as 
part of an original Q source or Luke’s own redaction?106  While the phrase 
could be regarded as breaking the theme of greed and alms-giving (vv 39, 41), it 
is paralleled in Gos.Thom. 89: 

F<*<� 3@I� *<� <J9<� EK� J<J#D<@M<� #CFI8� D9EB� #CFFEJ?H@ED�
J<J#D#HDE<@�8D�*<�F<DJ8(J8C@E� #CFI8�D(EKD� #DJE&�ED�F<DJ8&�
J8C@E�#CFI8�D9EB�
Jesus said: Why do you wash the outside (9EB) of the cup?  Do you not understand that 
the one who created the inside ((EKD) also created the outside (9EB)? 

                                                 
103 ·PÍQ may well be redactional, however.  Luz 1997, 335. 
104 Lev 11:32; 15:12; Num 19:15, 18.  Various items were purified by immersion and even water 
could be purified in a miqveh.  This is assumed in mMiq 10:1–6.  In the case of overshadowing 
by a corpse, closed vessels protected the contents and were purified by sprinkling (cf. mEdu 
1:14).  Cf. David P. Wright 1987, 96f, 198; Sanders 1990, 185–190, 227; 1992, 228f. 
105 mBer 8:2; cf. above (67–72).  Cf. Neusner 1974–1977, 3:355–384; Maccoby 1982. 
106 The idea of SRLHjQ referring to cleansing is unlikely, and the production of cups is used as a 
metaphor for creation in Acts (cf. Uro 2000).  A somewhat similar appeal to creation is found in 
Jesus’ answer to the Pharisees in Mt 19:4/Mk 10:6.  However, this saying has no parallel in Lk. 
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In contrast to the Lukan version, the order outside-inside is reversed, and intro-
duced by a direct question.  This suggests that Gos.Thom. 89 is not directly de-
pendent on Luke, but that the reference to God as creator of both inside and 
outside could perhaps be taken as belonging to tradition.107 

The following phrase (Lk 11:41), “rather give the contents as alms, and lo, 
all is clean to you,” seems at first sight obscure.  It reveals, however, that v 39 is 
understood quite literally; the food and drink of the Pharisees are viewed as 
expressions of greed or injustice, more in need of being distributed to the poor 
than being externally purified.  The idea thus suits the theme of greed and is 
coherent with v 39b.  Hence v 41 can be seen as part of tradition as well.108  In 
view of the prophetic custom of condemning greed, and the development at-
tested in Jewish literature according to which greed was included among the 
serious defiling sins, the whole saying about vessels in Lk 11:39–41 ought to be 
regarded as traditional, coming from the Q source.109   

The saying about graves (Mt 23:27–28/Lk 11:44) has already been discussed 
in the previous chapter.110  In this case too, there are arguments for Luke’s 
wording being more original.  It is much shorter than Matthew’s variant, and the 
latter is easily explained by Matthew’s bias.111  Matthew’s variant is given a 
structure parallel to the previous saying.  The contrast between the outside and 
the inside of the adversaries is taken from the previous saying and elaborated 
on, in order to emphasize the blatant hypocrisy.  The Lukan variant has no men-
tion of outside and inside here, and the purity issue is only implicit, although 
readily understood, if not by Luke’s readers, surely by readers or listeners in an 
early Palestinian setting.  The saying about graves could thus be seen as coming 
from early tradition too.  Its point is not the outright hypocrisy of Jesus’ adver-
saries, as in Matthew, but the relationship between inner and outer impurity, 
although the terms {VZTHQ�and {[ZTHQ are not used in the Lukan version. 

Comparing the wider literary contexts of Matthew and Luke, it is obvious 
that Matthew has redacted and expanded Markan material and Q sayings into a 
coherent speech, which suits his own bias.  The context for the material about 
inner and outer impurity is thus a polemical speech, i.e. a literary construction.  
Although Luke has a bias as well, and his woes are also a literary construction, 
it is interesting to note that they are situated at a meal (Lk 11:37–39a): 

                                                 
107 The order is transposed in some early manuscripts (e.g. P45).  Cf. Uro 2000 about the possi-
ble independence of Thomas’ version. 
108 Against Luz 1997, 335. 
109 xOHKPRV¹QK� is a Lukan favourite (cf. 12:33 and 7 times in Acts), but this is not a decisive 
argument against a Q origin, since the term is found in Mt 6:1–4, which has no correspondence 
in Lk, as well as in Gos.Thom. 6 and 14.  Thus there is no need to regard it as Lukan redaction. 
110 For a discussion about grave impurity, see above, 177–181. 
111 In Matthew, this saying follows right after that about vessels.  Both are similarly constructed; 
scribes and Pharisees are combined.  The contrast between outside and inside is parallel to the 
previous saying and is further developed in v 28.  Cf. Luz 1997, 340; Bovon 1996, 231, n.67. 



Purity and moral 227

37 
(Q� G|� WØ� ODO VDL� xUZW�� D¸W´Q� )DULVDjRM� ²SZM� �ULVW�V9� SDU
� D¸WØ��
HcVHOTÊQ� G|� �QySHVHQ�� � 38 ¯� G|� )DULVDjRM� cGÊQ� xTD¹PDVHQ� ²WL� R¸� SUÍWRQ�
xEDSWdVTK�SU´�WR¿��UdVWRX���39a HlSHQ�G|�¯�N¹ULRM�SU´M�D¸W±Q��

37 While he was speaking, a Pharisee asked him to dine with him [i.e. at his place], and 
he went in and laid down [i.e. at the table].  38 But the Pharisee saw this and was sur-
prised that he did not first immerse before the dinner.  39a But the Lord said to him:�

Luke could of course have invented this setting, in order to give the woes a 
framework.  In view of the frequency of table scenes and recent studies of the 
symposion genre and Luke’s literary style,112 the suggestion is plausible.  The 
syntax (infinitives and participles) suggests some Lukan redaction.113  Neverthe-
less the saying about vessels makes sense in such a context.114  Historically, 
Jesus’ practice of “commensality” is fairly well attested.115  And the picture of 
Jesus as relating not only to more dubious parts of the population but also to 
Pharisees and other religious leaders is more plausible than the polemical pic-
ture of Matthew, in which Jesus’ relationship to the Jewish leadership is almost 
exclusively one of confrontation and conflict.  Although v 37a (xQ� G|� WØ�
ODO VDL) is definitely a Lukan bridge,116 connecting the woes to the previous 
section, the Pharisee’s reaction to Jesus not purifying (v 38) could well repre-
sent the introduction of an original Q apophthegm.  As we will see below, the 
usual context for traditions in which inner and outer impurity are discussed is 
bodily purification (Mk 7; Lk 11; P.Oxy. 840),117 although that was not the most 
likely conflict issue in the environments of the redactors of these texts.  Hence 
this context is best explained as part of early tradition. 

The exception is found in the Gospel of Thomas, in which sayings are rarely 
provided with situational contexts, usually due to the lack of a narrative frame-
work (cf. logion 89 quoted above).  The concepts of “outer” and “inner” are 
found in two additional sayings, of which logion 22 does not refer to purity, but 
discusses the union of divisions or opposites (two into one, inner and outer, 
male and female) as a condition for entering the kingdom.  In logion 14, how-
ever, inner and outer impurity are discussed, and the saying itself combines the 
themes of mission (cf. Lk 10:8–9a) and impurity (cf. Mt 15:11): 

                                                 
112 Steele 1984; Dennis E. Smith 1987.  For an overview of the Symposion in general, see 
Murray 1990. 
113 But cf. the linguistic arguments of Jeremias for the Pharisee’s invitation belonging to pre-
Lukan tradition (1980, 205f). 
114 Cf. Uro 2000. 
115 Mt 11:19/Lk 7:34; Mk 2:17; Lk 7:36; 11:37.  Cf. Bolyki 1998. 
116 Cf. Jeremias 1980, 205. 
117 Even if Luke’s hand is visible in several table-scenes, it is reasonable to suppose that some 
basic traits of table-scenes belonged to the traditional material used by Luke, which he devel-
oped further (cf. Dennis E. Smith 1987, 616).  We cannot dismiss the table setting too lightly as 
Lukan invention in this case, where it contains a context (purification) for a saying about inner 
and/or outer impurity, which is present in several sources (Cf. Mk 7:1–2, 5, 15–23; P.Oxy. 840; 
see below for further discussion). 
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8KM� <J<J#D.8D9MA� <(EKD� <A8(� D@C� 8KM� #DJ<J#CCEE.<� (#D�
#DNMH8�<K.8#HF8H8;<N<� #CCMJ#D�F<JEKD8A88&�(8HMJ#D�EKEC#&�
D<J.MD<� #D(?JEK� <H@G<H8F<K<� #CCEEK� F<JD89MA� >8H� <(EKD�
(#D� J<J#DJ8FHE� &D8*M(#C� J?KJ#D� 8D� 8BB8� F<J#DD?K� <9EB� (#D�
J<J#DJ8FHE�#DJE&�F<JD8*8(#C�J?KJ#D 

And if you should go into (9MA�<(EKD) any land and walk in the country, if they re-
ceive you, eat that which they will set before you, heal the sick among them.  For that 
which goes into (9MA�>8H�<(EKD) your mouth will not defile you.  But it is that 
which comes out of (<9EB) your mouth which will defile you. 

This combination suggests that mission was seen as a theological justification 
for neglecting Jewish food laws in parts of the early church.118  We should hesi-
tate, however, before suggesting itinerant missionary activities of Jesus and his 
disciples as the historical context in which to place sayings about inner and 
outer impurity.  The link seems to be theological and literary, perhaps only liter-
ary.119  As a candidate for an historical context, bodily purification is better at-
tested and has more arguments in its favour. 
 

Mark 7 revisited 

From the perspective of inner and outer impurity, we will now return to Mark 7.  
In Chapter III, the central saying of Mk 7:15 was examined, and a relative read-
ing was advocated.120  The idea of Dunn, that the wording of Mt 15:11 and 
Gos.Thom. 14 would represent a more original form of the saying, was found 
tempting, but clear signs of Matthean editing of Mark make it less likely that 
both Thomas and Matthew drew on a similar independent tradition.121  Al-
though we cannot exlude the possibility of traces of an alternative, weaker, and 
perhaps earlier rendering in Mk 7:18b and 20,122 this is part of Mark’s “in-
house” section, which is his typical way of expounding meaning and relevance 
to his contemporary audience, and in any case the difference is not that great.  
This does not mean, however, that what we suggest to be an underlying dialec-
tical negation, comparing the defiling force of that which goes in with that 
which comes out, is attested in one source only. Such a conclusion would be a 
gross simplification, limiting historical enquiry to searching the surface of the 

                                                 
118 Cf. Svartvik 2000, 153ff.  Cf. the speculative reconstruction of Crossan 1991, 332–348. 
119 On a textual level, the combination of a mission saying and a purity saying in the Gospel of 
Thomas is due to literary rather than theological motifs.  Note that both sayings begin with the 
same catchwords: “go into” (9MA�<(EKD).  The combination of the two sayings can thus be 
regarded as literary only, possibly a mnemonic device already at an oral stage.  Although there 
is no extant Greek fragment for this logion, the catchword connection would apply similarly to a 
corresponding HcVyUFHVTDL�HcM. 
120 I.e. “A man is not so much defiled by that which enters him from outside as he is by that 
which comes from within.”  Cf. above, 66. 
121 Uro 1998, 23–26; cf. Dunn 1990, 37–60.   
122 Dunn 1990, 44; cf. above, 66f. 
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Greek text. As we have seen above, it is exactly this type of opposition of inside 
and outside that we find both in Q and Thomas. 

In addition to Mk 7:15 with parallels, I have thus argued for evidence in dif-
ferent textual traditions (Q, Thomas, P. Oxy. 840) that some uses of the catego-
ries “inside” and “outside” for impurity go back to Jesus himself.  Postponing a 
discussion of P. Oxy. 840 for the moment, I suggest that it is very likely that 
“inner” and “outer” were categories available during the time of Jesus, and that 
he actually used them discussing impurity.   

The most likely historical context for such discussions was something simi-
lar to that provided by Luke (11:37–41), i.e. disagreements about bodily purifi-
cations, rather than the missionary context of the Gospel of Thomas, which is 
secondary.  This strengthens the case for the saying in Mk 7:15 as originally 
having nothing to do with food laws, but providing an answer to discussions 
about bodily purifications, such as that represented in Mk 7:1–2, 5.123  The dif-
ference between the settings of Mk 7 and Lk 11 should be noticed, however.  In 
Mk, the disciples of Jesus are accused of not undertaking proper purifications 
before eating, i.e. hand-washing.  In Lk Jesus himself is questioned and the is-
sue is immersion.  In principle, however, the context is the same.  The very in-
tent of Mk 7 in its present form as an argument for freedom from food laws in 
the church, suggests that the disciples are depicted as representing Markan 
Christians.  While questioning the behaviour of a rabbi’s disciples might be a 
way of discussing his teaching, it is likely that Jesus was directly criticized for 
his own behaviour as well, just as in the Lukan (Q) tradition.  Another differ-
ence concerns the type of purification expected by expansionists before meals.  
In view of the problems in reconstructing first-century halakhic practices, it is 
difficult to judge whether Mk (hand-washing) or Lk (immersion) is more origi-
nal.  It is possible, however, that practices varied between different groups and 
according to different circumstances.  Jesus was probably criticized for laxity in 
regard to both of these purification rites. 

A relative interpretation of Mk 7:15, supposing an underlying dialectical ne-
gation, is supported by the Q sayings about the inner and outer impurity of ves-
sels (Lk 11:39–41) and graves (Lk 11:44).  Giving priority to Luke’s version, as 
argued above, the Q saying contrasts the inside and outside of human beings, 
arguing for the need for each to be in accord with the other.  Inner purity is de-
fined as justice or compassion, which is given relative importance over against 
bodily purifications.  Justice or compassion results in full purity, which is not 
possible when outer, bodily purifications are combined with inner greed.123a 

The reference to God as creator of both outside and inside in Q (Lk 11:40) 
and Thomas (logion 89) has no direct correspondence in Mark 7, but there is a 
possible trace of at least a similar thought to be found in the discussion about 

                                                 
123 Cf. above, 63, 65, 67, 86, 88, where this conclusion is drawn on other grounds.   
123a Cf. the juxtaposition of GLNDLRV¹QK�and “NDTDURg�W¬�NDUGdD” in the beatitudes (Mt 5:6,8). 
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traditions of men and the law of God (Mk 7:6–13).  Behind this discussion we 
might find ideas about the divine intention, which can also be seen behind ar-
guments from creation, as is more evident in the question about marriage (Mk 
10:6ff/Mt 19:4ff).  Without attempting to reconstruct the historical context of 
Mk 7:15 in any detail, it is nevertheless reasonable to suggest that ideas about 
the divine intention with legal prescriptions was also a factor behind Jesus’ 
stance in questions of purity.  This fits into the historical context as well, since 
divine intention was taken into account in contemporary discussions.124 

Finally, the notorious phrase in Mk 7:19c may even be reconsidered.  The 
expression S�QWD� NDTDU� in Lk 11:41 reminds us not only of Mk 7:19 but 
even more of Rom 14:20.  The Markan comment (NDTDUd]ZQ� S�QWD� W��
EUÇPDWD) is usually regarded as redaction.  This is obvious, since through the 
participle construction it is not even phrased as a saying but as a comment.  
Paul’s expression (S�QWD�P|Q�NDTDU�), however, is used in a discussion which 
could hint at the possibility of the phrase somehow deriving from the Jesus tra-
dition (cf. v 14: RlGD�NDg�SySHLVPDL�xQ�NXUd-�
,KVR¿�²WL�R¸G|Q�NRLQ´Q�GL
�
wDXWR¿).125  If any saying about “everything is clean” could be imagined as 
originating with Jesus himself, a context similar to that in Luke 11:37–41 is the 
most likely one.  In this context the phrase gains a relative sense as an argument 
for justice (inner purity) as more important than immersion (outer purity), and 
the point of the saying fits well into a purity discussion during the first century 
CE.  There is no need to argue for this expression originating with Jesus.  But 
the possibility exists, in view of Lk 11:41, and the phrase makes sense as part of 
a discussion about bodily purifications.  Such a context could explain the pres-
ence of the expression in different strands of tradition, while at the same time it 
could explain the comparative lack of wirkungsgeschichte, since the expression 
was part of a saying which originally had nothing to do with food laws.  Only at 
a later stage was its potential as an argument in a new context realized and util-
ized.  But its origin must be sought in the context of bodily purifications and 
Jesus’ attitude to inner and outer aspects of impurity. 

On the basis of the different traditions discussed so far, it is reasonable to 
suggest that Jesus (and hence his disciples) were criticized for not always wash-
ing or immersing before a meal, in a way expected by the expansionist current 
during the first century CE.  It is also reasonable to suggest that Jesus did dis-

                                                 
124 The question of divine intention seems to be explicit or implicit in several discussions about 
the rationale for various laws.  Cf. Let.Aris. 139, 142, 147, 150ff; Philo in Spec.Laws 1:257–
266; bNid 31b. 
125 Usually both Mk 7:19 and Rom 14:20 are regarded as having no connection with the Jesus 
tradition.  Cf. Räisänen 1986, 209–218; Svartvik 2000, 115f.  Mk 7:19c is definitely a redac-
tional comment.  But the question I raise concerns the possible background.  As used in the 
present Markan context, the comment represents the ideas of the early church.  But it may have 
a pre-history in the Jesus tradition, although not in a radical sense and not relating to food laws.  
Cf. Dunn 1990, 37–60. 
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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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associated with the Baptizer provide the strongest evidence for the historicity of 
the man, and reveal certain basic facts about him and his movement.  One of 
these is the baptism of Jesus by John, which is usually considered as an histori-
cal fact, since it evidently embarrassed the early Christians to the degree that all 
gospels found differing strategies to downplay or neutralize the implications.  
These range from theological explanations (Jesus did not need baptism to gain 
forgiveness for sins, Mt 3:14–15) to literary constructions (John’s imprisonment 
is narrated before the baptism of Jesus, and John is not mentioned as the agent, 
Lk 3:19–20, 21f; cf. Jn 1:29–34).  There is no attempt, however, to deny the 
Baptizer an important role in the history of Jesus, but only to give a “correct” 
interpretation.  This suggests both that the Baptizer was an important figure for 
the emerging Christian movement, and that Jesus’ relationship to, or depend-
ence on him, belonged to the bedrock facts of early Christian tradition.  The 
survival of the Baptizer’s movement into the time of the early church and be-
yond also made impossible any attempt to deny this.127 

The precise interpretation of John’s baptism and Jesus’ relationship to John 
is much disputed, however.  The questions are numerous, and there is no room 
to deal with them in the present study except in a cursory way.  The most impor-
tant questions for this study concern the baptismal rite as a purification ritual.  
Did John administer this rite himself, and was it a one-time ritual or a repeated 
one?  What connections are reasonable to suggest between the Baptizer and 
other Jewish groups, the Essenes in particular, and especially the Qumran sec-
tarians?  How did John’s baptism relate to repentance, forgiveness, bodily puri-
fication and the temple cult?  Such questions will be pursued presently, while 
questions about Jesus’ relationship to John and his baptismal activity will be 
dealt with in the subsequent section. 

The available sources for assessing the teaching and baptizing activity of 
John consist mainly of Q material (Mt 3:7–12 / Lk 3:7–18 and Mt 11:2–19 / Lk 
7:18–35),128 the short Markan tradition introducing that gospel (Mk 1:1–8 paral-
leled in Mt 3:1–6 / Lk 3:1–6) and a passage from Josephus (Ant. 18:116–119).  
The Markan tradition places the baptizing activity of John in the desert (xQ�W¬�

                                                 
127 Cf. Acts 18:25; 19:1–6; Joseph Thomas 1935, 89–139. 
128 The latter text is important for the discussion of Jesus’ relationship to the Baptizer, and will 
be dealt with in the subsequent section.  This is the case with certain Johannine traditions as 
well.  In the Lukan version of the former text (Lk 3:7–18), the middle part (10–14, John as a 
moral preacher) has no parallel in Matthew.  Meier discusses the arguments for and against this 
being part of Q tradition (1994, 41f, 61f), suggesting that “there is no convincing reason why 
Matthew, an evangelist intent on moral catechesis, should have omitted this moral sermon from 
his Gospel” (42).  I think there is.  In Mt, the Baptizer’s judgmental sermon is aimed at Mat-
thew’s usual target, i.e. the Jewish leaders.  In Lk, on the other hand, it is aimed at the people, 
and conditions for their conversion are thus spelled out (vv 10–14).  Mt does not conceive of 
any conversion of the Jewish leaders and omits the ethical instructions.  If John’s baptism is to 
be understood in a context of covenant renewal and repentance (cf. the discussion about 
Josephus and Qumran below), vv 10–14 are necessary for understanding his denouncements. 
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xU�P-) or rather “wilderness” at the river Jordan, and describes him in the 
manner of a Hebrew prophet.129  He is proclaiming “a baptism of repentance 
for/unto/with a view to the forgiveness of sins” (E�SWLVPD� PHWDQRdDM� HcM�
�IHVLQ��PDUWLÍQ).130  The first block of Q-material portrays John as a fiery 
eschatological prophet, demanding righteous behaviour in view of the coming 
judgment and destruction.  This apocalyptic note is totally missing in Josephus’ 
account.  In a passage about the reason for the destruction of Herod Antipas’ 
army by the Nabatean king Aretas, Josephus recounts a popular explanation, 
which turns into a digression on the nature of John’s baptism: 

7LVg� G|� WÍQ� 
,RXGDdZQ� xG±NHL� °OZOyQDL� W´Q� C+UÇGRX�VWUDW´Q�·S´� WR¿�THR¿�NDg�
P�OD�GLNDdZM�WLQQXPyQQRX�NDW��SRLQ�Q�
,Z�QQRX�WR¿�xSLNDORXPyQRX�EDSWLVWR¿���
NWHdQHL� J�U� G�� WR¿WRQ� C+UÇGKM� �JDT´Q� �QGUD� NDg� WRjM� 
,RXGDdRLM� NHOH¹RQWD�
�UHW�Q� xSDVNR¿VLQ� NDg� W�� SU´M� �OO�ORXM� GLNDLRV¹Q9� NDg� SU´M� W´Q� TH´Q�
H¸VHEHdY�FUZPyQRLM�EDSWLVPØ�VXQLyQDL��RºWZ�J�U�G��NDg�W�Q�E�SWLVLQ��SRGHNW�Q�
D¸WØ�IDQHjVTDL�P��xSd�WLQZQ��PDUW�GZQ�SDUDLW�VHL�FUZPyQZQ���OO
�xI
��JQHdY�
WR¿�VÇPDWRM���WH�G��NDg�W M�\XF M�GLNDLRV¹Q9�SURHNNHNDTDUPyQKM� 

But to some of the Jews the destruction of Herod’s army seemed to be divine vengeance, 
and certainly a just vengeance, for his treatment of John, surnamed the Baptist.  For 
Herod had put him to death, though he was a good man and had exhorted the Jews to 
lead righteous lives, to practise justice towards their fellows and piety toward God, and 
so doing to join in baptism.  In his view this was a necessary preliminary if baptism was 
to be acceptable to God.  They must not employ it to gain pardon for whatever sins they 
committed, but as a consecration of the body implying that the soul was already thor-
oughly cleansed by right behaviour.131   

Josephus’ description seems to contradict the Markan idea that associates 
John’s baptism with forgiveness.  Which picture should be given precedence? 

David Flusser opts for Josephus’ interpretation.  He claims that it is almost 
identical with the Essene theology of baptism, as found in texts from Qumran. 

The Essenes, and John following them, adopted the idea that immersion purified the 
body; but they believed that a person’s body was defiled not only through contact with 
objects which were ritually unclean, but also through sin.  When someone sinned his 
body was defiled, and therefore a man who had not repented before his immersion would 

                                                 
129 The interpretation of {UKPRM is disputed.  Mt adds W M� 
,RXGDdDM, which would imply the 
land towards the Dead Sea (cf. Qumran), but this does not fit with the river Jordan and the 
abundance of water.  Lk corrects Mk in stating not that the Baptizer appeared in the desert, but 
that the word of God came to him in that location (Lk 3:2).  The description of John’s clothes 
(and food?) imply a similarity with Elijah (1Kgs 17:2–6; 2Kgs 1:8). 
130 The expression has been much discussed.  Cf. Meier 1994, 53–56.  It is adopted by Luke 
(3:3), but not by Matthew.  The reason could be that Matthew avoids to associate forgiveness of 
sins with the Baptizer, but only with Jesus, and specifically with his death (cf. Mt 26:28).   

The concrete content of the Baptizer’s proclamation according to Mk concerns the “coming 
one” (1:7–8).  These verses seem to overlap somewhat with the Q tradition, since they recur in 
Mt and Lk at the end of the subsequent Q block (Mt 3:11 / Lk 3:16), but in a slightly different 
version, and integrated with the Q material.  Cf. also the Johannine version in Jn 1:26–27).  For 
further discussion, see below, 246f. 
131 Ant. 18:116–117. 
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not become pure.  While the immersion might purify the body, the body would immedi-
ately be defiled again through the person’s sin.132 

This explanation of the reason for repentance being a necessary prerequisite for 
purification (i.e. to avoid re-contamination of the body) is not made explicit in 
the sources, and must be regarded as speculative.  Flusser affirms the Qumran 
understanding discussed above, however, where sinful behaviour is associated 
with bodily impurity.  He regards the idea that baptism in itself purified from 
sin as a mistaken concept, against which John fought.  By uncritically accepting 
Josephus’ interpretation, Flusser simplifies the issue.  If “repentance purified a 
man from sin, and water only purified the body,”133 then it is difficult to explain 
why the Baptizer should administer a separate water-rite, to effect something 
which could otherwise be taken care of by regular immersions in a miqveh.  We 
must at least ascribe to John’s baptism an additional function which goes be-
yond that of mere bodily purification. 

The Markan expression (E�SWLVPD�PHWDQRdDM�HcM��IHVLQ��PDUWLÍQ) has 
been thought to reflect later Christian baptismal theology.  Meier gives several 
arguments for the converse, however.  The NT never applies the full Markan 
phrase to Christian baptism,134 and the vocabulary of repentance and forgive-
ness of sins is not connected with baptism in Paul’s letters or in Johannine lit-
erature.  Furthermore, it would be strange for Christians at a later stage to 
attribute to John’s baptism the power of forgiveness, were this not necessitated 
by tradition.  We find that Matthew actually omits the phrase, probably because 
of embarrassment.  Associating John’s baptism with forgiveness of sins would 
not only give increased weight to the claims of rival baptizing movements, but 
would also cause embarrassment for a christology which viewed Jesus as 
sinless.135  Hence the association of baptism and forgiveness must belong to 
early traditions about the Baptizer. 

Josephus’ description of the Baptizer must be evaluated in view of his ten-
dency to downplay eschatological and messianic ideas.  This is evident in his 
account of the Essenes, and easily explained by the historical context in which 
he writes.136  Josephus instead emphasizes the ethical part of John’s message, 
and thereby supports the picture given in Lk 3:10–14.137  Both Luke and Jose-
phus thus seem to agree that ethical action or re-orientation was necessary for 

                                                 
132 Flusser 1987, 46. 
133 Flusser 1987, 46. 
134 Meier admits that Acts 2:38 comes close.  Repentance is missing here, however.  Cf. the 
claim of Stegemann (1998, 219) that “one of the principal meanings of Christian communal 
baptism was the forgiveness of sins (1 Cor. 6:11; Rom. 3:25; 6:1–23; etc.).”  None of the texts 
referred to explicitly state what is claimed. 
135 Meier 1994, 53f.  Cf. Matthew’s variant of the Q material in Mt 3:11: 
(JÊ� P|Q� ·P�M�
EDSWd]Z�xQ�ºGDWL�HcM�PHW�QRLDQ. 
136 Cf. Meier 1994, 60f. 
137 Cf. Meier 1994, 61f. 
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baptism.  This is implicit in the Markan expression E�SWLVPD�PHWDQRdDM as 
well.  Repentance and baptism are linked together in all sources dealing with 
the Baptizer, except for the Gospel of John.  Josephus’ outright denial of for-
giveness having anything to do with John’s baptism seems to be directed 
against some sort of “misunderstanding.”  It is as if baptism and forgiveness 
were possibly associated in the minds of his readers, and this is incompatible 
with his view of the Baptizer as a righteous moral preacher.138  Since Josephus 
uses the Greek dichotomy between soul and body to explain the difference be-
tween moral purity and ablutions of the body to his Greek-speaking readers, this 
is a necessary result.139  The forgiveness associated with John’s baptism must 
be understood in an eschatological perspective, however.  Change of mind and 
action, together with a rite of immersion, are deemed necessary in view of the 
coming judgment, in order not to be destroyed together with the chaff by the 
“coming one.”  Without this eschatological perspective, which Josephus shuns, 
the forgiveness associated with John’s baptism cannot be understood.  

 

The Baptizer and Qumran 

The relationship between the Baptizer and Essenes in general, or the Qumran 
sectarians in particular, has been discussed at length since the discovery of the 
Dead Sea Scrolls.  The similarities are far too many to be ignored.  John is re-
ported to have appeared in a geographical area close to Qumran.  Prophecy, 
especially the book of Isaiah, seems to have played an important role both in 
Qumran and in traditions about the Baptizer.140  In both cases we find a need for 
an abundance of water, due to a “concern for eschatological purification by 
means of ritual cleansing in living water.”141  Other similarities can be seen in 
the apocalyptic outlook and an ascetic and probably celibate life-style.142  

Attempts to downplay these similarities are seldom successful.  Stegemann 
argues that the only thing John and the Essenes had in common was the ritual 
use of water for immersion, which was a common practice in contemporary 
Judaism at large.  The interpretation of Isa 40:3 is said to have led John and the 
Essenes to different regions; the geographical proximity had no significance; the 
eschatology of John was imminent, while that of the Essenes was not, since the 
end was expected several decades ahead in time.143  Stegemann finds only dif-

                                                 
138 Josephus’ reservations concerning baptism effecting forgiveness are similar to those of the 
Qumran sectarians concerning purifications.  In both cases it is emphasized that the ritual is of 
no use without a repentant mind.  Cf. 1QS 3:1–12. 
139 Concerning Josephus’ “Hellenized” description of John, see Webb 1991, 166f., 187ff., 195. 
140 Dunn 1994.  Note the interpretation of Isa 40:3 in Mk 1:2–3 par; 1QS 8:13–16; 9:19–21.  Cf. 
Charlesworth 1997. 
141 Charlesworth 1999, 357. 
142 Charlesworth 1999, 358. 
143 Stegemann 1998 [1993], 222ff.   



Jesus and Purity Halakhah 236 

ferences.144  John’s baptism was always administered by himself and had a sac-
ramental significance.  It was carried out in one place only as a one-time event, 
which sealed the execution of a conversion and guaranteed the forgiveness of 
sins in the coming judgment.  There was no probationary period and those bap-
tized did not become members of an organization.145 

While some of these differences are true, they do not detract from the simi-
larities, which make a closer comparison necessary.  The one-time character of 
John’s baptism is never explicitly stated, but inferred from the fact that he ad-
ministered the rite himself, and that people came from far away in order to un-
dergo baptism.146  In view of the eschatological context with expectations of an 
imminent judgement, it is furthermore unlikely that people were supposed to 
undergo this rite repeatedly.  It was associated with salvation from the coming 
wrath.147  The eschatological perspective in Qumran should not be downplayed, 
however, but must be seen as the background for Essene initiation, which in-
volved repentance, confession, immersion and covenant renewal.  The role of 
Isa 40 in eschatological interpretation as well as the geographical proximity 
between the Baptizer and Qumran must be seriously considered. 

The Essene practice of regular immersions before communal meals and after 
contact with outsiders or even junior members, is described by Josephus (J.W. 
2:129, 150), together with communal ownership (J.W. 2:122, Ant. 18:20), hier-
archical structures (J.W. 2:134, 140, 150), different grades of membership and 
periods of probation (J.W. 2:137–142, 150).148  The overall picture fits with that 
of the Damascus Document and the Community Rule.  The frequent use of im-
mersion is supported by archeological findings of miqvaot and water-
conduits.149  While the general practice among Essenes of immersing before 
meals and after bodily contamination is assumed and implied in various Qum-
ran fragments, the use of immersion for the annual ritual of initiation and/or 
covenant renewal must be deduced from the Community Rule.  Here we find 
evidence for immersions within a covenant community and associated with con-
fession and repentance, anticipating an eschatological restoration.150  Since the 

                                                 
144 Cf. J. E. Taylor (1997, 15–48) who denies almost any connection between John and Qumran. 
145 Stegemann 1998 [1993], 221f.  Cf. Meier 1994, 50f, who mentions similar differences. 
146 Meier 1994, 52.  Jeremias (1971, 51) argued on linguistic grounds (hypothetical Aramaic 
retranslation, referral to variant readings etc.) that people baptized themselves under the super-
vision of John, but his arguments are refuted by Meier 1994, 94, n.155. 
147 Meier 1994, 51. 
148 Apart from the lengthy description in J.W. 2:119–161, Josephus provides an abbreviated 
version in Ant. 18:18–22.  Philo’s description of the Essenes (Good Person 75–91) is on the 
whole compatible with that of Josephus, although he only indicates ritual purification by the 
phrase W�Q�SDU
�²ORQ�W´Q�EdRQ�VXQHF �NDg�xS�OOKORQ��JQHdDQ�(84).   
149 Schiffman 1995, 40–42.  Cf. the speculative ideas of Cook 1996 about Qumran being a puri-
fication centre for the Jerusalem branch of the Essenes. 
150 1QS 1:13–20; 3:4–9; 5:13–14; 11:14–15.  For an analysis of the relevant passages, see Ex-
cursus 5 below. 



Purity and moral 237

communal meal was in focus, immersion must have been part of any initiation 
and annual covenant renewal, although there is no clear evidence for a special 
rite of immersion on this occasion. 

Some interesting comparisons can be made between Qumran and John the 
Baptizer.  Both practised immersions which were associated with confession 
and repentance.  Both offered a covenant renewal which required a change of 
mind and action.  Both rejected those who did not show signs of genuine repen-
tance.  Both are placed in an eschatological context in which covenant renewal 
and purification rites must be seen in view of the coming judgment, destruction 
and spiritual cleansing.  In both cases the water rites involved achieve, together 
with confession and repentance, an atonement which could be described as a 
kind of anticipatory forgiveness.151 

John the Baptizer must definitely be seen in relation to many of the ideas and 
much of the theology reflected by Qumran documents such as the Community 
Rule.  Whether he was acquainted with the Qumran sectarians, a former mem-
ber,152 or just influenced by general Essene ideas, is not of crucial importance.  
In any case we find that the picture of the Baptizer which can be reconstructed 
from the Synoptic Gospels fits quite well into a first-century Jewish Palestinian 
context, and that the description offered by Josephus should not be accepted 
without reservations, since Josephus adapted it to his Hellenistic readers and 
avoided the original eschatological setting. 

The difference between the Baptizer and Qumran or Essene immersion must 
not be sought in eschatological ideas of repentance and forgiveness, but in the 
availability of the immersion rite, and its singular character.  The singular char-
acter must be inferred from the fact that John himself administered the rite.  It 
was this very fact that provided the epithet “baptizer” (EDSWLVW M) for him.153   

The availability of the rite is perhaps the most important distinction between 
the Baptizer and the Qumran community.  In Qumran, immersions, and hence 
participation in the community meals of the group, were available only for those 
who entered the community through a long period of probation and promised to 
follow the authority and legal interpretation of the sect.154  This was not possi-

                                                 
151 Cf. the list of similarities provided in Pfann 1999, 347.  I have reservations, however, con-
cerning Pfann’s dichotomy between soul and body, as well as concerning his detailed recon-
struction of the candidate confessing past sins as part of the initiation rite, and his idea that 
John’s baptism initiated a life-long practice of immersions, all requiring repentance. 
152 Cf. the speculative thesis in Charlesworth 1999, 360–375, that John was in the process of 
entering the Qumran community, but left it a few months before his initiation, because he could 
not say his “Amen” to the community’s curses of all outsiders.  The idea is sympathetic but 
totally unsubstantiated.  It stems from the observation, however, that John’s message and mis-
sion addressed everybody (even Gentiles?, cf. the Roman soldiers in Lk 3:14), although to a 
large extent moving within the same symbolic world as the Qumran community. 
153 The epithet is neither comprehensible nor relevant unless John himself administered a rite of 
immersion which was regarded as the very centre of his mission.  Cf. Meier 1994, 51. 
154 Cf. CD 15:12–15; 1QS 5, especially 5:13. 
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ble unless one severed previous social ties and adapted one’s way of life con-
siderably.  The Baptizer offered eschatological forgiveness through a rite of 
baptism to all types of people who showed repentance of mind and action.  This 
repentance did not involve adherence to a particular halakhic interpretation, 
however, but concerned ethical matters, based on social justice.  Those baptized 
seem to have returned home to live ordinary lives, in anticipation of the judg-
ment, but not as initiates into a new sect.  John’s “disciples” did not include all 
those who were baptized by him, but rather a small number of followers. 

We do not know how the Baptizer conceived of further purifications.  A 
passing comment in Jn 3:25 about a couple of the Baptizer’s disciples discuss-
ing purifications with some “Jews” implies that they did not practise regular 
immersions, but no case can be built upon such slight evidence.  At most we 
can surmise that differences in practice existed.  A few more details imply a 
lesser concern with bodily purifications, however.  In the first place, the ethical 
aspect totally dominates all traditions about the Baptizer.155  Secondly, the 
transformation of immersion into the rite of covenant renewal suggests that it 
acquired something of a lasting validity.  Thirdly, the baptism of John was ad-
ministered to different groups of people with different standards of purity.  In 
view of this it does not seem likely that John and his movement advocated a 
certain purification practice for everybody.  Finally, John’s baptism could be 
seen as a protest against the religious establishment.  Webb has suggested that it 
“provided an alternative to the temple’s sacrificial system as a means of for-
giveness,”156 and that those baptized “were no doubt aware that, in receiving 
forgiveness of sins through a repentance-baptism, they were bypassing or elimi-
nating the temple rite.”157  Although the Qumran community was critical to the 
present temple authorities and interpreted its legal obedience as some kind of 
atonement,158 we should not draw too hasty conclusions about John’s baptism 
as a substitute for temple sacrifices.  While it must be regarded as a popular 
challenge to the religious authorities, this extraordinary form of covenant re-
newal does not necessarily contradict the ordinary means of obtaining forgive-
ness under normal circumstances.  My immediate concern, however, is not the 
temple cult, but purification rites.  And with John’s ethical emphasis in mind, 
baptism could be seen as a popular alternative to the regular and repeated im-
mersions practised by the many expansionists, emphasizing the moral or inner 
aspects of purification over the outer. 

                                                 
155 Even Josephus uses no distinct purification language (SURHNNHNDTDUPyQKM) for the body but 
for the soul.  The body is more generally said to be consecrated (xI
��JQHdY) by John’s baptism. 
156 Webb 1991, 203. 
157 Webb 1991, 205. 
158 Cf. 1QS 8:5–10; 9:3–6; 4Q174 1–2 1:2–7.  C. A. Evans 1992, 246–250.  In 4Q174, line 7, 
:DIF�K��?�could possibly be read as :6IF�K��? (cf. DSSSE).  Allegro has no note on the 
problem, however, and the D is admittedly faint, but fully visible in Plate XIX (DJD 5).  
:DIF�is the most probable reading, not least in view of 4QMMT C27 (:DIF:�K��?�F5C?). 
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In comparing the immersions at Qumran with John’s baptism, Webb sug-
gests that “both are understood to cleanse the person from uncleanness caused 
by moral contagion.”159  The difficulty with the idea of “moral impurity” has 
already been discussed.  In Qumran we should perhaps rather speak of a combi-
nation or even blending of inner and outer impurity.  The inside and outside of 
man are cleansed alike by water rites, accompanied by confession, true repen-
tance and a humble mind (1QS 3:4–9).  In John’s baptism, the ritual immersion 
of the body which he administered concerned inner impurity only.160  Although 
the sources could be suspected of neglecting to mention outer purification be-
cause of their bias and the perspective of their intended readers, the fact that no 
mention is ever made of such impurities as were normally taken care of by im-
mersions must be taken seriously.  This makes John’s baptism stand out from 
every other known purification practice of the time.161 

 
Excursus 5: Immersion and covenant renewal in the Community Rule 

The Community Rule (1QS) gives instructions for entrance into and life within a renewed covenant, 
necessitated by evil times, wicked deeds, calendar perversions and legal misinterpretation. 

�I>I�*:KF��*6C>��I>I�*:K5C4�>��KD46�>I=?�6J��>I=4�6I�5>��I>I�
>I=I�>I�?�I�+K?K�F=>>�IF?��KCIJ?�DIE>��I>I�*:K6�I?�>I=?�DJ�F:>�

�I>I�:I5�D���>I==�FI��>�>��K@B>{�}�FKD44�IDI4�K�6JK:�)DE4�*K�4:�
*D4I�4I�>�K>4�F>�??4�*KIE@�-D5?I�:?K�I�6JB�>I=?�IDJ�?�4I�>�

IF?��K��?�>I=�F�I�FI�I�K�>��F��*K=D4?�*KKI>:I�*K@:I=:�IK:K�FKD44�
+?��+?��*:KDJ��*KD?I��FKD44�*KD4I�:�>I=I�

They shall not stray from any one of all God’s orders concerning their appointed times; 
they shall not advance their appointed times nor shall they retard any one of their feasts.  
They shall not veer from his reliable precepts in order to go either to the right or to the 
left.  And all those who enter in the Rule of the Community shall establish a covenant be-
fore God in order to carry out all that he commanded and in order not to stray from fol-
lowing him out of any fear, dread, or testing (that might occur) during the dominion of 
Belial.  When they enter the covenant, the priests and the levites shall bless the God of 
victories and all the works of his faithfulness and all those who enter the covenant shall 
repeat after them: “Amen, Amen.”162 

The dating of the Community Rule has been discussed since its discovery.163  The cave 1 manu-
script is usually dated at approximately 100 BCE, but for one of the cave 4 manuscripts, dates 
up to fifty years later or earlier have been suggested.164  In any case, several of the cave 4 frag-

                                                 
159 Webb 1991, 212.  Cf. the critique of J. E. Taylor 1997, 79f. 
160 J. E. Taylor 1997, 88ff denies this possibility in arguing against Webb.  The argument de-
pends on the claim that “metaphor and actuality” were never confused (90). 
161 There is no room for discussing Jewish proselyte baptism here.  In any case there is little 
evidence for it during the Second Temple period.  Cf. Meier 1994, 51f, 93f, n.153.    
162 1QS 1:13–20. 
163 For a bibliography on the dating of the manuscripts, see Metso 1999, 308, n.5.  For a discus-
sion about the dating of the textual traditions, see Metso 1997a 144ff and 1997b 146ff. 
164 I.e. 4Q259 [4QSe].  Metso (1997a, 145, n.12) mentions the datings of Milik (150–100 BCE) 
and Cross (50–25 BCE).  Cf. Stegemann 1998 [1993], 108. 
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ments represent earlier variants of the Community Rule.  The existence of contradictory rules in 
1QS has been noticed before, and several suggestions have been made.165  In her study of the 
textual development of the Community Rule, Sarianna Metso shows that the earliest version of 
this collection neither included the first four columns, nor the final hymn (columns 10–11), but 
must have been a shorter version of columns 5–9.166  Just as with legal materials of the Hebrew 
Bible and the Mishnah, developments in practice seem to have influenced the text, causing revi-
sions and additions, while older materials were retained, resulting in certain discrepancies.167 

The short version confirms the suspicion that the Community Rule originally applied to 
Essenes living in diverse places, before the establishment of Qumran.168  This makes sense of 
the reference to “all their places of residence” (*:KDI9?�>I=) and the idea of meeting other 
people, in 1QS 6:2.169  While serving as an argument for a certain pattern of initiation and cove-
nant renewal being a trait of the Essene movement in general, the complicated textual history of 
the Community Rule renders impossible any simplified reconstruction of ceremonies, based on a 
linear reading of 1QS.  Hence detailed reconstructions of the different stages of a covenant re-
newal ceremony, such as those of Stephen Pfann or Barbara Thiering, must be questioned.170 

Stephen Pfann’s attempt to reconstruct such a ceremony follows the order of the text of 1QS 
in its present form.  This may be possible to a certain point, as the first columns probably reflect 
a yearly covenant renewal/initiation ceremony as practised in Qumran.  Pfann lists a blessing of 
God and his work (1QS 1:18–20), the priests recounting God’s mighty works (1QS 1:21–22), 
the Levites recounting the sins of Israel (1QS 1:22–23), confession of sin (1QS 1:24–2:1), bless-
ings (1QS 2:1–4) and curses (1QS 2:4–18).171  The next step is dubious, however, when Pfann 
interprets the continuation of the text as an annual census and entry ceremony, immediately 
following the preceding features.172  The continuation in 1QS 2:19ff. (“They shall act in this way 
year after year, all the days of Belial’s dominion”) seems to recapitulate the ceremony, but from 
a hierarchical angle (order and rank).  It is not at all clear that this describes a subsequent entry 
ceremony.  Although the use of the term D4� probably implies a “crossing over” into the cove-
nant,173 it is not evident that this rite followed the previous curses, nor is a special initiatory 
immersion necessitated by the subsequent passage (2:25–3:12).   Pfann assumes this, however, 
and adds two more stages to the ceremony: confession of commitment and further testing.  The 
former is supported by 1QS 3:13–4:26, which is an instruction about the two ways or two spir-
its.174  This section is often regarded as an “appendix in the form of a literarily independent 
didactic piece.”175  The latter is deduced from 1QS 6:17–23, which according to theories of 
textual development belongs to an earlier version of the rule.  But Pfann disregards the textual 
history of the Community Rule in his reconstruction. 

                                                 
165 Metso discusses those of Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, Philip Davies and E. P. Sanders respec-
tively.  Metso 1999, 309ff. 
166 Metso 1997b, 107–110, 143–149, 153f. 
167 Metso 1999, 312ff.  This is clear from scribal additions by a second copyist in col 7–8 of 
1QS.  Metso 1997a, 146. 
168 The settlement is usually dated to ca. 100 BCE.  Cf. Stegemann 1998 [1993], 51f. 
169 Metso 1999, 311, n.12. 
170 Pfann 1999; Thiering 1980. 
171 Pfann 1999, 344. 
172 Pfann 1999, 345. 
173 Pfann 1999, 341f.  The term is used for the entrance of the priests, the Levites and the people 
respectively (1QS 2:19–21).  While D4� is here used by itself, it corresponds to the expression 
FKD44�DI4�>, found in 1QS 1:16, 18, 20, 24 and 2:10.  Cf. Webb 1991, 142, who admits the 
possibility but rather thinks that entrance into the meeting place is referred to. 
174 Pfann 1999, 345. 
175 Stegemann 1998 [1993], 107. 
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Looking at the crucial section 1QS 2:19–3:12, we find that the account of the order of en-
trance into the covenant (initiation and/or annual renewal) turns into an exposition about the 
person who refuses to enter (1QS 2:25–26): 

IF?��6:[K4�DI4�K]��I>�I4>�FIDKD�4�F=>>�>[��FKD44]��I4>�E�I?:�>I=I�

And anyone who declines to enter [the covenant of Go]d in order to walk in the stub-
bornness of his heart shall not [enter the Com]munity of his truth 

The reason given is that he does not have the power to fully convert (4I�) his life (1QS 3:1).  
Hence he must not enter the community, since no atonements or purifications will cleanse him.  
This is the context for what is usually deemed the most important passage implying an initiatory 
baptism (1QS 3:4–9).  The first part reads (3:4–6): 

�I>I�FID:@I�*K?K4��6CFK��I>I�:6@�K?4�D:K��I>I�*KDIB=4�:=LK��I>�
KF>4>�>��KB�?4�IE�I?�K?IK�>I=�:K:K��?��?�"JD�K?�>I=4�D:K�

IF5��6JK4�DEKF:�

He will not become clean by the acts of atonement, nor shall he be purified by the clean-
sing waters, nor shall he be made holy by seas or rivers, nor shall he be purified by all the 
water of ablution.  Defiled, defiled shall he be all the days he spurns the decrees of God, 
without allowing himself to be taught by the Community of his counsel.   

The point is that no acts of atonement (*KDIB=), no purification water (:6@�K?),176 no natural 
or running water (FID:@I�*K?) and no immersions ("JD�K?) will purify such a person, if re-
pentance is absent.  This is further explained in the subsequent lines (3:6–9): 

*KKJ:�DI�4�K4:>�IFI@II��>I=�IDBI=K��K��K=D6�>��F?��F5��JID4��K=�
DBI=F�:{F}I@�I�D�IK�JID4I�IFI@II��>I=?�D:K�IF?�4�6JK>�:�I6C�JID4I��
K?4��6CF:>I�:6@�K?4�FIL:>�ID�4�D:K�>��KCIJ�>I=>�I�B@�FI@�4I�IFJ��

K=I6��

For it is by the spirit of the true counsel of God that are atoned the paths of man, all his 
iniquities, so that he can look at the light of life.  And it is by the holy spirit of the com-
munity, in its truth, that he is cleansed of all his iniquities.  And by the spirit of upright-
ness and of humility his sin is atoned.  And by the compliance of his soul with all the 
laws of God his flesh is cleansed by being sprinkled with cleansing waters and being 
made holy with the waters of repentance. 

A detailed analysis of these lines has been supplied by Webb.177  The four lemmas are similarly 
structured, with DB= and D: alternating as main verbs.  The lemmas apparently parallel each 
other, although they give different nuances.  The spirit is the agent in all but the last sentence.  
Atonement and purification seem to be used as alternative expressions with regard to sin.  Puri-
fication concerns both sins (FI@II�) and the body (D�4).  The attempt of Thiering to trace two 
types of cleansing rites in this text, one for inner sin and the other for outer sin, both connected 
with initiation, is far too speculative.178  The passage emphasizes the impossibility of practising 
holiness and being part of the covenant outside of the community, as well as the necessity of 
submitting to the authority and interpretation of the community for purity.179 

                                                 
176 I.e. water mixed with ashes from a red heifer for purification of corpse impurity.  Cf. Webb 
1991, 144ff. 
177 Webb 1991, 146–152. 
178 Thiering 1980. 
179 Webb 1991, 149. 
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Possibly, the K=I6�K? could be taken as referring to a particular immersion of initiation or 
covenant renewal, which should be done in a spirit of humility and repentance.180  This is very 
speculative, however, since there is no explicit mention of a special immersion anywhere in the 
text.  We have to agree with Webb that 

[w]ith respect to immersions in this passage, the issue is not their use or non-use.  That an 
immersion was to be used is taken for granted.  Rather, at issue is the question, what is 
required for an immersion to be effective in cleansing the candidate?  The answer given 
is that, because the person has been defiled by his/her iniquities, efficacious cleansing re-
quires the immersion to be accompanied by spiritual virtues.  The appropriate spiritual 
virtues are those which indicate a commitment to obey the community’s sectarian inter-
pretation of the Torah.181 

Similar conclusions must be drawn from another passage in 1QS in which the mention of 
water could be relevant.182  In column 5, which is probably the introduction of an older version 
of the Community Rule, we find an emphasis on the voluntary nature of the community 
(*K46@F?:)183 and the necessary segregation (>64:)184 from others.  This is the context for a 
statement about men of injustice (1QS 5:13–14). 

*F�D?�I4��*��K=�ID:K��I>��K=��6IC:�K�@��FD:4�F�9>�*K?4��I4K�>��
ID46�KD4I��>I=4��?��K=�

He should not go into the waters to share in the pure food of the men of holiness, for one 
is not cleansed unless one turns away from ones wickedness, for he is unclean among all 
the transgressors of his word. 

The passage could be seen as redactional, referring to a person who, as in 1QS 2:25–3:6, is 
judged to be insufficiently sincere and therefore must not be initiated or renew his commit-
ment.185  But it could also be taken to refer to non-members who would like to bridge the sepa-
ration and join in immersions in order to be able to dine with members.  According to the text, 
such solutions must not be sought, however, since segregation is total and supported by Scrip-
ture.186 

We find that there is no clear evidence in the Community Rule for a special rite of immersion 
occupying the central place in a ritual of initiation or covenant renewal.  Since the culmination 
of the long period of probation was admittance into the community and the sharing of the pure 
food and drink, the passage above (1QS 5:13–14) is evidence for immersions before meals.187  
Immersion simply must have been part of any initiation or covenant renewal.188  But we do not 
have evidence to claim that this immersion was considered different from the numerous subse-

                                                 
180 Cf. the humble attitude of the community member, displayed in the concluding hymn: “How-
ever, I belong to evil humankind, to the assembly of unfaithful flesh; my failings, my iniquities, 
my sins, {…} with the depravities of my heart, belong to the assembly of worms and of those 
who walk in darkness” (1QS 11:9–10). 
181 Webb 1991, 150. 
182 :6@�K? is mentioned in 1QS 4:21 as well, but only in a simile, as an analogy to the eschato-
logical spiritual purification.  For a discussion of the passage, see above, 221f. 
183 1QS 5:1, 6, 8, 10, 22. 
184 1QS 5:1, 10.  Cf. the subsequent argument based on Scripture about not associating but re-
maining at a distance, in 1QS 5:14ff. 
185 Knibb 1987, 111. 
186 Webb 1991, 154. 
187 Thus verifying that the statements of Josephus (J.W. 2:129–130) are correct and confirming 
that immersions before meals are taken for granted throughout the sectarian literature. 
188 Cf. Webb 1991, 155; J. E. Taylor 1997, 81. 
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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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in the Gospel of John.  In spite of this gospel’s highly stylized narrative of Je-
sus’ baptism, in which the Baptizer is made a witness rather than an agent, and 
in spite of the aim of portraying the first disciples of Jesus as choosing to follow 
him because the Baptizer had declared him as his successor, the notion remains 
that not only his first disciples, but Jesus himself, originally belonged to the 
circle around the Baptizer (Jn 1:29–39).  Another hint is found in Jn 3:22–26, in 
which Jesus and his disciples are pictured as conducting a baptizing mission in 
Judaea, parallel to that of John.  The passage introduces another testimony from 
the Baptizer about the superiority and identity of Jesus.  In this introduction, 
however, John’s disciples report to him about the doings of Jesus with the 
phrase: (v. 26): “Rabbi, he who was together with you on the other side of Jor-
dan…” (�DEEd��µM�¢Q�PHW��VR¿�SyUDQ�WR¿�
,RUG�QRX…).  While the wording 
is put in the mouth of John’s disciples by a redactor or an earlier tradition, it 
reveals a consciousness at some stage about Jesus staying with the Baptizer for 
a period of time.191  The idea of Jesus as a disciple of John, conducting a paral-
lel baptizing mission, makes sense as a background to his conflicts with 
Judaean authorities as well as to the belief of the people/Herod that the powers 
of the executed John were manifest in Jesus’ actions (Mk 6:14–16, par. Mt 
14:1–2/Lk 9:7–9). 

The picture of Jesus as a baptizer is a very likely one, especially in view of 
the fact that a redactor of the Fourth Gospel felt compelled to deny it.  After the 
christological passage based on the testimony of John the Baptizer, and intro-
duced by the account of Jesus and John baptizing simultaneously (Jn 3:22–36), 
the narrative continues (Jn 4:1–3): 

When Jesus realized that the Pharisees had heard that Jesus was making and baptizing 
more disciples than John—and yet it was not Jesus himself who baptized but his disci-
ples—he left Judaea and went away back to Galilee. 

This sudden and surprising contradiction, not only of the clause into which it is 
interpolated, but also of statements in the previous context (3:22), is regarded 
by almost every scholar as a redactor’s comment.192  Meier suggests a possible 
reason for the denial.  Since the giving of the Spirit is so prominent in the 
Fourth Gospel, but associated with Jesus’ death and resurrection, and since 
Christian baptism was seen as conferring the spirit, the final redactor solved a 
theological dilemma by introducing a modification: Jesus did not himself bap-
tize.193  In doing this, however, he confirmed the picture of a baptizing Jesus as 
belonging to early tradition. 

                                                 
191 For a discussion about historical data in the Fourth Gospel and clues to Jesus as a disciple of 
John, cf. Meier 1994, 116–130. 
192 Cf. Dodd 1953, 311, n.3; Brown 1966, 1: 164; Culpepper 1983, 193. 
193 Meier 1994, 196, n. 75; cf. J. E. Taylor 1997, 297f, who suggests that subsequent Christian 
interpretation of baptism made it difficult to explain Jesus’ immersing activity. D. M. Smith 
(1996, 227) thinks the comment intends to harmonize the Johannine account with the Synoptics.  
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It is thus possible to regard Jesus as an administrator of a physical purifica-
tion rite.  In view of what has been said above about John the Baptizer, how-
ever, the baptism administered by Jesus should likewise be seen not as a 
purification from such bodily transferable impurities as were caused by i.e. dis-
charges or contact with a corpse, but as an inner purification accompanied by 
repentance, a covenant renewal in view of the coming judgment.  Since most of 
the clues for Jesus as a baptizer are found in contexts in which John figures, the 
baptism which Jesus administered cannot be interpreted apart from that of John.  
It must be regarded as bearing a similar eschatological connotation. 

The lack of any mention of Jesus’ baptizing activity in the rest of the Gospel 
of John or in the Synoptic Gospels is all the more remarkable.194  We could cer-
tainly speculate about possible theological reasons, such as that suggested by 
Meier for Jn 4:2, or a reluctance in the early church to picture Jesus as a fol-
lower and imitator of John.  Perhaps the gospel writers wanted to reserve the 
rite of baptism for later Christian use.195  But in spite of such speculations, it 
nevertheless remains to explain why no trace of any baptismal activity has sur-
vived in the synoptic material, although the themes of repentance and judgment 
occur repeatedly.  In view of the eschatological setting of Jesus’ activity and 
teaching in the Synoptic tradition, we should expect some trace of a baptismal 
activity, had Jesus been engaged in such. 

This makes imperative the question: did Jesus at some point stop baptizing?  
It has been suggested that baptizing belonged only to the initial phase of his 
mission.  This is the idea of Paul Hollenbach, who argues that Jesus drastically 
changed his mind at some point.  This “conversion” led him to drop significant 
ritual actions such as fasting and prayer, as well as rejecting John’s ascetic life-
style.  The cause, according to Hollenbach, would have been Jesus’ discovery of 
his powers of healing and exorcism, which led him to modify his eschatology.  
Baptism became irrelevant, since healing occurs now, showing that God is al-
ready visiting his people.196 

Hollenbach’s reconstruction has been criticized for being anachronistic, for 
claiming knowledge about Jesus’ inner life, and for mixing and rearranging 
synoptic and Johannine material without warrant, in an act of “uncritical har-
monization.”197  The suggestion that Jesus suddenly realized unexpected powers 
of healing is speculative indeed.  The popular idea of Jesus as a John redivivus 

                                                 
194 The only possible implication of Jesus baptizing someone, except for the references in Jn 1–
4, is the so-called Secret Gospel of Mark.  Apart from the extremely uncertain evaluation of that 
fragment, the statement in III(2r):6–7 that after six days “Jesus commissioned” the young man 
(NDg� PHT
� �PyUDM� z[� xSyWD[HQ�D¸WØ� ¯� cKVR¿M) could be interpreted in various ways.  Cf. 
Morton Smith 1973, 115, 167–188, 452; Schneemelcher 1991, 106ff. 
195 Cf. the suggestions of J. E. Taylor 1997, 297f, who assumes that Jesus, like John, immersed 
people to remove outer impurity, for which the Gentile Church would have felt little sympathy. 
196 Hollenbach 1982. 
197 Cf. Meier 1994, 125. 
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because of his powers, actually suggests that the Baptizer might have been a 
miracle worker too.198 

The idea of different phases in Jesus’ mission is nevertheless plausible and is 
not unique to Hollenbach.199  While the positions that Jesus continued to bap-
tize and that he stopped baptizing both rest in a sense on arguments from si-
lence, I regard the latter as the more probable.  A strong burden of proof lies 
upon those who wish to claim that baptism belonged to the latter part of Jesus’ 
ministry, even as a prominent feature.200  The absence of hints throughout the 
Jesus tradition about Jesus baptizing, except for the Johannine passing remarks 
belonging to the context of the Baptizer, must not be disregarded. 

While it is quite certain that Jesus began with John, evidence shows that he 
differed from the Baptizer too.  This is apparent not only from the popular com-
parison that the Baptizer was an ascetic and Jesus a glutton and drunkard (Mt 
11:18–19/Lk 7:33–34), but by the Baptizer’s questions about Jesus’ identity (Mt 
11:2–6/Lk 7:18–23): 

But when John heard in the prison201 about the works of Christ, he sent and asked him 
through his disciples: “Are you the coming one (¯�xUF±PHQRM) or should we wait for an-
other?”  Jesus answered them: “Go and tell John what you hear and see: blind see again 
and lame walk, lepers are cleansed and deaf hear, dead are raised and poor are told good 
news.  Blessed is the one who is not offended because of me.202 

The question in focus in this Q-saying is the identity of the “coming one” (¯�
xUF±PHQRM).  This is the expression used in the previous Q-material about the 
Baptizer for the figure coming after him (Mt 3:11).203  There is an apparent dis-
crepancy, however, between the answer of Jesus and the picture given in Mt 
3/Lk 3.  John is described in Q as expecting a coming executor of judgment.  
Jesus’ answer is not compatible with the eschatological judgment, separating 
wheat from chaff and burning the latter, for which John’s baptism was thought 
to function as a protection.204 

We have seen that both John and the Qumran community saw their missions 
in the light of Isa 40:3.205  The context was eschatological, in view of God’s 
coming judgment.  In the Community Rule the preparation of a way in the wil-
derness was interpreted as the study of the Torah, which came to expression in a 
segregated life in obedience to the regulations of the community.  For the Bap-
tizer, the preparation was interpreted as conversion to righteous living and so-
cial justice, expressed by baptism.  In both cases, however, the judgment of God 

                                                 
198 Cf. Mk 6:14–16, par. Mt 14:1–2/Lk 9:7–9. 
199 Cf. B. Meyer 1992. 
200 Against Meier 1994, 127. 
201 The reference to the prison is not found in Luke. 
202 Mt 11:2–6 
203 Cf. Uro 1996, 95ff.   
204 Cf. Kloppenborg Verbin 2000, 122ff. 
205 1QS 8:12ff; 9:19ff. 
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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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origins of the secrecy theme are very complicated.211  During the period of Ro-
man dominance, any sensible Jew with messianic aspiration would have been 
careful and hesitant in his claims.  “Messianic” and “christological” language 
could, however, be used about human beings during the Second Temple era, 
without necessarily deifying them.212  

It makes good sense to suggest that Jesus saw a messianic role for himself 
through a process in which the eschatological kingdom was already being real-
ized through healings and community building.  Such ideas were not without 
precedent, but differed somewhat from the Baptizer’s expectations and mission.  
Hollenbach may be right that Jesus underwent a change which was associated 
with his eschatology and healings.  Although I am inclined to see less of a break 
and more of a continuity with the Baptizer, there is nevertheless a change, 
which ought to have to do with Jesus’ self-consciousness.  While this is inac-
cessible for historical research, the discrepancy between the Baptizer’s expecta-
tions and Jesus’ actions is visible.  This suggests an eschatological view and 
possibly a messianic self-consciousness, which renders baptism as an anticipa-
tory act of repentance and covenant renewal secondary, if not redundant.  The 
reasons for the lack of references to Jesus as a baptizer may simply be that bap-
tism was not part of, or at least no important constituent in his independent min-
istry.  In the end time, purification of the innermost part of man was expected to 
be accomplished by the spirit. 

 

Jesus and purification rites 

We have seen that except for a few passing remarks at the beginning of the 
Gospel of John, there are no references in the available sources to Jesus baptiz-
ing other people.  The situation is similar when we look for evidence that Jesus 
should have purified himself by immersion.  There is no mention of any such 
purifications in the Synoptic Gospels.  In this case too, the only possible refer-
ences are found in the Gospel of John.  To be sure, purity language is used in 
Jesus’ farewell discourse, but this is hardly relevant in a search for historical 
traces of Jesus’ practice.213  Of more relevance, however, is a passing remark in 
Jn 11:55: “The passover of the Jews was close at hand, and many went up to 
Jerusalem from the countryside for the passover, in order to purify themselves.”  

                                                 
211 Räisänen 1990. 
212 Collins 1995, 154–172. 
213 Jn 15:2–3: “Every branch in me which does not bear fruit he takes away, and every one 
which bears fruit he prunes/cleanses (NDTDdUHL) so that it should bear more fruit.  You are al-
ready pruned/clean (NDTDURd) through the word which I have spoken to you.”  On the level of 
Johannine theology and/or final redaction, the relationship between this passage and others, such 
as Jn 13:1–20 (to be discussed below), is interesting.  The nature and complicated tradition 
history of the farewell discourse, however, renders this spiritualized use of purity language of 
little use as a clue to Jesus’ attitude to purification practices.  
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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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The purpose is to show that no problem was involved in Jesus becoming im-
pure, since we must presuppose that he underwent regular purifications.223 

While we must presuppose that Jesus was a Jew and lived like a Jew, the 
question is not that easily solved.  As will be further discussed in the following 
chapter, Judaism was diverse at the end of the Second Temple period.  And as 
we have seen above, the evidence for Jesus initially practising baptism is no 
proof for an interest in purification of bodily transferable contagion. 

Fredriksen suggests that although her argument is based on silence, “the 
loudness of this silence in this instance gives the measure of our own unfamili-
arity with and distance from the ancient world.”224  The silence about Jesus ad-
ministering baptism is a strong argument for his giving up this rite, since 
baptism was a very special trait, associated with the message and mission of the 
specific person administering it.  In the case of immersion, where we deal with a 
general practice, just like sacrifice or dietary restrictions, it is precarious to in-
terpret the silence as non-observance.  Nevertheless Fredriksen’s conclusions to 
the opposite are too far-reaching.  There are almost no hints that Jesus took any 
interest in purification practices.  Since practices varied to a greater degree than 
in the case of sacrifices or food restrictions, we cannot be certain.  It is likely 
that Jesus purified, like most or all other people, at large festivals.  I do not sug-
gest that he gave up the practice altogether.  But we know nothing about 
whether he purified on other occasions.  Sayings about reconciliation and sacri-
fices cannot be adduced as arguments.  There is simply no evidence.   

A possible passage of interest is the foot-washing tradition in Jn 13:1–20.  It 
is not possible to account for the complicated redactional and theological devel-
opment of this tradition.225  We will look only for possible traces of the histori-
cal Jesus which could shed some light on his purification practice. 

While vv 1–3 to a large extent consist of redactional material, introducing 
the whole section (Jn 13–17),226 vv 4–5 convey the concrete narrative, to which 
dialogue and exposition is appended in the typical Johannine manner.  Since 
Bultmann, it has been recognized that this narrative is given two different ex-
planations, one in the dialogue with Simon Peter (vv 6–10: symbolic action), 
the other in Jesus’ exposition (vv 12–17: example of service).  Both can follow 
vv 4–5 independently.227  They do not fully agree, since v 7 (JQÇV9�G|�PHW��
WD¿WD) refers to the time of Jesus’ death, resurrection and ascension, when the 
disciples will understand the full meaning of his action, while v 12 (JLQÇVNHWH�
Wg�SHSRdKND�·PjQ�) introduces an instant and different explanation.  In vv 6–
10a the foot-washing is interpreted as a sign of Jesus’ death, later to be inter-

                                                 
223 Fredriksen 2000, 200. 
224 Fredriksen 2000, 206. 
225 For such discussions, see J. C. Thomas 1991 and Segovia 1982. 
226 Segovia 1982, 38–42. 
227 Bultmann 1971, 461f. 
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preted sacramentally, while vv 12–17 suggest that it is to be seen as an example 
to repeat.228  The first explanation fits well into the Johannine pattern in which 
an act of Jesus is interpreted as “sign,” to be understood after his death.  The 
second explanation is immediately understood, but its tendency (discipleship 
and imitation) parallels that of 1John, and may well be ascribed to a final redac-
tor.229  This fits with the idea that foot-washing was actually practised within 
the Johannine community at some point.230  Thus vv 4–10a would represent the 
earlier tradition.231  It reads: 

4 xJHdUHWDL� xN� WR¿� GHdSQRX�NDg� WdTKVLQ� W�� bP�WLD�NDg�ODEÊQ�OyQWLRQ� GLy]ZVHQ�
wDXW±Q��5 HlWD�E�OOHL�ºGZU�HcM�W´Q�QLSW UD�NDg��U[DWR�QdSWHLQ�WR¼M�S±GDM�WÍQ�
PDTKWÍQ�NDg�xNP�VVHLQ�WØ�OHQWd-�Ù�¢Q�GH]ZVPyQRM���6 {UFHWDL�RÁQ�SU´M�6dPZQD�
3yWURQ�� OyJHL� D¸WØ�� N¹ULH�� V¹� PRX� QdSWHLM� WR¼M� S±GDM�� 7 �SHNUdTK� 
,KVR¿M� NDg�
HlSHQ�D¸WØ��µ�xJÊ�SRLÍ�V¼�R¸N�RlGDM��UWL���JQÇV9�G|�PHW��WD¿WD���8 OyJHL�D¸WØ�
3yWURM��R¸�P��Qd\9M�PRX�WR¼M�S±GDM�HcM�W´Q�DcÍQD����SHNUdTK�
,KVR¿M�D¸WØ��x�Q�
P�� Qd\Z�VH�� R¸N� {FHLM�PyURM�PHW
� xPR¿�� �9 OyJHL�D¸WØ�6dPZQ�3yWURM��N¹ULH��P��
WR¼M�S±GDM�PRX�P±QRQ��OO��NDg�W�M�FHjUDM�NDg�W�Q�NHIDO�Q���10 OyJHL�D¸WØ�¯�

,KVR¿M�� ¯� OHORXPyQRM� R¸N� {FHL� FUHdDQ� Hc� P�� WR¼M� S±GDM� Qd\DVTDL�� �OO
� {VWLQ�
NDTDU´M�²ORM���

4 He stood up from the meal and took off the cloak and, taking a towel, tied it around his 
waist.  5 Then he poured water in the basin and began to wash the feet of the disciples, 
and to wipe them with the towel which was tied around.  6 He came to Simon Peter who 
said to him: “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?”  7 Jesus answered and said to him: 
“What I do, you cannot realize now, but you will understand afterwards.”  8 Peter said to 
him: “Never in eternity will you wash my feet!”  Jesus answered him: “If I do not wash 
you, you will have no part with me.”  9 Simon Peter said to him: “Lord, not only my feet, 
but my hands and head, too.”  10 Jesus said to him: “One who has bathed has no need to 
wash anything except the feet, since he is clean all over.” 

Two questions must be asked from this tradition.  The first is whether it repre-
sents an historical memory of Jesus washing his disciples’ feet.  If so, the nature 
of such a washing needs to be examined.  This leads to the second question, 
which concerns the final saying in the Johannine dialogue.  If it represents an 
attitude of Jesus to immersion and foot-washing, it might indicate something 
about his practice of purification. 

It is characteristic of the Gospel of John to elaborate on narrative material, 
which is at times parallel to synoptic traditions.232  The view that the author is 
dependent on the Synoptics only and has created all other materials himself is 

                                                 
228 Segovia 1982, 36. 
229 Segovia 1982, 42–48.  Segovia notes that the tendency of vv 12–17 is found elsewhere in the 
gospel of John only in 13:34–35 and 15:1–17, i.e. in other parts of the farewell discourse, and in 
texts which are often regarded as secondary as well. 
230 Cf. the speculative theory of H. Weiss 1979.  His basic idea is credible, however, and would 
explain the preservation of the tradition (4–10) as well as the added explanation (12–17). 
231 A similar opinion is held by Brown 1970, 562. 
232 Cf. Jn 6:1–13.  For a discussion of the relationship between synoptic traditions and Johannine 
redaction, see Dunderberg 1994. 
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not tenable, however.  It is more likely that other narratives which are taken as 
points of departure for dialogues and expositions come from tradition, too, al-
though the sources are unknown to us.  On three occasions in the gospel it is 
stated that the disciples believed or understood later, after Jesus’ resurrection.  
The first case (Jn 2:22) refers to a saying about tearing down and building up a 
temple, paralleled in Mark and Matthew.233  The second case (Jn 12:16) refers 
to Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, which is found in all three synoptics.234  In Jn 
13:7 we find the third statement, associated with the foot-washing tradition, 
which has no extant parallel.  It is likely, as Richard Bauckham notes, that 

in chap. 13, as in the other two cases, John sees, with post-resurrection hindsight, a 
deeper significance in a feature of the traditions of Jesus’ words and deeds, rather than 
creating an event to which he attributes such significance.235 

Since sayings of Jesus about the greatest being a servant are found in several 
variants and sources, but without any verbal similarities with the Johannine tra-
dition in question,236 Bauckham suggests that the foot-washing narrative in Jn 
13 is created neither to replace such sayings, nor to provide a setting for such 
sayings, but does represent an historical memory of an action of Jesus.237 

While the dialogue with Peter is a Johannine construction, with its typical 
misunderstandings through which the reader is guided towards the real meaning 
of Jesus’ words and actions, the logion in v 10 could possibly refer to some 
concrete and historical purificatory practice.  The textual tradition is uncertain, 
however, with a short reading omitting the phrase Hc�P��WR¼M�S±GDM.238  While 
some scholars prefer the short reading,239 the majority opt for the long reading 
because of its better attestation240 and because it makes more sense.  “One who 
has bathed has no need to wash, but is clean all over” seems a strange answer 
when the issue is over the need for foot-washing.  The possibility exists, how-
ever, that the short reading represents an early traditional saying, into which Hc�
P��WR¼M�S±GDM was inserted, to make it fit in the dialogue. 

The complicated tradition history of these verses cannot be disentangled with 
any certainty at all.  But supposing that the saying in v 10 has some historical 
background, what might it refer to?  ¯�OHORXPyQRM may be understood as a ref-

                                                 
233 Mk 14:58/Mt 26:61. 
234 Mk 11:1–10/Mt 21:1–9/Lk 19:28–40. 
235 Bauckham 1999, 420. 
236 Except for the term GR¿ORM in Jn 13:16.  This verse, together with 13:20, are separate Amen-
sayings which do have parallels in the synoptics, but not in contexts about the greatest being a 
servant.  Cf. Bauckham 1999, 424f. 
237 Bauckham 1999, 420–425. 
238 The phrase is omitted by �, vgst, Tertullian and Origencom.  Cf. J. C. Thomas 1991, 19ff.  The 
variants are actually numerous, but only two differ substantially and are worth considering. 
239 Grossouw 1966, 130; Boismard 1964.  Brown 1970, 552 hesitates.   
240 B, C*, W, <, arm, Origentxt, Augustine.  Other variants of the long reading are furthermore 
attested by P66, P75, A, D, and a number of versions.  Cf. J. C. Thomas 1991, 19ff. 
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erence to one who has been baptized.  “One who has bathed has no need to 
wash, but is clean all over” could then be taken as a rejection of any further pu-
rification rituals, subsequent to (John’s) baptism.  If we opt for the long reading, 
the foot-washing could be interpreted as representing some additional purifica-
tion rite.  This is possible when the tradition is read in its Johannine eschato-
logical context,241 in which Jesus is being prepared for and prepares his 
disciples for witness unto death, leading to glorification.242  John’s baptism was 
an eschatological immersion in view of the coming crisis, God’s judgment.  
Those already baptized need not repeat the rite of eschatological cleansing, but 
nevertheless cannot meet their own coming martyrdom without entering the 
same state of eschatological preparation and sanctification as does Jesus.243  
Although most of this belongs to the level of Johannine theology, it is possible 
to suggest an historical trace of foot-washing as a means for eschatological pro-
tection in retrospect of John’s baptism, and in view of the coming crisis and evil 
end.244 

Another possibility is that “one who has bathed” refers to the pilgrim who 
has undergone the paschal immersion(s) included in the purification ritual be-
fore major feasts (Jn 11:55).  The verb OR¹HLQ usually translates the Hebrew 
"J3D8 and is normally used for immersing the body.  QdSWHLQ�on the other hand 
is more common for washing in general.  Jesus would then have suggested foot-
washing as a complementary purification ritual, not to baptism, but to the pas-
chal immersion(s), either as a preparation before the meal or in view of the 
coming temple visit.  While foot-washing was a common practice in Antiquity, 
the evidence for it as a purification ritual is scanty.  A few sources suggest that 
the temple should not be entered with dusty or unwashed feet.  An injunction to 
this effect is found in the Mishnah as well as in the Tosefta: 

IK>9D�>���[I]C4�4I�…�FK4:�D:>�[*6�]�E@=K��>�
No [man] must enter the mountain of the house (i.e. the Temple Mount) … with dust on 
his feet.245 

                                                 
241 An eschatological note is perhaps to be found in Jesus’ words to Peter (v 8): “If I do not 
wash you, you will have no part with me (R¸N�{FHLM�PyURM�PHW
�xPR¿).”  As pointed out by 
several commentators (e.g. Brown 1970, 565f; Manns 1981, 166ff), the word PyURM indicates a 
share in the heavenly world (this Greek term is used in the LXX to translate C>7J
, the heritage 

of Israel, which came to receive an after-worldly connotation).  This would make foot-washing 
of crucial importance, but seems to fit ill with the long reading, according to which foot-washing 
must be understood as subordinate and secondary to washing (Cf. Barrett 1978, 441f).  The 
short reading is of no help, however, since it would make foot-washing unnecessary altogether. 
242 Note that Mary anoints Jesus feet as a preparation for his coming death (Jn 12:1–8), and 
Jesus prepares his disciples in the Farewell Discourse for their eschatological martyrion. 
243 Foot-washing could actually symbolize necessary preparation.  An example is found in 
Philo’s use of the expression “with unwashed feet” in QG 4:60.  Cf. J. C. Thomas 1991, 34. 
244 Jesus may have expected a violent death in a martyr tradition; cf. Charlesworth 1988, 139–
145; Theissen and Merz 1998 [1996], 429f. 
245 mBer 9:5; tBer 7:19; *6� is missing in the Mishnah, as well as the I. 
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This might imply that foot-washing was presupposed before temple visits.246  
Such a view may be supported by Philo, who seems to quote a general saying, 
in support of his interpretation of certain sacrificial details, stating that “one 
should not enter with unwashed feet on the pavement of the temple of God.”247  
While the rabbinic passage concerns every worshipper, the clear statement from 
Philo may refer to instructions for priests.  As for officiating priests, the wash-
ing of hands and feet were part of their purification,248 but for ordinary people, 
we have to admit that evidence is uncertain, both with regard to meals and visits 
to the temple.249  Although P. Oxy. 840, to be discussed further below, suggests 
that foot-washing was actually required for entering the temple precincts, we 
find no rabbinic legal discussions about ritual foot-washing for laity which are 
even remotely similar to those about hand-washing.250  While immersion for the 
sake of purity was assumed for any Jew visiting the inner court,251 it is possible 

                                                 
246 Cf. the possible “footbaths” discovered in Jerusalem.  Avigad 1984 [1980], 84, 86.  Cf. mYad 4:1. 
247 Philo QE 1:2 (preserved in an Armenian version only).  LCL. 
248 Ex 30:18–21; Philo, Moses 2:138.  Cf. the discussions in the Mishnah tractate Yoma about 
the High Priest’s immersions and washings of hands and feet on the day of Atonement.  The 
High Priest was said to immerse five times and wash hands and feet ten times that day (mYoma 
3:3, 4, 6; 4:5; 7:3, 4).  There is a requirement (for priests?) to wash hands and feet after urina-
tion (mYoma 3:2).  In a discussion about different spheres of holiness, foot-washing is deemed 
necessary for entering the Sanctuary itself (i.e. the shrine), although R.Yose considers it neces-
sary for entering the area between the porch and the altar as well (mKel 1:9).  In view of the ten 
washings of the High Priest, however, it could be that every new task or every entrance into a 
higher sphere of holiness, was accompanied by a new washing of hands and feet.  mTam 1:4 and 
2:1 suggest that such washings preceded all tasks which involved the use of sacred utensils.  
Note that the rabbinic term for this washing is �6C (cf. the use of �JQd]HLQ in Jn 11:55, and in 
Josephus, see below, n.251).  It was performed in the bronze laver (Ex 30:18) situated “between 
the porch and the altar, towards the south” (mMid 3:6).  Foot-washing in this cultic context is 
never discussed separately, but as a priestly combined ritual of sanctifying hands and feet. 
249 In view of archaeological findings, a statement in the Cairo Geniza (cf. Runesson 2001b, 
124f), and a gloss in the bT (cf. Bar-Ilan 1991) it is possible that foot-washing before synagogue 
prayer developed in the diaspora at an early date, perhaps in imitation of temple practice. 
250 For discussions about hand-washing as a purification rite, cf. the Mishnah tractate Yadayim.   
251 Cf. the discussion above about the necessity of removing corpse-impurity in time before the 
large festivals.  The removal of impurity, i.e. immersion, before entering the court of Israel is 
presupposed in mKel 1:8.  But it seems as if immersion was always required for any visit to the 
inner court.  In mYoma 3:3 it is stated that “a person does not enter the courtyard for the service, 
even if he is clean, unless he immerses” (6�3�DI,:8�I�>B;�< :68I,4�<>8�:D$L$�<>3�E@!=�@'�*6$�$�+K�
 
>47I,��I�:��7).  While the context is one of priestly service, the saying seems to be general, re-
ferring  to  any  visitor  in  the  court  assigned  for  worship,  i.e.,  the  inner  court,  of which the 
“Israelites’ court” constituted a part.  This is how the saying is understood in the Palestinian 
Talmud, which concludes that immersion is needed for any visitor to the inner court, whether 
taking part in worship or not (yYoma 3:3; cf. Marmorstein 1914).  Even if this understanding 
was not universal, it must have been a fairly common opinion that an extra immersion was nec-
essary for entrance into the inner court, even for people who had recently undergone the neces-
sary rituals for removing some impurity.  A trace of different opinions on this matter is found in 
tNeg 8:9, where it is discussed whether a purifying leper bringing his sacrifice needs an extra 
immersion in addition to that of the preceding day, belonging to the purification ritual.  The 
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that foot-washing was assumed too.  The evidence never associated such foot-
washing for laity with purity though, but it should rather be understood as an act 
of cleanliness and preparation. 

It must be remembered that foot-washing was a dire necessity in the ancient 
world, regardless of religion or ethnicity.252  The saying “one who has bathed 
has no need to wash anything except the feet” must be regarded as quite natural, 
in any Mediterranean context in Antiquity.  If taken concretely, however, in the 
context of a Passover feast in Jerusalem, it is reasonable to see a reference to 
immersion.  The simplest interpretation of the saying might be that of Kieffer: 
one who has immersed for purity in view of the feast, has no need to wash off 
material dirt before the meal, except for the feet, which always get dirty.253   

The most plausible context for a saying about foot-washing and immersion 
would be that of an approaching temple visit.  Although foot-washing for laity 
was not formally regarded as a purification rite, it would have been a sign of 
preparation and respect.  Immersion, on the other hand, was requested of every 
visitor to the court of Israelites, regardless of whether he had immersed the day 
before and was formally pure.  This seems to have been the general rule, al-
though there were possibly deviant opinions.  The saying suggests an attitude 
which did not consider special immersion necessary, but regarded either John’s 
baptism or the general paschal immersion sufficient.  Jesus probably rejected 
the requirement for special immersion in order to enter the inner court.  This is 
consonant with P.Oxy. 840, although there is a discrepancy with regard to the 
attitude to foot-washing, as will be seen below. 

We have seen that while interpretation of the Johannine foot-washing tradi-
tion is notoriously difficult, the idea of foot-washing representing an historical 
purification ritual is hardly convincing.  There is simply no concrete evidence 
for Jesus advocating any extra purification ritual or exhibiting any special inter-
est in purification.  There would be implicit evidence, however, that Jesus and 
his disciples did immerse when attending important festivals, like all other pil-
grims.  This is not equal to regular immersions after contact with different types 
of impurity bearers.  There are rather signs of Jesus being more lax than the 
majority about purifications even at temple visits.  The motivation attached to 
some such signs is the idea about inner purification, to which we must return. 

 

                                                                                                                                  
majority opinion, however, is that an extra immersion is compulsory.  The same understanding 
is presupposed by Josephus (e.g. J.W. 5:227; Ag.Ap. 2:104).  This becomes clear from Josephus’ 
use of �JQd]HLQ���JQH¹HVTDL� and �JQHdD in reference to purification by immersion.  For an 
extensive discussion of evidence from Josephus, as well as rabbinic texts supporting the idea of 
immersion being necessary for any visit to the inner court, cf. Büchler 1908, 332–335. 
252 Cf. J. C. Thomas 1991, 31–35, 44–46. 
253 Kieffer 1998, 217–223.  If the foot-washing is seen as no more than a removal of physical 
dirt, it might be argued, however, that the bath with which it is contrasted ought to be an ordi-
nary bath, since immersion in a miqveh was not a matter of hygiene. 
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P.Oxy. 840 and inner purification 

To conclude this chapter, an extra-canonical tradition will be examined, which 
presents Jesus as both neglecting requirements for bodily purification rituals 
and discussing purity and purification in terms of inside and outside.  Papyrus 
Oxyrhynchus 840 was found in 1905 and consists of a single vellum leaf with 
writing on both sides and one corner missing.  The handwriting points to a 
fourth-century date.254  The main part of the fragment (39 of 45 lines) contains a 
narrative about Jesus and his disciples visiting the temple and walking in the 
inner court,255 without having undergone the required immersion.  This results 
in a discussion with a chief priest. 

� NDg�SDUDODEÊQ�D¸WR¼M�
HcV�JDJHQ�HcM�D¸W´�W´��JQHXW�ULRQ�NDg�
SHULHS�WHL�xQ�WØ�bHUØ���NDg�SURVH>O@��

10�TÊQ�)DULVDj±M�WLM��UFLHUH¼M�/HX>HgM"@�
W´�³QRPD�VXQyWXFHQ�D¸WRjM�NDg�H>lSHQ@�
WØ�VZ�W �UL��WdM�xSyWUH\yQ�VRL�SDW>HjQ�
WR¿WR�W´��JQHXW�ULRQ�NDg�cGHjQ�>WD¿��
WD�W���JLD�VNH¹K�P�WH�ORXVD>P@yQ>-@�P>���

15 WH�P�Q�WÍQ�PDTKWÍQ�VRX�WR¼M�S>±GDM�ED��
SWLVTyQWZQ���OO��PHPROX>PPyQRM�
xS�WKVDM�WR¿WR�W´�bHU´Q�W>±SRQ�³Q��
WD�NDTDU±Q��µQ�R¸GHgM��>OORM�Hc�P��
ORXV�PHQRM�NDg��OO�[[DM�W��xQG¹��

20 PDWD�SDWHj��R¸G|�¯[U�Q�WROP��WD¿WD�
W���JLD�VNH¹K��NDg�V[W�M�H¸TyZM�¯�VZ�W��U�
V[¼Q�W]RjM�PDTKWDj[M��SHNUdTK�D¸WØ��
V¼�RÁQ�xQWD¿TD�ÌQ�xQ�WØ�bHUØ�NDTD��
UH¹HLM��OyJHL�D¸WØ�xNHjQRM��NDTDUH¹Z��xORXV���

25 PKQ�J�U�xQ�W¬�OdPQ9�WR¿�'�DXHg�G�NDg�GL
�wWy��
UDM�NOdPDNRM�NDWHOTÊQ�GL
�wWyUDM�
�>Q@ OTRQ��NDg�OHXN��xQG¹PDWD�xQH��
GXV�PKQ�NDg�NDTDU���NDg�W±WH�¢OTRQ�
NDg�SURVyEOH\D�WR¹WRLM�WRjM��JdRLM�

30 VNH¹HVLQ���¯�VZ�W��U�SU´M�D¸W´Q��SR��
>NUL@THgM�HlSHQ��R¸Dd��WXIORg�P��¯UÍQ��
W>H@M��V¼�xOR¹VZ�WR¹WRLM�WRjM�FHRPyQRLM�
º>G@DVLQ�xQ�RkM�N¹QHM�NDg�FRjURL�EyEOKQ��
>WDL@�QXNW´M�NDg��PyUDM��NDg�QL\�PH��

35 >Q@RM�W´�xNW´M�GyUPD�xVP�[Z��²SHU�
>ND@g�Db�S±UQDL�NDg�D>b@�D¸OKWUdGHM�PXUd��

                                                 
254 Grenfell and Hunt 1908a, 1. 
255 The term �JQHXW�ULRQ (lines 8 and 13) is a bit odd.  It is not used anywhere else in connec-
tion with the temple, and Grenfell and Hunt suggest from the context that it refers to the part of 
the inner court which was allowed for male Israelites (1908, 8).  Büchler’s suggestion about one 
of the chambers of washing (1908, 339f.) is more speculative, but it cannot be too lightly dis-
missed in view of Josephus’ use of terms from the same stem (�JQ±M���JQd]HLQ) for ritual im-
mersion (Büchler 1908, 332–335). 



Purity and moral 257

>]@RX>VLQ�N@Dg�OR¹RXVLQ�NDg�VP�FRXVL�
>NDg�N@DOOZSd]RXVL�SU´M�xSLTXPd��
>DQ�W@ÍQ��Q�TUÇS�ZQ��{QGRTHQ�G|�xNHj��

40 >QDL�SHSO@�UZ�Q!WDL�VNRUSdZQ�NDg�
>S�VKM�ND@NdDM���xJÊ�G|�NDg�Rb�
>PDTKWDd�PRX@�R½M�OyJHLM�P��EHED��
>SWdVTDL�EHE�@PPHTD�xQ�ºGDVL�]Z��
> M�DcZQdRX�WRj@M�xOTR¿VLQ��S´�����>�@�

45 >������������������������O@O��R¸Dg�>W@RjM�>�����@������

The narrative has been variously assessed.  The original editors claimed that it 
was full of inaccuracies concerning the temple and its regulations. 

So great indeed are the divergences between this account and the extant and no doubt 
well informed authorities with regard to the topography and ritual of the Temple that it is 
hardly possible to avoid the conclusion that much of the local colour is due to the imagi-
nation of the author, who was aiming chiefly at dramatic effect, and was not really well 
acquainted with the Temple.  But if the inaccuracy of the fragment in this important re-
spect is admitted, the historical character of the whole episode breaks down, and it is 
probably to be regarded as an apocryphal elaboration of Matt. xv. 1–20 and Mark vii. 1–
23.  In these circumstances the gospel to which the fragment belongs can hardly have 
been composed before the middle of the second century.257 

A similar judgment is repeated by Booth: 

In view of the difficulties in this Fragment, and the surprising ferocity of Jesus’ polemic 
against the cult, we are inclined, on balance, to regard the passage as the product of a 
Hellenistic, strongly anti-Jewish church, and we prefer not to rely on it for our present 
purpose.258 

Booth definitely overstates the case, however, since there is no polemic against 
the cult as such, nor are there any explicit anti-Jewish statements.  What we find 
is a characterization of Jesus as one who does not conform to certain Pharisaic 

                                                 
256 “And he took them and brought them into the very place of purification, and was walking in 
the temple.  And a certain Pharisee, a chief priest, whose name was Levi (?), met them and said 
to the Saviour: ‘Who allowed you to walk in this place of purification and to see these holy 
vessels, when you have not washed nor yet have your disciples bathed their feet?  But defiled 
you have walked in this temple, which is a pure place, in which no-one else walks, without hav-
ing washed and changed clothes, neither dares to look at these holy vessels.’  And the Saviour at 
once stood still with his disciples and answered him: ‘Are you then, being here in the temple, 
clean?’  He said to him: ‘I am clean, for I washed in the pool of David, and having descended by 
one staircase I ascended by another, and I put on white and clean garments, and then I came and 
looked at these holy vessels.’  The Saviour answered and said to him: ‘Woe you blind, who do 
not see.  You have washed in these running waters in which dogs and swine have thrown them-
selves night and day, and you have washed and wiped the outer skin, which also the prostitutes 
and the flute-girls anoint and wash and wipe and beautify for the lust of men; but within these 
are full of scorpions and all wickedness.  But I and my disciples, who you say have not bathed, 
have been dipped in the waters of eternal life which come from … But woe to the…’” Transla-
tion adapted from Grenfell and Hunt 1908a, 7f. 
257 Grenfell and Hunt 1908a, 3–4. 
258 Booth 1986, 213. 
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requirements of bodily purification, with his actions motivated by a discussion 
of outer and inner purity. 

Very early on the skepticism of Grenfell and Hunt was gainsaid by other 
scholars.  Many of the details have been shown to reflect conditions of the Sec-
ond Temple accurately.  We know of no high priest with the name of Levi, but 
the reading is uncertain,259 and the expression WLM��UFLHUH¼M probably desig-
nates one of the chief priests, rather than the High Priest.260  The possibility for 
laity to view the “holy vessels” is disputed, but several suggestions have been 
offered, based on rabbinic material.  The expression could refer to temple treas-
ures which were kept in store rooms adjoining the wall of the inner court,261  or 
to vessels of the shrine which were taken out and immersed the day after great 
festivals.262  The simplest solution, however, would be to interpret the �JLD�
VNH¹K as the tools and vessels used in the court of priests for daily services.  
These were seen by any visitor to the court of Israelites.  We have already found 
that an extra immersion was required before entering the inner court.263  To 
walk in the court of Israelites and to see the holy vessels are construed as paral-
lels; they are two sides of the same unacceptable action, namely to enter into the 
inner court without having immersed. 

The requirement of foot-washing has also been discussed above.264  To sepa-
rate the priest’s criticism of the disciples from his criticism of Jesus, as Büchler 
does, is unnatural.265  We must take these two elements as parallels, too, consti-
tuting a criticism of Jesus and his disciples for not conforming to purity re-
quirements.  It is disputed whether a change of clothes was included in the 
requirements not only for priests, but also for laity.  This is the view of 

                                                 
259 Jeremias 1947, 99f.  Only three letters are visible.  The first could be / or $.  The second is 
( or 2.  The third is possibly 8��,�or ..  Levi is the most probable reading, however, and it may 
well be merely a narrative construction. 
260 Jeremias 1947, 100; 1958, IIB 33–40.  This makes the statement that the priest was a Phari-
see possible, too.  Although this seems part of the anti-Pharisaic tendency of the text (cf. the 
woes of lines 31 and 45, reminiscent of the woes of Q (Mt 23 and Lk 11), there were priests 
belonging to the Pharisaic party.  
261 Jeremias 1947, 100f. 
262 Büchler 1908, 337ff; Marmorstein 1914f, 337.  Cf. D. Schwartz 1986, who speculates about 
an exhibition of temple utensils before the crowds of pilgrims as a result of Pharisaic pressure 
for popularization of the temple cult. 
263 Cf. above, 254, n.251. 
264 Cf. above, 252–255. 
265 Büchler 1908, 340f.  Büchler suggests that Jesus was in the inner court, while the disciples 
remained outside.  Hence they should only have needed to wash their feet, while Jesus should 
have immersed.  But this is an unlikely interpretation, since the possible evidence for foot-
washing (cf. above, 253f) suggests that it was required for visiting the temple area generally.   
     Note that the whole issue of foot-washing in P. Oxy. 840 is built on a reconstruction which is 
plausible yet uncertain.  The phrase WR¼M�S>±GDM�ED@SWLVTyQWZQ is partly reconstructed.  Possi-
ble, although less likely alternatives are S�FXQWD�or SySORXM.  The case is complicated by the 
fact that neither the final M in WR¼M, nor the S in S±GDM are fully visible. 
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Büchler,266 while most deny it.  Jeremias suggests that the NDd in ORXV�PHQRM�
NDg��OO�>[DM�W��xQG¹@PDWD should be understood in a Semitic sense as “re-
spectively,” thus making immersion refer to laity and change of clothes to the 
priests.267  Here, too, the simplest interpretation is to take the two as parallel, 
acknowledging that immersion was usually associated with a change of clothes, 
since the old clothes were washed as part of the purification rite.268 

The pool of David has never been located.  This is hardly a valid objection 
against the narrative, however.  At least two suggestions have been made: part 
of the Bethesda baths or a miqveh within the court of priests.  In both cases Je-
sus’ description of the water could apply (WR¹WRLM�WRjM�FHRPyQRLM�º>G@DVLQ), 
since Bethesda could be interpreted as “place of running waters” and the water 
for the temple came from streams via an aqueduct.269  If the water came from 
without, Jesus’ ironic comments about dogs and swine could be explained, 
since the water passed many villages on its way to Jerusalem.  It is probably 
better, however, to regard these words as an implicit simile, just as the subse-
quent phrase.  Harlots do not become pure by washing and anointing their outer 
skin, and dogs and swine are not purified by jumping into water.270  xQ�RkM does 
not necessarily refer to the very pool, but to the type of water in principle,271  
which does not cleanse from inner impurity.  The implicit charge is thus that the 
priest’s immersion does not purify from wickedness or injustice (NDNdD).272 

An important detail is the reference to two stairs (GL
� wWyUDM� NOdPDNRM�
NDWHOTÊQ� GL
� wWyUDM� �>Q@ OTRQ).  This was first deemed to be merely the 
imagination of the author,273  but numerous findings in Jerusalem and elsewhere 
have revealed miqvaot both with divided staircases and double entrances, which 
ensured that the purified person was not recontaminated on his/her way up.274  It 
seems as if Büchler’s 1908 statement is still apt: “In no detail is the writer of the 
fragment ignorant of the law or guilty of gross error.”275  The tradition in P.Oxy. 

                                                 
266 Büchler 1908, 336f. 
267 Jeremias 1963, 55f.  Jeremias’ earlier suggestion (1947, 102f.) that the change of clothes 
would refer to the required removal of stick, sandals and girdle, before ascending the Temple 
Mount, is unnecessarily speculative. 
268 Cf. Gen 35:2; Ex 19:10; Lev 14:9; 15:6, 8, 11, 13, 21, 22, 27. 
269 Büchler 1908, 344; Jeremias 1947, 103f; 1963, 56; Sanders 1992, 118. 
270 EyEOKQ>WDL@ must not be taken in the passive sense but in the middle; hence I translate:  “have 
thrown themselves,” (i.e. “jumped”) rather than Grenfell and Hunt’s “have been cast.” 
271 Hence the objections of Grenfell and Hunt that it is incredible that dogs and swine were cast 
into the pool of David are based on an unnecessarily literal reading. 
272 This removes the need to discuss whether swine were reared in Jewish territory.  Cf. Büchler 
1908, 344, who argues for the possibility from the existence of a prohibition in bSota 49b. 
273 Grenfell and Hunt 1908a, 3. 
274 Sanders 1990, 217f; 1992, 225; Reich 1980 [not viewed]; 1981, 52; 1984; Netzer 1982, 
116f.  Recontamination was probably thought to occur through accidental contact with impure 
people on their way down into the miqveh.  For a different explanation cf. Büchler 1908, 343. 
275 Büchler 1908, 345.  Cf. mSheq 8:2. 
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840 reveals an acquintance with the Second Temple and its purification prac-
tices.  While the conclusion that “we have here more original materials than are 
to be found in the Synoptics”276 is somewhat exaggerated, the narrative is nev-
ertheless useful as evidence for the attitude of Jesus.  Although there are a few 
signs of a fairly late date (mainly the use of VZW�U as a title for Jesus in lines 12 
and 30),277 there are no substantial arguments against dating this tradition to the 
end of the first century CE, which would render it as ancient as several of the 
canonical NT writings. 

Thus we must treat this tradition as another piece of evidence retaining the 
memory of Jesus as displaying a controversial attitude to purity, which was mo-
tivated by giving more weight to inner purity than to outer purification.  We 
have here another example of inner impurity defined as moral and social evil 
({QGRTHQ� G|� xNHj>QDL�SHSO@�UZ�Q!WDL� VNRUSdZQ�NDg� >S�VKM�ND@NdDM), for 
which bodily purification of the outer skin (QL\�PH>Q@RM�W´�HNW´M�GyUPD) is of 
no effect. 

There is a possible discrepancy between the Johannine foot-washing narra-
tive and the tradition in P.Oxy. 840, if the former is interpreted as expressing an 
opinion that foot-washing is sufficient for entering the temple, while the latter 
suggests that Jesus’ disciples neglected that, too.  We should not attempt a har-
monization, however, and I certainly do not suggest that P.Oxy. 840 be treated 
as an historical report.  What I do claim is that this tradition hands down a 
memory of Jesus as neglecting certain required purification rituals, and that this 
negligence was perceived as a conscious position.  The motivation associated 
with Jesus for such an attitude was, according to P.Oxy. 840, a criticism of outer 
purification as being incapable of removing inner impurity, interpreted as wick-
edness, i.e. moral evil and social injustice.  To achieve this, some other type of 
“water” was needed.278  This inner purification was deemed of higher impor-
tance than immersions and foot-washings as preparations for a temple visit.  
Such an attitude and motivation are in accord with the picture of Jesus that we 
have found in almost every other strand of the Jesus tradition. 

What is different in this text as compared with others discussed in this chap-
ter is the location in the temple.  In no other tradition do we find this location 
for a discussion between Jesus and his opponents about purity and moral, inside 
and outside.  There is a similarity with most of the other traditions, however, in 
that sayings about inner and outer purity are placed in contexts in which there 
are conflicting ideas about proper purification practices. 
                                                 
276 Büchler 1908, 346. 
277 To this the “Johannine” expression ºGDVL�]Z> M�DcZQdRX@ could be added.  Note however 
that most of the phrase is reconstructed.  Other reconstructions are possible, e.g. ºGDVL�]Í>VL�
WR¿�3S3Q@M�(i.e. contraction for SQH¹PDWRM). 
278 The reconstruction “waters of eternal life” suggests a spiritual source of purification for 
which water serves as a metaphor.  We may guess that it comes from God (THR¿), which in a 
contracted form would fit into the remainder of the missing line. 
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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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not necessarily mean that Jesus’ stance was less Jewish, however, especially if 
the views of the major groups did not always represent the views of the majority 
of the people.   

 

The influence of the major groups 

The degree of influence which the major groups exercised on the population at 
large has been variously judged.  The parties seem to have been fairly small, 
consisting of a few thousand Essenes and Pharisees.14  For the Sadducees we 
have no exact number, except that they were few,15 which seems credible, since 
they consisted chiefly of aristocrats. 

We must ask, however, what the numbers represent, and how they relate to 
the general influence of the different groups within society.  Are we talking 
about “practising members,” adherents or sympathizers?  Do the numbers repre-
sent the number of leaders, scribes and scholars?  The numbers as such tell us 
very little about actual influence. 

The identification and description of the different groups are well-known and 
notoriously recurring problems among scholars today.  One main problem is the 
bias of Josephus, who provides much of the source material.  Josephus’ am-
biguous descriptions of the Pharisees have been discussed at length,16 and at-
temps to explain the discrepancies as due to poorly harmonized sources are not 
convincing.17  Nor is the suggestion of a change of attitude between War and 
Antiquities sufficient.18  While it would seem that Josephus claims to be a 
Pharisee himself, Steve Mason’s explanation of the crucial passage is rather 
convincing.19  Josephus’ statement that at the age of 19 he began to govern his 
life according to the Pharisees (�U[�PKQ� >WH@� SROLWH¹HVTDL� W¬� )DULVDdZQ�
DbUyVHL�NDWDNRORXTÍQ)20 should be taken simply as a pragmatic decision to 
adapt to Pharisaic custom as part of his public career, but has nothing to do with 

                                                 
14 We have estimates from Josephus (more than 4000 Essenes, Ant. 18:20; more than 6000 
Pharisees, Ant. 17:42), and from Philo (more than 4000 Essenes, Good Person 75).  There is no 
good reason for disbelieving these numbers as rough approximations, since both estimates of the 
Essenes concur, and it would be difficult to see why or how the bias of the respective authors 
should have influenced their calculations. 
15 Ant. 18:17. 
16 See the survey of previous research by Mason 1991, 18–39.  Cf. Stemberger 1995, 5–20; 
Meier 2001, 301–305. 
17 D. Schwartz 1983. 
18 E.g. Cohen 1979, 144–151, 237f.  Cf. Neusner 1987, whose contrast between Jewish War and 
Antiquities is considered unconvincing by Stemberger 1995, 13 n.7.  Neusner’s statement that in 
Antiquities “[t]he mass slaughter of War in which the Pharisees killed anyone they wanted, is 
shaded into a mild persecution,” (1987, 288) is hardly warranted by a comparison between J.W. 
1:113f and Ant. 13:410ff.  Cf. Feldman’s comment (1987, 50) that the Pharisees of Antiquities 
are no less “depicted as evil geniuses who are ruthless in cutting down their opponents.” 
19 Mason 1991, 342–356. 
20 Life 12. 
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joining a party.21  Josephus’ sympathies seem to be with the Essenes, of whom 
he writes only positive things and at length, while Pharisees are often, and Sad-
ducees always, criticized.22 

Such a reading of Josephus makes reconstruction a bit easier.  Although his 
descriptions of the three groups are intended to make them look like Greek phi-
losophical schools, we can gain some reliable information from them.  The 
Essenes are described as living all through the country, as being bound by strict 
rules, especially on purity, and as having severe entrance requirements and rules 
for expulsion.23  They are thus described as a somewhat closed community, 
which fits into the description of their relationship to the temple cult: 

HcM�G|�W´�bHU´Q��QDT�PDWD�VWyOORQWHM�TXVdDM�xSLWHOR¿VLQ�GLDIRU±WKWL��JQHLÍQ��
�M� QRPd]RLHQ�� NDg� GL
� D¸W´� HcUJ±PHQRL� WR¿� NRLQR¿� WHPHQdVPDWRM� xI
� D·WÍQ� W�M�
TXVdDM�xSLWHOR¿VLQ����

They send votive offerings to the temple, but perform their sacrifices employing a differ-
ent ritual of purification.  For this reason they are barred from those precincts of the tem-
ple that are frequented by all the people and perform their rites by themselves. 

The Qumran sectarians could be fitted into this picture if they are regarded as an 
extreme variety of Essenes.25  There is a variant reading in the passage quoted 
above, where xSLWHOR¿VLQ is negated,26 to the effect that the Essenes are said 
not to sacrifice in the temple.  This is congruent with Philo’s remark about the 
Essenes not sacrificing animals but sanctifying their minds (R¸�]ØD�NDWDT¹RQ�
WHM���OO
� bHURSUHSHjM� W�M�wDXWÍQ�GLDQRdDM�NDWDVNHX�]HLQ��[LR¿QWHM).27  
But even without this variant, Josephus depicts the Essenes as distancing them-
selves from the general cultic practices of ordinary people.  The total rejection 
of the temple service as evidenced in certain sectarian writings from Qumran is 
only a sharpened version of this attitude.  Such a stance could evoke respect and 
hold some attraction, but should not be expected to have had much influence on 
the general public. 

The priests, on the other hand, ought to have had much more influence on the 
people at large, not because of their (mostly) Sadducean affiliation, but since 
they bore the main responsibility for the public cult.  Josephus describes the 
Sadducees as rude (�JULÇWHURQ) to their own and ungentle (�SKQHjM) to oth-
ers.28  This could possibly reflect such aristocratic manners as usually widen the 
gap between common people and their leaders.29 

                                                 
21 Stemberger 1995, 5–7.  Meier (2001, 302f) argues that Josephus is simply lying in Life 12. 
22 Cf. Baumbach 1989; Mason 1991, 372–375. 
23 J.W. 2:119–161. 
24 Ant. 18:19. 
25 Josephus mentions different types of Essenes, celibate and non-celibate: J.W. 2:160–161. 
26 R¸N�xSLWHOR¿VL�(Epitome); non celebrant (Latin version).   
27 Good Person 75. 
28 J.W. 2:166. 
29 Cf. Sanders 1992, 318 for arguments about Sadducees consisting mostly of aristocratic priests. 
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Josephus asserts that the Sadducees were forced to make concessions to the 
Pharisees, because the latter were very influential with the common people.30  
This has been denied by several scholars, and judged as reflecting post-temple 
times or Josephus’ bias towards the Pharisees.31  As we have already seen, 
Josephus’ attitude to the Pharisees was ambiguous, and he is critical of the in-
fluence of the Pharisees, even in his late works.  There is no reason for him to 
describe them as influential if this was not the actual case.  While his descrip-
tion in Antiquities could be suspected of reflecting post-temple conditions, it 
should be noted that this work covers the period before the war.32  Josephus 
himself regards his description of the parties as dealing with ancient philoso-
phies,33 and the relevant wording seems to refer to cultic practices, of which at 
least some must have belonged to the time before 70 CE.34  This is congruent 
with several indications in rabbinic literature about the influence of Pharisaic 
practice before the fall of the temple.35 

The important question, however, is how to interpret the influence of the 
Pharisees.  As pointed out by Qimron and Strugnell, in their discussion about 
4QMMT, it was not dogma, but halakhah which produced serious schisms in 
Second Temple Judaism.36  It was probably in the area of halakhah that the 
Pharisees were most influential with the people, as compared with Sadducees or 
Essenes.  This is a reasonable conclusion from the passages in Josephus, as well 

                                                 
30 NDg�GL
�D¸W��WRjM�WH�G�PRLM�SLTDQÇWDWRL�WXJF�QRXVLQ�NDg�¯S±VD�THjD�H¸FÍQ�WH�{FHWDL�
NDg� bHUÍQ�SRL�VHZM�x[KJ�VHL�W¬�xNHdQZQ�WXJF�QRXVLQ�SUDVV±PHTD�  (“Because of these 
views they are, as a matter of fact, extremely influential among the townsfolk; and all prayers 
and sacred rites of divine worship are performed according to their exposition.”) … �NRXVdZM�
P|Q� NDg� NDW
� �Q�JNDM�� SURVFZUR¿VL� G
RÁQ� RkM� ¯� )DULVDjRM� OyJHL� GL�� W´� P�� �OOZM�
�QHNWR¼M� JHQyVTDL� WRjM� SO�THVLQ�  (“though they [the Sadducees] submit unwillingly and 
perforce, yet submit they do to the formulas of the Pharisees, since otherwise the masses would 
not tolerate them.”)  Ant. 18:15, 17.  Cf. the numerous instances where Josephus mentions the 
power and influence of the Pharisees, e.g. J.W. 1:110–112; Ant. 13:288; 298. 
31 Cf. Neusner 1987; Sanders 1992, 488ff. 
32 Ant. 20:259f. 
33 Ant. 18:11. 
34 Ant. 18:15.  ¯S±VD� THjD� H¸FÍQ� WH� {FHWDL� NDg� bHUÍQ� SRL�VHZM� x[KJ�VHL� W¬� xNHdQZQ�
WXJF�QRXVLQ�SUDVV±PHQD�   
35 Cf. Comments in bNid 33b about menstruation rules and bYoma 19b about incense.  Although 
the former does not necessarily apply to pre-70 times, the latter certainly does.  This is the case 
with the discussions about the status of the High Priest on the Day of Atonement (tebul yom or 
not) and the use of young boys in the red cow rite as well, where rabbinic sources claim that 
Pharisaic practice was followed (mPar 3:2–4, 7).  In the case of the red cow rite, the use of 
young boys is presupposed in Christian polemics (Barn. 8:1) and explicitly opposed in Qumran 
texts (4Q277 1 2:7; cf. 4Q271 2 1:13; cf. J. Baumgarten 1995b), which attests to the preponder-
ance of Pharisaic practice at the end of the Second Temple period.  Likewise, the emphatic 
statement in 4QMMT that all who engage in the red cow rite must be pure at sunset (i.e. against 
the Pharisaic concept of tebul yom) is best interpreted as evidence for the dominance of Phari-
saic halakhah (4QMMT B13–16; cf. Schiffman 1994, 287–290). 
36 Qimron and Strugnell 1994, 175f.  Cf. Deines 1997, 549f. and n.69; Meier 2001, 322, 339. 
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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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since they adapt and incorporate parts of it to a certain extent.  Thus it may be 
fruitful to look at some traditions in the Hebrew Bible from this perspective. 

 

Popular traditions 

Among the traditions of apparently non-priestly origin which concern impurity, 
there is some material which is interesting for tracing popular conceptions.  In 
this context, the idea of land being polluted through the shedding of blood may 
be mentioned.68  We have seen in the previous chapter that this idea does not 
easily fit into the cultic system of impurity, although it may be related to the 
concept of corpse impurity.  The ancient and popular origin of this idea be-
comes evident when the Deuteronomic tradition about how to deal with a mur-
der by an unknown perpetrator is studied (Deut 21:1–9).  The animal rite 
prescribed for atonement or purification (DB=) on such occasions has archaic 
traits and seems to have the intent of breaking an otherwise unavoidable and 
threatening chain of cause and effect.69  It evidently had no cultic connection, 
and the priests in v 5 are clearly a redactional insertion, since their function is 
never defined, and the rite could be carried out just as well without them.70  The 
prayer in v 8 likewise represents a later re-interpretation of the rite with the in-
tent of making it conform to cultic practices which regard God as an actor in the 
process of purification.71  The tradition reveals an early practice, however, 
based on a more “automatic” view of cause and effect, which fits into the con-
ception of impurity as a demonic threat, to be pursued further in Chapter VII. 

One can also find traces of a popular concept of impurity with no specific 
connection to the cult in some of the narrative material.  This possibility has 
already been mentioned in Chapter IV, and some of the relevant material has 
been discussed.  It seems that the popular attitude towards leprosy and genital 
discharges was one of loathing, and that this was associated with impurity.  
David curses the house of Joab with the words: “may there never be wanting a 
discharger (4L8) or a “leper” (�D$5A?�).”72  Both of these categories figure in a 
number of stories, which do not imply any connection with the cult.  Leprosy 
figures in the story of Naaman and Elisha, which will be discussed further be-

                                                 
68 This conception has been discussed in Chapter V above.  For references, see 204ff. 
69 Paschen 1970, 39. 
70 Cf. the bird rite in Lev 14 where the priest seems to carry out all details of the rite according 
to Lev and mNeg, while the Tosefta and the Sifra reserve only certain acts for the priest.  This 
might reflect a tendency in the Mishnah (already in the Torah) to make invisible the pagan roots 
of originally independent ceremonies by integrating them into the priestly system, while the 
Tosefta and the Sifra were less sensitive to pagan overtones.  Cf. J. Schwartz 2000, 209, 218f. 
71 Cf. Paschen 1970, 39: “Diese Überlieferung vermischt—wie so oft in Deut—uraltes mit rela-
tiv jungem Gut und prägt das Frühere im Sinne der späteren Auffassung um.” 
72 2 Sam 3:29. 
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low.  Impurity associated with genital discharges in a broad sense73 is found in 
the story of David and Bathsheba.74  The terminology used for purification after 
intercourse (F�	76�7C3F�?;) is different, however, from that of priestly legal material 
(D:
8).75  In the narrative of David at the court of Saul, David is absent from the 
New Moon Festival, and Saul believes the reason is that he has become tempo-
rarily unclean.76  The expression �I :�:D7C�?; probably implies nocturnal pollu-
tion (cf. Deut 23:11), but the unusual expression for impurity (KF ;>�4 ; 
DI,:8�instead of the usual �?
8) deviates from priestly terminology.77   

There is no cultic setting to these narratives, and the non-priestly material on 
purity shows no connection to the temple.  It is a bit fragile, however, to serve 
as a basis for discussing official purity halakhah as compared with popular 
practice, i.e. great versus little tradition.  The nature of the texts discussed above 
is non-legal, and hence they do not provide any details which could be com-
pared to the legislative material in Leviticus.  But they nevertheless attest to a 
non-cultic strand, a popular concept of purity, probably with fewer details and 
possibly with demonic traits.  In spite of this material being incorporated into a 
corpus redacted from priestly interests, i.e. adapted to great tradition, we are still 
able to hear the voice of little tradition. 

 

Northern literary traditions 

In traditional pentateuchal source criticism, material from the so-called Elohist 
has been seen as stemming from the northern kingdom.  In addition, the nucleus 
of the Deuteronomic tradition has often been regarded as of northern origin.  
Today there is an increasing awareness of the limitations and weaknesses of 
such simplified (or at times complicated!) models.78   

It is nevertheless obvious that traditions of various origins have been incor-
porated into the common literature of the Hebrew Bible.  The Elijah and Elisha 
cycles in 1–2 Kings contain legendary material from the northern kingdom and 
combine elements from popular religion as well as official tradition.79  The 
most interesting part for the present purpose is the narrative about the Aramean 

                                                 
73 While nocturnal pollution or sexual intercourse does not constitute a zab or a zabah in a legal 
sense, the fact that all of these cases are discussed together in Lev 15 reveals an underlying view 
of the impurity of genital fluids in general. 
74 2 Sam 11:2–27. 
75 Paschen 1970, 35. 
76 1 Sam 20:26. 
77 Paschen 1970, 31f. 
78 See Clements 1989, 79–83 for positions on Deuteronomy and the northern kingdom. 
79 Freyne 2000, 19.  Overholt 1996 finds shamanistic features in the two cycles, which he re-
gards as an integral part of Israelite religion during the period of the monarchy.  The essays in 
Coote 1992 (Todd 1992; Hill 1992; Rentería 1992; Bergen 1992) all relate the Elijah and Elisha 
literature to the social realities in Israel during the ninth century BCE.  For a combined form and 
literary critical study of these legends, especially the Elisha cycle, cf. Rofé 1988. 
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leper Naaman.80  The conception of purity in this narrative is far from that of 
priestly legislation.  The leper Naaman appears before the king of Israel, and 
later before the prophet Elisha.  While Elisha sends only a messenger to 
Naaman, there is nothing in the narrative to indicate that this is due to fear of 
contamination through contact.  There is rather the notion that the miracle is 
enhanced by being performed at a distance.  There are no traces of any of the 
cultic practices associated with leprosy in the priestly legislation of Lev 13–14.  
In Leviticus, the leper is not healed but, in a case where symptoms have disap-
peared, is declared clean by a priest, in connection with a bird rite.  After this he 
must wait for a week, at the beginning and end of which he immerses.81  Con-
trary to this, Naaman is purified in the sense of being healed through bathing in 
the Jordan river.  The offerings mentioned in this legend are not those pre-
scribed in Leviticus, but promises of future sacrifices to Jahve on Naaman’s 
return to Aram.  None of the restrictive legal practices is hinted at.  The legend 
belongs to another world of thought.  Leprosy is implicitly regarded as an impu-
rity, since its bearer is in need of cleansing (D:),82 but the disease is not 
treated as a legal or cultic purity issue. 

It seems as if this narrative was incorporated into the official Hebrew Scrip-
tures with few adaptations.  There is an obvious discrepancy between the treat-
ment of leprosy as well as the view on sacrifices here as compared with the 
great tradition of Jerusalem.  The Naaman legend is evidence for the existence 
of attitudes to leprosy which were less strict and regulated than those implied by 
priestly legislation.  As it was incorporated into a growing corpus of Scripture, 
however, it did not provide a standard for dealing with leprosy, but that was 
done by the official priestly legislation. 

Did traditions such as this survive and play a continuous role in the north 
even during Second Temple times, independently of their incorporation into the 
Hebrew Scriptures, and without being subordinated to priestly legislation?  If 
so, we could think of Jesus as representing northern attitudes to impurity, a little 
tradition, with ancient roots.  This is possible, but the possibility depends to 
some extent on how the history of the north is reconstructed. 

 

The Galilean population 

There are basically two different theories about the population of the north in 
general and Galilee in particular, one emphasizing continuity and the other dis-
continuity with the ancient Israelites of the northern kingdom.83  According to 
one influential view, the Galilean peasantry remained more or less undisturbed 

                                                 
80 2 Kings 5. 
81 For details, see above, 107f. 
82 2 Kings 5:10, 12, 13, 14. 
83 Extreme and tendentious positions (cf. Grundmann 1940, 175, 196–200: Jesus was no Jew 
since Galilee was largely settled by non-Semites) are not taken into consideration at all. 
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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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There are certain observable differences between lower Galilee on the one 
hand and upper Galilee and Golan on the other.  Although archeological find-
ings have shown that the latter area was not as isolated as has sometimes been 
supposed,93 there are real differences.  According to Eric Meyers, architectural 
decorations in public buildings display fewer animal and human forms, and 
Greek epigraphic remains are almost unknown in upper Galilee.  Furthermore, 
Hellenistic urban installations such as aqueducts, baths, large statues, temples 
and theatres are rarely found.  This is the case in the Golan as well.94  In lower 
Galilee, on the other hand, all of these elements are found frequently, especially 
in urban population centres.  It is an issue how extensively Greek was being 
used, but it may possibly have been used as the everyday language by many 
Jews in Tiberias and Sepphoris, as well as in the region around the lake.  In any 
case there is a difference as compared to upper Galilee and the Golan, where 
Aramaic or possibly Hebrew was entirely dominating.95 

It would seem that upper Galilee and the Golan display typical conservative 
Jewish traits.96  These can hardly be explained as the result of an old Israelite 
heritage.  The proximity of Golan to the district of Batanaea may not be without 
significance, where Herod the Great settled a number of Babylonian Jews, creat-
ing a buffer zone.  According to Josephus, these settlers were “devoted to the 
ancestral customs of the Jews” (RkM� W�� 
,RXGDdZQ� THUDSH¹HWDL� S�WULD).97  
Freyne speculates that the Batanaean Jews may have influenced the ethos of the 
Galileans.98   

We have to ask, however, whether a conservative ethos was peculiar only to 
upper Galilee and the Golan.  While lower Galilee was more Hellenized and 
urbanized,99 and differed from upper Galilee in some respects, it could be ar-
gued that the conservative ethos was basically the same.  Most of the character-
istics of Galilean society in urban centres could be interpreted as a cultural 
veneer only.100  Postponing for a moment a discussion about the effects of Hel-
lenization and urbanization on Galilean Judaism, we must examine material and 
literary evidence for the type of Judaism which was prevalent in first-century 
Galilee. 

                                                 
93 This is clear from findings such as ceramics, Tyrian coinage, jewelry and glass, which indi-
cate trading relations.  Meyers 1997, 58. 
94 Meyers 1997, 58f. 
95 Cf. Freyne 1998 [1980], 139ff; Meyers 1985, 125–128; Edwards 1992, 69ff; Horsley 1995, 
247–250. 
96 Meyers 1985, 125ff. 
97 Ant. 17:23–28. 
98 Freyne 1998 [1980], 318f. 
99 Upper Galilee actually had no proper cities, hence this area could later in Byzantine times be 
designated WHWUDNZPdD� (Goodman 1983, 248, n.119).  Lower Galilee had several towns, al-
though they were generally not organized as Hellenistic poleis.  A general discussion about 
urban-rural relationships will be postponed until the subsequent section. 
100 Meyers 1997, 58. 
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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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Another difference concerned marriage laws, where Galilean custom differed 
to the effect that the virginity of the bride was not controlled as rigidly.  This 
may possibly be seen as a sign of laxity, but could just as well imply that the 
moral standards  of the Judaeans were generally more lax; hence they applied 
more rigid rules.114 

Rules relating to tithing are of more direct interest.  An oft-quoted example 
comes from mNed 2:4: 

Vows which are not spelled out are subject to a more stringent rule, and [vows] which 
are spelled out are subject to a more lenient rule. … 

“[If he said], ‘Lo, it is to me like heave offering,’  
“if he vowed that it was like heave offering of the chamber [of the Temple], it is binding.   
“And if it was like that of the treshing floor, it is not binding.   
“And if it was without further specification, it is binding,” the words of R. Meir.   
R. Judah says, “A statement referring without specification to heave offering made in 
Judah is binding.  But in Galilee, it is not binding.   
“For the men of Galilee are not familiar with heave offering belonging to the chamber. 
“Statements that something is devoted, without further specification, in Judah are not 
binding, and in Galilee they are binding. 
“For the Galileans are not familiar with things devoted to the priests.” 

This passage has been taken to mean that Galileans were considered ignorant 
about the heave offering (terumah) and the consecration offering (herem115, i.e. 
“something devoted”).  The discussion concerns the validity of vows, which 
depends on how they are specified.  The point is that when a vow is not speci-
fied, it is taken in the strictest sense.  Heave offering is thus taken to mean that 
of the chamber, i.e. the half shekel offering to the fund for daily sacrifices, 
which was disputed by certain groups.  In Galilee, however, far from Jerusalem, 
an unspecified reference to heave offering would be intended and understood in 
its plain sense, i.e. the compulsory priestly portion.116  Since a vow (“this will 
be as forbidden to me as x”) was considered valid only if it referred to “some 
object usually permitted but now consecrated,” a reference to heave offering in 
Judaea would be valid, while in Galilee it would not.  The inverse situation ap-
plied to vows referring to consecration offerings, which in Judaea would be 
taken as referring to portions consecrated for the priests, which were always 
forbidden, and hence such vows were invalid.  In Galilee, however, they would 
be intended as referring to offerings for temple repair, which were voluntary 
offerings, and hence such vows would be binding.117  The passage provides 

                                                 
114 mKet 1:5; 4:12; mYeb 4:10.  Schiffman 1992b, 145–148. 
115 Heb. *D7J
. 
116 Freyne 1998 [1980], 278–281. 
117 Cf. Schiffman 1992b, 148–151.  Note, however, that Schiffman seems to confuse the second 
issue (consecration offerings) by arguing for such vows not being valid in Galilee, contrary to 
the text of the Mishnah (Ibid., 149). 
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evidence for different definitions of terms in Judaea and Galilee, but not neces-
sarily for laxity or ignorance.  Says Schiffman: 

Some have taken this mishnah to indicate that the Galileans did not contribute to the 
sanctuary or give portions to the priests.  Nothing could be farther from the truth.  The 
discussion concerns the meaning of the terms terumah and h �erem in the various regions 
of Palestine.118 

The discussion should not be reduced to a matter of definitions, however, as the 
text does not unreservedly attest to Galilean interest in priestly offerings.  It 
implies Galilean loyalty to the ancient practice of terumah,119 as well as a will-
ingness to contribute to the temple with voluntary gifts, but it could also suggest 
a certain resistance to, or lack of recognition of, the more recent half-shekel 
temple tax.  In view of the centralized tithing system during the Second Temple 
period,120 and its development and diversification,121 it is a plausible suggestion 
that many Galileans supported their local priests with heave offerings and tithes, 
and showed their loyalty to the temple by occasional voluntary gifts, but grum-
bled about extended tithes and the half-shekel temple tax.122  Resistance to 
payment of multiple layers of tithes may be deduced from Josephus’ comments 
about the coercive methods used in collecting them.123 

Other signs of resistance have been suggested in the report of Johanan ben 
Zakkai’s complaint about the unwillingness of people to pay the half-shekel 
offering,124 and in the letter which Gamaliel and the elders are said to have dic-
tated to Johanan, the scribe, with the purpose of reminding the people of Galilee 
to bring tithes from their harvest of olives.125  In what could possibly be a vari-
ant of the letter, the complaint is more evident and the Galileans are asked to 
hurry and bring their tithes in order not to hinder the confession.126  While this 

                                                 
118 Schiffman 1992b, 150. 
119 The terumah is problematic as a category, but rabbinic treatment assumes that this small 
token gift to the priests (between one fortieth and one sixtieth) was not questioned but given by 
all people.  Cf. the mishnaic tractate Terumot and Sanders 1992, 155. 
120 Cf. already Malaki and Nehemiah; Horsley 1995, 141. 
121 I.e. second tithe, poor tithe, rules for the distribution of tithes different years, etc.  The legis-
lations of Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy were actually combined into a system in which 
fourteen tithes were paid in every seven years (cf. Tobit 1:6–8 and Ant. 4:240), mitigated by the 
rabbis into twelve tithes.  For a comprehensive description of tithes, first-fruits and heave offer-
ings during the Second Temple period, see Sanders 1992, 146–157.  Cf. the rabbinic discussions 
in the mishnaic tractates Terumot, Maaserot and Maaser Sheni. 
122 Note the concept of demai (i.e. agricultural produce which may not have been properly 
tithed) which evolved among the Rabbis, because they knew that some people paid only the 
priests’ part of the first tithe, but not the Levites’.  Cf. Sanders 1992, 429–431; tMSheni 3:15. 
123 Ant. 20:181, 206–207. 
124 Mek. Ex 19:1 (Bahodesh 1); Freyne 1998 [1980] 280). 
125 tSanh 2:6; cf. ySanh 1:2; bSanh 11b. 
126 Midrash Tannaim to Deut 26:13, in Hoffmann 1909, 176.  Here the letter is said to be writ-
ten by Simeon ben Gamaliel and Johanan ben Zakkai.  It is reasonable to take this as a variant, 
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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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but were nevertheless predominantly Jewish.  There seem to have been no pa-
gan temples or large public statues in Sepphoris as in other Hellenistic cities.134  
Neither Sepphoris nor Tiberias was a typical S±OLM, but functioned as adminis-
trative centres for Galilee.135  There are signs of tension, however, between 
these cities and the rest of the province, which will be explored below. 

As for the rest of Galilee, centres of population such as Magdala 
(Tarichaeae), Capernaum or Bethsaida were not organized as Hellenistic poleis, 
and their somewhat intermediate status can be understood from the varying ter-
minology used by different sources.  In the gospels, Capernaum and even Naz-
areth are called cities (S±OLM).136  The distinction between city and village 
seems at first quite straightforward as in the Matthean juxtaposition of the two 
terms (W�M�S±OHLM�S�VDM�NDg�W�M�NÇPDM��S±OLQ���NÇPKQ).  The Lukan “to 
every city and place” (HcM�S�VDQ�S±OLQ�NDg�W±SRQ) and especially the strange 
Markan compound NZPRS±OHLM suggest that there might have been a differen-
tiation between settlements which is not expressed by the use of two Greek 
terms only.137  This suspicion is supported by the more varied terminology in 
Jewish sources.  Galilean towns were not “real” cities in the Greek sense.138  
The byzantine designation of Upper Galilee as a WHWUDNZPdD,139 suggests that 
in this part of the region there were no cities at all, but only four major popula-
tion centres. 

The question of urbanization is partly one of definition.  If defined as the 
spread of Hellenistic poleis, we can distinguish two periods of urbanization: one 
during the Ptolemaic/Seleucid period when a number of cities were established 
around Galilee, and a Herodian, interior phase, involving Sepphoris and Tibe-
rias.  If a number of lesser Galilean towns are taken into consideration, how-
ever, we must reckon with another, perhaps more important period of 
“urbanization,” i.e. the Hasmonean expansion in the late second and early first 
century BCE.  If so, then Galilean urbanization is as much a question of its Ju-
daization as of its Hellenization.140 

 

                                                 
134 Freyne 2000, 69; Horsley 1995, 167; Sanders 2002, 6f. 
135 Cf. Horsley 1995, 163–174; Sanders 2002, 24, n.52.  Sanders lists arguments for not regard-
ing Sepphoris and Tiberias as S±OHLM� 
136 Mk 1:33; Lk 1:26; 4:31. 
137 Mt 9:35; 10:11; Lk 11:1; Mk 1:38.  Cf. the discrepancies between various gospels and 
Josephus.  Mk calls Bethsaida a NÇPK (Mk 8:23), while Mt and Lk call it a S±OLM (Mt 11:20; Lk 
9:10).  Josephus says it was raised by Philip from the status of a village to a city (Ant. 18:28). 
Capernaum is called a city by the gospels (Mt 4:13 + 9:1; Mk 1:21+33; Lk 4:31), but a village 
according to Josephus (Life 403).  Freyne 1998 [1980], 146, n.11. 
138 Cf..Freyne 1998 [1980], 103f; 146, n.10, 11; 2000, 60, 64.  Rabbinic sources use several 
terms: )D=, DK�, and DB= (kerakh, ‘ir, and kefar), as well as variations.  Cf. Horsley 1995, 
191f; Goodman 1983, 27–40. 
139 Goodman 1983, 248, n.119.  
140 Freyne 2000, 60, 67f; cf. Reed 2000, 39–43. 
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Town and country 

The relationship between town and country in Galilee is a much disputed issue, 
which also has received new impetus from recent excavations.  Basically the 
same evidence is interpreted in opposite ways, however.  Signs of extended 
trade, mentioned above, as well as the short distances in the area, have made 
some scholars overestimate the degree of interaction between town and country.  
Richard Horsley has warned against projecting later ideas of urban-rural rela-
tionships onto first-century Galilee.  He finds an example of this in Eric 
Meyers’ description of Sepphoris as a place where “[p]eople from the surround-
ing area probably also flocked … either to attend the theater or to hawk their 
wares.”141  This is to project a modern market economy onto first-century Gali-
lee:   

Rather than assume the modern market-economy model and then “discover” data in our 
literary and archaeological sources that illustrate it for ancient Galilee, it would make 
more historical sense to reason dialectically back and forth between an economic model 
derived from studies of traditional agrarian societies and the literary and other evidence 
available for ancient Galilee.142 

In traditional agrarian society, the productivity of the land is crucial, and urban 
aristocracies are dependent on its surplus.  Systems for extracting such a surplus 
could be more or less exploitative.143  While small-scale industry, such as pot-
tery and fish processing flourished, and traders marketed these goods all over 
the region, people in general did not run to the cities for entertainment.  Agri-
cultural surplus was often paid as tithes and taxes, and collected at village level 
rather than sold in town.144 

Landowning patterns in first century Galilee are difficult to ascertain, but it 
seems that the Jewish ideal of small, private holdings was compromised already 
at an early time, perhaps during the Persian period.  There is evidence in the 
Zenon papyri from the Ptolemaic period for royal land, as well as gifts of land 
to veterans in Palestine, including Galilee.  In Beth Anath there were apparently 
villagers who both leased and owned property.  There seems to have been a 
mixture of large estates with different types of workers and tenants, and small 
private holdings, and this pattern was not significantly changed during Has-
monean rule.  Much of the royal land passed through the Hasmoneans to the 
Herodians.  Far-reaching changes in landowning patterns can be traced from the 
time of Herod the Great, who settled thousands of veterans in the Great Plain 
and in former Samaria, as well as Babylonian Jews in the Transjordan, giving 

                                                 
141 Meyers 1992, 333. 
142 Horsley 1995, 203. 
143 Cf. Horsley 1995, 207ff. 
144 Horsley 1995, 179f.  Josephus’ reference to imperial corn (W´Q�.DdVDURM�VjWRQ) in Life 71, 
which was stored in Upper Galilee, implies that Galilean agricultural surplus, like that of Egypt 
and Syria, was sent to Rome to alleviate the lack of corn in Italy.  Freyne 2000, 96f. 
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away land alottments.145  Herod’s and later Antipas’ building activities de-
manded resources which had to be gained through taxation and income from the 
land.146   

Although archaeological surveys of settlement patterns cannot help us to dis-
tinguish private land from lease holdings, evidence from other parts of the Ro-
man empire suggests that the two co-existed.147  The pattern of absentee 
landlords is attested by Josephus as well as by several gospel parables.  The 
latter also attest to the problem of debts and the presence of displaced day la-
bourers.148  This seems to have been an increasing tendency during the first cen-
tury, which came to a climax at the time of the revolt in 66 CE.149 

While the Galilean cities are nowhere said to have had their own territory 
(FÇUD),150 i.e. they did not own the surrounding land with its villages and peas-
ants, as a Hellenistic polis generally did, they must nevertheless have been sup-
ported by agricultural produce from the vicinity.  This was not done through 
trading and market exchange on equal terms only, but through some sort of 
land-owning as well, including rent and taxation.  The citizens of Tiberias were 
given land by Antipas, and if this is not to be understood as an integration of the 
immediate surroundings, it could only mean that Tiberian citizens owned land 
allotments elsewhere.151  This fits the picture of country estates with absentee 
landlords already mentioned. 

While ownership was certainly mixed, there are signs of tension between the 
rural population and citizens of the towns, due to unequal conditions and ex-
ploitation.  Although this is denied by some,152 tension seems to have developed 
into outright hatred at the time of the first revolt.  Josephus, who writes about 
the “Galileans” in terms of the Galilean country people,153 describes their hatred 
of the citizens of Sepphoris and Tiberias, as well as a couple of other towns.154  

                                                 
145 Freyne 1998 [1980], 156–166. 
146 Horsley 1995, 177f.: “Considering that the only economic base of Antipas’s tetrarchy was the 
‘surplus’ agricultural product of the Galilean and Perean villagers and townspeople, his massive 
building projects would have required intensified exploitation of that base.” 
147 Freyne 2000, 98f. 
148 Life 33; Mk 12:1–12 par; Mt 18:23–24/Lk 7:41; Mt 24:45–57/Lk 12:42–46; Lk 16:1–6.  Cf. 
Freyne 1998 [1980], 165. 
149 Cf. Goodman 1982; Freyne 2000, 193ff, 205. 
150 Josephus never talks about the FÇUD of the Galilean cities, except in Life 155, where the 
Tiberian citizens are said to have asked the king to protect their territory (FÇUD).  Here the term 
should be taken to refer to their surrounding areas, rather than to a particular city territory. 
151 Freyne 2000, 195; Horsley 1995, 171, 177.  Galilee was not divided into the territory of 
Tiberias and Sepphoris until the reign of Hadrian (Freyne 1998 [1980], 90; Horsley 1995, 214f). 
152 E.g. Meyers 1997, 61: “Theories that suggest that urban centres exploit the surrounding 
countryside are to be soundly rejected on the basis of archaeological evidence alone.”  The 
evidence referred to, however, is the usual: small local industry and trade (pottery, fish-
processing), monetary transactions (coins), etc.  This can be interpreted in different ways. 
153 Freyne 2000, 30–35. 
154 Life 375, 384.   
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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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what economic and social consequences?  At a time when expansionists were 
developing associations (haburot) for coping with the threats of contamination 
and preserving a high degree of purity in loyalty to their interpretation of the 
Torah, others, as loyal to basically the same ancestral traditions, found no ade-
quate solution to the problem.  Many common people living within the village 
economies of Galilee could neither afford nor accept expansionist solutions that 
would affect social relationships and the tight-knit pattern of the extended fam-
ily which were as much part of ancestral tradition as well. 

This is a possible picture in which Jesus and his attitude to impurity can be 
situated.  It might represent a way out of the dilemma in which many of the 
common people were caught.  To some it looked much like laxity, however, 
while it was in fact based on an attitude of loyalty to ancestral religion. 

 

Jesus and Pharisees in Galilee 

The sketch outlined above is admittedly speculative, but it does fit into a 
broader picture of the Jesus movement and the Pharisees both struggling for 
influence in first-century Galilee.  This picture is sometimes regarded as a po-
lemical construction of the gospel writers at the end of the first century, reflect-
ing the power struggle between the emerging Christian and rabbinic 
movements.  We have seen above, however, that there is good evidence for the 
Pharisees being the most influential group with the common people in the first 
half of the first century CE, and that evidence from Galilee suggest definite in-
roads there too, although not necessarily dominance. 

There is as usual the problem of assessing second-century rabbinic evidence.  
Although the Rabbis are not to be identified with the Pharisees, the fact that the 
Rabbis had certain problems in establishing themselves in Galilee after the sec-
ond revolt suggests that this region did not experience Pharisaic domination a 
century earlier.  Rabbinic traditions about Johanan ben Zakkai’s stay in Galilean 
Arav suggest that Pharisaic authority was far from generally accepted.170  The 
famous saying ascribed to Johanan: “Galilee, Galilee!  You hate the Torah.  
Your end will be to be besieged”171  has been questioned repeatedly as legen-
dary.172  The fact that it seems to be paralleled in the Fourth Gospel (“This 

                                                 
170 yShabb 16:8; mShabb 16:7; 22:3.  According to the Palestinian Talmud, only two cases were 
brought to Johanan during his stay in Arav.  Since the comment in yShabb 16:8 is based on the 
existence of the two comments in the Mishnah, it cannot be taken as representing an historical 
memory of the exact number of cases referred to Johanan during his Galilean soujourn.  But nor 
should it be seen as a rabbinic precedent for contemporary problems in Galilee only.  Had the 
Galileans of Second Temple times been known as following Pharisaic halakhah in general, this 
would have been appealed to in later polemical conflicts. 
171 yShabb 16:8.  This is the traditional translation of the Hebrew: :DIF:�F�@��>K>9�>K>9 
+KCKE?4�FI��>�)BIE.  Cf. Neusner’s translation: “You will end up working for tax farmers.” 
172 Cf. Neusner 1970, 133f; 1982, 67; Freyne 1998 [1980], 315. 
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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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cumstances.  The interpretation of the Pharisees, while aiming at practicability, 
faithfulness and care, would have been difficult for the poorer parts of the 
mainly rural population to follow in full.  Again, Jesus’ attitude to impurity 
made it possible to remain faithful without adjusting to expansionist concerns. 

Thirdly, in contrast to the retainers of the Jerusalem tradition, Jesus exhibited 
traits of religious leadership, more akin to those of a “man of deed.”  The prime 
examples of such a figure which have been discussed are Honi, the circle-
drawer (first century BCE) and Hanina ben Dosa (first century CE), both men-
tioned in rabbinic literature.187  Geza Vermes has developed the idea of a north-
ern type of charismatic “holy man” tradition, modelled on Elijah and Elisha, 
into which Jesus would fit, together with Honi and Hanina.188  The idea has 
been taken up by other scholars, although with modifications.189  Vermes identi-
fies the “holy man” with the hasid of rabbinic literature, and describes him as a 
“man of deed” (:�A7�<?3���K�;) known for his prayers, by which he could effect 
miracles, rather than as a teacher of law.  Vermes’ theory has a number of weak 
spots, which will be further examined when Jesus’ activity as an itinerant exor-
cist is discussed in the next chapter.190  While there are grounds for questioning 
Vermes’ Galilean miracle-working hasid as being too simplified a reconstruc-
tion,191 there are similarities between Jesus and Hanina, as “men of deed,” 
whose popular type of piety and authority would have been attractive to rural 
Galileans, with their loyalty to Jerusalem and the temple, although not neces-
sarily to Pharisaic halakhah.  Discussing Hanina, Freyne says: 

In these circumstances of what may justifiably be described as a ‘pilgrimage religion’, 
the Pharisaic movement that was designed to bridge the gap between the temple and the 
everyday, but particularly adapted to meet the needs of townspeople rather than the rural 
population, was likely to have little appeal in rural Galilee.  Consequently, the ‘man of 
deed’ had a definite religious function of bringing the power and presence associated 
with the temple into the lives and needs of country people.192 

                                                 
187 mTaan 3:8; cf. Ant. 14:22–24; mBer  5:5; bBer 34b; yBer 5:5.  Cf. the studies of Green 1979 
about Honi, and Vermes 1972 and 1973a about Hanina.   
188 Vermes 1972, 1973a, 1973b. 
189 Borg 1984, 230–237. 
190 Cf. below, 318–320. 
191 Note that Honi is nowhere explicitly located in Galilee, although Vermes finds some possible 
evidence for associating him with the north (1973b, 72).  This is very speculative, however.  
Hanina, on the other hand, is explicitly located in Galilean Arav (yBer 4:1), and associated with 
Johanan ben Zakkai (bBer 34b).  For a careful discussion of the evidence, see Freyne 2000, 
132–159.  Freyne points out that the designation of Hanina as a hasid occurs only twice, and 
both references are late, while as a “man of deed” he is differentiated from the hasidim (mSota 
9:15).  Neither magical elements nor indifference to legal or ritual matters fit into a conventional 
picture of hasidic piety.  Freyne shows that the transformation of Hanina into a hasid is part of 
his “rabbinization” whereby he is claimed by orthodoxy.  Hanina is further not characterized as 
a Galilean in the earliest traditions, which weakens the claim for placing him in Galilee (Crossan 
1991, 157; Meier 1994, 588).  For a more elaborate discussion, see below, 318–320. 
192 Freyne 2000, 154. 
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This is the context of Jesus as well, and the analysis explains the popular reac-
tion to Jesus as described by Mark: “They were astonished by his teaching, be-
cause he was teaching them as one having power (ÅM�x[RXVdDQ�{FZQ) and not 
as the scribes.”193  The miracle-working activity of Jesus in a Galilean setting 
functioned in a way subsequently not accepted by the rabbis,194 namely as au-
thorization of his teaching and as legitimatization of his behaviour.  Jesus’ atti-
tude to impurity was thus corroborated by his authority as a “man of deed.” 

 
 

Summary: A case for Jesus’ attitude as a reaction to a 
Galilean dilemma on purity 
 
The present discussion about purity and diversity has probably provided more 
questions than answers.  It has become clear, however, that Jesus’ attitude to 
impurity did not represent that of any of the known major groups within Second 
Temple Judaism.  Although the positions of the different groups (Essenes, Sad-
ducees and Pharisees) can be fairly well defined at least on a few issues, this is 
of little help in the attempt to further define Jesus’ stance. 

A possible alternative would be to identify Jesus’ attitude with the position 
of the common people.  This is too general a suggestion, however, which must 
be narrowed and qualified.  Using rabbinic statements about the ammei ha-arets 
for determining the status and legal observance of the common people during 
the first century CE is problematic.  Expansionist concerns were influential 
among large segments of the population during the end of the Second Temple 
period.   

There are good reasons for accepting the picture found in Josephus and in 
many gospel traditions of the Pharisees as the more influential of the contempo-
rary parties, without claiming that they ran everything or had superceded the 
aristocratic and cultic leadership which was mainly Sadducean.  The Pharisees 
were thus influential with the common people, who often looked upon them as a 
religious ideal and supported them rather than the other parties ideologically, 
but followed their halakhah to various, limited extents only, and at times not at 
all.  The latter seems to have applied especially to common people in Galilee.  
The relationship between the Pharisees and the common people was ambiva-
lent, characterized by a mixture of respect, acceptance, tension and at times con-
tempt.   

                                                 
193 Mk 1:22.  In Mark’s mind, the power of Jesus’ teaching is immediately associated with his 
exorcisms (1:27): “A new teaching with power, and he commands the impure spirits, and they 
obey him” (GLGDF��NDLQ��NDW
�x[RXVdDQ��NDg�WRjM�SQH¹PDVL�WRjM��NDT�UWRLM�xSLW�VVHL��
NDg�·SDNR¹RXVLQ�D¸WØ).  This association will be discussed in the subsequent chapter. 
194 bBMes 59b; Cf. Vermes 1973b, 81f. 
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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.  



 

Chapter VII 

Impurity and demonic threat 
 
 
 
What connections are there between Jesus’ exorcist activity and his attitude to 
impurity?  The very fact that demons in the Jesus tradition are frequently called 
“impure spirits” (W�� SQH¹PDWD� W�� �N�TDUWD), and that this expression is 
found in both Mark and Q,1 makes the exorcisms of Jesus interesting in an at-
tempt to explain his attitude to bodily impurity. 

This link has, however, been dealt with by only a few exegetes.  In a recent 
article, Bruce Chilton proposes an interpretation of Jesus’ exorcisms based on a 
dynamic view of purity.  Jesus’ purity is not affected by encountering the sever-
est impurities, but rather destroys them.2  The idea was suggested a decade ear-
lier by Klaus Berger, in a discussion about Jesus and early Christians as a new 
sort of Pharisees.  Berger talks about an offensive purity/holiness, which func-
tions in the same way as impurity, but is stronger, and thus conquers it.  If Jesus 
saw himself as a bearer of such a purity, this would explain his contacts with 
impure people, and provide a background for his exorcisms, which caused con-
flicts with the Pharisees.  This reversal of power relationships is the missing 
link between Jesus’ eschatological message and charismatic deeds.3 

The perspective is challenging, but left uncorroborated at large.4  In order to 
suggest links between Jesus’ exorcisms and his contacts with impure people, we 
must show that there was a demonic aspect to impurity in his contemporary 
cultural and religious context.  While it is generally acknowledged that demon-
belief and apotropaic practices lie at the roots of impurity concepts, the extent to 
which demonic traits survived in Jewish monotheistic religion is a matter of 
dispute.  Since Jesus’ attitude could be interpreted in line with little tradition 

                                                 
1 The expression “impure spirit” in the singular or the plural is used predominantly by Mark 
(1:23, 26, 27; 3:11, 30; 5:2, 8, 13; 6:7; 7:25; 9:25), while Matthew has adopted only one of 
these instances (10:1), giving preference to “spirit” or “demon.”  Luke shows a similar tendency, 
although he has taken over a few more instances of the expression (4:36; 6:18; 8:29; 9:42; cf. 
the compound SQH¿PD�GDLPRQdRX��NDT�UWRX in 4:33, and the alternating use in 9:37–43).  It 
may not be appropriate to speak of a tendency in Luke, however, since he uses the expression 
“impure spirit” in Acts 5:16 and 8:7.  In addition to the instances originating with Mark, Mat-
thew and Luke both retain W´��N�TDUWRQ�SQH¿PD in the Q tradition about the returning spirit 
(Mt 12:43–45/Lk 11:24–26), in spite of the tendency of at least Matthew to substitute this ex-
pression for others. 
2 Chilton 1999, 234.  Chilton regards purity and kingdom as intimately connected.  Cf. 1996, 
80f, 85f, 94f, 98ff, 112f. 
3 Berger 1988, 240–247. 
4 Chilton supplies very little evidence and seems to be unaware of Berger.  Berger’s evidence 
comes to a large extent from NT letters and later Christian literature. 
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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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exile.8  Vestiges of magical ideas and exorcist rites, such as the the bird rite for 
“lepers,” the scapegoat, the red cow rite, the paschal sacrifice, or even circumci-
sion, were, however, adapted and incorporated into the official purity legislation 
and sacrificial system.9 

The mere existence, however, of warnings and vestiges in the normative 
texts of Judaism suggests that demon belief, with its ensuing magic and exorcist 
rites, did survive and continued to be practised as part of popular culture and 
spirituality.  Israel was no isolated enclave, in spite of its monotheism, and sug-
gestions that even popular religion was purged of demonic vestiges are implau-
sible.10  While demonology in pre-exilic and exilic Israel was “low” and not 
very developed in comparison with the post-exilic period, it is hardly correct to 
claim that it had never been suppressed, but “was simply not, in any meaningful 
sense, there.”11  Demonology was suppressed, demonic rites had been trans-
formed, but various demonic individuals or classes of demons are nevertheless 
reflected in the Hebrew Bible;12 in addition to evil spirits (:�$D8�J!I�D)13 we find 
demons (*K6'�
�),14 goat demons (DK�;�A8),15 Lilith (FK>;K>;)16 Azazel (>L
�L$�<),17 
Death (FI#?8),18 and the Destroyer (FKJ;���?3).19 

It is true, however, that there is not yet any systematic demonology or hierar-
chy of demons evident in the Hebrew Bible.  Demonology developed consid-
erably in the post-exilic period, probably due to Persian influence.20  This is 
evident in literature from the Second Temple period, such as 1 Enoch, Jubilees, 
and the Community Rule, which provide an etiology of demons and subordinate 
the demons to the authority of Belial (Satan), thus integrating them into a Jew-
ish world-view.21  Several Qumran fragments give evidence for a more devel-

                                                 
8 Ex 22:17; Lev 20:27; Num 23:23; Dt 18:9–14; Ez 13:17–23.  Cf. Thraede 1969, 56f; Koll-
mann 1996, 118f. 
9 Lev 14:4–7; Lev 16; Num 19; Ex 12; Kaufmann 1960 [1937–1948], 101–115.  The exception 
is the rite of the heifer whose neck is broken (Deut 21:1–9), which is not incorporated into the 
cultic system; the priests are barely squeezed into the tradition, but they remain mere spectators.  
Examples of what are often considered as apotropaic details or rites within the sacrificial cult 
are bells on the High Priest’s robe, altar horns, incense, the smearing of doorposts, blue colour, 
phylacteries.  Cf. Hillers, Rabinowitz and Scholem 1971, 1524. 
10 Cf. Kaufmann 1960 [1937–1948], 313f. 
11 Alexander 1999, 351. 
12 Cf. Annen 1976a, 139; Hillers, Rabinowitz and Scholem 1971, 1523f. 
13 Judg 9:23; 1Sam 16:14–16, 23; 18:10; 19:9. 
14 Deut 32:17; Ps 106:37. 
15 Lev 17:7; 2Chr 11:15; Isa 13:21; 34:14. 
16 Isa 34:14. 
17 Lev 16:8, 10, 26. 
18 Isa 28:15, 18; Jer 9:20.  Cf. Mot, the Canaanite underworld god. 
19 Ex 12:23; 2Sam 24:15–17; 1Chr 21:14–17.  For more suggestions, like Plague, Pestilence, 
Terror, Arrow, or Destruction, see Hillers, Rabinowitz and Scholem 1971, 1524. 
20 Annen 1976a, 139; Alexander 1999, 351. 
21 Cf. Alexander 1999, 337–347. 



Impurity and demonic threat 303

oped classification of demons, explicitly listing them, as in 4Q510: “all the spir-
its of the ravaging angels and the bastard spirits, demons, Lilith, owls and [jack-
als …] and those who strike unexpectedly.”22  Another list, although fairly 
damaged, is found in the incantation formula 4Q560:  

“the midwife, the chastisement of girls.  Evil visitor … […] […who] enters the flesh, the 
male penetrator and the female penetrator […] … iniquity and guilt; fever and chills, and 
heat of the heart […] in sleep, he who crushes the male and she who passes through the 
female, those who dig […w]icked […]”23 

The lists are somewhat vague and the demonic world of Qumran is not as de-
veloped as that of later Jewish, Christian or pagan magical texts.24  They never-
theless represent an advance as compared with what is found in the Hebrew 
Bible, and they are evidence for a fairly developed demonology being part of 
the Jewish world-view at the end of the Second Temple period. 
 
Healing and exorcism 

Demons in Antiquity were among other things thought to cause sickness, and 
were sometimes given the names of various diseases, such as Fever or Head-
ache.25  That this was the case in Second Temple Judaism as well is evident 
from 4Q560, in which Fever and Chills are personified as demonic beings. 

Demons were also thought to possess people.  This was a well-known phe-
nomenon in Jesus’ environment.26  Some scholars want to uphold a clear dis-
tinction between demon possession and diseases.27  Possession is seen as caused 
by demons entering a person’s body and taking over his/her personality, and 
thus had to be treated by exorcism.  Disease is often seen as caused by demons 
too, but the effect is in some sense external; the demon is not considered to in-
habit the sick person, and sick people are thus at times healed but not exorcized. 

The distinction seems neat and simple, but in reality the categories are 
somewhat overlapping.  This is seen in Josephus, in the passage about Solo-
mon’s wisdom (Ant. 8:45), in which he seemingly mixes exorcist and therapeu-

                                                 
22 4Q510 1 5–6 ([… *KK5]I�*KJ��FK>K>�*K�6��*KDL??�FIJIDI�>4J�K=�>?�KJID�>I= 
*I�FB��FB�*K�9IB:I); cf. 4Q511 10 1–2.  In 4Q511 1 6 we find the Destroyer (FKJ�?) and 
evil spirits (��D�KJID).   
23 4Q560 1 1:2–6 (�KJ>J>��D�44�>>��[K6…] […]���K�4�6CB�+6>K�FI6D?�:F6>KI 
)DB��@�4�:[…] 44>�F��I�:KD�I�������BI�+�I���D[…] �F4C@�FK>J>JI��D=6 
KDIFJ?��F4C@�FK=BI�D=6).  For a slightly different reconstruction and translation, in which 
Fever, Chills and Chest Pain are taken as proper names of demons, see Penney and Wise 1994, 
631ff.  Another list of demons apparently preceded the extant fragment 11Q11 2.  No details are 
yet available about 4Q230 and 4Q231 (4Q Catalogue of spirits a and b). 
24 Cf. T.Sol.; bBer 6a; bPes 110a–112b.  Cf. Hillers, Rabinowitz and Scholem 1971, 1526ff. 
25 Hillers, Rabinowitz and Scholem 1971, 1522. 
26 Cf. Josephus’ on Eleazar, the Babylonian Talmud on R.Simeon ben Yose and Philostratus on 
Apollonius of Tyana, as well as gospel references to Jewish exorcists.  See below, 310, 323f. 
27 Cf. Theissen 1983 [1974], 85–94. 
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tic language.  Even if the text is read so as to speak separately about illnesses 
(W�� QRV�PDWD) and possessions (Rb� xQGR¹PHQRL� W�� GDLP±QLD), illnesses are 
relieved by incantations (xS-G�M), which suggest healing methods closely re-
lated to exorcism.  Similarly, in the Jesus tradition, diseases are sometimes de-
scribed in language close to that of possession,28 and exorcist language is used 
in healing.29  This is congruent with the evidence of 4Q560, in which demons 
are named according to specific diseases and conceived of as entering the body, 
after which something like an exorcist formula follows, apparently for the pur-
pose of curing the disease in question.30  “With regard to the Gospels,” say Pen-
ney and Wise, “this incantation poses the question whether ‘exorcism’ and 
‘healing’ were truly distinguished in the minds of the evangelists.”31 

The problem could be exemplified by one of the traditions central to the pre-
sent study, Mk 1:40–45, in which the phrase NDg�xPEULPKV�PHQRM�D¸WØ�H¸T¼M�
x[yEDOHQ�D¸W´Q could be seen as a vestige of an exorcism, referring to the im-
pure spirit causing leprosy, rather than to the “leper,” meaning “and rebuking 
him, he cast him out immediately.”32  The term xPEULPKV�PHQRM would then 
have a similar function and meaning here to xSHWdPKVHQ in the preceding exor-
cism narrative (1:25).33  The underlying presupposition is a view in which “lep-
rosy” would have been regarded as caused by demonic powers, possibly even as 
a type of possession.  The story of Pharaoh being afflicted by a “purulent” or 
possibly “peeling” spirit in the Genesis Apocryphon might suggest some type of 
skin disorder.34 

This possibility is strengthened by the regulations for “lepers” found in the 
4Q versions of the Damascus Document, in which a spirit is involved in produc-
ing the symptoms of “leprosy” by entering the body and taking hold of the ar-
tery.35  The passages are admittedly obscure, but do fit the idea of leprosy as 
having some sort of demonic cause, which is suggested by the prescribed bird 
rite.36  It is not always possible to separate disease fully from possession or im-
purity.37 

 

                                                 
28 E.g. Lk 13:11: “JXQ��SQH¿PD�{FRXVD��VTHQHdDM�” 
29 Cf the use of xSLWLP�Q not only in exorcist stories but also in Mk 4:39 and Lk 4:39.  Cf. Kee 
1967–1968.  
30 The text of 4Q560 1 1 is quoted above.  There is a trace of an exorcist formula in column 2: 
“And I, O spirit, adjure […] I enchant you, O spirit, (�JID�)FK?I��[… ]�:?I?�JID�:@�I). 
31 Penney and Wise 1994, 650. 
32 For a more extensive discussion about the terminology, see above, 103f. 
33 Cf. Kee’s suggestion that xPEULP�VTDL�� just like xSLWLP�Q��can function as a Greek equiva-
lent of the Hebrew D�9.  Kee 1967–68, 238, n.2. 
34 The spirit is characterized as �K@>J��JID�(1QapGen 20:26).  Cf. Klutz 1999, 157. 
35 4Q266 6 1:5–7; 4Q269 7 1–3; 4Q272 1 1:1–3. 
36 Cf. suggestions by Maccoby 1999, 125.  The bird rite is further discussed below, 307. 
37 Cf. Mt 10:7–8, where healing, purification and exorcism are listed together with proclamation 
of the kingdom. 
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Impurity and exorcism in the Israelite cult 

Turning from disease to impurity, we must ask whether there is a similar rela-
tionship to demon possession.  While impurity is not equal to possession, and 
purification not equal to exorcism, could it be that at least in certain cases or 
contexts impurity was conceived of as caused by demons, and dealt with in 
manners reminiscent of exorcism?  This is very likely, as will be seen below. 

Most scholars agree that the Israelite cult contained a number of pagan ves-
tiges, i.e. traits of rituals with an original magic or apotropaic function, often 
associated with the fear of demons.  The most important of these vestiges, 
which have, or may have, significance for the question of impurity, are the bird 
rite for “lepers,” the scapegoat, the red cow rite, and the calf whose neck is bro-
ken.38  There seems to be some basic agreement, too, that these vestiges were to 
some degree neutralized and transformed by Israelite monotheism.  Opinions 
differ, however, about the extent of this process.  This is to some degree a sensi-
tive issue, because it touches the nerve of Israelite faith.  A prominent example 
is provided by Yehezkel Kaufmann, who gives numerous examples of pagan 
vestiges, aimed at protection or warding off demonic threat, including the sys-
tem of impurity.39  Even the hattat offering was originally  

not a propitiatory offering to the deity, but an exorcising sacrifice directed toward the 
domain of evil and impurity.  The connection of the h �at >t�a �th with various sorts of mala-
dies suggests also that in prebiblical times it had a role in priestly therapeusis, like Baby-
lonian therapeutic sacrifices.40 

According to Kaufmann, “[t]he magical elements … were most difficult to re-
fashion,” and Israel’s cult “retained magical features, so deeply rooted as to defy 
extirpation.”  Nevertheless he claims at the same time that “[a]ll was reformed 
and brought into harmony with the new idea.  The cult laws of the Bible have 
no mythological or magic background.”  “In contrast to the pagan conception 
impurity is in itself not a source of danger; its divine-demonic roots have been 
totally destroyed.”41 

These statements are somewhat contradictory, and although most would 
agree with Kaufmann that Israelite monotheism thoroughly transformed rituals 
with a pagan background, the amazing amount of magic and apotropaic de-
monic vestiges that can be found in spite of heavy monotheistic redaction of the 
                                                 
38 These rites are all performed outside the temple and the camp.  Cf. Maccoby 1999, 83ff, who 
suggests that while these outside rites have something anomalous and primitive about them, only 
those which resulted in impurity for the participants (i.e. the red cow rite and the scapegoat) had 
demonic origins, while the rite of the calf whose neck is broken did not.  The idea is implausi-
ble, however, since the bird rite breaks the pattern; it does not render those who administer it 
unclean, but it shares the exorcistic traits of the scapegoat and the red cow rite. 
39 Kaufmann 1960 [1937–1948], 104ff, mentions among other things, the scapegoat, the ban on 
the sinew of the thigh vein, prohibited foods, the paschal blood on doorposts and circumcision. 
40 Kaufmann 1960 [1937–1948], 113. 
41 Kaufmann 1960 [1937–1948], 102, 103. 
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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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One such example is the bird rite prescribed for the purification of “lepers” 
and “leprous” buildings in Lev 14: 1–7, 49–53.  The rite is performed by a 
priest, but the introduction in v 4 (D:
�3?�;>3�JC3>8I��+:
=�A:3�:I�$5;I�) might indicate 
that the priest has been added to a tradition that originally had none.48  Except 
for the priest, the rite is not adapted to the cult at all, but represents earlier pa-
gan practice. The red wool and cedar wood, known from Mesopotamian purifi-
cation rites, are used to sprinkle the blood of the slaughtered bird, mixed with 
water, on the patient, in order to reverse the death process.  This is in contrast to 
sacrificial blood, which was sprinkled only on items.  The living bird, which is 
also dipped in the red water, carries the impurity away.  It must be wild, lest it 
return and bring the impurity back.49  Suggesting that the rite was originally 
accompanied by incantations, Milgrom states: 

The Priestly tradition, as we now see, has incorporated an older exorcistic rite, and 
though it serves no practical function at all—the patient has already been healed and the 
residual impurity is eliminated by the subsequent ablutions …—it stands as the indispen-
sable beginning of an eight-day purificatory rite, because the people, not the priests, have 
demanded it. … it was retained not because Israel’s priests wanted it but probably be-
cause the people at large demanded it, practiced it, and would not have tolerated its dele-
tion.  For them this rite of exorcism was indispensable.50 

Another example with similar details is the red cow rite (Num 19) in which a 
red cow is burnt outside the camp, again together with red wool, cedar wood 
and hyssop.  The ashes are collected and mixed with water, to be used for sprin-
kling corpse impure people.  It is clear from the biblical text that the priest’s 
role is minimal and symbolic.  He is supposed to supervise the slaughter and 
burning, but not take part in it himself (19:3, 5).51  He should also sprinkle some 
of the blood in the direction of the sanctuary and throw the accessories on the 
fire.  The red cow rite, however, is said to be a hattat sacrifice, in contrast to the 
bird rite, which was not considered a sacrifice until the time of the Babylonian 
Talmud.52  Milgrom has shown how the red cow rite has been transformed into 
a hattat from having been a rite of exorcism, analogous to Mesopotamian ritu-
als.  It is treated like a burnt hattat, defiling its handlers but purifying its recipi-
ents.  There are some anomalies, however.  The ashes are sprinkled primarily on 

                                                                                                                                  
and H widened the concept, taking up an earlier trajectory, but retaining monotheism.  On a 
popular level the demonic traits survived and remained all the time.   
48 It should be noted that while the Mishnah (mNeg 14) seemingly takes for granted that the 
priest performs the whole ceremony, the Tosefta and the Sifra both restrict the role of the priest 
(tNeg 8:5; Sifra to Lev 14:2–4 [Sifra Parashat Mesora Parashah 1].  For a discussion, see J. 
Schwartz 2000, 218f.   
49 Milgrom 1991, 832–839. 
50 Milgrom 1991, 837–838. 
51 The priestly supervising is explained by Milgrom (1981, 65f) from the need to prevent the 
ritual from slipping “back into pagan moorings.” 
52 bArak 15b.  See J. Schwartz 2000, 217f. 
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persons, as in the case of the bird rite.  The priest’s sprinkling of some blood in 
the direction of the Sanctuary seems a somewhat forced adaption to the hattat.53 

The non-priestly or non-sacrificial character of the red cow rite is seen in the 
fact that during the Second Temple period minors were used in preparing the 
ashes and for sprinkling,54 something that was opposed by the Qumran sectari-
ans, who considered the whole red cow rite a priestly matter, effecting expiation 
(:DB=).55  This implies that as late as at the end of the Second Temple period, 
the red cow rite had not been fully incorporated into the sacrificial system.  The 
demonic association is acknowledged in rabbinic literature, in a discussion at-
tributed to Yohanan ben Zakkai, and the rabbinic uneasiness with this idea is 
apparent.56   

The anomalies in the bird rite and the red cow rite suggest a background in 
which “leprosy” and corpse impurity were considered dangerous, independently 
of the sacrificial cult, and the result of demonic hostilities, perhaps even as 
forms of possession, requiring various exorcistic riddance rites.  Another cow 
rite (the calf whose neck is broken, Deut 21:1–9) might originally have been 
associated with corpse impurity too.  This rite is totally independent of the cult, 
and the sudden mention of the priests (v 5), together with a defence for their 
participation, although they are given no role whatsoever in the subsequent de-
scription, suggest that this is a matter of redactional insertion at a fairly late 
stage.57  The rite itself is used in case of bloodshed when the perpetrator is un-
known.  The elders of the nearest town should take a calf to a ravine and break 
its neck, wash their hands over it, assure their innocence and pray for expiation, 
that no blood-guilt should rest on them.58 

The scapegoat ritual (Lev 16), however, is much more integrated into the cul-
tic system, in spite of clear signs of pagan origins.  The similarity of this rite 
with the bird rite for the purification of “lepers” is evident: one of a pair of ani-
mals is slaughtered for the purification of the people, and the impurities are 
transferred to the other animal which is chased away into uninhabited areas not 
to return.  Removing communal impurity by transferring it to an animal wich is 
dispatched or killed was common in ancient religions.  The scapegoat rite has 

                                                 
53 Milgrom 1981. 
54 mPar 3:2–4; Barn. 8:1. 
55 4Q276, 4Q277.  J. Baumgarten 1995b. 
56 Pesiq. Rab Kah. 4:7.  The passage is discussed below, 312. 
57 “And the priests shall approach, the sons of Levi, because the LORD, your God, has chosen 
them to serve him and to bless in the name of the LORD, and according to their command shall 
be every dispute and all violence” (Deut 21:5). 
58 Cf. above, 215, n.71, about the possible connection between bloodshed, corpse impurity and 
defilement of the land.  Milgrom 1971b suggests that the pollution of the land caused by blood-
shed is transferred to an uncultivated area.  For a different view see Maccoby 1999, 92f.  Mac-
coby thinks that the purpose of the rite is to free the locality from guilt, not from impurity.  This 
presupposes a sharp distinction between the two, however. 
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been incorporated into the Day of Atonement ritual with its sacrifices of a bull 
and a ram, but it is explicitly and openly revealed as having to do with demons; 
the living goat is chased away to the desert-demon Azazel (Lev 16:8, 26).59  The 
person who chases the goat away becomes unclean in the process, which might 
be explained as an effect of his transaction with the demon Azazel.60 

Both goats are called hattat,61 although the goat for Azazel is no sacrifice.  It 
might be so called because of its function, to remove sin, but it is more likely 
that the designation is part of the incorporation of a pagan rite into the Israelite 
sacrificial system.62  The statement in Lev 16:10 that “the scapegoat shall be 
stationed alive before the LORD to perform expiation upon it” seems to give the 
scapegoat a prominent place in the atonement process.  It is possible, however 
that the phrase IK>8�$�DB�
=3>��is best explained as an interpolation or as a result 
of this incorporation.63  The tensions in the text reveal that originally the scape-
goat was not a sacrifice either to God or Azazel, nor did it originally eliminate 
the sins of the people, but instead it was a vehicle for transporting demonic im-
purities to where they belonged, i.e. to the desert and its demon, analogous to 
the bird rite for “lepers.”64 

Traces of exorcizing impurity are not only found in non-sacrificial rites.  
Kaufmann suggests that even the hattat sacrifice itself was originally “not a 
propitiatory offering to the deity, but an exorcising sacrifice directed toward the 
domain of evil and impurity.”65  This is in line with the translation of hattat as 

                                                 
59 Azazel should be identified as a demon.  Cf. 1Enoch 10:4–5.  The Temple Scroll read Azazel 
(>L�L�) as >�LL��(11Q19 [11QT] 26:13), i.e. “fierce god.”  For a discussion about the name 
and evidence of a demonic referent, see Milgrom 1991, 1020f.  Cf. Maccoby 1999, 85ff. 
60 Maccoby 1999, 85.  This would also apply to the red cow rite, and imply a demonic back-
ground.  The idea is plausible.  From this we cannot conclude, however, that the other outside 
rites, i.e. the bird rite and the calf whose neck is broken, did not share that background, just 
because their participants were not rendered unclean.  Why should we expect the same vestige 
to have survived in all of these rites? 
61 Lev 16:5, 9, 10. 
62 Milgrom 1991, 1018. 
63 Kiuchi thinks that the Azazel goat ritual is the “climax of the Israelite system of atonement 
ceremonies.”  Kiuchi 1987, 164.  If this were so, the rite should have been more thoroughly 
transformed and adapted to the priestly sacrificial system.  The rabbinic uneasiness with the rite, 
and the prophetic and rabbinic emphasis on repentance as that which really atones, suggest that 
the scapegoat was not the climax, but a vestige.  Cf. Maccoby 1999, 89f. 

The interpretation of the phrase IK>8�$�DB�
=3>� is disputed.  B. Levine translates “to perform 
rites of expiation besides it” (B. Levine 1974, 80), while Milgrom argues for “to perform expia-
tion upon it” (Milgrom 1991, 1023).  Different translations depend on how the verb DB=�is 
understood together with various prepositions.  For different interpretations cf. B. Levine 1974, 
56–77; Maccoby 1999, 175–179.  Cf. above, 212f.  This is a detailed and technical discussion 
which cannot be entered into here.  Regardless of the exact interpretation, the difficulty of inter-
preting expiation in relation to the scapegoat suggests that it has been accommodated into a 
system where it originally did not fit. 
64 Cf. Milgrom 1991, 1023f, 1044. 
65 Kaufmann 1960 [1937–1948], 113. 
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“purification offering,” and the observation that the hattat is prescribed as part 
of the purification ritual for almost all cases of defilement.66  Likewise the verb 
kipper (the piel form DB�7=; ), which came to denote expiation in general, seems 
to have developed from an original meaning of “purification” as a concrete rub-
bing off of dangerous impurity.67  It seems that “expiation” had its roots in 
apotropaic practices, using blood for the protection not only of worshippers, but 
of the deity and his surroundings, from demonic threat.68 

 
Impurity and demons in Second Temple Judaism 

We have seen that numerous vestiges of purificatory and apotropaic rites re-
mained even within the official cultic texts and practices of ancient Israel.  
Among these, there are rites dealing with “leprosy” and corpse impurity, which 
have exorcistic traits, implying that these impurities were regarded as caused by 
demonic powers, which must be somehow driven away and prevented from 
returning.  It is reasonable to suggest that such beliefs and attitudes survived in 
little tradition, even during periods of suppression by official religion.  

During the Second Temple period, demonology developed, and demon-belief 
and possessions are well attested in Jewish sources.69  The development contin-
ued to the extent that Jewish spells and divine names or attributes were fre-
quently used by pagan miracle workers in the Hellenistic world.70 

Examples of outright possession and exorcism are not as numerous as refer-
ences to demon-belief in general, but suffice to establish that this was part of a 
Jewish first-century context.  While texts about Apollonius of Tyana or 
R.Simeon ben Yose come from the third and perhaps fourth century CE, both 
text and content in Josephus’ story about the exorcist Eleazar come from the 
first century.71  The presence of Jewish exorcists during this period is also at-
tested by Mark (Mk 9:38–40/Lk 9:49–50), Q (Mt 12:27/Lk 11:19) and Acts 
(Acts 19:13–16).72   

In view of the increase in demonology and exorcistic practice evidenced dur-
ing the Second Temple period, it is likely that demonic associations were part of 

                                                 
66 Cf. above, 211–214. 
67 Milgrom 1991, 1079–1084; cf. B. Levine 1974, 56–63. 
68 Cf. B. Levine 1974, 73f. 
69 1Sam 16:14–23; Tob 3:7–17; 6–8; 1QapGen 20; 4Q242; 4Q510; 4Q511; 4Q560; Ant. 6:166–
169; 8:45–48.  For a thorough discussion of these and other textual evidence, see Trunk 1994, 
242–318.  Later texts, such as rabbinic material concerning Hanina ben Dosa as well as the 
Testament of Solomon, are discussed below.  Examples of exorcism from the so-called New 
Testament Apocrypha, such as the Acts of Peter or the Acts of Andrew, will not be discussed at 
all, because of their late date and special tendency.  They possibly reflect conditions of neither 
their own time, nor that of the apostles.  For a consideration, see Twelftree 1993, 19ff. 
70 PGM 1:297–347; 4:1496–1595; 5:96–172; 12:264.  Cf. Trunk 1994, 391–410. 
71 Philostratus Vit.Apoll. 4:20.  bMeil 17b.  Ant. 8:45–48. 
72 Cf. Trunk 1994, 298–374, for a discussion of Hellenistic and rabbinic exorcist stories. 
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popular attitudes to certain types of impurity.  Jesus’ exorcisms not only fit well 
into the environment, but their interpretation as battles against impurity be-
comes the more plausible when some contemporary texts are taken into ac-
count.  While no explicit impurity connotations can be found in Josephus’ 
account of the exorcist Eleazar,73 certain Qumran fragments attest a conceptual 
link between possession, disease and impurity, as well as sin.   

The “blending” of disease and impurity in certain Qumran texts has already 
been noted.74  The demonic aspect is evident in 11Q5 19:13–16:75 

:>CF��>��K@@IJ�F�6I�:@I?��JID�K@II�?�K@D:I�KF�J>� h w h y �:J>E�
K?5�4�I�DK�>���D�D5KI�4I�=?�:�?�JIDI�+��K4�>�F�>��:KI�4��

Forgive my sin, YHWH, and cleanse me from my iniquity.  Bestow upon me a spirit of 
faith and knowledge.  Let me not stumble in trangression.  Let not Satan rule over me, 
nor an evil [impure] spirit; let neither pain nor evil purpose take possession of my bones. 

Obviously, physical disease, moral weakness and impurity are paralleled and seen 
to be caused by demonic powers, i.e. impure spirits.76  Says Menahem Kister:  

The lack of discrimination between the “spiritual” dominion of evil spirits (with the re-
sult of committing sins) and bodily disease in this passage is not surprising when consid-
ered against the background of demonology and magic, as noted above; the combination 
of the belief that illness is the result of sin and that it is caused by demons  contributes to 
the equation of sin with demons.77   

From this perspective, Kister argues that conversion could be understood in 
exorcist terms.  Those outside the sect were seen as possessed by evil sprits, 
while those inside were protected, as in the following text from the War Scroll: 

:=FI6B��B@�:FD?��IF>�??�K�[@����DF:4I�I@]??�:FD�9�I>4[J]�KJIDI�

You have chased away from [us] his spirits of [de]struction, [when the m]en of his do-
minion [acted wickedly] you protected the soul of your redeemed ones.78 

If joining the sect, i.e. conversion or salvation, was understood as a kind of ex-
orcism, several texts could be seen to fit into such a conception.  Kister suggests 
that this is the Sitz im Leben for the fragments of 4Q 510–511 and 4Q444.79  A 
similar frame of reference is found in early Christianity too, as outsiders were 

                                                 
73 Ant. 8:45–48; see below, 323f.  
74 Cf. 4Q560; 4Q266 6; 4Q269 7; 4Q272.  Se  above, 302–304. 
75 The text belongs to a fragment of Psalms, mostly based on canonical Psalms, but in part extra-
canonical.  Flusser assigns the text to the type or genre of “Jewish ‘apotropaic’ prayers” (Flusser 
1966, 201, 203, 205). 
76 Cf. 11Q5 24:11–13.  Kister 1999, 170.  Note :�?�JID in spite of García Martínez’s trans-
lation “evil spirit.” 
77 Kister 1999, 170. 
78 1QM 14:10. 
79 Kister 1999, 172–176.  4Q 510–511 have been referred to above, 303 and n.22.  They consist 
of hymnic material of apotropaic character.  4Q444 has the character of confession or incanta-
tion. 
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considered impure and belonging to demons,80 and baptism acquired the charac-
ter of exorcism.81  At the same time, the Christian water rite, like the ablutions 
of the Qumran sectarians, was perceived as a method of purification.82  The link 
between demons and impurity seems to be present below the surface, even 
when it is not made explicitly. 

This link is made explicit in the admittedly late tradition about Yohanan ben 
Zakkai and the gentile discussing the red cow rite. 

A heathen questioned Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai, saying: The things you Jews do ap-
pear to be a kind of sorcery.  A heifer is brought, it is burned, is pounded into ash, and its 
ash is gathered up.  Then when one of you gets defiled by contact with a corpse, two or 
three drops of the ash mixed with water are sprinkled upon him, and he is told, “Your are 
cleansed!”  Rabban Johanan asked the heathen: “Has the spirit of madness ever pos-
sessed you?”  He replied: “No.”  “Have you ever seen a man whom the spirit of madness 
has possessed?”  The heathen replied: “Yes.”  “And what do you do for such a man?”  
“Roots are brought, the smoke of their burning is made to rise about him, and water is 
sprinkled upon him until the spirit of madness flees.”  Rabban Yoh>anan then said: “Do 
not your ears hear what your mouth is saying?  It is the same with a man who is defiled 
by contact with a corpse—he, too, is possessed by a spirit, the spirit of uncleanness, and, 
[as of madness], Scripture says: I will cause [false] prophets as well as the spirit of un-
cleanness to flee from the land’ (Zech. 13:2).83 

The story continues with the astonishment of Yohanan’s disciples at the answer, 
which causes Yohanan to explain that neither impurity nor purification have any 
intrinsic power, but are dependent only on the decree of God.  This is interesting 
in itself, but for our purpose the link between impurity and demon possession is 
crucial.  While the tradition does not argue for an equation, it attests to such a 
link being natural to common people at the time and within the context in which 
the tradition originated and/or was transmitted.  We must conclude that impurity 
and demon possession were closely associated in popular tradition, and, 
whether or not it was accepted by the Rabbis, purification was conceived of as a 
kind of exorcism. 

It was previously suggested that corpse impurity as well as “leprosy” had 
been, in popular understanding, associated with demonic powers since ancient 
times.  While the rabbinic tradition about Yohanan is fairly late, the Qumran 
fragments suggesting that “leprosy” was caused by a demon moving in the arter-
ies84 come from the Second Temple period.  There is reason to think that the 
link between impurity and demon possession was common in Jesus’ day.  This 
causes Todd Klutz to question the dominant definition of demon possession: 

                                                 
80 1Cor 7:14.  In Barn. 16:7, the heart of the unbeliever is described as a “house of demons” 
(RlNRM�GDLPRQdZQ).  Cf. Gal 4:3.  Kister 1999, 176. 
81 E.g. Acts Paul [Acts of Paul and Thecla] 25; Ps.-Clem. Rec. 4:17;  Tertullian, Bapt. 9.  Cf. 
Kister 1999, 177f; Cf. Böcher 1972, 170–180. 
82 E.g. Eph 5:26.  For a discussion of Qumran water rites, see above, 235–243.   
83 Pesiq. Rab Kah. 4:7.  (Braude and Kapstein 1975, 82.) 
84 4Q266 6 1:5–13; 4Q269 7 1–8; 4Q272 1 1:1–8.  Cf. above, 304. 



Impurity and demonic threat 313

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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It is clear that the case for a Cynic Jesus rests on unverified presuppositions.  
Although it seems a small step from an itinerant healer to a Cynic miracle 
worker, Crossan’s designation of Jesus as a “peasant Jewish Cynic” suggests 
“an unattested hybrid unlikely to be recognized as such in first-century Galilee 
or Judea.”117  Marshall’s conclusion is more to the point: “Although Cynicism 
provides a helpful comparative model for understanding itinerancy, the reason 
Jesus is not explicitly described as a Cynic in the first century is that he was 
probably not seen as one in the first century.”118 

 
A Galilean hasid? 

Seeking a more Jewish context in which itinerancy and miracle-working could 
be combined, the idea of Geza Vermes about Jesus as a charismatic Galilean 
hasid suggests itself.  The hypohesis was touched upon at the end of the last 
chapter, and some difficulties were briefly mentioned.  In Vermes’ reconstruc-
tion, Jesus is likened to Honi the circle-drawer (first century BCE), and Hanina 
ben Dosa (first century CE), both mentioned in rabbinic literature.119  Honi is 
reported to have forced God to intervene with rain during a period of drought, 
by refusing to move outside a circle which he drew around himself.120  Hanina 
is described as having healed through his prayers,121 and is called a “man of 
deed” (:�A7�<?3���K�;).122 

Vermes builds his case for a Galilean hasid type (man of deed) on some 
similarities between these figures.123  They were all miracle-workers.  There are 
clear parallels between these figures and the northern traditions about Elijah and 
Elisha.  It is possible to argue a Galilean connection for all three.124  They were 
all in some sense regarded as sons of God.125  Hanina and Jesus both healed, 
even at a distance, and says Vermes, “both Jesus and Hanina, and no doubt the 
Hasidim in general, showed a complete lack of interest in legal and ritual affairs 
and a corresponding exclusive concentration on moral questions.”126 

Despite the criticism levelled against Vermes by several scholars,127 Hanina 
in particular remains an important point of comparison when evaluating Jesus’ 
position in a Galilean context.  Like Jesus, he is said to have healed at a dis-

                                                 
117 J. W. Marshall 1997, 60. 
118 J. W. Marshall 1997, 60. 
119 Vermes 1973b, 69–82.  Cf. Green 1979 about Honi, and Vermes 1972 and 1973a about Hanina.   
120 mTaan 3:8; cf. Ant. 14:22–24. 
121 mBer  5:5; bBer 34b; yBer 5:5. 
122 mSot 9:15. 
123 Cf. the list given by Blackburn 1994, 376f. 
124 Vermes 1973b, 72f. 
125 Honi is likened to a son in mTaan 3:8.  Hanina is called “my son” by God himself in bTaan 
24b.  Cf. Vermes 1973b, 206ff. 
126 Vermes 1973b, 77. 
127 Cf. Crossan 1992, 156ff; Meier 1994, 581–588; Blackburn 1994, 377ff; Freyne 2000, 132–159. 
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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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God.  The story is embellished by Josephus, who portrays David not as an out-
right exorcist, but as having power to charm away spirits.157  Solomon, son of 
David, is described as a master magician and exorcist in various Jewish tradi-
tions.  The idea is based on the comment in 1Kgs about the wisdom of Solo-
mon, his proverbs and parables and songs, and his talking about plants and 
animals.158  In Wis 7:15–22 he is said to know the position of heavenly bodies, 
the forces of spirits and the power of roots.159 

It is in the context of the Beelzebul pericope, i.e. in a discussion about exor-
cism, that we find the only reference in the Jesus tradition to the wisdom of 
Solomon.160  In late texts, such as the Apocalypse of Adam or the Testament of 
Solomon, Solomon is primarily associated with demons and exorcism.  In the 
latter text one of the crucial artefacts ensuring Solomon’s success is a ring with 
a seal.161  References to Solomon’s exorcisms and his seal-ring are found in a 
number of incantation bowl texts as well as in the Talmud.162  While Christian 
influence on some of these texts is certain and cannot be excluded in the case of 
others,163 they have precedents which belong to, or come close to, the Second 
Temple period.  In describing Solomon, Josephus emphasizes his exorcisms: 

SDUyVFH�G
�D¸WØ�PDTHjQ�¯�TH´M�NDg�W�Q�NDW��WÍQ�GDLP±QZQ�WyFQKQ�HcM�ÆIyOHLDQ�
NDg� THUDSHdDQ� WRjM� �QTUÇSRLM�� xS-G�M� WH� VXQWD[�PHQRM� DkM� SDUKJRUHjWDL� W��
QRV�PDWD�NDg�WU±SRXM�x[RUNÇVHZQ�NDWyOLSHQ��RkM�Rb�xQGR¹PHQRL�W��GDLP±QLD�ÅM�
PKNyW
�xSDQHOTHjQ�xNGLÇNRXVL�����

And God granted him knowledge of the art used against demons for the benefit and healing 
of men.  He also composed incantations by which illnesses are relieved, and left behind 
forms of exorcisms with which those possessed by demons drive them out, never to return. 

To exemplify the technique (WyFQK) that Solomon developed for exorcisms, 
Josephus tells about Eleazar, a Jew who exorcized people in the presence of 
Vespasian by a seal-ring with roots:  

NDg� DºWK� PyFUL� Q¿Q� SDU
� �PjQ� �� THUDSHdD� SOHjVWRQ� cVF¹HL�� bVW±UKVD� J�U� WLQD�

(OH�]DURQ� WÍQ� ¯PRI¹OZQ� 2¸HVSDVLDQR¿� SDU±QWRM� NDg� WÍQ� XbÍQ� D¸WR¿� NDg�
FLOL�UFZQ� NDg� �OORX� VWUDWLZWLNR¿� SO�TRXM� WR¼M� ·S´� WÍQ� GDLPRQdZQ� ODPED�
QRPyQRXM��SRO¹RQWD�WR¹WZQ���¯�G|�WU±SRM�W�M�THUDSHdDM�WRLR¿WRM�¢Q��SURVIyUZQ�
WDjM��LVg�WR¿�GDLPRQL]RPyQRX�W´Q�GDNW¹OLRQ�{FRQWD�·S´�W¬�VIUDJjGL��d]DQ�x[�ÎQ�
·SyGHL[H� 6RORPÊQ� {SHLWD� x[HjONHQ� °VIURPyQ-� GL�� WÍQ� PXNW�UZQ� W´� GDLP±QLRQ��
NDg�SHV±QWRM�H¸T¼M�W�QTUÇSRX�PKNyW
�HcM�D¸W´Q�xSDQ�[HLQ�ÈUNRX�6RORPÍQ±M�WH�
PHPQKPyQRM� NDg� W�M� xS-G�M� �M� VXQyTKNHQ� xNHjQRM� xSLOyJZQ�� � ERXO±PHQRM� G|�

                                                 
157 “WdM�xVWLQ�x[�GHLQ�GXQ�PHQRM�NDg�\�OOHLQ�xSg�NLQ¹UY”  Ant. 6:166. 
158 1Kgs 4:29–34 (5:9–14 MT).  As the Solomon tradition grew, a number of books were as-
cribed to him both within and outside the canon. 
159 Duling 1975, 237f.  Duling reconstructs a trajectory of Solomon-as-exorcist,  248f. 
160 Mt 12:42/Lk 11:31.  This is pointed out by Lövestam 1972–1973, 203. 
161 Apoc.Adam 7:13; T.Sol. 1:6–7. 
162 For references, see Duling 1975, 244f, 247 n.50.  According to the Talmud, the seal-ring was 
inscribed with the Tetragrammaton (bGit 68a). 
163 Cf. Charlesworth 1995, 82. 
164 Ant. 8:45. 
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SHjVDL�NDg�SDUDVW VDL�WRjM�SDUDWXJF�QRXVLQ�¯�
(OH�]DURM�²WL�WD¹WKQ�{FHL�W�Q�
cVF¹Q�� xWdTHL�PLNU´Q�{PSURVTHQ��WRL�SRW�ULRQ�SO UHM�ºGDWRM���SRG±QLSWURQ�NDg�
WØ� GDLPRQd-� SURVyWDWWHQ� x[L±QWL� W�QTUÇSRX� WD¿W
� �QDWUy\DL� NDg� SDUDVFHjQ�
xSLJQÍQDL�WRjM�¯UÍVLQ�²WL�NDWDOyORLSH�W´Q��QTUZSRQ�����

And this kind of cure is of very great power among us to this day, for I have seen a cer-
tain Eleazar, a countryman of mine, in the presence of Vespasian, his sons, tribunes and a 
number of other soldiers, free men possessed by demons, and this was the manner of the 
cure: he put to the nose of the possessed man a ring which had under its seal one of the 
roots prescribed by Solomon, and then, as the man smelled it, drew out the demon 
through his nostrils, and, when the man at once fell down, adjured the demon never to 
come back into him, speaking Solomon’s name and reciting the incantations which he 
had composed.  Then, wishing to convince the bystanders and prove to them that he had 
this power, Eleazar placed a cup or footbasin full of water a little way off and com-
manded the demon, as it went out of the man, to overturn it and make known to the spec-
tators that he had left the man. 

Josephus apparently saw Solomon’s power over demons as the most important 
proof of his wisdom.166 

This is the basic view underlying the apocryphal psalms from Qumran cave 
11, of which some seem to have functioned as incantations against demons.  In 
the heavily damaged second column we read: “Solomon, and he will invo[ke…] 
[…the spir]its and the demons, […] […] These are [the de]mons, and the 
Pri[nce of Animosi]ty […w]ho […] the aby[ss…]”167 

It is thus possible that references to Jesus as the “Son of David” in the gospel 
traditions fall back on a popular understanding of Jesus as a Solomonic exorcist.  
If so, the designation need not have messianic connotations.  Exorcist connota-
tions, however, are not necessary, but only possible.  As Charlesworth has 
pointed out, they come to the surface neither in the apocryphal passages cele-
brating Solomon, nor in the Psalms of Solomon.168  A moderate suggestion 
would be that the designation “Son of David” facilitated the incorporation of 
notions of healing and exorcism into popular messianic expectations.  As will 
be argued below, such notions actually did have their place in Jewish messianic 
tradition as well. 

 
A messenger of the eschatological kingdom  

While it is possible to look at magic and miracles outside an eschatological con-
text, this is not likely in the case of Jesus.  This applies especially to his exor-
                                                 
165 Ant. 8:46–48. 
166 Lövestam 1972–1973, 204, refers to Josephus’ subsequent explanatory comment: JHQRPyQRX�
G|� WR¹WRX�VDI�M���6RORPÍQRM�NDTdVWDWR�V¹QHVLM�NDg�VRIdD�GL
��Q��… (And when this 
was done, the understanding and wisdom of Solomon were clearly revealed, …); Ant. 8:49a. 
167 11Q11 2:2–5 (*K6[�:] :>��[…] […] *K6�:I�FIJ[ID:�…] [… �]DCKI�:?I>��:[…] 
)[… *]I:F�>[… ]D�[� …] :?[�?:�D]�I). 
168 E.g. Sir 47:23; 2Macc 2:8–12; 1Esd 1:1–4; 4Ezra 10:46; 4Macc 18:16; Sib.Or. 11:80–104.  
Charlesworth 1995, 82.  Note that in Pss.Sol. 17:21–44 the Messiah is identified as the Son of 
David (v 21, 32), and his acts are described at length, but there is no mention of miracles at all. 
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cisms.  The overall context for Jesus’ activities, according to the Synoptic gos-
pel traditions, is the kingdom of God.  The expression occurs mainly on the lips 
of Jesus, but cannot be found in the Hebrew Bible and plays no large role in 
Paul’s letters or the rest of the NT.  It does not seem to have been a popular 
concept in early Christianity, which warrants the conclusion that the kingdom of 
God was central to Jesus himself. 

The kingdom of God is primarily a Jewish apocalyptic concept, which is 
found, albeit sparsely, in Greek as well as in Hebrew literature from the Second 
Temple period.169  The expression did exist but was not prominent.170  It refers 
either to “God’s decisive intervention in history and human experience,” or to 
“the final state of the redeemed to which this intervention is designed to 
lead.”171  This is not entirely identical with the distinction between present and 
future aspects of the kingdom so often discussed by exegetes, since intervention 
at least can be interpreted in both a present and a future sense.172 

The interpretation of Jesus’ message about the kingdom of God has been a 
bone of contention for centuries, and the discussion cannot be entered into 
here.173  Whether the kingdom is seen as future, present or realized, it is nigh 
impossible to disregard its strong eschatological flavour.  This is especially ap-
parent when it is associated with demons and exorcisms.  In apocalyptic texts 
from the Second Temple period God’s kingdom is mentioned in contexts of a 
battle between good and evil, or victory over Satan and demons.  The hymn at 
the end of the Testament of Moses begins: “Then his kingdom will appear 
throughout his whole creation.  Then the devil will have an end.”174  In the War 
Scroll the kingdom (FI=>?) of God is mentioned in the context of the es-
chatological battle between the sons of light and the sons of darkness, and in 
one fragment of an incantation hymn from Qumran, all (demons?) are said to 

                                                 
169 Pss.Sol. 17:3; T.Mos. 10:1; 1QM 6:6; 12:7; 1Q28b [1QSb] 4:25f; 5:21; 4Q510 1 4.  The 
evidence from the Sibylline Oracles (Sib.Or. 3:46ff, 767) cannot be appealed to due to the un-
certain dating.  For a discussion of the evidence see Perrin 1963, 168–170, 178–181; Meier 
1994, 253–270. 
170 The expression is found frequently in the Aramaic Targum Jonathan on the Prophets, which, 
although dated in its present form to around the fifth century CE, might contain material going 
back to Second Temple times.  See Tg.Isa. 24:23; 31:4; 40:9; 52:7.  Cf. Chilton 1984, 57–90.  
For a critical discussion, see Meier 1994, 262–265, 287, n.113. 
171 Perrin 1963, 184. 
172 Cf. Perrin 1963, 185.  Caird defines the kingdom as “the final vindication of God’s purposes 
in the reign of justice and peace” which is future, and “the redemptive sovereignty of God let 
loose into the world for the destruction of Satan and all his works” which Jesus regarded as 
present (1980, 12).  Chilton suggests that the dichotomy is unnecessary when the kingdom is 
understood according to the Isaiah Targum as the saving self-revelation of God (Chilton 1984 
[1979]).  However, this must not be allowed to obscure the apparent eschatological character 
and context of the expression.  Cf. Meier 1994, 264, 287, n.113. 
173 For a history of research, see Perrin 1963.  For a thorough discussion of kingdom sayings and 
different interpretations, see Meier 1994, 289–506. 
174 T.Mos. 10:1. 
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“flee from the dwelling of the glory of his kingdom.”175  The effect of the glory 
of the kingdom on the evil powers is immediately described:  

>4J�K=�>?�KJID�>I=�[>:]4>I�6JB>�IFD�BF�6I:��K?�?�>K=�?�K@�I�
FI�F>�*I�FB��FB�*K�9IB:I�[… *KK5]I�*KJ��FK>K>�*K�6��*KDL??�FIJIDI�

*44>�*�:>I�:@K4�JID�

And I, a Sage, declare the splendour of his radiance in order to frighten and terr[ify] all 
the spirits of the ravaging angels and the bastard spirits, demons, Lilith, owls and [jackals 
…] and those who strike unexpectedly to lead astray the spirit of knowledge, to make 
their hearts forlorn.176 

Although this perspective is not the dominant one in Second Temple Juda-
ism, its existence is proved in apocalyptic literature, and it cannot be regarded 
as unimportant.  It provides a frame of reference for the saying of Jesus in Mt 
12:28/Lk 11:20, in which Jesus defends himself against the criticism that he 
expels demons with the help of Beelzebul. 

Hc� G|� xQ� SQH¹PDWL(Mt)/GDNW¹O-(Lk)� THR¿� [xJÊ]177 xNE�OOZ� W�� GDLP±QLD�� �UD�
{ITDVHQ�xI
�·P�M���EDVLOHdD�WR¿�THR¿��

But if by the spirit(Mt)/finger(Lk) of God I cast out the demons, then the kingdom of 
God has come upon you. 

There is reason to believe that the Lukan rendering “finger” rather than Mat-
thew’s “spirit” is the original reading in the Q source,178 but this detail is unim-
portant for the present discussion.  This saying has been much discussed among 
exegetes, and is usually considered to be a key for interpreting Jesus’ exorcisms 
or even miracles in general.179   

The common view, based on the three suppositions that this is a detached 
saying of Jesus which is authentic and shows that Jesus viewed his exorcisms as 
evidence for the presence of the kingdom, has been questioned by Sanders.180  
While the question of authenticity is partly one of definition,181 Sanders may 
well be right that this saying belonged together with the previous one from the 
very beginning; it definitely did in Q.182  But the hesitance towards Jesus re-

                                                 
175 1QM 6:6; 12:7.  4Q510 1 3–4 (IFI=>?�6I4=�[LI]�?�D6:?�ILBJKI; DJD 7:216: “ils 
prennent la fuite devant la majesté de la de[meure de] gloire de sa royauté.”). 
176 4Q510 1 4–6. 
177 xJÇ is certain in Mt, while in Lk some important witnesses lack the pronoun. 
178 Spirit is a favourite word with Luke (which a quick glance in a concordance will reveal), and 
it seems strange that he should have replaced it here, had it occurred in the source he was using. 
179 Perrin 1963, 20, 42f, 59f, 170f; 1976, 63–67. 
180 Sanders 1985, 134. 
181 Sanders’ arguments, which aim not to prove the saying to be inauthentic, but to emphasize 
the uncertainties, deal with all types of problems normally involved in any discussion about 
logia and authenticity (context, transmission, translation, grammar etc.).  The problems involved 
in this saying are no more serious than in any other case, however, but belong to the standard 
premises by which exegetes generally work.  Cf. Dunn 1988, 47f. 
182 The material in Mt 12/Lk 11 will be discussed more in detail in Excursus 6 below. 
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garding his exorcisms as evidence of the kingdom seems to be caused in part by 
an unnecessary polarization between the present and future perspectives, and in 
part by a similar polarization between the exorcisms of Jesus and those of oth-
ers.  It is not necessary to argue that Jesus regarded his own exorcisms in con-
trast to those of others as signs that the kingdom was fully present.  The 
question is whether he saw his exorcisms as signs of the coming kingdom at all, 
regardless of how other exorcists were viewed or how {ITDVHQ is translated. 

The idea of liberation from evil forces did belong to apocalyptic expectations 
of the end time.  An expection that the evil spirit would be removed from the 
world can be traced in several texts.183  The most explicit reference, in addition 
to T.Mos. 10:1 referred to above, is a passage in T.Levi where the eschatological 
priest is described as binding Satan: 

And he shall open the gates of paradise; he shall remove the sword that has threatened 
since Adam, and he will grant to the saints to eat of the tree of life.  The spirit of holiness 
shall be upon them.  And Beliar shall be bound by him.  And he shall grant to his chil-
dren the authority to trample on wicked spirits.184 

This is a case of a messianic figure who is expected to have power over the de-
mons, and the saying in Mt 12:28/Lk 11:20 fits into this frame of reference. 

It could be argued that Jesus’ exorcisms were mainly seen as healing mira-
cles, and since no messianic figure was expected to be a miracle worker,185 nei-
ther miracles nor exorcisms would have served as evidence or interpretation of 
the kingdom for the historical Jesus.  The view that the Messiah was not ex-
pected to perform healing miracles is not entirely correct, however, as is evident 
from the second fragment of 4Q521, discussed in previous chapters.186  Here 
God’s Messiah (IJK�?) is mentioned in a context in which he (the Lord or the 
Messiah?) will free prisoners, give sight to the blind, heal the badly wounded 
and make the dead live, as well as proclaim good news to the poor.187  The 
items reflect various passages in Isaiah, and are basically the same as those 
found in Jesus’ answer to the Baptizer in Mt 11:2–6/Lk 7:18–23.188  The simi-
larities suggest that these were, if not standard expectations, at least one possi-
ble contemporary framework.  Jesus’ miracles in general and his exorcisms in 
particular must be seen in the eschatological context of the kingdom. 

 

                                                 
183 Cf. Aune 1980, 1533 n.117. 
184 T.Levi 18:10–12.  Sanders thinks that this is not much evidence for “a view common in Juda-
ism” that the Messiah was expected to overthrow the demonic world and demonstrate it by ex-
orcisms (1985, 134f).  My argument is not based on how common or detailed such a view was.  
There are precedents, however, which provide a context for the interpretation in Mt 12:28/Lk 
11:20, and make it plausible. 
185 Cf. Hahn 1963, 262; Burger 1970, 169. 
186 See above, 168f, 247. 
187 4Q521 2 2:1, 8, 12.  
188 Cf. above, 99, 168.  Cf. also Luke’s quotation of Isa 61:1 in Lk 4:18. 
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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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context, which suggests that it belonged to Q but was not part of the Beelzebul pericope there, 
and thus probably not part of a supposed underlying common tradition. 

The saying about the returning spirit (8) belongs thematically to this group of material and is 
interesting because of the insight it gives into contemporary demonological ideas, but provides 
no direct information about Jesus’ exorcisms.  While it is immediately attached to the Beelzebul 
pericope in Luke, Matthew “inserts” the sign of Jonah before it, and in view of Matthew’s ten-
dency to gather material thematically it is unlikely that he would have detached this saying from 
an original setting following the Beelzebul pericope.197 

The main problem concerns the answers (4) and (5).  According to a theory of an underlying 
(oral) common tradition, these sayings would not be included, but introduced into the context by 
Q.  The logical link between the tripartite answer (3) and the parable about the strong one (6) as 
in Mark 3:24–27 is difficult to see, however, and the Q version including (4) and (5) provides a 
transition, if not entirely smooth.  Whether or not there was a common oral tradition underlying 
the Markan and Q versions, it might be wiser to discuss each relevant element separately, i.e. 
items (2) to (6). 

As seen above, the accusations against Jesus are proof of the general historicity of his exor-
cisms.  Mark’s “scribes” are to be preferred as adversaries, rather than Matthew’s conventional 
“Pharisees.”  In this section (2) Jesus is accused of driving out demons with the help of Beel-
zebul,198 but also, in Mark’s version, of being possessed himself.  One method in contemporary 
exorcism was to use the power of stronger demons to drive out weaker.199  The accusation is 
probably historical, but was suppressed by Q because it was embarrassing. 

The discussion of which form of the tripartite answer about the divided kingdom (3) should 
be regarded as more original is not crucial.  More important is the logic of the argument.  Some 
have found it problematic.  Marcus thinks there is a missing line of argument.  If the parable of 
the divided kingdom should function as an argument that Jesus cannot expel demons with the 
help of Satan, the implicit acknowledgment must be that “Satan’s kingdom has obviously not 
been laid waste, and is not about to fall.”200  There is supposed to be a discrepancy between this 
parable and the subsequent sayings in Q (5 and 6) which suggest that Satan’s kingdom is on the 
point of collapse.201  This is over-interpreting the argument, however, since the point of the 
argument is only to demonstrate the absurdity of the accusation.  Jesus’ argument simply means: 
if your accusation were true, there would be no demons to expel.  If taken to its logical end, 
however, Marcus’ line of reasoning would mean that it would be impossible to deny the accusa-
tion unless one approved the strength of Satan’s rule.202  The discrepancy between the traditions 

                                                 
197 The case is complicated, since Matthew followed Mark and inserted sin against the spirit (7) 
after the parable about the strong one (6), and expanded it with other (predominantly Q) mate-
rial, concluding it with a reference to the day of judgment.  The day of judgment is the link to 
the subsequent pericope about the sign of Jonah, and the return of the spirit (8) which follows, 
ends on the same note (W¬�JHQH��WD¹W9�W¬�SRQKU�; Mt 12:45; cf. 12:39, 41, 42). 
198 This name refers to the Caananite sky god Baal Shamayin, symbolizing the leader of all de-
mons.  Cf. Sellew 1988, 104. 
199 Cf. Thraede 1969, 46; Böcher 1970, 161–169; Trunk 1994, 22, 48f, 51f. 
200 Marcus 1999, 249; cf. Lane 1974, 142f. 
201 C. F. Evans 1990, 491. 
202 Marcus goes to great lengths in discussing various alternative interpretations, but discards the 
most plausible one, which has the support of many scholars (which Marcus himself shows; Mar-
cus 1999, 255f).  According to this interpretation the argument is a kind of reductio ad absur-
dum, affirming that Satan simply cannot be that stupid.  The polarization between a strong Satan 
in the parable about the divided kingdom and a paralyzed Satan in the parable about the strong 
one, is exaggerated (260).  That Satan is strong does not mean that he is unharmed.  Note that 
the parable of the divided kingdom is a response to criticism of Jesus’ exorcisms which means 
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is hardly serious.  The effect of Marcus’ discussion, however, is to highlight the character of 
power struggle in the exorcisms of Jesus. 

The two Q sayings (4 and 5) are joined together with  Hc�Gy in their present context, but 
could well have been transmitted as separate units.  The answer about “your sons” (4) has al-
ready been cited as evidence for the existence of other exorcists contemporary with Jesus.203  
Some have seen a discrepancy between Jesus’ acknowledgment of other exorcists and the sub-
sequent saying (5) in which exorcisms are seen as signs of the kingdom.  The underlying pre-
supposition is that Jesus would have regarded himself and his mission as unique.  This is not 
self-evident, however, and the two traditions might not have belonged together originally any-
way.  Attempts to solve the purported discrepancy are hardly convincing.204  This saying is an 
additional argument against the accusations of driving out demons with the help of Beelzebul, 
and has to do with Jesus’ source of power, which he shares with other exorcists.  It is congruent 
with the tolerant attitude suggested at the end of the Beelzebul pericope in its Q version, as well 
as elsewhere in Mark.205  The subsequent saying (5) has already been dealt with in the previous 
section, and associated Jesus’ exorcisms with the coming of the kingdom.  There is a notion of 
at least relative, if not absolute, uniqueness in this claim.  It is unnecessary, however, to read 
these two possibly unconnected sayings as if Jesus either must have regarded all types of exor-
cisms as equal signs of the kingdom, or must have denied the claims of other exorcists.  The 
latter would even be stupid, since such an attitude would never be believed, as other exorcists 
actually operated.  We must rather suppose that Jesus’ success and/or methods made him stand 
out in comparison with others, something which is supported by the fact that his name was used 
by other exorcists.206 

If we grant that Luke’s “finger of God” in saying (5) is original (“But if by the finger of God 
I cast out the demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon you”), this may be an allusion to 
Ex 8:19, which is one of the few examples of the expression in the Hebrew Bible.  After the 
third plague, the Egyptian magicians are no longer able to imitate the miracles of Moses and 
Aaron, but exclaim: “This is the finger of God.”  Behind the Egyptian magicians was Satan, 
according to contemporary Jewish interpretation,207 and the saying may indicate a view of Jesus’ 
exorcisms as part of a similar power struggle, with equal significance.208 

                                                                                                                                  
that Satan is actually affected.  The accusation is considered absurd and the parable can be used 
as an argument since the presence of satanic evil is taken for granted, but it is not used for prov-
ing the strength of Satan’s kingdom.  Marcus’ own solution is a highly speculative hypothesis, 
saving both parables for the historical Jesus, but assigning them to different stages in Jesus’ 
career, i.e. an early pre-baptismal stage, when he performed exorcisms without believing that he 
had overthrown Satan, and a later post-baptismal stage, when, after having had a vision of Sa-
tan’s fall (Lk 10:18, cf. Marcus 1995), he concluded that Satan’s dominion was being replaced 
by the dominion of God (Marcus 1999, 260–270).  The idea is tantalizing, but impossible to 
prove.  I have difficulties seeing the necessity of polarizing the supposed discrepancy. 
203 Cf. above, 310. 
204 Cf. Shirock 1992, who claims that “your sons” refers to Jesus’ own disciples, referring to the 
interpretation of Hilary, Chrysostom, Jerome and Calvin.  This would possibly mean that the 
parents of the disciples were among the accusers; cf. Guijarro 1999, 121. 
205 Mt 12:30/Lk 11:23; Mk 9:40/Lk 9:50; cf. Twelftree 1993, 107.  For a discussion of the au-
thenticity of the tradition about the “strange exorcist” cf. Twelftree 1993, 40–43; Meier 1994, 
468f, n.72; Klutz 1999, 159. 
206 Mt 7:22; Mk 9:38/Lk 9:49; Acts 19:13.  Cf. PGM 4:3019–3020. 
207 Belial, CD 5:18–19. 
208 Cf. Dunn 1988, 39f. 
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The character of power struggle is enhanced in the parable of the strong one (6), whose 
property is plundered (�US�]HLQ) by another.  This is possible through the previous binding 
(GHjQ) of the strong one.  In the Matthean version which follows Mark, the parable reads:209 

�� SÍM� G¹QDWDd� WLM� HcVHOTHjQ� HcM� W�Q� RcNdDQ� WR¿� cVFXUR¿� NDg� W�� VNH¹K� D¸WR¿�
�US�VDL��x�Q�P��SUÍWRQ�G�V9�W´Q�cVFXU±Q��NDg�W±WH�W�Q�RcNdDQ�D¸WR¿�GLDUS�VHL��

Or how could anyone go into the house of the strong one and plunder his property unless 
he would bind the strong one first?  Then he can plunder his house.210 

The need to bind possessed people, who were too violent, is apparent from the story of the 
Gerasene demoniac (Mk 5:3–4), but in that case the binding was unsuccessful.  The parable of 
the strong one suggests that Jesus is successful in binding Satan and plundering his property, i.e. 
liberating possessed people, and thus the kingdom takes the upper hand in the power struggle. 

The cryptic saying of Jesus in Mt 11:12/Lk 16:16 should be considered in this perspective.  
The Matthean version reads: 

�S´� G|� WÍQ� �PHUÍQ� 
,Z�QQRX� WR¿� EDSWLVWR¿� zZM��UWL��� EDVLOHdD� WÍQ� R¸UDQÍQ�
EL�]HWDL�NDg�ELDVWDg��US�]RXVLQ�D¸W�Q� 

From the days of John the Baptizer until now the kingdom of heaven suffers violence and 
the violent plunder it.211 

The Matthean variant is in my opinion to be preferred in most respects, except for the usual 
substitution of “kingdom of heaven” for “kingdom of God,” where Luke is more original.212  
The last words of the saying are not difficult to analyze one by one, but their meaning is notori-
ously difficult to determine.  Luke’s simplification is perfectly understandable, and thus secon-
dary.  According to Meier, one point is clear, though, that the kingdom “understood in this 
saying as the palpable, immanent manifestation of God’s kingly rule in Israel’s history, and 
more particularly in the ministry of Jesus, is suffering violent opposition.”213  Meier claims that 
such an idea is foreign to the Hebrew Bible, intertestamental literature or the rest of the NT. 

It is possible to interpret the violent (ELDVWDd) in this saying as spiritual powers.214  The say-
ing could thus be read as referring to the conflict between Jesus and demons apparent in his 
exorcist activity.  Of the four elaborate narratives about exorcisms, three describe the possessed 
persons as violent in their behaviour, and the power struggles involved in the exorcisms are 

                                                 
209 Matthew uses the simple verb �US�]HLQ once and the compound GLDUS�]HLQ once, while 
Mark uses the compound in both cases.  Luke’s version here deviates on several points, which 
could be explained in two ways: either Luke is following Q or he rewrites Mark considerably.  
Since the latter is unusual, the former suggestion is preferable.  The parable of the strong one is 
also found in Gos.Thom. 35, in a version close to Mark.  Cf. Guijarro 1999, 121; Twelftree 
1993, 111. 
210 Mt 12:29; cf. Mk 3:27.  In Mark the first sentence is phrased not as a question, but as a 
statement. 
211 The Lukan variant is somewhat different: C2�Q±PRM�NDg�Rb�SURI WDL�PyFUL�
,Z�QQRX���S´�
W±WH���EDVLOHdD�WR¿�THR¿�H¸DJJHOd]HWDL�NDg�S�M�HcM�D¸W�Q�EL�]HWDL� 
212 Davies and Allison 1991, 253f.  Meier is of a different opinion, arguing for the first half of 
Luke’s version being more original (“The law and the prophets until John; from then on…” 
Meier 1994, 157ff.  However, I believe that this division of time into distinct periods reflects 
Lukan salvation history rather than the historical Jesus or the Q source. 
213 Meier 1994, 403. 
214 Dibelius 1911, 24–26; Fridrichsen 1929, 306; Wilder 1950 [1939], 58.  Cf. Kümmel 1953, 
116, who leaves it open whether ELDVWDd refers to spiritual or human adversaries.  The two 
could possibly be seen in combination; cf. Mk 8:33/Mt 16:23. 
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violent as well.215  Plundering (�US�]HLQ) would then refer to the struggle between the kingdom 
of God and the demons, just as in the parable of the strong one. 

When interpreted through the sayings in the Beelzebul pericope, Jesus’ exorcisms are seen 
as part of an eschatological power struggle between the kingdom of God and the demons of 
Satan.  The idea of exorcisms as signs of the coming kingdom cannot be regarded merely as a 
post-Easter Christian interpretation of the tradition, as if Jesus would have regarded his exorcist 
activity as an indecisive power struggle.  This should be clear from comparing the Markan exor-
cism narratives with the interpretations in the Beelzebul pericope.  It is apparent that the various 
narratives serve a christological function in the Markan context, i.e. Mark interprets Jesus’ exor-
cisms as signs, not primarily of the kingdom, but of Jesus’ power and hence as evidence for his 
identity.216  This is not the interpretation that comes out of the sayings material in the Beelzebul 
pericope, in which the emphasis is on the struggle about the kingdom.   

This relative lack of christological claims at earlier stages of the traditions about Jesus’ ex-
orcisms is accompanied by an absence of miraculous detail, which further underscores the origi-
nal significance of these narratives. 

They were not intended, as was the case with the hellenistic wonder-worker stories, to 
glorify the one who performed the act.  They were told instead to identify his exorcism as 
an eschatological event which served to prepare God’s creation for his coming rule.217 

We can thus see an example here of the process pointed out by Bultmann, in which the focus on 
the message (kingdom of God) was shifted to the messenger (christology).218  The interpretation 
of Jesus’ exorcisms as signs of the kingdom was relevant in Jesus’ own historical context, but 
became less so in the early church.  It thus represents Jesus’ own understanding and message. 

 
Impurity and power struggle in the Jesus tradition 

Since Jesus’ exorcisms were seen by others and by himself as signs of the king-
dom, it is possible to suggest that his attitude to impurity could be explained by 
his view of God’s coming reign.   

The overlap between impurity and possession, or between exorcism and puri-
fication, which has been demonstrated in ancient Israelite tradition as well as in 
Second Temple Judaism, is usually not apparent, however, in the gospel miracle 
stories involving impure people.  In the narrative of the “leper” (Mk 1:40–45) 
we have seen that it is only hinted at.219  This is only natural, since the purity 
issue is merely implicit, being secondary to Mark, and the miracle stories are 
given mainly a christological function.  Hence it it necessary to look at other 
important gospel narratives about Jesus’ exorcisms to see if other associations 

                                                 
215 Cf. Mk 1:21–28; 5:1–20; 9:14–29.  The exception is the healing of the daughter of the Syro-
Phoenician woman (Mk 7:24–30) which is pictured as an exorcism at a distance; hence the con-
dition of the daughter is never described. 
216 In Mk 1:21–28 the identity of Jesus is in focus, and the Messianic secrecy motif can be 
found.  Jesus’ identity is emphasized in 5:1–20 as well, and the result of the event is that the 
message about Jesus is spread throughout all Dekapolis.  In 7:24–30 the power of Jesus is one of 
the motifs (healing at a distance), and 9:14–29 emphasizes Jesus’ power to do anything. 
217 Kee 1967–1968, 245. 
218 Bultmann 1952 [1948], 33. 
219 Cf. above, 103f, and 304.  
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between demons and impurity can be found, apart from the observation that 
they are often called “impure spirits” (W��SQH¹PDWD�W���N�TDUWD). 

The story of the demoniac in the Capernaum synagogue (Mk 1:23–28 par) 
ends on a common Markan christological note: people ask themselves about 
Jesus’ identity and authority.220  Despite this, the narrative itself centres on the 
power struggle between Jesus and the demoniac.  If there are historical reminis-
cences in this tradition—which Meier finds possible221 and I regard as prob-
able—they should be found in this power struggle.  The power struggle is 
underscored by the demon’s attempt to ward off Jesus by naming him, claiming 
knowledge of him and thus authority over him (“I know who you are, God’s 
holy one”).  The expression “God’s holy one” (¯��JLRM�WR¿�THR¿) is rare in-
deed; except for the Lukan parallel, the only other occurrence in the NT is found 
in Jn 6:69, as part of Peter’s confession.  The title serves Mark’s christological 
purpose, but is not his choice and hardly created by him.222  The power struggle 
is further emphasized by the violence involved in the exorcism (NDg�VSDU�[DQ�
D¸W´Q� W´� SQH¿PD� W´� �N�TDUWRQ� NDg� IZQ VDQ� IZQ¬�PHJ�O9� x[ OTHQ� x[�
D¸WR¿).223  It seems likely that Mark has inherited a tradition in which the focus 
was on the power struggle between unclean spirits and God’s holy one, between 
demonic impurity and divine holiness, and that Jesus was pictured as overcom-
ing the former by means of the latter.  This struggle was at an early stage inter-
preted in an eschatological perspective.224  Later, “the ultimate victory of Jesus 
was stressed more and more until it came to be seen as a manifestation of his 
authority”225 which caused the aspect of struggle to fall into the background, 
and with it, the contrast between divine holiness and demonic impurity in early 
tradition was blurred. 

In two other Markan exorcism stories we hardly find any purity connotations 
at all.  Although the healing of the daughter of the Syro-Phoenician woman (Mk 
7:24–30 par) is placed directly after the key passages about clean and unclean 
food, this must be regarded as Mark’s redactional joining, reflecting his main 
interest in this context, i.e. the place and conditions for gentiles in the early 
church.  The reason for this juxtaposition is certainly the relevance of the exor-
cism story for the gentile question.  The possible impurity of gentiles is hardly 

                                                 
220 While the question of the crowd in Mk 1:27 is Wd�xVWLQ�WR¿WR� the significance and function 
of this question is identical to the somewhat parallel reaction of the disciples when Jesus calms 
the storm in 4:41: WdM��UD�RÀW±M� xVWLQ.  In both cases the actions of Jesus evoke questions 
which point to the origin of his authority and the true identity of Jesus. 
221 Meier 1994, 648–650. 
222 There are no signs that the expression was ever a popular title in the early church. 
223 Cf. Chilton 1999, 227f. 
224 Note the words of the demoniac: “have you come to destroy us?” (¢OTHM��SROyVDL��P�M�), 
which seems a bit odd, since an exorcist normally attempted to bind (GHjQ) or torment 
(EDVDQd]HLQ) the demon (cf. Mk 5:7).  Chilton 1999, 223 ff; Kee 1967–1968, 242ff. 
225 Chilton 1999, 230. 
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implied by the narrative in its present form since, except for the introduction 
(7:25), the possessing spirit is called “demon” rather than “impure spirit.”226 

In the narrative of the possessed boy (Mk 9:14–29 par) the spirit is once 
called impure in passing (v.25) but not throughout the story, which seems to be 
well integrated with Mark’s christological and soteriological aims, following 
the transfiguration narrative.227  While the narrative exhibits clear signs of an 
eschatological power struggle (v.25: xSHWdPKVHQ�WØ�SQH¹PDWL�WØ��NDT�UW- 
… xJÊ�xSLW�VVZ�VRL; v 26: NDg�NU�[DM�NDg�SROO��VSDU�[DM�x[ OTHQ��NDg�
xJyQHWR�ÅVHg�QHNU±M), it is difficult to trace any impurity connotations in it. 

The opposite must be said of the story about the Gerasene demoniac (Mk 
5:1–20 par), which bristles with such connotations.  As was noted in Chapter 
IV, several sources of impurity are brought together in this narrative: unclean 
graves, unclean spirits, swine and probably gentile land as well.  The story has 
been interpreted in different ways; on one level it alludes to the impurity of gen-
tiles, while on another it seems to transmit subtle anti-Roman criticism.228  The 
narrative might at some stage have served as a satire on Roman military pres-
ence.  Possible allusions to Roman occupation and repression have been mar-
ried with modern socio-psychological and anthropological theories for 
explaining mental illness and possession.  Mental illness could be seen as origi-
nating with social tensions and colonial oppression.  Drawing on a study by 
Fanon about mental illness during the Algerian war, Hollenbach argues for 
analogies with Roman Palestine.  The oppressed “native” is said to develop a 
divided mind, demonizing the oppressor to the degree that disintegration of the 
personality lies close at hand.  Mental illness can furthermore “be seen as a so-
cially acceptable form of oblique protest against, or escape from, oppressions,” 
since the organism chooses a lesser evil to avoid catastrophe, and it functions as 
an escape valve, helping the dominant classes to control oppressed groups.229  
Hollenbach suggests that the demoniac in Mk 5  

is able to “give the Romans the devil” by identifying their legions, probably the most 
visible Roman presence to him, with demons…  However, he is able to do that only 
obliquely, through madness.  It is likely that the tension between his hatred for his op-

                                                 
226 Note however Klutz’s opposite judgment.  He finds the impurity of the demon almost impos-
sible to overlook.  Although the juxtaposition is in line with Mark’s theological aim, “the highly 
indirect manner in which the conceptual links are effected … suggests that the demon-impurity 
connection probably had the status of common knowledge.  As a widely shared belief, the link 
probably had already functioned for a considerable time as a semantic resource that could be 
adapted for a variety of rhetorical purposes.” (Klutz 1999, 163). 
227 Cf. Sterling 1993, 485, who considers the driving force of this tradition in its Markan context 
to be discipleship rather than christology. 
228 Cf. above, 180f.  Loader’s suggestion (1997, 59f, n.107) that the story indicates a picture of 
Jesus as effectively exorcizing Gentile land, and that his subsequent purification when returning 
is taken for granted in the underlying pre-Markan tradition, must be doubted. 
229 Hollenbach 1981, 572–580.  Quote from p. 575. 
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pressors and the necessity to repress this hatred in order to avoid dire recrimination drove 
him mad.230 

Hollenbach’s suggestions are challenging, but rest on very little evidence. The 
possible anti-Roman connotations in the narrative belong to the narrative level, 
and can hardly be utilized for building highly speculative hypotheses about why 
the Gerasene demoniac went mad.  A certain confusion of levels is also present 
when Hollenbach concludes that Jesus was resisted because his exorcism 
brought the man’s (and the neighbourhood’s) hatred of the Romans into the 
open, transforming him from an “Uncle Tom” to a “John Brown,” and because 
his exorcizing activity challenged the social system and its values, threatening 
the position of the Pharisees.231  While Jesus’ exorcisms partly aimed at, or at 
least resulted in, social restoration, we must beware of historicizing an uncertain 
anti-Roman narrative flavour with the help of psychological and anthropologi-
cal speculation. 

A different line of interpretation, with more evidence for it, understands the 
various pointers to impurity in the context of Gentile mission.  This is the view 
of Annen, who has devoted a monograph to the narrative, and argues that all the 
elements of impurity (unclean spirits, graves and pigs) are allusions to tradi-
tional Jewish criticism of gentiles and their idolatry.232  This is still on a narra-
tive level, of course.  Through painstaking and careful redaction criticism, 
Annen has suggested a reconstruction of a pre-Markan version of the story, 
which has much to commend it.233  Some have claimed that the story is a com-
posite, since the episode of the pigs is awkward and not necessary to the exor-
cism story itself.234  The pigs could be seen as a secondary proof of Jesus’ 
success, as the basin or statue in the stories of Eleazar or Apollonius.235  This is 
unlikely, however, since the unclean spirits are said to enter into (HcV OTRQ�HcM) 
the pigs, not to move them like objects to prove that they left the possessed per-
son.236  The pre-Markan version probably contained the episode of the pigs as 
well.  They function as vehicles for the spirits on their way to their true element, 
the watery depths.237 

                                                 
230 Hollenbach 1981, 581. 
231 Hollenbach 1981, 581ff.  The interpretation of Guijarro (1999, 127f) is a bit more moderate, 
but similar: “The analogy of the situation in first-century Palestine with that of other societies in 
which demonic possession is frequent has been the clue to discovering that Jesus’ exorcisms 
were perceived as threatening to the governing elite and their retainers.  By casting out the de-
mons and restoring people to society, Jesus threatened a social order in which demonic posses-
sion was an escape-valve.”  For a criticism of Hollenbach, see Davies 1995, 78–81. 
232 Cf. Isa 65.  Annen 1976a, 133–184. 
233 Annen 1976a, 39–74.  The reconstruction is found on p. 70.  Cf. Ådna 1999, who accepts 
and builds his argument on Annen’s reconstruction. 
234 Twelftree 1993, 74. 
235 Cf. Ant. 8:46–48; Vit.Apoll. 4:20. 
236 Twelftree 1993, 74f. 
237 Cf. Böcher 1970, 50–52, 195–201; Trunk 1994, 108–111. 
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Annen thinks that the Sitz im Leben for the pre-Markan version should be 
sought among early Jewish Christians, struggling around gentile mission.  The 
narrative of the Gerasene demoniac became an argument for viewing Jesus as 
the saviour of Gentiles as well as of Israelites, liberating them from their “pos-
session” and impurity.238  The episode of the pigs is suited to support such an 
interpretation, since “by the time of the first century CE the pig had become the 
very symbol of paganism to be avoided at any price in the eyes of all Jews.”239  
The episode was possibly joined to the narrative at this pre-Markan stage.  This 
would explain the discrepancy between the geographical locality, the inland city 
of Gerasa, and the drowning of the pigs in the Sea of Galilee.  While Gerasa is 
by far the best reading, the number of alternative readings, as well as the differ-
ing suggestions in the parallel accounts of Matthew and Luke, attest to the un-
easiness felt by early scribes and redactors.240  “Without the panicky pigs and 
their dip in the deep, the environs of Gerasa, a city some 33 miles southeast of 
the Sea of Galilee, create no problems for the story.”241 

Behind the narrative level we probably have an historical memory of Jesus 
having performed an exorcism near Gerasa.  The geographical name is a hapax 
in the NT, and the mention of Decapolis in Mk 5:20 seems to be the earliest 
occurrence of the term in ancient literature.  Such details are not likely to be 
made up of nothing.242  While the narrative has a plausible Sitz im Leben in 
early Jewish Christianity, it must have made sense in some pre-Markan form, 
even before gentile mission took form, reflecting an early understanding of Je-
sus’ exorcisms.  The impure spirits and the burial ground probably belong to the 
earliest stage of the narrative.  While the number of spirits/animals and the 
drowning in the sea looks like narrative embellishment, I find no compelling 
reason for excluding pigs altogether from early tradition.243  With or without the 
pigs, however, impurity connotations are strong.  We must ask about their 
meaning before coming to serve as symbols of gentile idolatry in a Christian 
missionary context. 

As in several of the narratives discussed above, the power struggle between 
Jesus and the demon(s) is emphasized by the violence of the demoniac.  In this 
case the motif is carried to the extreme; the man had often been bound by 
chains, which he always broke, and he was constantly hurting himself with 
stones (vv 4–5).  The mutual attempt by Jesus and the demoniac to gain power 
over the opponent is conspicuous.  The demon adjures Jesus by God (¯UNd]Z�
VH�W´Q�TH±Q, v 7) and Jesus requires the demon to reveal his name (v 9). 

                                                 
238 Annen 1976a, 187–190. 
239 Ådna 1999, 293. 
240 Annen 1976a, 201–206, Ådna 1999, 294ff; Meier 1994, 651f. 
241 Meier 1994, 651. 
242 Meier 1994, 653. 
243 For a different view, see Ådna 1999, 290–298. 
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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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