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The

Graeco

setting of
-

(Ph.D Louvain)

the whole of the New Testament literature is the

Roman world. The story

-

world of its narratives is

plot

ted, among other things, on the political behaviours of Jews,
Romans, Roman citizens, the incolae; that is, strangers inhabiting
imperial cities and the peregrini who were essentially people without
among whom were Jews. Even though the Jesus
movement touched off from Galilee; that hill country was strictly

Latin

citizenship

-

speaking under the political hegemony of the Roman empire. Accep
ting the hypothesis of the priority of the Gospel of Mark, as the
opinio consensus among Synoptic critics one observes that, inspite
of a prominent absence of the historicizing account of Jesus' setting
in political and contemporary events in the Second Gospel; the
author, nevertheless, presents us with, at least, the politics of Jesus
and his first followers in

a

less fortuitous

manner.

It is from that

Gospel we learn about such political incidents as the great fire which
gutted down the city of Rome in 64 A. D during the reign of Nero
who blamed it on Christians; the ruthless military campaign which
saw the destruction of the city of Jerusalem and the Temple under
Titus in A.D. 70 and the Jewish revolt of 66
70 when Emperor
1
Caligula wanted to set up his statue in the Temple at Jerusalem.
What picture of the Christians emerges from these stories? Accor
ding to Mark, they were in no way unpatriotic to Roman imperialism.
The Gospel of Matthew, written for the Palestinian
Syrian
-

-

85 A. D) who themselves
Christians in the Hellenistic world (ca 80
has its own fair
domination
the
same Roman imperial
were under
are redolent of
which
share of accounts of political, encounters
Ancient world.
the
in
of
secular
events
and historical
reminiscences
-

As Matthew's story unfolds from promise to fulfillment, the author
does not fail to tell his readership (largely composed of Jewish
Christians who shared their faith with Gentiles) that the Messiah of
-
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Israel is the teacher of the Gentiles. Indeed such a Christology has
political implications in a world where the cult of the Roman
Caesar stood intolerant to any other notion of "king", Christos,

overt

Masiah or the 'anointed one'. A conscious arrogation of the title to
oneself could be construed as a pretention to the imperial throne. It
is, perhaps, Jn the light of the seditious implications of the title that
one may understand Jesus' witty response to the Pharisees and
other Palestinian-based activists on the political and sensitive ques
tion of the exploitative taxation Rome collected from his people 2.
"Give to Caesar what is Caesar's 'and to God what is God's" is by no
means a dominical admonition to Chjistians to flee this world and its

effect; namely to
injunction with a double
fulfill their civic obliqations in the city of man where they live and
have their being now and a call to do works that help 'pile up'
treasures of eternal reward in the city of God 3. Suffice it to make this
cursory interpretation of this often misused text here. I will take it l\P
again later in the paper.
And the Third Gospel written in the best Hellenistic literary tradi
tion provides us wider information on the politics of the time and the
conduct of the Christians in the vast Empire. Firstly, the author
records that the nativity of Jesus approximates the enactment and
promulgation of an imperial decree on mass census for purposes of
14
taxation (Poll tax Census Decree) by Augustus Caesar (30 BC
AD). And he dates the ministry of John the Baptist also by secular
events; namely that it happened in the regime of Tiberius Caesar, the
immediate successor of Augustus (19th August, 14 AD) and in the
15 AD) and Joseph Caiaphas, his
high
priesthood of Annas (6
son-in-law (18
36 AD). Apart from material reaching the autnor
from the Double Tradition (Mk
Q), the Third Gospel transmits
several encounter narratives relating serious political polemics bet
ween Jesus, his disciples and the Jews, Jewish political and religious
leaders and the Roman officials 4.
The Gospel of John in its polemic against Gnosticism, docetism
and the Jews seems, at face value, to relegate political issues to the
background except in so far 'as it concerns the Diaspora Jews and
the confrontations and litigations with Christians such as we read in

temporality, but

an

-

-

-

-

-

-

where Pilate was constrained
15
the trial of Jesus in John 19:12
to crucify Jesus on the grounds of false accusations that he claimed
to be the king of the Jews.
-

Besides, many scholars have
second

volume work as an

-

come to

recognize

the Acts. Luke's

apologia po/itica directed towards the
Roman authorities in order to persuade them of the political in-
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5.

state magistrates.
Christianity and to impress the city
In an auspicious manner, some Lucan critics have asserted
somewhat convincingly that Luke has a predilection for wishing to
inculpate the Jews and exculpate the Hornans"
This study could have yielded into a much bigger volume than the
present size. But space and time have imposed their limitations on
me and as such I have had to jettison a good deal of necessary
background material. The present content is carefully styled to build
up into a five
part paper. The first part is introductory. It situates
the subject-matter within the context of the first five books of the
New Testament ·Iiterature. The second part explores Lucan
'theological history' and the import such hagiography has for discer
ning the political lifestyle of Christians of the first century. The third
section is an historical enquiry. It studies the political activities of the
Romans in Palestine and exposes the politics of Jesus and its pro
bable agenda. The fourth adopts two sociological models developed
by mainline sociologists of the New Testament (Theissen, 1978;
Manila, 1986) to probe the social realia underlying the theocratic
nocence

of

-

-

movement. The fifth section is the
ideology manifest in the Jesus
concluding part of the paper. It recognizes the utility of the
polymethodological approach in New Testament research; identifies
their presuppositions and presses the points to their logical conclu
sions with the aid of the 'holistic exegesis'. The paper assumes that
politics is the actual organisation of the political, social and economic
life of people within a state in order to create and maintain a society
which is as meaningful, just and humane as possible. Given the
period and area from which the New Testament documents come,
there were various ways of concerning oneself with politics in the
sense of this definition. Certain persons participated at some- level in
the administrative set up of the 'Roman Empire or at the local ad
-

minstration where governance was left in the hands of natives
client ethnarchs as was in Palestine of Jesus' time.

or

II

The

on

Perspectives of

Luke

-

Acts

Since the literature of the New Testament is so vast and its scope
first century Christian experience of the politics of the time could

be so extensive for the search for a meaningful basis for Christian
contribution in politics in Nigeria, I will devote a good deal of atten
tion to Luke
Acts. I do notdeny the possibility of sampling from a
-
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specific

texts that addressed Church

-

state relations in the first

7 and the post
quietist stance in Rom .13: 1
That
approach would
Apostolic paraenesis of 1 Peter 3: 11 -'17.
is one single
Luke
be limiting in terms of the topic under study. Since
the
of
author who has articulated fairly accurately much
early Chris
Roman world of
tians' socio
political experience in the Llraeco
his day where the political ideology rested on emperor cult and the
genius of the empire, I consider his works necessary
Ausgangspunkten. I fully recognize that, among the evangelist, it is
Luke who has circumscribed the history of Christianity into the social
world of his age. In his own understanding and as Mark did before
him, Christians are good and loyal citizens who violate no imperial
32 Luke informs us proudly that Paul is ad
laws. In Acts 27:31
innocent
against vilifying charges brought against him by
judged
Jews; and that he in Acts 28:31 preached and taught the gospel in
Rome" quite openly and unhindered". In other words, Rome the hub

century such

as

Paul's

-

-

-

-

-

of the ancient world was tolerant of Paul, his ideas and the
assemblies (ekklesiai) that were formed around him. Could one not
infer then that Luke's communities enjoyed imperial edict of tolera
tion granted to Judaism as a religio licita 7. This is an issue I shall

presently discuss in this section. Luke describes the politics of
Jewish authorities; namely the Herodian ruling princes as odiousiy
Christian. Herod Antipas is said to have been glad to meet
anti
trial and to allow his body
with Jesus; submit him to a mock
.

--

-

guards

to man-handle Jesus

8.

In 41 A.D Herod

Agrippa

orders the

death of James, the brother of John (Acts 12: 1f). His enthusiasm
having pleased the Jews, and to score further political gains, he ar
rests Peter (Acts 12:2
3). Luke further narrates that Agrippa II
-

hears Paul's defense,
innocence (Acts 27:31

converses
-

with him and eventually affirms his

32).

'What political interpretation can one give Jesus' pragmatism
pointed out in the story of the cleansing of the Temple in Lk 19:45

as
-

48? Was that part of the zealotic militant and nationalist movement?
How much of Jewish and Roman law did that action infringe upon?
Whether the political implications of Jesus' actions are obvious; the
fact remains that Jesus re-acts
terests of the local

turned God's house of
and

a

to the

exploitative business in

commerce

in Jerusalem who had

quickly

chamber of

demonic mercantile bureau
Liberation theological frame of

worship into

den of thieves. On

a

more

a

asked whether Jesus' action had no serious
political consequences for himself and those who had registered and
identified with his cause? If ::';0, what was their future when their

mind, could it

not be
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leadership and membership hailed from a region that was constantly
suspected of subversive militant activities and revolutionary tenden
cies (Galilee)? Would Jesus' age and domicile suggest that he engag
ed in any politlcal violence? How may one interpret Jesus' exhorta
tion recorded in Lk 22: 36b

...

-

38

; whoever has a purse had better take it with him and.his

has

no

vis

a

sword, let him sell his oIoak

to

buy

pack too; and if he

one

vis the Johnnine order to Peter:

Sheathe your sword. This is the cup the Father has given me; Shall I not drink it?
(In 18: 11; NEB). 9.

preparing his disciples for any serious confrontation? And
against who? Is the injunction to wear a sword not understan
dable in the light of another assertion in Lk 22:37

Was Jesus
if

so

He let himself be taken for
now

a

criminal. Yes, what Scripture says about

me

is

even

reaching its fulfilment (JB).

In other words, the author of the books dedicated to Theophilus
haphazardly to eliminate Jesus' involvement in political

tries

violence. Jesus is presented in the Third Gospel rather as one who
'teaches and acts assertively and aggressively on sensitive issues be
they political or religious. Let me pick, once again, on "the story of
26. The questioners were not
paying taxes to Caesar in Lk 20:20
trying to have Jesus help them set a norm for paying taxes to the
Roman colonialists and their extortionist agents, the Publicani. They
were trying to push him into a political quagmire. They were trying to
-

see

if he could incite

a tax

-

strike in the Eastern part of the

Empire,

Jesus wrestles himself out of their political trap. He approves of the
taxes for he recognizes that taxation is a reality of the Roman
domination of the people. Further on, Luke presents Jesus' passion
as an encounter with Roman authorities, a theme which outstan

dingly

runs

through

his two

-

volume work. In the Lucan Passion

Narrative, Pilate is shown to express the wish to liberate Jesus (Lk
23:16,20,221 Acts 3:13). But the Jewish authorities twist his hands
and they are blamed for the death of Jesus (Lk 24:20) 10. For Luke,
Jesus is quite innocent of any charge. This is graphically summed up
in the confession of the Roman centurion: "Certainly this man was
innocent" (Lk 23:47) ". Like Mark, his principal source (Mk 15,2,9,12,

18,26,32), Luke describes Jesus as king (Lk 23:2,3,37.38). lnspite
non
politicizatlon of the term in both Mark and

however of the

-
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Luke, the title "kinq" directs the believers' attention to Jesus' supre
macy over any political power in the world. But was the _!itle view
ed in that sense by secular authorities? Sources available today from

figure of Christ evoked much specula
official quarters. Three extra
Biblical
Suetonius, Claudius, 25; Dio Cassius, History, 60:6.6; Orosius,

ancient texts reveal that the
tion and consternation in

texts,

-

History, 7: 6.15-16 confirm
Claudius

ca.

41

-

that Jews

expelled from Rome by
agitation against Chrestus

were

49 A. D because of

Easter reflection on the per
(Christ). The name, prior to any post
son of Jesus, caused quite a stir wherever Jews of the Dispersion
lived 12. It is probably in the context of information as this, that one
-

may understand E.A. Judge's assertion that the Jews had Jesus
crucified in order to maintain political stability ad tern; and that the
Roman Government in its actions against Christians in the time of

117) and Pliny was motivated by matters of adminstra
Trajan (98
tion and public order rather than religion 13.
biblical evidence and E.A.
Inspite of the weight of the non
I
that Luke emphasizes the
still
like
to
maintain
asservation,
Judge's
political innocence of Christians. Jesus and Paul had committed no
breach of Roman law. Luke portrays the Roman officials in a positive
light. In that form, he appeals to the officials of his own day to follow
the examples of their predecessors because "faith in Jesus Christ
and allegiance to Rome were not rnutuativ inconsistent" 1'+. In- the
Lucan perspective, the entire power and glory of all the kingdoms of
this world are in the control of the devil (Lk 4:5-7). From this, one can
argue that Luke's endorsement of the authority of the Empire is
however not so pleasant as that given by Paul in Rom 13: 1f. The
behaviour exhibited by the apostles and the Church in Acts 4 and 5
demonstrate beyond reasonable doubt that in the Lucan perspective
the Church could on occasion defy the state in preference of obe
dience to God and that they have God's approval to do so. Inspite of
the fact that the interrogation of the apostles before the Sanhedrin in
-

-

Acts 4:5-22 and 5: 17-40 do not refer directly
Peter's declaration in 4: 19:
Is it

right

in God's eyes for

us to

obey

you rather than God?

to

Roman officials,

Judge for yourselves

(NEB)

which he

apodictically reformulates

We must

can

obey God rather than

be said to

in 5:29.

men

point beyond the immediate Palestinian situation. It, in
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fact, indicates how Christians are to regard any authorities in the
human society. And apart, however, from those universalist ideas,
New Testament pages make no bones about informing us that Chris
tians respect the state and seek to collaborate with its constructive
policies. Christians are shown to have solid trust of their own security
in the imperial. legal and constitutional justice, While they comport

themselves docilely; they believe that only God can command man's
total obedience. Luke auspiciously illustrates this idea more than any
of his contemporaries. In the Acts he emphasizes that Paul, though
accused of civil disturbance by both the Romans and Jews (Acts
16:20; 17:6; 24:5) and made the object of violent jealousy on the part
of the Greeks (Acts 19:26-31) at Ephesus, he had always conducted
himself with dignity and respect towards the state. What Luke is say
between the lines, is that from the beginning of the
object of vicious persecu
tions from Jews, Romans and the Greeks; and in no way did they

ing here, "reading

movement Christians have been made the

retaliate.

Though the notion of suffering with fortitude and resignation had
long been recognized as a Christian virtue in the New Testament
church; Rom 13: 1-7 and 1 Peter 2: 11-17 (Titus 3: 1-2) which deal with
the relation' between Church and state are quite indispensible for my
present purposes. Were the letters
and to

not written to address Christians

them to cometo terms with the state in

a positive way?
from
God" is the
except
authority
locus theologicus for the argument. Those who exercise authority on
earth, however, perform a divinely instituted function. As diakonoi
and teitourqoi, politicians are servants who act for the community
good. The thrust of the passages is that God 'exercises his authority
against chaos and anarchy on earth through constituted authorities,
their agencies and those elected and given the people's mandate. The
texts are therefore concerned with Christian praxis in relation to ear
thly power structures presented in the context of state organized,
often severe persecutions 15. The authors (Paul and the patronymic
author) are concerned not merely to avoid the consequences of civil

enjoin

The Pauline dictum" there is

no

disobedience but to cultivate among Christians a sober and a humble
life-style manifest in an attitude of loyalty towards the government.

Truly this has continued to encourage religious quietism until recently
when Liberation theology has come to introduce another modus
vivendi in the relation between Church and state especially the op
pressive regimes of the contemporary world. In fact, it has come to
the

awareness

Peter 2: 13ft

of modern exegetes that the pro-state injunctions of 1
given to discourage a fanatical desire for martyrdom

were

I
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generation Christians (in the reigns of Domitian 81-96 and
Trajan 98-117 A. D) who simply wanted to demonstrate their hostility
often regarded as the homeland of the "sons of
towards
by

second

�wne

darkness"
If the foregoing is the context in which these often misinterpreted
texts may be understood, I still wish to plead that it be recognized
that Luke towers high above other New Testament authors in the ef
fort to draw our attention to the political innocence of Christianity
and a rather optimistic view of the imperial government. For Luke,
Christian vocation includes inter alia the need to live at peace with
those who manage the state
craft; Christians should not parade
.

-

him, Jesus and Paul exhibited this at
titude towards the state, why should they not take a positive view of
the regime.
themselves

The

as

Religio

overlords. For

licita idea

fight of the foregoing, I will, at this juncture, ask: what ex
actly is this theory about? What may one learn from its principle that
can help one understand the way Christians conducted themselves in
the vast Empire where the Roman administration was tolerant of any
cult as far as it did not encourage sedition or weaken public morality?
Scholars of Lucan theology have, since the late nineteenth century,
theorized on the existence in the Roman legal corpus of the first cen
tury the provision of the Religio licita, 'permitted religion'. While it
was known that the Romans worshipped all deities they came in con
tact with in the Empire, the God of the Jews who had no images and
no sacrifices except at Jerusalem Gould not easily be assimilated by
the colonialists though a good number accepted the status of hoi
sebemenoi
the God-fearers 17. Inspite of Jewish monotheism and
their non recognition of any form of religion other than theirs,
Judaism was such a religio licita'in the midst of several eastern
mystery religions such as the cult of Isis, Mithras and the cult of Attis
and Cybele.
In the

-

Emperor Caesar Augustus was known to have granted privileges to
the Jews. In The Cambridge Ancient History, A. D. Nock has instruc
tively addressed himself to the issue 180f Roman religious policy in the
first century. According to Nock, Caesar Augustus left Jewish
privileges in matters of religion untouched. Such a privilege appealed
to the Christians. Christian missionaries desired to win a similar
status in order to avoid being misunderstood in the whole length and
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breadth of the

Empire. Robert Maddox, in his work, The Purpose of
Acts,
simplest way to achieve this objec
tive" was to prove to the Romans that Christianity was genuine form
of Judaism" 19. But does that mean, strictly speaking, recognition as a
re/igio licita? The views of A. D. Nock already briefly referenced and
H.J. Cadbury who argues that there is neither historical support for
Rome's licensing of foreign religions nor the existence of a juridical
20
category of the concept must be taken seriously. It appears correct
to agree with Esler that what scholars have not understood is "Luke
might have desired to present Christianity to an outsider. Roman au
dience as a form of Judaism and thereby to bring it under the Jewish
Luke

observes that the

-

umbrella"

21

III
Roman Palestine

By 63 BC Palestine had become part of the Roman Empire when
Pompey had captured Jerusalem. He appointed Hyrcanus II as the
High Priest. But the colonialist policy in Palestine contributed im
mensely to the instability of government in that region. In a trenchant
analysis of the socio
political factors in Roman Palestine, Gerd
-

Theissen has shown that the Romans fluctuated between centralized
and decentralized; direct and. indirect rule. Information available from

Josephus' Antiquities indicates that Pompey separated Palestine
city-states and liberated it from Jewish rule 22. He
confined the Jewish high priests and local leaders to Jewish territory.

from the Hellenistic

Gabinius further sub-divided Palestine into five local administrative
regions. This, in fact, weakened the hold of the local ethnarchs 23.

During the Roman Civil war, when Julius Caesar defeated Pompey in
48 BC, Herod, the Jewish chieftain camped with the pro-Caesar fac
tion. As a reward, Julius Caesar confirmed his appointment as
ethnarch over Judea and later the Roman Senatus appointed him

king in 40 BC. He succeeded in driving outthe Parthians who helped
Antigonus, son of Aristobulus II tc seize power in P-alestine. This
brought peace for quite some time; and for this Herod was rewarded
with further extensions of his territory. This indicates that decen
tralization became the administrative policy of the Romans up to the
end of the republic. Augustus Caesar however returned to centraliza
tion which was however, short lived. The divide
rule policy
and
-

-

of the Romans did not fare any better for Palestine. When Herod the
Great died in April 4 BC his province was divided up among his three
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Archelaus administered Judea and Samaria; Herod Antipas
governed as tetrarch of Galilee and Peraea from 4 BC to 39 A. D and
Philip ruled as tetrach of Ituraea and Trachonitis in the North East
from 4 BC to 34 A.D. Ten years later, the Herodian chief heirs were
deposed by Augustus. In both Judea and Samaria, there was in
troduced a change from indirect to direct rule. Herodian princes who
continued their administration in the peripheral regions nursed the
feeling towards the restoration of the dynasty. One of them, Agrippa
sons:

I (A. D 41-44) made some serious efforts in this direction but as soon
he passed away, the Romans, once more, assumed direct respon
sibility for government in Judea.
as

undoubtedly caused instability. Each ad
ministration was shortlived. No good tradition could be laid. No in
stitution was given a chance of becoming stable and powerful
enough to control the politically unsettled region. Consequently, it
can be concluded that Roman Palestine lived in a state of frequent
constitutional crisis. Since the Romans, like most colonialists did not
allow the growth of strong indigenous aristocracy, why could they
This state of affairs

not have maintained an authoritative presence in

Palestine? But in

stead they employed the services of sub-ordinate procurators whose

political,

power

was

quite limited. The procurators, such

as was

Felix

and Festus of Acts, were subject to three forms of control: i) by the
Herodian princes who did not hesitate to portray in bad light the
weakness of alien rulers; ii) the prefect of Judea was directly under
the control of the Roman Legate of Syria, on whose troops he had to
depend in times of crisis: iii) and by the local population who had a

right to petition the Legate. When the people exercised this right
against Pilate who clamped down on an armed prophetic movement
among the Samaritans, the Legate deposed hirnlmrnediatetv ". The
final authority was the Emperor. He allowed himself to entertain peti
tions from the Jews and

on

the basis of the reports, over-ruled the
even at will be rescinded 25. In John

procurators whose orders could

19: 12, the statement ascribed to the Jews: "lf you set him free you
friend of Caesar's; anyone who makes himself king is defying

are no

Caesar" supports the view that Pilate, the Governor could be black
mailed by the threat of popular complaint to Caesar in Rome.
The Romans maintained a small 9rmy in Palestine. It was not until
the Bar-Kochba (Simon ben Koseba) uprising (133-135 A.D) against
Hadrian's colonialist policies in 132 A.D. that a legion (3000
6000
men) was stationed in the plain of Magiddo. Prior to this time, there
were only 3000 soldiers in Caesarea Maritima and a cohort
(600) in
Jerusalem. The soldiers lacked discipline. The men were
recruited
-
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fanatical hatred for the Jews.

a

Luke preserves a tradition which gives insight into the level of in
terroriza
discipline and the anti
people attitudes of the troops
-

-

tion, extortion and discontentment with their salaries. These un
soldiery acts led to serious tensions and made it impossible for the ar

keep the province under effective control. Nevertheless, it was
were better disposed towards the
only
Jews 26. Josephus informs us that while the other ranks took sides
with Gentiles in a clash between Gentiles and Jews in Caesarea, the
officers mediated between the two groups, in fact showing greater
27
leniency towards the Jews. Cornelius, the centurion at Caesarea,
and the one at Capernaum were understandably quite sympathetic
with the .Jews 28. The anti-J udaic attitude of the ordinary soldiers is
quite prominently portrayed in the Passion Narrative. It is probably
they who as Herod's strateuma rough-handle, mock and hail Jesus as
my to

the senior officers who

the Rex tudeeerum" whereas it is a centurion who confesses that
Jesus is the 'Son of God' 30.
Inspite of this bleak political climate in Palestine, the ethos of the

clearly different from other radical theocratic
Aggressive attitudes toward the Romans
of
first
Palestinian
resistance fighters such as the
typical
century
Qumranites was totally absent in the politics of Jesus. While many of
the prophetic movements drew their inspiration for liberation from
the Exodus experience, Jesus' futurist vision was connected with the
temple and, its erection, in other words an interiorization of the
renewal of the person. In a not
too
recent work which appeared
in Britain, A. E. Harvey has correctly noted that Marxists even
recognize that the thrust of Jesus' teaching was not towards social
reform but towards a future in which man becomes more fully
himself and more authentically human 31.
If this remark is true as it
did
it
be
Jesus
not
unleash an insurrection
can
that
seems,
argued
brutal
the
Romans
of
their
against
inspite
suppression of the people.
Rather Jesus recognized the chastisement of the people as penalty
for their hardness of heart and refusal to Change. According to the
Gospel of Mark and as I tried to show in the last section on Luke, the
controversial tax decree (Mk 12: 13-17) is not disallowed by Jesus;
and the Jews who collaborated with the colonialists are not rejected
(Mk 2: 15-17). According to H. Chadwick, the Cambridge Professor of
history of Christian thought, Jesus did not discourage the possibility
of rendering "loval service to Caesar while still being loyal to God" 32.
The Q
community knows a tradition received by both Matthew
and Luke wher e a tax collector and a zealot (a resistant fighter) Matt.
Jesus

movement was

-

movements of his time.

-

-

-
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movement as his intimate
10:3/Lk. 6:15 enlisted into the Jesus
of
Officers
and
men
disciple.
foreign troops are received with
friendliness and approval (Matt. 8: 5-13; Acts 10: 1-33). This attitude
can be seen in the fact that Jesus propounded a reconciliation which
transcends frontiers and culminates in the demand to show rove
towards the enemy 33.
movement was not unconcerned
Without doubt, the Jesus
with the socio-political tensions in Palestine of his day. Pertinent to
-

-

this

position is a view already expressed by the
theologian, Juan Luis Segundo who says:

Latin American

Liberation
"

a vis the Roman Empire or the zealots, as a political stance,
relatively beside the point. The fact is that the concrete systematic oppres
sion that Jesus confronted in his day did not appear to him as 'political' in our
sense of the term; it showed up to him as 'religious' oppression. More than of
ficials of the Roman Empire, it was the religious authority of the Scribes and Sad
ducees and the Pharisees that determined the socio-political structure of Israel. In
34
real life the authority was political, and Jesus really did tear it apart.
...

Jesus' stance vis

is also

Jesus' proclamation of the imminence of the reign of God could only
reflect the unsatisfactory political arrangement existent in Palestine
of his day. Gerd Theissen correctly observes that beyond Palestine,
in the earliest Hellenistic Christianity, the kingdom of God was not a
central issue in missionary propaganda 35. The great apostle, Paul
36
rarely used the concept except in two places where the notion is
not unconnected with Pauline pneumatology. The Grecian society in
which Paul spent his later life had.no such deep-rooted political ten

sions

as was

Palestinian

known in the country in which he was raised up. The
was one rooted in the relationship between local

problem

and colonial structures of government. Traditionally, Israel has
founded its government on theocracy and monarchy where the king
is looked upon as the vice-regent of Yahweh. This style of ad
ministration and governance was quite strange to the Roman
authorities and the Greek city-states' politarchs. King Herod the
Great attempted to introduce a rapprochment through the institution
of a Hellenistic
type monarchy. But his effort was doomed to
-

failure. There emerged radical forms of theocracy which appeared
disappointed with Herod's structures of government. Here was partly
the ground that fertilized the motives of the Jesus-movement; a
theme I will

explore in the next section. In fact, the social and political
tensions got out of hand and later led to the Jewish War of 66
73
A. D during which period Titus, Emperor Vespasian's son destroyed
-

the Jewish Temple and razed down the

city of Jerusalem.
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IV

Some

Sociological Models: Their
Movement
insights on the Jesus
-

In the light of data uncovered from the Roman
Palestine and my discussion on the politics of Jesus;
presents a brief sociological information on the Jesus
My approach will draw from Gerd Theissen's method.
-

presence in
this section
movement.

This

promi
sociologist of the New Testament has forcefully argued
in favour of the Rolenanalyse (Role
analysis) model which seeks
to examine the description or self-understanding of who plays what
role in a given society. And with regard to the 'movement
model',
Theissen admits it helps uncover the social impact of the "wandering
nent German

-

-

charismatics"

(Jesus

not

excluded) who had become itinerant

apostles in order to advance the tenets of their movements far and
movement is tout court to
wide. 37Since the sociology of the Jesus
describe typical social attitudes and behaviour patterns and to
-

analyse their interactions with Jewish society in Palestine, I feel oblig
movement upon the
ed to ask: what were the effects of the Jesus
Palestinian society of that time? Culturally speaking, the Jewish com
munity, as I have previously stated, had conducted its affairs from
time immemorial as a theocracy 38. This "rule of God" was, in fact, the
-

rule of the

priestly aristocracy who claimed to represent God's
earth. Oftentimes, the idea of the nominal theocracy
kingdom
into
conflict
with the de facto aristocracy made up of the priest
came
Theissen
As
ly group.
confidently opines the tension provided the
radical
"theocratic movements in which the
breeding ground for
theocracy of Yahweh was played off against its theocratic mediators
39
and their confederates, the priests and the Romans"
And quite recently, B.J. Malina using another socio
scientific
method (the social-anthroplogical) recognizes that in "old
fashion
ed non
western societies" religion is embedded in both politics
and kinship and so economics 40. With special reference to religion in
the first century Judaism, Malina argues that Religion in the first cen
tury Mediterranean world was connected with politics and kinship
system. This insight is useful for my present purposes and theoriza
tion. Where there is this nexus between kinship and religion as in
on

-

-

-

African traditional societies, and in the case of the Second
Temple period in Palestine, the tension which often generates bet
ween the party that claim custody of the cult and those who share
most

liberal and "this

-

worldly" views

can

become

really disruptive.

It is
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in the context of this sort of tension that

one can

understand the

fundamentai manifesta
directing attention to the
of
Heaven.
After
Jesus
all,
Kingdom
energetically proclaimed the im
minence of the reign of God. In Mark, the hearers are warned -in a
programmatic ultimatum that lithe kingdom of God is at hand" (Mk
1: ; 15) while in the Third Gospel under the garb of Lucan realized
eschatological proviso, Jesus declares to his audience: "... hoti
semeron peplerotai he graphe aute en tois osin hymon"
"Today
this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing" (Lk 4:21). Both
evangelists recognize the immediacy of the Change whose realization
is no longer far fetched through the Jesus .; movement. Apparently
for Jesus and his followers, this imminent rule of God presupposed
the demise of all other rule; even that of the Romans and their
41
acolytes, the local priests.
As I have indicated earlier, the Acts of the Apostles apparently
mirroring a later stage in the development of Christianity appears to
movement as
emergence of the Jesus
tion of a radical theocracy that aimed at
-

a

-

have softened the relation between the Romans and Christian-ity. To
support this, Josephus the Jewish historian informs us that James,
the leader of he ekklesia he en Hierosolymois and the brother of the
executed on the demand of the High Priest during a period
of the Roman Procurator was vacant. Recognized as
the
office
when
an abuse of the ius gladii, the Roman Senatus disapproved of his ac
42
tion and deprived him of his office. Both secular sources and the
Lord

was

New Testament therefore support the view that the Romans pro
unruly Palestine, the Jesus
movement,
of
its
demand
for
metanoia, was recognized, though as late
inspite

tected the Christians. In

-

as_ after his death, as one of the conciliatory and moderate groups.
There was no need to persecute it. Luke, the Hellenistic historian
movement with the political insurrections of
compares the Jesus
other movements like Judas of Gamala, the Galilean who in A.D 6 in
cited crowds of followers to mount an uprising against Roman
taxation-census drive and Theudas who led a revolt with some 400
-

followers 43. While there flourished radical theocratic movements as
these, there also prevailed some messainic movements led by self
proclaimed "messiahs" and "prophets" whose faces allusion is
made to in the Gospel of Matthew 44. Viewed from a sociological
lense, I tend to agree with Theissen on the existence in the first cen
tury Palestine, of two types of radical theocratic movements: the one

prophetic; the other programmatic 45. The prophet previews the
future and announces what will be, a programmatic agitator en
visages what should be the case. Prophetic movements are tied to
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the person of the prophet while the programmatic, though resistant
move
in its ideology, is quite independent of persons. The Jesus
ment was decidedly a prophetic movement which promised a
-

miraculous divine intervention on Israel's behalf. This is signified in
promise of a new temple 46. The notion of the "sole rule of
God" 4was quite popular in Palestine in the first Christian century

the

though the city aristocracy did not quite approve of such an
ideology. God, after all, they argued, was not to rule quite alone.
This ideology was imposed through the influence of new messiahs
of its traits

are not however unnoticeable in the Jesus
his
notion of the kingly rule of God was jux
Besides,
with
the
taposed
expectation of a rule of the 'Son of man'.
ideas
of
the 'sole rule of God' and the 'kingly rule of God'
Historically,

and

some

-

movement.

Galilee, the home province of Jesus and the other freedom
fighters. Galilee therefore produced the men who saw ahead their
Judean counterparts the need to destroy alien governance in
Palestine of their days.
I may infer from the foregoing that these radical ideologies provid
ed the climate of opinion which fuelled opposition to the existing
political structure; namely opposition to foreign rule. From the inten
tions of the leaders all the movements had been inspired with the
desire to realize the rule of God oftentimes thought to have been
arose

in

-

ushered in miraculous fashions. All the leaders put forward a
manifesto discernible in an explicitly imminent eschatology. In such
expectations as the reversal of fortunes and the end of the old world

order, the Roman rule and the traditional theocracy would be done
with. The new theocracy would be inaugurated by charismatic
leaders and even by mythical figures. Expectations of the people
were fixed on-the dawn of the new world. In Jesus' perspective, this
new world order over-stretched into the old world. According to

during the life-time of
the first Christians: I tell you solemnly, there fire some standing here
who will not taste death before they see the kingdom of God come
Mark, the date of its inauguration would

come

with power (Mk. 9:1).
The evangelist Matthew places the expected happenings in a par
ticular locale; namely Palestine. All nationalities would gather from
all points of the earth to join in the banquet with Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob. 48ln fact, it was generally conceived as a tangible reality. Peo
ple would go into it with their two eyes; 49they would eat in it; 60drink
51
in it and sit on thrones in it 52. This new world would not arrive, of
course, without the intervention of human activity and a miracle. Ita
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realization became manifest in the miracles and exorcisms (semeia
kai terata) of Jesus and his followers. Luke, the author more faithful
to the source, has put it in this primitive form: "If it is by the finger
of God that I cast out demons," then the kingdom of God has come
upon you (Lk 11 :20). What about the gap between the poor and. the

rich, indeed a thorny socio-political issue in the time of Jesus? The
parable of the Rich Ruler (Lk. 18: 18-30) is illustrative enough. Jesus'

injunction

to the rich man in v.22

panta hcsa echeis poleson kai diados ptochois,
kai exeis thesauron en tois ouranois
kai deuro akolouthei moi
sell all that you have and distribute to the poor,
and you will have treasure in heaven,
and come, follow

is

me

economic theme. Certainly, this is a
all-time relevant socio
Sitz
in Leben Jesu and in the context of
to
the
that
back
ion
log
goes
his proclamation of the Kingdom of Heaven. In the light of the
limited goods and embedded economy typical of the Mediterranean
society as Bruce Malina would have us believe, this directive to
an

-

donate to the

poor is

by

no means to

to cultivate self-renunciation. Jesus

injuction
addressing himself to the

be understood

was

as an

political issue of the redistribution of wealth and restitution on the
part of the wealthy. Such calls for redistribution and restitution
belonged intrinsically to the political economy willed by God for his
ordained, socially required restitution.
people: that is, the divinely
In other words, the mashal (parable) is against the wickedness of the
-

rich who

as

in

our

contemporary times have looted the nation's

wealth to become rich.

speak against the socio
in society and force us to make a

It continues to

economic destitution of the poor
preferential option for the poor.

Matthew tells us that the performance of miracles were expected
from itinerant wandering charismatics as authenticating signs of the
54
theios aner figure typical of Hellenistic religious propagandists.
Miraculous healings, as Theissen observes, fulfilled the same
movement" 55. The proclamation
authenticating sign "in the Jesus
of the kingdom of God was not merely a theological programme, it
included the dream for a fundamental political change in Palestine 56.
My 'discussion so far "uncovers what amounted to as popular politics
---"

in ·the first Christian century. If, to a contemporary political scientist,
this does not reflect 'real' politics; I advise a re-reading of the sources
and the

history of antiquity.

After all, the

change introduced by the
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movement was heralded by mirac.ulous acts and not by
force. Matthew reveals that in the new kingdom, the meek would
possess the earth and the peace-makers would qain .access to it 57.
Although no alien was mentioned, one thing clear, admits Theissen,
is that this would imply the end of Roman hegemony and of all ear
-

thly governments.

Concluding
This
sions

58

section

enquiry points

can

up to

a

number of conclusions. The conclu

however be multifarious and

variegated. This is precisely

because of the eclectic approach reflected in the study. I have
critical method to iden
espoused indeed the wits of the historical
tify specific New Testament paradigms interpretable in the context of
-

contemporary Nigerian political situation. I have used the findings

conclusions. of the Redacktionsgeschichte on the Synoptic
gospels to lay bare the theological perspectives of the evangelists
and how they have interpreted, shaped and framed the traditions of
Jesus concerning Palestinian traditional theocracy. The sociological
method has been used to render help where necessary. The impres
and

sions of the Jesus

-

movement model

(Theissen) intrude into the

essay but rather positively for our recourse to this social scientific
method has been deservingly illuminating. But do all these methods

the last

answers to questions raised in the study; especially
political
through the spectacles of the Nigerian socio
context ? Hardly, for the approaches do not constitute the crown or
the focus of the interpretation on the data raised in the discussion.

give

when

seen

-

Given the involuted nature of the situation I am asked to address
myself to in this paper, I prefer to wrap up the proceeds with the str
ing of the 'ho(istic exegesis'. According to J. P. Martin, the search for
the 'holistic paradigm' is a modern perception of reality 59. With this
approach the text/ s is/are treated as a living part of an interactive
process of interpretation and not as an archaeological specimen as
does J. Murphy O'Connor in his study, St. Paul's Corinth: Texts and

Archaeology, 6�

With this

approach the dynamics of the social

-

political world of the text in its past context (the 1st c Graeco-Roman
not only discerned but also the similar and parallel dynamics
operative in the contemporary context of myself, the interpreter and
the Nigerian is called for scrutiny. It is here I can zero in on the wider
implications for ourselves and for our Christian men and women the
relevance of the issues raised in the texts. Among other things, the
approach callsfor an eidetic vision; a vision through which I perceive

world) is
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the total pattern of issues which the text raises and myself as a par
ticipant in that pattern. In other words, all true exegesis is contextual

always insisted in previous
myself is no less important
than the context of the passage. If as an interpreter I merely reflect
my own Nigerian context, my interpretation will simply reflect my
own hidden curriculum; namely whether I am an upholder of the
status quo or apologist for power-groups; a social activist or an ad
vocate of revolution or a combination of these. If I merely reflect an
interest in the ancient context I will be limiting my vision and role; in
fact, I will be less than an exegete of the New Testament. But if I
adopt the hermeneutics of �articipation, such as contextualisation or
inculturation, I will ostensibily relate well to the demands of the
'holistic exegesis' made to respond to the foibles of flesh and blood
that is to say, and
I have
exeges�'1 the
context of the interpreter
as

works,

as

individuals in my own context.
Given that these methodological reflections can be amenable to
the Nigerian political situation, what conclusions and consequences
may I draw the attention of the Nigerian Christians to as paradigms
that can guide them as they prepare their minds towards the dawn of
the political transition progrmmes and the eventual resumption of ac
tive civilian politics in Nigeria? Whatever the arrangement, the

political transition period generates considerable anxiety. The public
will look forward to a change which will not only legitimate the will to
return to a civil rule but also its

call it ideology
guiding manifesto
to
with
the
inspire
populace
go along
incoming ad
ministration. But who can provide this ethos? Previous experiments
nave shown those given our mandate quite incapable. The First
Republic suffered from the stigmata of ethnic politics. Greediness of
the politicians and their desire to remain in power at all costs,
nepotism, corruption, squandermania and abuse of power, rigging
and stealing led to the overthrow of that Government in 1966. The
nine
year military rule under General Gowon did not fare any bet
ter inspite of the huge wealth which accrued from the booming oil in
month
dustry. The devastating experiences of the bitter thirty
Civil War that rocked the nation's foundation was nothing but a
scourge for our political ineptitude. Corruption, graft and ethnicity
prevailed even the more and precipitated the ousting of the regime in
1975. The Murtala
Obasanjo regime which sent Gowon packing
from Dodan Barracks inaugurated the Jaji Declaration aimed at retur
ning the political climate of the country to sanity but to no avail. The
Second
Republic (1979-83), presumably recognized as a
democratically elected government with its fastidious and pro-

which will

-

the

-

-

-
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hibitively expensive presidential system under Alhaji Shehu Shagari
ruined by selfish and immoral acts of the Nigerian politicians.
Shehu Shagari and his lieutenants unpardonably messed up the
socio-economic and political situation in Nigeria. To have launched a
policy asking simple folks to keep on "tiqhteninq their belts" was
was

tantamount to the wickedness associated with conditions of first

century Palestine where the rich bluntly refused
restitute

their

to

redistribute and

ill-gotten wealth. The Buhari
Idiagbon (31
December 1983
August 1985) inter-regnum was the fifth attempt
by the military to save Nigerians from the throes of hunger and want
consequent upon the depredations of the past regimes. Even though
the history of the Babangida regime has not so much been
documented, it has not got much ahead with meaningful program
mes on the well-being of the Nigerian citizens and the workers. If the
present Presidential Military System means well politically, the plann
ed transition programme calls for a new vision, a new socio-political
order in which the Nigerian Christians should actively be involved.
-

-

And in the current ZeitgeIst, the MAMSER (Mass Mobilization for
Social and Economic Recovery) Nigerian Christians are invited to
take the challenge. But shall the- incoming civilian administration

(The Third Republic) be any different from the past regimes? Yes, it
in mind that the political responsibility of Christians in
1992 Nigeria must be praxis oriented.
Christians must witness to God's demands for justice and peace;
for a meaningful life for Nigerians of every tribe and religion. The
movement and its agenda exhort Nigerian
spirit of the Jesus
Christians stepping into politics now to reject any economic system
that permits the existence of abject, and unmitigated poverty side by
side with extremes of affluence; that which allows one man and his
family to feed continuously everyday on sub-standard and insuffi
cient. diet while another family consumes overspiced and extra
nourished food, half of which is thrown into the dust bin as waste;
that condition which allows one man to wear rags, while another
man wears a Fifteen thousand Naira outfit for only one occasion,
that which permits the children of one man to 'die of a minor disease
such as measles or yellow fever while another man has the possibility
to send his child to London and California for the treatment of con
junctivitis (Apollo), that condition which allows a total of more than a
hundred passengers to ride in a bus, sweating, choking and suffering
for several hours in the traffic jam while another man sits in royal
comfort at the back of a chauffeur driven hundred thousand Naira
Mercedes Benz car fully air-conditioned. This provides us a procan,

post

bearing

-

-
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foundly political manifesto. For Christians in a post 1992 era, politics
shall not only be a reflection of what is but a continuous struggle for
the realization of what ought to be (the oughtness). In all its ramifica
tions, politics in the Third Republic must reflect the expression of
Christian belief that Nigerian Christians expect the advent of the Lord
every day. In carrying out their political responsibility, Christians
must allow themselves to be guided by the Word of God. When
politicians become insensitive to godly injunctions the temporal
order becomes inhuman and oppressive. This Word of God is the
Word that gives life. It is the Word that calls upon all Christians to
become 'salt of the earth' and 'light of the world' in order to valorize
in the spirit of Christ the total human condition. When listened to,
this Word offers spiritual salvation, physical wholeness and

economic well-being. Although the New Testament is not a text
book for contemporary economics and politics, it nonetheless
reveals all the norms Christians need to recognize God's will for the
1992 Nigeria as regards their spiritual, material,
people in post
economic well-being.
political and socio
The New Testament texts studied reveal that our predicament is
-

-

by Jesus and his contem
poraries. Christians aspiring for political nominations, elective posts
and representative seats, ministerial as well as gubernatorial offices
on state and national levels are called upon to heed the 'gospel
message' and never any more to allow our Fatherland be misgovern
ed. As the transition programmes are being unfolded one after the
other (local government elections, and 562 persons already inducted
into the Constituent Assembly) and the D-Day (1992) just round the
corner, the questions that keep agitating the minds of many a
patriotic Nigerian are: who will, among the aspirants, transform the
political decadence of Nigeria? Can our third attempt let democracy
survive in Nigeria? Or will this be the last attempt? From which Party
can a true leader emerge? Is Nigeria not in an awful dearth of good
leadership? Questions as these and a host of others deserve urgent
attention and responses from the theological stand-point. Indeed
Nigeria needs direction; and her political candidates need a metanoia
in order to solve the backlog of our political problems, the paradigms
movement. As
which are discernible from the reality of the Jesus
towards fun
of
its
Jesus
movement
tended
the
part
agenda,
damental changes in the political, economic and social conditions of
the time. In that spirit, Nigerian Christians should by now be able to
sift the grain from the chaff, the bad leaders from the good ones; and
not much too different from that lived

-

-

should be able to

drop behind those

persons who cannot hasten the
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realization of the needed fundamental political change in Nigeria
1992. Jesus achieved this change, inspite of the presence of
zealotic and resistant pressure
groups in his camp, through no use
of force but by his proclamation of the kingdom of God and the
come

-

miraculous acts which attended his
that hold

dominated

ministry during which all forces

terrorized and tamed for good. Chris
tians should desist from callous and smear campaigns typical of
man

were

62

.

Nigerians' old ways of politiking and electioneering. Today Chris
tians in Nigeria owe God a duty to vote into power Christ-like citizens
from whom Nigerians irrespective of faith and tribe expect the dawn
of a new social order and a new political era with its own set of
newbreed who by their godly actions will help in reshaping the na
tion's destiny. Indeed, the pages of the New Testament indicate nor
matively that the greatest disservice Christians would render to their
Fatherland is to refrain from partisan politics.
Certainly, it is lamentable that Nigeria is still drifting politically and
economically due to lack of responsible and purposeful leadership
after twenty-seven years of independence. If Christian politicians can
recognize that the Roman colonial chastisement of Palestine in the
time of Jesus was a penalty for their obduracy and refusal to submit

change; they can also see our woeful attempts in a similar way and
thereby recognize the need to vote in persons who can deliver the
goods according the spirit of the 'New Era". The change must in
to

our wisdom to elect those who can, without ulterior motives,
defend issues which are aimed at promoting healthy rivalry, peace,
unity and prosperity of the country. All that Jesus did in Palestine did
not neglect the material and spiritual well-being of his people. He did

clude

himself to the swallowed by the influence of the
hypocritical aristocracy of his day represented by" hoi archiereis kai
grammateis (chief-priests and the Scribes). His example behests
not

allow

Christian politicians to destroy our depraved nature as the peccati
emerge as the iusti, the righteous in order to sink selfish interests
and inordinate pursuit and acquisition of material wealth. Jesus
ministered to the people as servant. No where did he boss anyone.
When addressed as the good Teacher" (Lk 18: 18) he rejected the ti
tle. In imitation, Christian politicians should see politics, this time, as
a special vocation to serve and not to boss the masses. In this light,
the preference of Igbo anthropological model of Onye ndu (the
leader) against Onye Ochichi (the Ruler) which is close to the Chris
tian sense of diakonos can further be developed to provide guiding
ideals upon which we can build a new and qualitative leadership and
civil authority needed for the survival of democracy in Nigeria.
and
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