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Few legal subjects are more complex than the so-called trial of Jesus. Too little is
known about the substantive laws and normative procedures, whether Jewish
or Roman, in Jerusalem during the second quarter of the first century c.e.,1 and
too little can be determined about why various people acted as they did for any-
one to speak with certainty about the wide array of legal technicalities pre-
sented by this case. Without presuming to resolve all these perplexities, I hope
to shed new light on these proceedings by seeing the accounts in all four Gos-
pels through one overlooked part of their common sociolegal context. While
many religious, social, and legal factors undoubtedly propelled the case for-
ward, deep-seated fears were behind them all. One underlying and commonly
shared fear — the fear associated with magic or the supernatural — may have
played a much more instrumental role in this case than is usually thought. Laws
throughout the ancient world regulated the use of “magic,” a concept that was
highly variegated and whose manifestations were not often legally differenti-
ated. The term “magic” typically covers a broad range of numinous activities,
including sorcery, divination, astrology, wonder-working, exorcism, and all
other such activities that cross over into the realm of the supernatural.2

Modern people have difficulty understanding the pervasive roles and driv-
ing fears associated with unseen spirits, demons, powers, names, curses, and
wonders in the world of the New Testament. But awareness of this factor brings
into focus an overlooked dynamic in the trial of Jesus. In sum, the Jewish chief
priests were deeply concerned about Jesus’ wonder-working and therefore con-
sidered him worthy of death under biblical law, which made it a capital offense
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to engage in various forms of improper magic and, especially, to use miracu-
lous signs or wonders to deceive people or to lead them into apostasy (Deut
13:1-5). For tactical reasons, the chief priests took Jesus to Pilate in the hope that
he might find Jesus similarly guilty under Roman law of sedition (crimen
maiestatis) through illicit magical wonder-working (maleficium). Impelled
largely by a fear of Jesus’ apparent supernatural powers, they hurried the matter
through to the prompt crucifixion. Although rarely noted in legal analyses of
the trial, these Jewish and Roman laws best explain the conduct of virtually ev-
eryone arrayed around Jesus in his final hours on earth. Indeed, each of the four
New Testament accounts of the death of Jesus makes coherent sense when read
in this light.

A Background of Uncertainty and Confusion

Too often, traditional approaches have attempted to reconstruct the trial of Je-
sus as if it were a logical, rational affair, viewing it as a modern legal proceeding
conducted by enlightened, scientific, postmodern minds. The accounts, how-
ever, suggest otherwise. These hearings and proceedings were neither orderly
nor systematic; they were neither precisely focused nor well structured. For this
reason most past legal explanations have failed, making it impossible to give
clear, one-word answers to such questions as “Precisely what cause of action
was brought against Jesus?” (as if ancient courts followed anything like modern
pleading practice), or “Specifically who was responsible for the death of Jesus?”
(as if lines of legal jurisdiction were clearly established). Many charges and
many people were involved.3 A more holistic approach to this situation is
needed, which would be consistent with ancient, premodern sensitivities.

By way of illustration, consider the question of intent. One scans the New
Testament for indications of what specifically motivated Judas, Annas,
Caiaphas, Herod Antipas, Pilate, or the ever present chief priests, and finds pre-
cious few. One may guess, of course, what their precise purposes may have
been, and various people have favored any number of political, commercial, so-
cial, personal, religious, or legalistic motives. Some commentators place culpa-
bility squarely on the Jews,4 while others implicate the Romans.5 While some
focus on religious factors, others conclude that the trial “was political through-
out in its intent and purpose.”6 Most experts would agree that a relatively small
group of Jewish leaders in Jerusalem rejected Jesus and his disciples,7 but previ-
ous scholarship has not made it sufficiently clear why their rejection of him was
so intense that they felt compelled to stop at nothing short of his death.

Pilate’s motivations are equally obscure. Should he be seen as a weak, ser-
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vile, incompetent, middle-management functionary who was easily intimi-
dated, manipulated by his wife, and motivated by trepidation, having recently
lost his power base in Rome; or should it be recognized that Pilate held in his
hands great legal and military powers, unhesitantly asserting himself on several
occasions to maintain public order? Above all, he probably was deeply frus-
trated; having tried in several ways to get the chief priests to drop their com-
plaint against Jesus, Pilate saw that nothing was working and instead “a riot
(thorubos) was beginning” (Mt 27:24). Still, what motivated Pilate to give the
crowd “a firm bond” (to hikanon) remains unsatisfactorily obscure: Did he act
out of impatience, indifference, hope that the crowd would just go away and
leave Jesus alone, worry about Rome, fear for his own safety or station, or all or
some of the above?

It is likewise difficult to determine the legal charges leveled against Jesus by
his captors.8 Several legal charges were raised, but none of them stuck. Signifi-
cantly, none of the stated causes of action is consistently invoked throughout
the record. This fluidity reminds us that Jesus’ captors came out against him as
“against a robber” (epi l3st3n; Mt 26:55; Mk 14:48; Lk 22:52). Robbers were out-
laws who were typically given virtually no legal rights by the legal establish-
ment, let alone the full formalities of indictment on specific charges, arraign-
ment, due process, or other such legal particularities.9 The confusing
assemblage of allegations apparently included blasphemy (Mt 26:65; Mk 14:64),
“perverting the nation, and forbidding to give tribute to Caesar, [and] saying
that he himself is Christ a king” (Lk 23:2), or usurping the title of “king of the
Jews” (Mt 27:37; Mk 15:26; Lk 23:38; Jn 19:19). Most modern writers assume that
the trial of Jesus was driven by political charges, but in fact, it is unclear that Je-
sus ever called himself “the king of the Jews.” In what appears to be something
of a derisive afterthought at the end of the proceeding, the Jews called him
“king of the Jews” (Mk 15:12), but nowhere does Jesus say, “I am the King of the
Jews.” Instead, he insists that his kingdom is not of this world (Jn 18:36). Consis-
tent with such silence or denials, Pilate refused to add the words “He said I am
King of the Jews” to the inscription above the cross (Jn 19:21).

So, which cause of action provides the main reason for Jesus’ crucifixion?
The matter is complex and confusing, and not only for us today but also for the
writers of the Gospels. In the Jewish proceeding, oddly, the leading official did
not state a clear case but asked, “What [or why] do these bear witness against
you?” (Mt 26:62; Mk 14:60). Later, even Pilate seemed unclear and had to ask,
“What accusation bring ye against this man?” (Jn 18:29), to which he never re-
ceived a straightforward answer. In the end, we simply learn that Jesus was ac-
cused of “many things” (Mt 27:13; Mk 15:3-4). Yet none of the traditional
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charges or purported motivations of the people standing against Jesus
(whether religious or political) explains his case satisfactorily.

At best, all legal commentators agree that the situation is very complicated.
And therein may lie the key to a solution. Seeking a specific, rational answer to
the puzzle is wrongheaded precisely because the situation cannot be reduced to
a few easy, modern labels. But this should not come as a surprise. Trials and le-
gal procedures in the ancient world were not always orderly matters. For exam-
ple, in a heated trial in Rome in 31 c.e., very close to the time of the trial of Je-
sus, Sejanus was accused of conspiracy against Tiberius. His case was tried in an
exceptional way due to the highly charged emotional, urgent nature of the case.
Sejanus’s trial was accompanied by a popular demonstration of frantic vio-
lence, boisterous jeers, and savage rejoicing; he was condemned to death, and
his body was abused for three days before it was thrown into the Tiber.10 As
Robert Rogers observed, “The judicial procedure, if it may be so dignified, was,
to be sure, most exceptional, but so also was the emergency.”11

Moreover, the simultaneous handling of multiple legal charges, as was
common, must have heightened the confusion. Many of the trials during the
reign of Tiberius featured multiple causes of action, the defendants concur-
rently facing various combinations of charges of maiestas, murder, adultery,
hostile disloyalty (perduellio), sacrilege, bribery, counterfeiting, or falsification
(falsum).12 Under Jewish law, nothing prohibited a multiplicity of actions in a
single proceeding, and nothing prohibited new charges from being added as the
case went forward. The case of Jeremiah, for example, began with a charge that
he had “prophesied against this city,” but the accusation shifted during the pro-
ceeding to the somewhat different allegation, “he has spoken to us in the name
of the Lord our God” (Jer 26:11, 16). The greater the public outcry, the fewer
concerns about legal formalities. Indeed, a high degree of fluidity characterized
the interrogations and accusations initiated against Jesus, who was charged on
several counts.

Adding to this confusion was uncertainty about what to make of Jesus.
Even before his arrest and trial, the general populace was bewildered. Jesus
asked his own disciples, “Whom do men say that I the Son of man am?” They
reported a variety of popular opinions, including the idea that Jesus was John
the Baptist or Elijah brought back from the dead (Mt 16:13-14; Mk 8:27-28). Un-
certainty and puzzlement was a common reaction to Jesus. At the conclusion of
his Temple speech on the Feast of Tabernacles, “there was a division among the
people because of him” (Jn 7:43). “Some said, ‘He is a good man,’ others said,
‘No, he is leading the people astray (plana).’ Yet for fear of the Jews no one
spoke openly of him” (Jn 7:12-13).
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A Driving Factor of Fear

When people feel confused, they often become afraid. When they are afraid,
they may act irrationally. Although New Testament commentators rarely men-
tion the fear factor, fear provides the driving undercurrent that best explains
the irregularities and vagaries in all four accounts of the trial of Jesus. More
powerful than a mental motive or a purposeful intent, and broader than a mo-
tivating stimulus or circumstance, the one consistent factor that runs through
the entire story as told in all four Gospels is an underlying emotion of fear, es-
pecially of the supernatural. Of course, this fear did not always manifest itself in
the same way among the various parties, but sooner or later everyone seems to
be afraid of one thing or another. The array is considerable, and the fact that
many kinds of fear are involved only adds to the unsettling confusion.

The followers of Jesus were afraid of the Jewish leaders. Joseph of
Arimathea kept his loyalty to Jesus secret “for fear of the Jews” (Jn 19:38). The
disciples fled from the scene of the arrest (Mk 14:50), and their fear only inten-
sified after Jesus’ death (Jn 20:19).

The chief priests were also afraid. They worried that if Jesus became too
popular, the Romans would come and take away “the place [the Temple; cf. Acts
21:28] and the people” (ton topon kai to ethnos; Jn 11:48); and they also “feared
the people” (Mt 21:46; Mk 11:32; Lk 20:19-20; 22:2). But even more than these
concerns, the chief priests feared Jesus. Mark states that after Jesus spoke pow-
erfully against the Temple, reportedly threatening to destroy the place by some
extraordinary means (Mk 14:58), they “sought how they might destroy him: for
they feared him” (Mk 11:18).

The scheme to destroy him, however, seems to have gone quickly awry. Af-
ter being arrested, Jesus was passed abruptly from one hand to another with no
one wanting to take the responsibility either for his death or his release. The
original plot to do away with Jesus seems to have quickly begun to unravel, be-
coming far more complicated than probably any of the participants had ex-
pected. And they were not the only ones who were frightened. According to
John, when Pilate heard the Jews say “He has made himself the son of God,” his
reaction was fear. Indeed, John states that Pilate “was really afraid” (mallon
ephob3th3; Jn 19:8). True to life, Pilate’s response is paralleled by the trepidation
of the Roman judge Tigellinus, who thirty years later interrogated the miracle-
working sage Apollonius and released him in admitted fear of his “demonic,”
superhuman powers, not wanting to offend a god.13

Similarly, the scene of gruesome death became a theater of fear, especially
fearing the prospect of having offended some divine beings. One of the thieves
on the cross rebuked the other: “Do you not fear God, since you are under the
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same judgment?” (oude phob3; Lk 23:40). And the centurion and those with
him, when they felt the earth quake, “feared exceedingly” (ephob3th3san
sphodra; Mt 27:54). All the people left the crucifixion pounding their breasts
(Lk 23:48) out of fear and worry about what they had done. These blows were
not simply doleful signs of lamentation but forceful expressions of anxiety (cf.
Mt 27:30; Lk 18:13; Acts 18:17; 23:10).

The abrupt ending of Mark, which concludes with the words “for they
feared” (ephobounto gar) in Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, has puzzled many com-
mentators. But if a strong underlying thread of fear runs throughout the Gos-
pel narratives, then punctuating such an account with the words “for trembling
and astonishment had come upon them; and they said nothing to any one, for
they were afraid” (Mk 16:8) becomes understandable. For the faithful followers,
this fear was not necessarily a symptom of gloom, but a concluding sign of awe-
some obeisance in the face of a powerful presence. Phobias are everywhere in
this story — in far more places than people usually think.

Indeed, a fear that has been mostly overlooked as a factor in the trials of Je-
sus is the fear associated with magic and the supernatural. The widespread rep-
utation of Jesus as a miracle worker or exorcist would have been especially un-
settling to the chief priests who operated the Jerusalem Temple complex, who
sought a legal pretext on which to reprimand or accuse him. Reports of his mir-
acles — even if they were only unsubstantiated rumors — would have laid him
open to obvious charges, both under Jewish and Roman laws, that he was a sor-
cerer, necromancer, or magician (Latin, maleficus; Greek, kakopoios). Such con-
duct would have raised already-heightened Jewish concerns in and around the
holy places of Jerusalem, especially when such signs or wonders of Jesus were
coupled with teachings that threatened to lead people into apostasy; and such
behavior could also have easily intensified or given rise to Roman allegations of
treason committed against the dignity or security of the emperor Tiberius.

P1010034

Was Jesus’ Conduct Religious or Magical?

From the facts leading up to the trial of Jesus it is evident that his conduct pre-
sented a difficult borderline legal case. For one thing, it is very difficult to dis-
tinguish licit from illicit uses of the supernatural. In the ancient world, no strict
legal line divided the two.14 Dividing the supernatural into legal categories of
acceptable and unacceptable magic was sometimes impossible; many practices
of these two domains overlapped. Nevertheless, maintaining the social and le-
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gal boundaries between them remained important, for magical activities were
common enough. From priests performing sacrifices at temples to wanderers
offering love potions, the supernatural was virtually omnipresent in ancient
life. Perhaps most difficult of all, Jesus’ actions appeared to be beneficial to hu-
manity and divinely motivated, but they went well beyond ordinary social and
legal boundaries.

Religion and magic are often distinguished by the ways they interact with
the divine.15 For example, religion represents the practices of a certain ethnic or
political group and is institutionalized. Its priests are publicly legitimized and
recognized, and they receive authority from a sanctioned organization, which is
generally dedicated to a specific deity. Magic, on the other hand, is outside of
strict sociopolitical boundaries. Teachers of magic have to be sought out in se-
cret, and their authority lies in their ability or knowledge. Jesus’ conduct clearly
fell in the latter of these two.

For instance, religion tends to ask, appeal to, and maybe coerce the divine;
sacrifices, oblations, prayers, and worship all contribute to the practitioner’s
appeal for a deity’s actions; religion makes petitions to God. Magic typically
tries to command, control, or manipulate the supernatural by esoteric knowl-
edge, imprecations, or special communication with deity. People made special
note of the fact that Jesus commanded the unclean spirits (Mk 1:27) and the
winds and the waters (Lk 8:25), making him appear “more like a god . . . than
like a mere charismatic healer or prophet.”16

In many ways Jesus must have appeared to some to be acting outside of the
boundaries of Jewish religion and inside the realm of magic, providing his op-
ponents a convenient and serious prima facie complaint against him. Several
events in his life would have raised serious legal concerns about whether he was
operating within the context of religion or magic.17 Jesus was openly heralded
as a miracle worker and exorcist.18 As Eric Eve’s analysis of the Jewish context of
Jesus’ miracles concludes, “There is a consensus among virtually all the scholars
reviewed here that Jesus did indeed perform healings and exorcisms that his
contemporaries thought remarkable, and that this can be regarded as virtually
certain. There is also a growing consensus that this miraculous activity formed
an integral part of Jesus’ ministry, and should not be brushed aside to leave
room for a Jesus who was almost entirely a teacher.”19 If this assessment rings
true of the ministry of Jesus, it is a fortiori even more the case with respect to
his trial and death. Such activities could not have escaped legal cognizance.

Throughout the Gospel of Mark Jesus performed healings and miracles by
touching and speaking (Mk 3:3; 4:39; 5:41; 6:48-51; 7:33; 8:22; 9:27). These tech-
niques were also used by magicians who performed miracles.20 In several heal-
ings Jesus’ use of spit could have carried magical overtones (Mk 7:33; 8:22; Jn
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9:6).21 Jesus also was reputed to have supernatural control of the elements,
multiplying loaves and fishes, calming a storm, walking on water, and cursing a
fig tree. The cursing of the fig tree especially would have appeared magical, as
Jesus performed the act himself, not appealing to a supernatural power to act.
Additionally, Jesus appeared to have a relationship with evil spirits or demons.
Those possessed with demons or evil spirits often recognized Jesus and obeyed
him (e.g., Mt 8:29; Mk 3:11-12; 9:25; Lk 11:14).

These incidents regularly caused an uproar in the region where they were
performed. It is not surprising that many people reacted to this wonder-work-
ing with fear (Mk 1:27; 5:15).22 After Jesus healed a man’s withered hand, some
people immediately began to talk about “how they might destroy him” (Mt
12:14; Mk 3:6; Lk 6:11). In a world that feared demons “as we fear microbes”23 or
anthrax, it is not surprising that the most common and consistent reaction of
people to all the miracles of Jesus was fear (see, for example, Mt 9:8; Lk 5:26;
7:16; 8:37; Jn 6:19), for either he worked these wonders by the power of God or
he was possessed by Beelzebub (Mt 12:22; Mk 3:22). Such actions leave no mid-
dle ground. To the extent that Jesus’ healings and control over physical elements
were open and impressive, these signs and wonders must have caused profound
concern to anyone who did not believe that Jesus was benevolent. In one case in
Galilee, scribes from Jerusalem became involved in a legal effort to determine
whether he performed these miracles by the power of Satan or of God (Mk
3:22-23). Hollenbach concludes that the scribes and Pharisees “accus[ed] him
both of practicing sorcery (witchcraft) and being possessed himself by Satan,”24

although that alone was not enough to precipitate legal prosecution at that
time.

Members of the Jewish aristocracy who opposed Jesus feared not only his
popularity, but the source of his powers.25 If Jesus’ power came from magic,
then he was a sorcerer worthy of death. If his authority came from God, then he
was a prophet. Likewise, from a Roman point of view, certain healings would be
entirely acceptable if performed by a Temple priest, but healings or other ac-
tions might make the performer a magician and as such an “enemy of the Ro-
man order.”26 The question of the source of Jesus’ power became so important
that Jesus was asked explicitly, “By what authority do you do these things?” (Mk
11:28). Jesus never answered the question. His silence must have only height-
ened their concerns.

One week before his trial, according to John’s account, Jesus raised Lazarus
from the dead.27 Jesus had raised others from the dead in Galilee, but the rais-
ing of Lazarus, just over the eastern hill from Jerusalem, brought his miracle
working uncomfortably close to the temple city. For the Gospel of John, this
was the culminating event that precipitated the action that had long been brew-
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ing.28 Immediately thereafter, “the chief priests and the Pharisees gathered as a
council [synedrion], and said, What do we do? for this man does many miracles
[s3meia]” (Jn 11:47). The mention of miracles here is an important disclosure.
Jesus’ miracle working stood at the root of the ultimate concern of his legal op-
ponents. If these miracles were mere illusions, then Jesus was an illegal trickster,
wizard, or deceiver. Immediately after the report of what Jesus had done in
Bethany, an illegal order went out for his arrest (Jn 11:57). To make legal matters
even worse for Jesus and his friends, the chief priests also sought to arrest Laza-
rus (Jn 12:10), presumably on the legal ground that he had colluded with Jesus
in perpetrating this deception.

The Gospel of John is not alone in reporting miracles as Jesus approached
Jerusalem. As he drew near to Jerusalem, Jesus healed two blind men, Matthew
says, by touching their eyes, and they heralded him as “Lord” or “Son of David”
(Mt 20:31-34; Mk 10:46-52; Lk 18:35-43). In the Gospels of Matthew and Mark, as
Jesus came to Jerusalem from Bethany, he cursed a fig tree and it mysteriously
withered (Mt 21:19; Mk 11:20). Significantly, the magical-appearing curse of this
tree is conjoined directly with the cleansing of the Temple (Mt 21:12-13; Mk
11:11-15).

Coupling these manifestations of numinous power with what his oppo-
nents would consider an incantation against the Temple — “I will destroy this
temple that is made with hands, and within three days I will build another
made without hands” (Mk 14:58) — yields a potent formula for fear and the
need to take action against these out-of-boundary signs and wonders. These
events were clearly disturbing to certain Jews. Such a slander against the Temple
could rather easily have been taken as a magical curse. In fact, it would be con-
sidered blasphemous precisely because it called upon powers alien to the Tem-
ple. Not only did these words sound sinister, but they also further separated Je-
sus from the Temple and also institutional Jewish religion, placing him outside
the sphere of organized and sanctioned religion and into the only other alterna-
tive, the realm of magic, and indeed not only outside licit religion, but threaten-
ing to it.

To people who took such forces seriously, trying to arrest Jesus would have
been terrifying. The chief priests could not have undertaken this venture lightly.
Being fearful, they would have steeled themselves against the unexpected and
felt the need to move quickly. Jesus was reputed to have supernatural powers.
He presented himself as a new Moses, and many of the miracles he reputedly
performed exceeded those of Moses. The chief priests were well aware of the
stories about what Moses had done to Pharaoh and his army. Moreover, when
the men of Nazareth had attempted to kill or banish Jesus, he had passed myste-
riously “through the midst of them” and slipped away (Lk 4:30); the chief
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priests may have been involved personally in the similar attempt in Jerusalem to
stone him, when “Jesus hid himself, and went out of the Temple, going through
the midst of them, and so passed by” undetected (Jn 8:59). With Jesus known as
something of an escape artist, the leaders in Jerusalem would have sensed that
they had their hands full in trying to take him at the height of his power.

Even during his arrest, Jesus continued to invoke miraculous powers. Mat-
thew reports that Jesus told Peter to put away his sword, assuring him that he
could call forth more than twelve legions of angels (Mt 26:53); and Luke re-
counts that when one of the disciples cut off the right ear of the high priest’s
servant, Jesus “touched his ear, and healed him” (Lk 22:51). Anyone in the group
of arresters hearing or seeing such things would have been stunned; stumbling,
they “went backward and fell to the ground” (Jn 18:6).

Supernatural factors play a dominant role in the New Testament account
clear to the end. Herod Antipas hoped to see Jesus perform a miracle (Lk 23:8).
People standing by the cross seriously wondered if Jesus could save himself;
they saw him as a trafficker in evil spirits and thus waited to see if God would
want him (Mt 27:43). They waited to see if the miracle-working prophet Elijah
would rescue him from the cross (Mk 15:36). While that did not happen, the
rocks were said to split apart, graves opened, and spirits appeared out of the
ground (Mt 27:51-53). Behind everything here lurks a strong undercurrent of
seeing Jesus as a powerful, and therefore worrisome, wonder-worker.

Indeed, ultimately the chief priests worried that Jesus, whom they specifi-
cally called a “trickster” or “deceiver” (ho planos), would somehow appear to
rise after three days as he had prophesied he would (Mt 27:63). Early on the
Pharisees had chided the Jewish officers for being “also deceived” or “tricked”
(peplan3ste, Jn 7:47; also 7:12). Now these people together worried that this, his
last “trick” (plan3) of appearing to rise from the dead, would be worse than his
first trick (Mt 27:64). When they asked Pilate to place a guard at the tomb to
prevent any such sleight of hand perpetrated with assistance from his followers,
Pilate told them to use their own Temple guard, and they were concerned
enough actually to do so (Mt 27:65-66).

What they feared most was some kind of ultimate, evil trick. The term
planos especially means one who deceives by seduction through evil powers or
misguided miracles. This term is applied to Satan himself (Rev 12:9), and to
“the false prophet who performs miracles” (Rev 19:20). The evil Beliar is called
a “deceiver” (planos) in the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs (T Benj 6.1); and
in the Sibylline Oracles, Beliar is said to deceive many men, including the faith-
ful elect, through nature miracles, including raising mountains, churning up
the sea, raising the dead, and performing many signs (Sib Or 3.63-70). The word
planos is also associated with the seduction by unclean spirits or polluted de-
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mons that led to the destruction of Noah’s grandchildren in Jub 10.1-2.29 Being
a planos would obviously raise serious concerns at the time of Jesus.

Magic as Criminal Conduct under Jewish Law

Although it is evident that certain forms of white magic or wizardry were not
problematic at this time in Jewish culture, difficulties could easily arise. Magi-
cians such as Simon Magus (Acts 8:9) seem to have walked the hills of Samaria
freely without prosecution, but if magic went too far or was coupled with im-
proper conduct, such action could be severely punished, even by death.
Theudas, described by Josephus as a Jewish wonder-worker,30 lawfully gathered
a large following in Judea, but when he turned his alleged miracle powers
against Rome in 45 or 46 c.e., he was attacked and beheaded by a squadron of
Roman horsemen, and many of his followers were killed or taken prisoner.

This is not the place to review the extensive literature regarding Jewish atti-
tudes toward magic in the Second Temple period. Much has been written about
miracles, magic, charismatic holy men, sign prophets, exorcists, healers, sorcer-
ers, and diviners in Josephus, Philo, Jewish wisdom literature, the Pseudepigra-
pha, and the Qumran library.31 Suffice it to say that scarcely any attention has
been given in these books to the legal dimensions of magic at the time of Je-
sus.32

The exception is in recent Qumran studies, where it has become evident
that “magic is integral to the worldview of Qumran”; there magic was “a
learned magic” that was extensive but “markedly restrained.”33 Armin Lange
exhaustively surveys the Essene positions and practices concerning magic, ex-
orcisms, incantations, and divinations.34 As he shows, although “the wide range
of different forms of magic and divination known by the Essenes is not re-
flected in their legal texts,” and “while magic and divination were widespread in
late Second Temple times and were an integral part of Jewish belief and
thought,”35 some forms of magic were clearly rejected by the Essenes.36 For ex-
ample, Deut 18:9-22 was included in the Temple Scroll. Eric Eve similarly con-
cludes, “The Beelzebul controversy indicates that the same kind of ambiguity
surrounded Jesus’ exorcisms.”37

Biblical and Jewish laws, however, clearly prohibited various kinds of sor-
cery, soothsaying, or necromancy. The challenge was to distinguish acceptable
forms of exorcism or miracle working from the unacceptable. For this reason,
the Talmud required some “knowledge of sorcery” in order to be appointed a
member of the Sanhedrin, so that such cases could be properly distinguished
and prosecuted: “None are to be appointed members of the Sanhedrin, but
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men of stature, wisdom, good appearance, mature age, with a knowledge of
sorcery.”38 The last qualification was required “so as to be able to detect those
who seduce and pervert by means of witchcraft”39 or to tell the difference be-
tween its proper and improper uses. According to Talmudic law, magic could be
studied, but only so that it could be understood, not practiced.40

More than that, magic was forbidden in every layer of biblical law. Ex 22:18
states that “a woman who practices sorcery, shall not sustain her soul,” i.e., shall
not be allowed to live.41 This provision, however, was not understood as apply-
ing only to women. The Septuagint, Mishnah, Targum Neofiti, and Targum
Pseudo-Jonathan all understand this interdiction to apply to men as well, to
“anyone who practices sorcery.”42

Moreover, Num 23:23 assures that “there is no enchantment against Jacob,
neither is there any divination against Israel,” and Deut 18:10-11 concurs: “Let
no one be found among you who makes his son or daughter pass through fire,
no augur or soothsayer or diviner or sorcerer, no one who casts spells or traffics
with ghosts and spirits, and no necromancer.” All these are abominations to be
flogged and driven out.

Lev 20:27 likewise provides that “a man also or woman that has a familiar
spirit, or that is a wizard, shall surely be put to death.” Having a familiar spirit
refers especially to “calling out of the earth” or conversing with the spirits of the
dead.43 Being a wizard has to do with giving signs or wonders that “evoke rec-
ognition or knowledge.”44 Perhaps more than coincidentally, the expression
“being worthy of death” (thanatZ thanatousthZsan, enochoi eisi) in Lev 20:27
(LXX) contains the same words that appear in Mt 26:66 and Mk 14:64 to con-
demn Jesus as “worthy of death” (enochos thanatou estin).

Most pertinent to this discussion of the trial of Jesus is the law in Deut 13:1-
5. Even if a prophet were able to give “a sign or a wonder,” Deut 13:1-3 made it il-
legal to follow such a person to “go after other gods,” and the punishment for
the one who leads people into apostasy in this way was death (Deut 13:5). Au-
gust Strobel and Otto Betz argue that this text is crucial to the accusation
brought against Jesus by the Sanhedrin, that he misleads the people; but they
unnecessarily focus their attention on Jesus’ words instead of also considering
his deeds; and Graham Stanton makes a strong case that Jesus’ opponents
marginalized him with the double accusation that he was both a magician and
a false prophet, but he does not draw legal consequences from these two
“closely related” allegations.45 It well appears that “Jesus is best understood not
as a magician but as a prophet,”46 but that misses the legal point. Seeing Jesus as
a prophet is not inconsistent with seeing him in violation of Deut 13. In fact,
this provision of the law presupposes this. Thus, on the Jewish side, the law in
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Deut 13 is even more applicable to Jesus and to his being called a “trickster” or
“deceiver” (planos) than has been previously emphasized.

Any signs or wonders performed by Jesus, especially his raising people
from the dead coupled with his soothsayer-like spell against the Temple, would
readily have presented to some people a prima facie case of serious misconduct
that could have warranted the death penalty under Jewish law. By itself, the al-
leged use of magic was problematic enough. The Mishnah, which may well re-
flect legal conditions around the time of the trial of Jesus, said “A sorcerer, if he
actually performs magic, is liable [to death], but not if he merely creates illu-
sions.”47 When used for leading people to worship other beings (including one-
self) as God, the case became all the more unlawful (Deut 13:1-5). Trypho the
Jew asserted that Jesus had been executed as a sorcerer and seducer of the peo-
ple,48 and the Talmud preserves the remark that “on the eve of the Passover
Yeshu [the Nazarene] was hanged . . . because he has practiced sorcery and en-
ticed Israel to apostasy.”49

Early Christian sources likewise echo the view that Jesus’ Jewish accusers
considered his supernatural powers to be offensive. Lactantius did not deny this
allegation, but explained it away: “We might have supposed him to be a magi-
cian (magum), as you now suppose him to be, and the Jews then supposed him,
if all the prophets did not with one accord proclaim that Christ would do those
very things.”50 In the apocryphal letter of Pilate to Claudius, the chief priests
were said to have accused Jesus of being a sorcerer and acting contrary to their
law,51 while an Ethiopic fragment attributes to the Jews the line “Behold the
sorcerer,” as they present to Pilate a corpse that was supposedly the body of Je-
sus.52 To these traditions may be added the additions to the Slavonic Josephus
that emphasize the mighty miracles performed by Jesus the wonder-worker. Of
unknown origin, these insertions show that Jesus was regarded in some circles
as a man who worked copious wonders “through an invisible power . . . by word
alone.” Pilate “had that wonder-worker brought up,” but pronounced him “a
benefactor, not a malefactor, [nor] a rebel, [nor] covetous of kingship.”53 More-
over, in mainstream fourth-century Christian art Jesus was often depicted, on
sarcophagi, on glass bowls, and in catacombs, as a magician holding a wand in
raising Lazarus or in performing other miracles.54

None of this requires one to conclude, with Morton Smith, that Jesus truly
was a magician or that he actually was convicted of being a sorcerer, but these
legal items show that he easily could have been mistaken for or characterized as
a magus and suspected of being a sorcerer. It is enough to see that under Jewish
law the mere presence of this factor in his case would have considerably aggra-
vated and unified the many charges lodged against Jesus, especially when cou-
pled with the specific concern of Deut 13 about leading people into apostasy,

265

Miracles, Maleficium, and Maiestas in the Trial of Jesus

291
G:\Charlesworth\Charlesworth.vp
Thursday, January 05, 2006 9:48:49 AM

Color profile: Disabled
Composite  Default screen



and this element would have spilled over easily into potential offenses under
Roman law as well.

Maleficium and Maiestas under Roman Law

Easily, the element of magic would have been relevant to accusations against Je-
sus under Roman law as well. Sorcery or magic was also a serious offense under
Roman law at the time of Jesus, especially when it threatened in any way the se-
curity of the emperor. From the time of the Twelve Tables, magical incantations
were prohibited: Qui malum carmen incantassit, “He who shall have sung an
enchanted evil spell.”55 This long-standing Roman law proscribed the enchant-
ment of grain standing in a field or the enticement of fertility from one field to
another.56 In the Roman state cult, “only a king possessed the necessary magic
power, . . . [due to] the rightful king’s closeness to the gods, . . . [whose status]
was revealed by the gods through a sign (especially through the flight of
birds).”57 Hence, a magician who claimed to be a king might not only imperil
the emperor but also treasonously impersonate the divine powers of the ruling
monarch.

In Roman legal terminology, maleficus is “common parlance for ‘magi-
cian’”58 and “commonly denotes a sorcerer.”59 Its cognate maleficium is “not a
technical juristic term” as such, but it is sometimes synonymous with magia,
which covered a variety of types of sorcery, magical formulae, nocturnal sacri-
fices, or supernatural effects, and was a capital offense when “performed with
an evil intention to harm or defraud another.”60

State action could be taken against such people. According to Valerius
Maximus, who wrote during the reign of Tiberius (14-37 c.e.), an edict was is-
sued in 139 b.c.e. expelling deceitful Eastern astrologers from Rome and Italy
who were fomenting trouble by their “fallacious interpretation of the stars.”61

At the time of Jesus, certain forms of spell casting or divination had re-
cently become punishable by death. In 11 c.e. Augustus Caesar himself issued a
new edict forbidding mantics from prophesying about a person’s death, which
apparently had become a serious political and social problem in the Roman
world.62 The main thrust of this decree was to expand the law of maiestas,53

which had long punished people who harmed the state by actions, to now in-
clude treasonous divination especially against the imperial family. Mantic ac-
tivity had become popular during the time of Augustus, whose reign had begun
with the propitious appearance of a comet, ushering in “an era of almost uni-
versal acceptance of astrology by the Roman upper class.”64 The new law cur-
tailed “the hitherto unlimited freedom of astrological practice” through a “du-
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rable empire-wide imperial legislation [that would] circumscribe astrological
and other divinatory activities everywhere.”65 Demons know no political or
geographical boundaries.

The edict of Augustus was bolstered by a senatus consultum in 16 c.e. The
need for further action only five years after the initial decree indicates that the
problem remained unchecked. Tacitus, Suetonius, Ulpian, and Cassius Dio all
confirm that foreign astrologers and sorcerers (magi) and their confederates
were executed at this time, while Roman citizens who persisted in these prac-
tices were banished and expelled from Italy.66 Tiberius, however, “pardoned
those who petitioned him and promised that they would give up their craft.”67

Erratic enforcement of such occult activity was perhaps inevitable. For ex-
ample, during the Principate, although “no one [was] permitted to have books
on the art of magic in his possession,” and any such books were to be “burned
in public,” and offenders of humble rank were to be executed,68 this law against
the possession of such paraphernalia was not enforced in Ephesus until the
seven sons of Sceva were fully exposed. Those practitioners were not executed
(apparently they were of high rank; Acts 19:14), but they brought forward their
enormously valuable collection of magical books (likely under threat of law),
which were then publicly burned (Acts 19:19). Significantly, Luke reports with-
out any embarrassment that Jesus was known to these demons (Acts 19:15).

Over the years the problem persisted. The practice of magic was con-
demned in 198/99 by the prefect of Egypt, Q. Aemilius Saturninus, whose edict
imposed the death penalty on anyone involved in divination; he banned the use
of “written documents ostensibly emanating in the presence of the divine,” “the
procession of images or similar trickery,” or claims “to have knowledge of the
supernatural or . . . of future events.” Local administrators who failed to enforce
this law were also “laid under the same chastisement” of death.69

During the reign of Tiberius, criminal trials were plentiful in Rome. Robert
Samuel Rogers lists over two hundred known defendants, many of them
charged concurrently with multiple offenses. The most common charge, and
one that could be coupled with an accusation of maleficium, was maiestas; it
was involved in approximately one hundred known trials during the reign of
Tiberius alone, although these accusations resulted in relatively few convic-
tions.70

The law of maiestas condemned all types of treasonous conversation or li-
belous speech or action (p. 79), including the writing of libelous poetic verses
(p. 83), the selling of a statue of the emperor (p. 88), or “spreading slanderous
stories in the army with a seditious intent” (p. 99), if such conduct was directed
against “the deified Augustus, Livia while she lived, and Tiberius, but not
Tiberius’ heir” (p. 130). Maiestas comprehended the old charge of perduellio
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(hostile treason) as well as the less serious charge of libellus famosus (malicious
accusation, defamation, or lampoon) (p. 134), and it encompassed numerous
charges, “many of them trivial if not actually absurd” (p. 190). For example,
Faianius and Rubrius were indicted for maiestas for slighting Augustus’s divin-
ity by selling a statue of the deified emperor and breaking an oath sworn in the
name of Augustus, but these indictments were quashed. Likewise, Cotta
Messalinus, a friend of Ovid, called a banquet a funeral feast, alluding to the
fact that Livia’s deification had been refused, and found himself in legal trouble
(p. 133). Dio reports that an ex-consul was executed for maiestas, having “car-
ried a coin bearing a Tiberius type into a latrine” (p. 171). Other cases of
maiestas involved the murder of a slave in front of a statue of Augustus, chang-
ing one’s clothes beside a statue of Augustus, allowing oneself to be elected to
an office on the same day that Augustus had been so elected, or “criticism of
any word or action of the emperor” (pp. 171-72).

The potential penalty for such an offense was death,71 and later Roman law
would specify that the punishment for enchanters or spellbinders was crucifix-
ion.72 Mourning the death of anyone convicted of perduellio was forbidden,73

and the name of the convict was blotted out of records and public memory un-
der a decree of disgrace (damnatio memoriae) (p. 116). In a parallel fashion, the
disciples of Jesus were prohibited by Jewish authorities from speaking in his
name or of his memory following his death (Acts 4:17-18).

During the reign of Tiberius, at least three cases of maiestas grew directly
out of the use of astrology or magic. In the complicated case of Aemilia Lepida
(20 c.e.), “the charge of maiestas was based on the alleged consultation of the
astrologers regarding the imperial family. . . . But the indictment for maiestas
was refused at Tiberius’ specific injunction. What Lepida had asked and what
answer she had received from the astrologers we are not told” (p. 52).74

Claudia Pulchra (26 c.e.) was entangled in a web of charges including
adultery, “a plot to assassinate Tiberius by poison, and dealing in charms and
incantations against the emperor.” At this trial Agrippina interceded for
Claudia, saying that Tiberius’s worship of Augustus “was inconsistent with his
persecution of Augustus’ granddaughter,” claiming that she herself was “the
true image of Augustus, blood of his divine blood.” Claudia was convicted and
had likely been engaged in a conspiracy against Tiberius in the interests of
Agrippina (pp. 92-93).

Mamercus-Aemilius Scaurus obtained the office of consul suffectus in 21
c.e. He was indicted in 34 for involvement five years earlier with magic rites of
astrologers, which Rogers infers “inevitably suggests treasonable conspiracy”
(pp. 139 and 152).

The closing years in the reign of Tiberius were troubled by many criminal
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cases right around the time Jesus was brought before Pontius Pilate in Jerusa-
lem. Indeed, the year 32 c.e. saw “the largest number of criminal cases known in
any one year of Tiberius’ reign, a total of twenty-five,” one-third of which grew
out of the conspiracy of Sejanus against Tiberius the year before (pp. 112-14 and
128).

In addition, another law that may well have been used in these trials during
the reign of Tiberius was the Lex Cornelia de sicariis et veneficiis, a law that im-
posed capital punishment (burning alive) against magicians who murdered by
poisoning.75 According to the Chronicle of the Year a.d. 354, Tiberius executed
forty-five sorcerers and eighty-five sorceresses, probably during the events of
the years 16-17, only about fifteen years removed from Jesus’ trial. Tacitus relates
the story of Numantina, a woman prosecuted for having made her husband in-
sane by incantations and spells.76 Dickie believes that it was most likely the Lex
Cornelia under which she was charged. A contemporary of Apuleius, Hadrian
of Tyre, stated that this law was often broadened to take effect against sorcerers
in general rather than used just for crimes resulting from veneficia.77 It has also
been observed that the actions of the populace or their leaders sometimes en-
couraged the Roman authorities to move against magicians, as was the case
with Jesus and the Jewish leaders.78 The fact that the Lex Cornelia covered
sicarii as well as veneficiis may have been another reason why the Jews thought
they could interest Pilate in taking action against Jesus as a malefactor, and the
possibility of judicial liability for mismanaging such a case may also help to ex-
plain Pilate’s hesitancy to condemn Jesus.79

While not implying that Jesus was crucified for somehow predicting the
death of Tiberius Caesar or invoking incantations against the emperor, this le-
gal background may explain why the Jewish chief priests (wrongly) thought
they could get Pilate to take action against Jesus. If Jesus, who had been born
under an unusual star and who was visited as an infant by magi from the East,
spoke evil predictions against the Temple and the lives of the Jews, and prophe-
sied about the manner of his own death, perhaps he would next turn to treason
in the form of criticizing the emperor or laying spells on him. If that were to
happen, letting Jesus go would certainly make Pilate no personal friend of
Caesar.80 In their final petition, the chief priests argued before the Praefectus
that anyone who made himself a king “speaks against [antilegei] Caesar” (Jn
19:12). This looks like the making of an allegation of maiestas.81 When coupled
with a charge of maleficium, even a tenuous concern about treason begins to
look more like something that the Praefectus might take an interest in. Indeed,
Luke records that the chief priests sent out spies to record words that Jesus
spoke “so they might deliver him unto the power and authority of the gover-
nor” (Lk 20:20). In seeking such evidence, they must have been looking for
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words whose effect went well beyond blasphemy under Jewish law, for they
could not expect a Roman magistrate to take much interest in a purely Jewish
dispute, as Gallio’s dismissal of Sosthenes illustrates (Acts 18:14-17). And while
the chief priests eventually had to be satisfied with weak hints of disloyalty
(laesa maiestas) and not full-blown perduellio, they certainly would have
latched onto any possibility that Jesus had insulted or threatened the persona of
Tiberius himself, especially if any form of supernatural conduct could be
implicated. Being far from Rome, the most likely way for a person in Jerusalem
to hurt the emperor directly would have been through some form of magic or
incantation.

The Charge of Magic in the Trial of Jesus

Laws against magic are mentioned occasionally by commentators writing
about the trial of Jesus, but this underlying cause of action is not usually taken
very seriously.82 The main reason for this disregard is that no formal accusation
of magic or maleficium ever seems to be made. But in light of the foregoing dis-
cussion, a closer look at Jn 18:30 is required.

The Greek manuscripts are not identical, but their differences are probably
of no legal consequence. In Jn 18:28-29 the chief priests take Jesus to the
Praetorium and Pilate asks, “What sort of accusation do you bring against this
man?” They answer, “Unless this man was a kakopoios or kakon poiZn, we would
not have submitted him to you” (Jn 18:30). On the one hand, the noun form
kakopoios (the Latin equivalents of which are maleficus or malefactor) appears
in codices Alexandrinus, Petropolitanus Purpureus, Codex 087 (Sinai/St. Pe-
tersburg) Ephraemi Rescriptus (third corrector), Basilensis, Seidelianus,
Campianus and Bezae Cantabrigiensis (supplied), in several important families
of other manuscripts, as well as in the Old Latin, Vulgate, and several patristic
writers from the fourth century onward. On the other hand, three different
participial forms, “making evil,” “having made evil,” or “evil-making,” appear
in other manuscripts; if this verb group can be taken together, it has slightly
stronger cumulative support than does the noun, being found in Sinaiticus
(perfect participle in the original hand, present participle in the corrector’s
hand), in Vaticanus and in the original hand of Ephraemi Rescriptus (present
participles). The noun form, however, is present in “the overwhelming bulk of
extant manuscripts” and would be the more natural Greek grammatical con-
struction.83

The use of the noun indicates that the chief priests accused Jesus of being a
kakopoios or criminal wonder-worker. Perhaps they hoped Pilate would take
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cognizance of the case on that ground, knowing how voguish and volatile such
charges had become back in Rome. But the participial phrase could also carry
the same technical-legal weight, so long as the making of kakos or malus im-
plied the use of some form of evil magic, which is conceivable. Recognizing that
a term such as maleficus, kakopoios, or kakon poiZn should be understood in a
general sense “save where it is qualified to take on a specific meaning,”84 the ar-
gument that Jn 18:30 demands a technical-legal reading of this term is sup-
ported by the following:

1. The legal setting. Ordinary words carry technical-legal import when
used in a judicial context. English words such as “action,” “motion,” “bench,” or
“arise” all have regular meanings in ordinary speech, but they assume a legal
meaning when we know they are being spoken in court, as is the case here.

2. The legal request. When Pilate asked, “What sort of accusation do you
bring against this man?” he was not saying, “What’s going on here?” His words
call for a specific legal response. He would expect the petitioners to formulate
their answer in terms of cognizable causes of action under Roman law.

3. The logic of the exchange. In the Synoptic Gospels (of which John was
presumably aware), Pilate had previously asked, “What kakon has he done?”
(Mt 27:23; Mk 15:14; Lk 23:22). In their discourse with Pilate, if the chief priests
were simply to respond, “Oh, he was doing kakon,” their response would be cir-
cular, evasive, and probably insulting. Their answer must have been understood
as more specific than simply a repetition of the question back to the magistrate.

4. The strong meaning of the word. Many astrological treatises, magical pa-
pyri, and other documents use the word kakopoios to describe bad mystical
agents. While there are other words that are more distinctly used for magic,
most have ambiguous connotations; they are sometimes negative words, some-
times not. Kakopoios is one word that not only carries the meaning of magic,
but has an inescapably negative connotation. For example, the Scholiast on
Aeschylus, Seven against Thebes, lines 720-25, sees Fury as a kakopoios “who ut-
ters truth in the power of evils, for she spoke those words by night and they
were fulfilled.” In an emotionally charged setting, such as the hearing before Pi-
late, typical speakers or writers do not use strong words in a weak sense.

5. Early Christian reputation. The early Christians themselves were seen as
being involved in magic. Suetonius states that “Christians” in the first century
were accused of being involved in superstitionis novae ac maleficae,85 a label that
no one seems to doubt may imply charges of magic.86 Christians were not sim-
ply being labeled “bad neighbors,” but as “evildoers” or “workers of magic.”
Ironically, this change makes them imitators of Jesus.

6. Contemporaneous legal prosecution of other miracle workers.
Apollonius — who coincidentally was raised in Tarsus about the same time as
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Saul — was another miracle worker in the first century c.e. He was “tried for
his life by Domitian,” who accused him, among other things, “of divination by
magic for Nerva’s benefit”; his emphasis “on supernatural revelations inevita-
bly led to his being accused of magical practices” on other occasions as well.87

In the second century, Apuleius also found himself entangled in a lawsuit on
charges of magic.

7. Exorcism of demoniacs. Jesus and his disciples were indisputably de-
picted as exorcists, the implications of which have been quite thoroughly ex-
plored in other contexts.88 One may concur with Graham Twelftree that the
historical Jesus was indeed an exorcist and yet not a magician,89 but even exor-
cism used for improper purposes in an open and notorious fashion would have
produced legal trouble. Carl Kraeling argued persuasively that people generally
said Jesus “has a demon,” meaning he “has a demon under his control,” a con-
cept commonly applied in the ambient culture to people having access to “the
spirits of persons [such as John the Baptist] who had died a violent death” and
helping them “to revenge themselves upon those who had done them violence,
and to compensate themselves for the frustration the abrupt termination of
their bodily existence had entailed.”90

8. Use in 1 Peter. The word kakopoios appears in two passages in 1 Peter. Al-
though it is possible this term conveys only a general sense of “social deviancy,”
it can also “refer to an individual guilty of legally defined crimes.”91 Peter wrote
that people generally were talking about Christians as “evildoers” (kakopoiZn),
but he is confident that judges and others will see their good works, glorify
God, and pronounce them not “evildoers” but “doers of good” (agathopoiZn,
1 Pet 2:12, 14; cf. Mt 5:16). In this context the label of “evildoers” was intended by
outsiders to be deeply insulting, not weakly pejorative; turning the tables on
these accusers at the day of judgment would thus be most dramatic. Even more
definitively, in 1 Pet 4:13-16 “Christians” were exhorted to share the suffering of
Christ, but not as a murderer, a thief, a kakopoios, or a fourth kind of offender
(the nature of which is more general and indeterminable). Clustered grammat-
ically together with the first two very serious offenses in this list,92 the word
kakopoios points to a particular crime of unacceptable magnitude, not merely a
general indicator of moral misconduct. Edward Selwyn noted that Tertullian
translated this word “here by maleficus, ‘magician,’” as do others as well.93

9. Early Christian attestations. Some early Christians, such as Lactantius in
the late third or early fourth century, openly acknowledged that the Jews had
accused Jesus of being a magician or sorcerer.94 Christians did not answer by
arguing that this word in Jn 18:30 should be understood in some weak sense.
They answered by arguing that the miracles of Jesus were acceptable because
the prophets had predicted them.
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His birth under an auspicious star would suggest a suspicious relation to
astrology. In an age when astrology had become increasingly prominent and
problematic in Roman culture, this concern may have carried more legal
weight than a modern reader would realize.95 The Gospel of Matthew makes a
point of mentioning Jesus’ connection to Egypt, which Celsus interpreted to
mean that Jesus had received magical training there.96

Ultimately, however, Pilate found no such cause of action against Jesus and
so held: “I find in him no fault,” literally “no legal cause of action against him”
(oudemian . . . aitian, Jn 18:38). Pilate claimed that the kind of kingdom Jesus
asserted for himself was not treasonous per se; Jesus had not committed
maiestas, and no evidence of maleficium was forthcoming. Jesus claimed that
his kingdom had nothing to do with Caesar’s world, and Pilate was satisfied
that the man from Nazareth had not broken any Roman law, even by doing
what some might have considered magical treason. Nevertheless, Pilate was ap-
parently still fearful enough about the situation that he was willing to permit or
take action.

Concluding Assessment: An Overriding
Explanation That Makes Sense

While the Evangelists certainly wanted to avoid giving any false impression that
Jesus somehow was a magician, and while most modern readers prefer to ana-
lyze the death of Jesus in terms of political or secular categories, perception of
the supernatural evidently had more to do with the death of Jesus than most
commentators have noticed. Recognizing this element unlocks many unre-
solved problems in the trial of Jesus. Speaking of the many complaints voiced
against Jesus by his opponents, Morton Smith has argued that if Jesus’ control
of demons is taken out of the picture of his dialogues with his opponents, all
that remains “is a collection of unrelated complaints, most of them not very se-
rious; introduce it, and these complaints can be seen as component elements of
a comprehensible structure.”97 This general insight applies even more potently
to the legal analysis of the trial of Jesus.98

First, the legal factor of magic and wonder explains the overall behavior of
the disparate parties. Of the many charges voiced against Jesus, none of the ex-
plicitly stated allegations or motivations accounts for the sufficient willingness
on all determining sides (both Jewish and Roman) to execute Jesus or see him
executed. Concerns about the use of supernatural powers, however, gave both
Jews and Romans a strong interest in this case, thus explaining their common
concerns and cooperation in this proceeding.
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Second, the pervasive mood of fear and concerns over magic or witchcraft,
and its closely related crimes of blasphemy and idolatry, explains otherwise
strangely abrupt conduct. Concerns about blasphemy, false prophecy, or other
such offenses would not have demanded the immediate attention of Jesus’ ar-
resters. Yet the parties acted precipitously. Fearing supernatural developments
explains this urgent nighttime action. On the night Jesus was arrested, many
people presumably stayed up all night, involved in this case. They may have as-
sumed that he would invoke his powers that night, nighttime being when
witchcraft is typically performed. Ironically, this night was also the time when
Jesus’ followers believed he fought the forces of evil and emerged victorious. Je-
sus quickly turned the tables on his approaching captors, pointing out that they
were at work at night: “this is your hour, and the power of darkness” (Lk 22:53).
In contrast, he affirmed that he had worked not only day after day (see Mt
26:55), but “right before” people’s very eyes (pros humas; Mk 14:49), openly
where all Jews come together (Jn 18:20). To Pilate, Jesus averred that his power
came “from above,” not from the realms below (Jn 19:11). In light of the sorcery
factor, Jesus’ statements can be understood as preemptive responses to any ac-
cusations that he was an evil-worker. These fears were real. As the Oedipus cycle
and other popular literary tropes attest, people in the Hellenistic world believed
that mantics could bring down kings and kingdoms in ways that even mighty
military forces could not.

Third, the role of fearful power also explains the otherwise perplexing
problem of how the Gospel accounts glide so smoothly from “a temple-focused
offence in stage one [of the trial to] a kingship-focused offence at stage two.”99

The concern that existed in premodern societies over occult powers bridges the
sacred and secular worlds. Witchcraft has often been seen “as the epitome of
both religious and political rebellion,” equated concurrently with “heresy and
sedition.”100 Only a modern preconception strongly separates the spheres of
church and state. Within a Jewish context, when Jesus appeared at Jerusalem
during the Feast of Tabernacles, he went to the Temple of Herod and spoke
publicly of himself in messianic terms (Jn 7:14-39);101 because it was the role of
the king to read the Law and speak from the Temple during the Feast of Taber-
nacles, Jesus was seen as usurping a royal prerogative under Jewish Law and a
debate immediately ensued over the royal seed of King David (Jn 7:42). Religion
and politics, Temple and kingship, play interrelated roles here. Likewise in the
Roman sphere, politics and religion blend. The emperor, as pontifex maximus,
was the head of the Roman cult as well as the chief of state. In either environ-
ment, any claim of authority from heaven (Mt 21:25-27; Jn 18:36), coupled with
ostensible manifestations of supernatural powers, simultaneously raises ques-
tions about religious deviance and political malfeasance. These concerns ex-
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pressed themselves not only in the forms of general rejection, name-calling,
and accusations of social deviance,102 but also as complaints and indictments
with legal consequences.

Fourth, the secretive nature of miracle working also contributes to an un-
derstanding of the evidentiary and procedural problems involved in trying to
identify and punish people who are improperly engaged in magical conduct.
Recognizing this opacity and the difficulties it will always present to prosecu-
tors helps to explain the multiplicity of accusations raised against Jesus. Multi-
ple allegations increase the chances of success and thus, understandably, were
raised in other trials of that very day, especially when charges of maiestas, dis-
loyalty, maleficium, or occult practices were involved. The factor of maleficium
could compound any minor offense. Lesser allegations, such as “we found him
disturbing our people, telling them not to pay tribute to Caesar, and calling
himself a king,”103 assume much more serious proportions when coupled with
a charge of magic or sorcery in violation of the Law of Moses and the Mishnah
or the edict of Augustus and a senatus consultum.

Fifth, this factor also offers a solution to the legal puzzle of the punishment
by crucifixion. The normal form of execution for blasphemy under Jewish law
was stoning, and several times previously people took up stones to stone Jesus
for blasphemy (e.g., Jn 8:59). Why, then, did Jesus’ execution take the form of
crucifixion? Contrary to widespread opinion, crucifixion was not exclusively
Roman.104 With the discovery of the Temple Scroll, scholars now acknowledge
that hanging on a tree (or crucifixion) could serve in Jesus’ day not only as a
form of exposing the body of a person who had been stoned to death, but also
as a mode of execution under the prevailing Jewish law. Killing by suffocation
was one of the four manners of execution permitted under Jewish law,105 and
the cause of death in a crucifixion or hanging was usually asphyxia or suffoca-
tion.106 Especially pertinent to the case at hand is one notorious Jewish case a
century before the time of Jesus, in which eighty witches were hung (or cruci-
fied) in Ashkelon without proper trials, because the court saw the case as a mat-
ter of emergency. The writers of the Talmud later looked back on this event and
condemned it as an irregular, illegal decision by an ignorant or wicked court,107

but this legal incident shows that such things could and did happen around the
time of Jesus, even if it were virtually impossible under normal circumstances
to convict a person of any such charge. Thus, on an emergency charge involving
fear of demons, Jewish law was capable of putting someone to death by cruci-
fixion. A case of normal blasphemy called for death by stoning; presumably a
case compounded by additional offenses would call for a more painful mode of
execution, which would have also been acceptable to the Romans, of course.
Paulus later summarized Roman law as having held that “those who know
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about the magic art shall be punished with the highest penalty; they shall be
thrown to the beasts or be crucified.”108

Finally, the fear factor unifies the four Gospel accounts. While each reports
its own idiosyncratic and conflicting technical details, the Gospels all share a
broad but definite common view that these proceedings were full of fear, espe-
cially of the supernatural. Transcending the differences between the poles of
Mark and John, the aura of supernatural powers ties the trial of Jesus together,
not only literarily but also historically and thelogically. Jesus is seen, not alter-
natively as prophet or wonder-worker, but as both: as a prophet who gave signs
and wonders. Unless readers are willing totally to discount all the miracles,
healings, exorcisms, signs or wonders (real or perceived) reported in the Gos-
pels and explicitly reemphasized in Acts 2:22-23 as the prelude to the anoma-
lous (anomZn) death of Jesus, it is hard to imagine that these works of Jesus did
not play an important role, directly or indirectly, in his trial and execution.

In the end, a few people who became afraid primarily because of his open
association with the supernatural put Jesus to death. Some observers would
come to view these wonders as signs that Jesus was divine. But for those who
became afraid and thought Jesus was demonic and was acting in contravention
of the laws against sorcery and the deceptive use of wonder-working, the only
legal option was to reject and eliminate him. Of course, hate, envy, politics,
prejudices, and economics all played their parts, but these factors do not come
close to telling or explaining the whole story.
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Notes

1. Little is known about the specific legal rules of the Sanhedrin in Jesus’ day. Talmudic laws
may or may not have applied at that time. [Professor Welch was permitted to quote from the
KJV; he also gives his some of his own translations. — JHC.]

2. Magicians and diviners are known by many titles in antiquity. In ancient Palestine and
Syria such nomenclature includes the terms “man of God,” “spellbinder,” “seer,” “priest,”
“dream interpreter,” “healer,” “enchanter,” “soothsayer,” “lot drawer,” “evildoer,” “astrologer,”
“sheep tender,” “ensnarer,” “wicked one,” and “magician.” Ann Jeffers, Magic and Divination in
Ancient Palestine and Syria (Leiden: Brill, 1996). On the distinctions between magic and mira-
cles, see Edwin Yamauchi, “Magic or Miracle? Diseases, Demons and Exorcisms,” in Gospel Per-
spectives: The Miracles of Jesus, ed. David Wenham and Craig Blomberg (Sheffield: JSOT Press,
1986), pp. 89-183.

3. Some of the main studies in recent decades, arranged alphabetically, that tend to recog-
nize the joint and dual complicity of the Jews and the Romans in the death of Jesus include
E. Bammel, ed., The Trial of Jesus (Naperville, Ill.: Allenson, 1970); E. Bammel and C. F. D.
Moule, eds., Jesus and the Politics of His Day (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984);
H.-W. Bartsch, “Wer verurteilte Jesus zum Tode?” NovT 7 (1964): 210-16; H. Boers, Who Was Je-
sus? (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1989); R. E. Brown, The Gospel according to John, XIII–XXI
(Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1970); Brown, The Death of the Messiah, 2 vols. (New York:
Doubleday, 1994); D. R. Catchpole, The Trial of Jesus: A Study in the Gospels and Jewish Histori-
ography from 1770 to the Present Day (Leiden: Brill, 1971); E. Dabrowski, “The Trial of Christ in
Recent Research,” SE 4 (1968): 21-27; K. Haacker, “Wer war Schuld am Tode Jesu?” TBei 25, no. 1
(1994): 23-36; P. Hofrichter, “Das dreifache Verfahren über Jesus als Gottessohn, König und
Mensch: Zur Redaktionsgeschichte der Prozesstradition,” Kairos 30-31 (1988-89): 69-81;
J. Jeremias, “Zur Geschichtlichkeit des Verhörs Jesu vor dem hohen Rat,” ZNW 43 (1951): 145-50;
K. Kertelge, ed., Der Prozess gegen Jesus: Historische Rückfrage und theologische Deutung (Berlin:
Herder, 1988); G. D. Kilpatrick, The Trial of Jesus (London: Oxford University Press, 1953);
M. Limbeck, ed., Redaktion und Theologie des Passionsberichtes nach den Synoptikern
(Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1981); G. Lohfink, Der letzte Tag Jesu: Die
Ereignisse der Passion (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1981), trans. S. Attanasio, The Last Day of
Jesus (Notre Dame: Ave Maria, 1984); P. J. Maier, “Who Killed Jesus?” Christianity Today 34, no. 6
(1990): 16-19; F. Millar, “Reflections on the Trials of Jesus,” in A Tribute to Geza Vermes: Essays on
Jewish and Christian Literature and History, ed. P. R. Davies and R. T. White (Sheffield: JSOT,
1990), pp. 355-81; J. Pawlikowski, “The Trial and Death of Jesus: Reflections in Light of a New
Understanding of Judaism,” CSJH 25 (1986): 79-94; G. S. Sloyan, Jesus on Trial (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1973); G. S. Sloyan, “Recent Literature on the Trial Narratives of the Four Gospels,” in
Critical History and Biblical Faith, ed. T. Ryan (Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1979),
pp. 136-76; M. Sordi, The Christians and the Roman Empire (Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1986); J. A. Stalker, The Trial and Death of Jesus Christ (Grand Rapids: Academic Books,
1983); A. Strobel, Die Stunde der Wahreit, WUNT 21 (Tübingen: Mohr, 1980); E. M. Yamauchi,
“Historical Notes on the Trial and Crucifixion of Jesus,” Christianity Today 15 (1971): 634-39.

4. Among the studies that tend to place primary responsibility on the Jews are J. Blinzler,
The Trial of Jesus (Westminister, Md.: Newman, 1959), trans. from the 4th German ed.
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(Regensburg, 1969); F. F. Bruce, “The Trial of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel,” in Gospel Perspectives,
ed. R. France (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1980), 1:7-20; D. R. Catchpole, “The Answer of Jesus to
Caiaphas (Matt. 26:64),” NTS 17 (1970): 213-26; K. P. Donfried, “Paul and Judaism:
1 Thessalonians 2:13-16 as a Test Case,” Int 38 (1984): 242-53; P. J. Maier, “Who Was Responsible
for the Trial and Death of Jesus?” Christianity Today 18 (1974): 806-9; B. C. McGing, “Pontius Pi-
late and the Sources,” CBQ 53 (1991): 416-38; P. W. Walaskay, “The Trial and Death of Jesus in the
Gospel of Luke,” JBL 94 (1975): 81-93; D. Wead, “We Have a Law,” NovT 11 (1969): 185-89.

5. H. Cohn, The Trial and Death of Jesus (New York: KTAV, 1977), p. 114. Other studies that
have focused on the ultimate Roman responsibility for the death of Jesus include H. Bamberger,
“New Light on the High Priest,” JES 18 (1981): 653-55; S. G. F. Brandon, The Trial of Jesus of Naza-
reth (New York: Stein and Day, 1968); T. A. Burkill, “The Competence of the Sanhedrin,” VC 10
(1956): 81-96; Burkill, “The Trial of Jesus,” VC 12 (1958): 1-18; Burkill, “The Condemnation of Je-
sus: A Critique of Sherwin-White’s Thesis,” NovT 12 (1970): 321-42. W. A. Campbell, Did the Jews
Kill Jesus? (New York: Peter Eckler, 1964); J. T. Carroll and J. B. Green, The Death of Jesus in Early
Christianity (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1995), p. 202; H. Cohn, “Reflections on the Trial and
Death of Jesus,” Israel Law Review 2 (1967): 332-79; Cohn, “Reflections on the Trial of Jesus,” Ju-
daism 20 (Winter 1971): 10-23; Cohn, Reflections on the Trial and Death of Jesus, 2nd ed. (New
York: Harper and Row, 1971); Cohn, The Trial and Death of Jesus (New York: KTAV, 1977);
M. Enslin, “The Trial of Jesus,” JQR 60 (1969): 353-55; P. Fredriksen, Jesus of Nazareth (New York:
Vintage, 2000), pp. 234, 256; G. Mamlok, “The Two Trials of Jesus,” Midstream 35 (1989): 29-32;
H. Mantel, Studies in the History of the Sanhedrin (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1961);
R. L. Overstreet, “Roman Law and the Trial of Christ,” BSac 135 (1978): 323-32; P. Richardson and
D. Granskow, eds., Anti-Judaism in Early Christianity (Waterloo, Ont.: Wilfrid Laurier Univer-
sity Press, 1986); E. Rivkin, What Crucified Jesus? The Political Execution of a Charismatic (Nash-
ville: Abingdon, 1984); A. N. Sherwin-White, The Trial of Christ: Historicity and Chronology in
the Gospels (London: SPCK, 1965); J. G. Sobosan, “The Trial of Jesus,” JES 10 (1973): 70-93;
W. Stegemann, “Gab es eine jüdische Beteiligung an der Kreuzigung Jesu?” Kirche und Israel
(Neukirchen-Vluyn) 13, no. 1 (1998): 3-24; P. Winter, “The Trial of Jesus and the Competence of
the Sanhedrin,” NTS 10 (1963): 494-99; Winter, On the Trial of Jesus, rev. and ed. T. Burkill and
G. Vermes, 2nd ed. (Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1974); Winter, “The Trial of Jesus
as a Rebel against Rome,” JQR 16 (1968): 31-37; S. Zeitlin, “The Crucifixion of Jesus Re-
examined,” JQR 31 (1941): 327-69; Zeitlin, “The Crucifixion: A Libelous Accusation against the
Jews,” JQR 54 (1964): 8-22; Zeitlin, “The Trial of Jesus,” JQR 53 (1962): 77-88; Zeitlin, Who Cru-
cified Jesus? (New York: Bloch, 1964).

6. Rivkin, What Crucified Jesus? based on his articles from the 1950s and 1970s; see pp. 27,
87, and 124.

7. Placing culpability on only a small group of Jewish leaders are R. J. Cassidy and P. J.
Scharper, eds., Political Issues in Luke-Acts (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1983); J. B. Chance, “The
Jewish People and the Death of Jesus in Luke-Acts: Some Implications of an Inconsistent Narra-
tive Role,” SBL Seminar Papers, 1991, pp. 50-81; F. D. Gilliard, “The Problem of the Antisemitic
Comma between 1 Thessalonians 2:14 and 15,” NTS 35 (1989): 481-502; H. Kosmala, “His Blood
on Us and Our Children,” in H. Kosmala, ed., ASTI 7 (1970), pp. 94-126; F. J. Matera, “Responsi-
bility for the Death of Jesus according to the Acts of the Apostles,” JSNT 39 (1990): 77-93;
Matera, “The Trial of Jesus: Problems and Proposals,” Int 45 (1991): 5-16; J. R. Michaels, “John
18:21 and the ‘Trial’ of Jesus,” NTS 36, no. 3 (1990): 474-79; A. Schalit, “Kritische
Randbemerkungen zu Paul Winters ‘On the Trial of Jesus,’” in H. Kosmala, ed., ASTI 2 (1963),
pp. 86-102; D. Schmidt, “1 Thess 2:13-16: Linguistic Evidence for an Interpolation,” JBL 102
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(1983): 269-79; R. Schippers, “The Pre-Synoptic Tradition in I Thessalonians ii 13-16,” NovT 8
(1966): 223-34.

8. For focus on the specific charges brought against Jesus, especially blasphemy, desecra-
tion of the Temple, or political offenses against the Romans, see O. Betz, “Probleme des
Prozesses Jesu,” in ANRW 2.25, 1 (1982), pp. 565-647; D. L. Bock, Blasphemy and Exaltation in Ju-
daism and the Final Examination of Jesus (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1998; reprint, Grand Rapids:
Baker, 2000); F. Connolly-Weinert, “Assessing Omissions as Redaction: Luke’s Handling of the
Charge against Jesus as Detractor of the Temple,” in To Touch the Text, ed. M. Horgan and
P. Kobelski (New York: Crossroad, 1989), pp. 358-68; G. Dautzenberg, “Der Prozess Jesu und
seine Hintergründe,” BK 48, no. 3 (1993): 147-53; C. A. Evans, “In What Sense ‘Blasphemy’? Jesus
before Caiaphas in Mark 14:61-64,” in SBL Seminar Papers, 1991, pp. 215-34; D. Hill, “Jesus before
the Sanhedrin — on What Charge?” IBS 7 (1985): 174-86; T. Horvath, “Why Was Jesus Brought
to Pilate?” NovT 11 (1969): 174-84; E. E. Jensen, “The First Century Controversy over Jesus as a
Revolutionary Figure,” JBL 60 (1941): 261-72; D. Juel, Messiah and Temple: The Trial of Jesus in the
Gospel of Mark (Missoula, Mont.: Scholars, 1977); J. S. Kennard, Jr., “The Jewish Provincial As-
sembly,” ZNW 35 (1969): 25-51; P. Lamarche, “Le Blaspheme de Jesus devant le Sanhedrin,” RSR
50 (1962): 74-85; S. Légasse, The Trial of Jesus (London: SCM, 1997), p. 65; O. Linton, “The Trial
of Jesus and the Interpretation of Psalm CX,” NTS 7 (1960-61): 258-62; J. R. Michaels, “John 18.31
and the Trial of Jesus,” NTS 36 (1990): 474-79; M. A. Powell, “The Plot to Kill Jesus from Three
Different Perspectives: Point of View in Matthew,” in SBL Seminar Papers, 1990, pp. 603-13;
D. Rensberger, “The Politics of John: The Trial of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel,” JBL 103 (1984):
395-411; J. Schlosser, “La parole de Jesus sur la fin du temple,” NTS 36 (1990): 398-414; G. N.
Stanton, “Aspects of Early Christian-Jewish Polemic and Apologetic,” NTS 31 (1985): 377-92. Pe-
ter Stuhlmacher, Jesus von Nazareth, Christus des Glaubens (Stuttgart: Calwer, 1988), translated
by S. Schatzmann as Jesus of Nazareth, Christ of Faith (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1993).
W. O. Walker, Jr., “Jesus and the Tax Collectors,” JBL 97 (1978): 221-38; F. Watson, “Why Was Je-
sus Crucified?” Theology 88 (1985): 105-12; F. M. Young, “Temple Cult and Law in Early Chris-
tianity,” NTS 19 (1972): 325-38.

9. J. W. Welch, “Legal and Social Perspectives on Robbers in First-Century Judea,” in
Masada and the World of the New Testament, ed. J. Hall and J. Welch (Provo, Utah: BYU Studies,
1997), p. 145.

10. As reported in Seneca, Tranq 11.11.
11. R. S. Rogers, Criminal Trials and Criminal Legislation under Tiberius (Middletown,

Conn.: American Philological Association, 1935), p. 116.
12. For a list of criminal cases and their charges during the reign of Tiberius, see Rogers,

Criminal Trials, pp. 206-11.
13. Philostratus, The Life of Apollonius of Tyana 4.43-44; related to the trial of Jesus in

D. Zeller, “Jesus und die Philosophen vor dem Richter (zu Joh 19,8-11),” BZ 37 (1993): 88. The ap-
pearance of Apollonius before Tigellinus in the 60s parallels the trial of Jesus in many signifi-
cant respects: Apollonius was viewed with suspicion and kept under surveillance for prophesy-
ing a near disaster for Nero; he was charged with impiety; the written testimony of the key
witness for the prosecution turned up futilely blank; Tigellinus realized that he was dealing with
a demon, so he interrogated Apollonius alone in a secret chamber; he asked, “Who are you?”
and the accused claimed that his knowledge came from God; the judge asked how Apollonius
exorcised apparitions of fantasia; the judge felt personally accused and in danger; he asked
Apollonius to prophesy, but the accused declined on this occasion and explained that his previ-
ous prophecies were not based on a gift to him but rather on wisdom revealed from God;
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Apollonius felt no fear and denied any ill will toward the emperor; when asked to post a body
bond, he cleverly replied, “Who can post bond for a body which no one can bind?” As Pilate
found no fault in Jesus, so Apollonius was released by the Roman judge, who did not want to get
involved in a conflict with a god, admitting that Apollonius was too powerful to be ruled by
him. Apollonius, reputedly, then went out and raised a girl from the dead in the very hour of her
marriage.

14. Everett Ferguson, Backgrounds of Early Christianity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987),
pp. 212-31, comments that “what was regarded as religious by one person might be regarded as
magic or superstition by another.” Numerous other authors discuss the relationship between
magic and religion and the problems that arise in distinguishing between them. Such discus-
sions, arranged alphabetically, include Keith Bradly, “Law, Magic, and Culture in the Apologia of
Apuleius,” Phoenix 51, no. 2 (1997): 203-23; Matthew W. Dickie, Magic and Magicians in the
Greco-Roman World (London: Routledge, 2001); Eric Eve, The Jewish Context of Jesus’ Miracles
(London: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002); C. R. Phillips III, “Nullum Crimen sine Lege:
Socioreligious Sanctions on Magic,” in Magika Hiera, ed. Christopher A. Faraone and Dirk
Obbink (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 260-76; Naomi Janowitz, Magic in the Ro-
man World (London: Routledge, 2001); Jeffers, Magic and Diviniation in Ancient Palestine and
Syria; Georg Luck, Arcana Mund: Magic and the Occult in the Greek and Roman Worlds (Balti-
more: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985); James B. Rives, “Magic in Roman Law: The Recon-
struction of a Crime,” Classical Antiquity 22, no. 2 (2003): 313-39; G. H. Twelftree, Jesus the Exor-
cist (Tübingen: Mohr; Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1993); David E. Aune, “Magic in Early
Christianity,” in Aufstieg und Niedergang der Römischen Welt, ed. Hildegard Temporini and
Wofgang Haase (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1980), 2:1510-16.

15. Rives, “Magic in Roman Law,” p. 326, states that it is the magician’s “distinctive ability to
communicate with the gods that gives the magus his unusual powers.”

16. Todd Klutz, The Exorcism Stories in Luke-Acts: A Sociostylistic Reading (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2004), p. 150. In Kahl’s terminology, Jesus crossed over from being
merely a “petitioner of numinous power” or a “mediator of numinous power” to being a
“bearer of numinous power.” Werner Kahl, New Testament Miracle Stories in Their Religious-
Historical Setting: A Religionsgeschichtliche Comparison from a Structural Perspective (Göttingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1994).

17. Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, p. 207, has argued that because the Gospels do not specifi-
cally name Jesus as a magician and refute him, he could not have been seen as one by his con-
temporaries, and the apocryphal evidence is only a latter interpolation. While it is impossible to
know how Jesus’ audience perceived him, so many sources have components that could have
been seen as magical that it is dangerous to ignore the possibility. Why the New Testament writ-
ers chose not to address the issue is likewise impossible to know, but several explanations are
reasonable. Jesus appearing as a magician may not have been a significant problem only for
those who accused him. The Gospel writers may have been willing to admit the types of things
Jesus did, but did not want to argue about Jesus’ authority, just as Jesus himself did not. Perhaps
the Gospel writers, writing years later, chose not to emphasize that particular way that Jesus was
misunderstood. It had become less relevant than other views of Jesus. Another concern that is
justifiably raised is how much of the events recorded in the Gospels were known to Jesus’ accus-
ers. The sources are simply not clear enough to determine any charge with certainty. It is possi-
ble that Jesus’ accusers knew very little of the specifics that his later followers would write (such
as the star at his birth or his time in Egypt). However, they must have known enough of his pop-
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ularity and power that did not fall within established norms to feel threatened. This makes the
charge of magic at least possible and perhaps highly probable.

18. P. Samain, “L’accusation de magie contre le Christ dans les Évangiles,” ETL 15 (1938):
449-90, discusses especially Mt 27:63; Mk 3:22-30; Jn 7:20; 8:48; 10:20; and the temptation;
M. Smith, Jesus the Magician (New York: Harper and Row, 1978); Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist;
R. Shirock, “Whose Exorcists Are They?” JSNT 46 (1992): 41-51. For an assessment of the fact
that the miracles of Jesus do “exemplify some of the traits of magic,” see E. P. Sanders, Jesus and
Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), pp. 165-69.

19. Eric Eve, The Jewish Context of Jesus’ Miracles (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press,
2002), pp. 16-17. Aune, “Magic in Early Christianity,” p. 1538, also finds that Jesus made “use of
magical techniques which must have been regarded as magical because they were effected
within the socially deviant context of a millennial movement and because he was able to har-
ness supernatural power in such a way that he and his followers believed that success was virtu-
ally guaranteed.” See also Graham N. Stanton, Jesus and Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2004), pp. 144-47.

20. Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, p. 158.
21. Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, p. 141. Jesus’ connection with prostitutes, who were often

associated with magic, might also have linked Jesus in some minds with magic; see Dickie,
Magic and Magicians, p. 99.

22. Paul W. Hollenbach, “Jesus, Demoniacs, and Public Authorities: A Socio-Historical
Study,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 49, no. 4 (1981): 572.

23. J. D. M. Derrett, “‘Archontes, Archai’: A Wider Background to the Passion Narratives,”
Filologia Neotestamentaria 2 (1989): 177. See also S. B. Noegel, “Moses and Magic: Notes on the
Book of Exodus,” JANES 24 (1996): 58-59, pointing out that “fundamentally associated with
Egyptian magic are notions of nrw, ‘terror,’ qf3, ‘dread,’ and sfy.t, ‘fear.’”

24. Hollenbach, “Jesus,” p. 572. Hollenbach is concerned only with social constructions,
tensions, deviance, and hostility. Although he does not consider any legal provisions, he finds
ample grounds to conclude that “Jesus’ first exorcism led inevitably to his crucifixion” (p. 583).

25. Phillips, “Nullum Crimen sine Lege,” p. 269, concludes that “In the Roman Empire there
was no question of the existence of persons with the ability to influence natural phenomena in
ways that did not coincide with traditional religious usages. The question lay, rather, in the pre-
sumed source of the power and its utilization. There was no problem if one were aligned with
what those with coercive power considered the ‘right’ source of power and if one used that
power for the ‘right’ ends.”

26. Ramsay MacMullen, Enemies of the Roman Order: Treason, Unrest, and Alienation in the
Empire (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1966), p. 125: “There was thus no period in the
history of the empire in which the magician was not considered an enemy of society, subject at
the least to exile, more often to death in its least pleasant forms.” See also Aune, “Magic in Early
Christianity,” p. 1518: “Magical practices and practitioners were generally illegal throughout the
history of the Roman empire, though that which the Roman authorities regarded as constitu-
tive of ‘magic’ varied considerably from one period to another.” Aune cites M. Mauss and Jona-
than Z. Smith for the proposition that “the essence of magic” was “in its illegality” (p. 1514).

27. One need not agree that “there was, at the time of Pilate’s procuratorship, no story of
this miracle.” Alan Watson, Jesus and the Jews: The Pharisaic Tradition in John (Athens: Univer-
sity of Georgia Press, 1995), p. 49. It is possible that Pilate knew nothing about this recent devel-
opment, even if many in the Jewish community did. Division among the Jews over the issue
may have led them not to raise the issue with Pilate. Mentioning this incident may have only

281

Miracles, Maleficium, and Maiestas in the Trial of Jesus

307
G:\Charlesworth\Charlesworth.vp
Thursday, January 05, 2006 9:48:51 AM

Color profile: Disabled
Composite  Default screen



precipitated what they feared most, namely, that Pilate would remove them from control over
the city and the Temple. On the historicity of the Lazarus incident, see Murray J. Harris, “‘The
Dead Are Restored to Life’: Miracles of Revivification in the Gospels,” in Gospel Perspectives: The
Miracles of Jesus, pp. 310-15.

28. F. J. Matera, “Jesus before Annas: John 18,13-14.19-24,” ETL 66 (1990): 54. Note also that
the Secret Gospel of Mark inserts an episode between Mk 10:34 and 35, in which Jesus raised a
young man from the dead, only a few verses before reporting the triumphal entry into Jerusa-
lem.

29. See TDNT 6:238.
30. Josephus, Ant 20.5.1. This is apparently the same person referred to in Acts 5:36. See Eve,

Jewish Context, pp. 296-99.
31. See particularly Aune, “Magic in Early Christianity,” pp. 1523-57; Eve, The Jewish Context

of Jesus’ Miracles; Klutz, The Exorcism Stories in Luke-Acts; Blackburn, Theios Aner and the
Markan Miracle Traditions; Susan R. Garrett, The Demise of the Devil (Minneapolis: Fortress,
1989); Wenham and Blomberg, eds., Gospel Perspectives: The Miracles of Jesus; John M. Hull, Hel-
lenistic Magic and the Synoptic Tradition (Naperville, Ill.: Alec R. Allenson, 1974).

32. Even Garrett, while stating that “Jesus and his followers were themselves highly vulner-
able to charges of practicing magic” (Demise of the Devil, p. 2), does not extend the point to the
trial of Jesus.

33. Philip S. Alexander, “‘Wrestling against Wickedness in High Places’: Magic in the
Worldview of the Qumran Community,” in The Scrolls and the Scriptures: Qumran Fifty Years
After, ed. Stanley E. Porter and Craig A. Evans (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), pp.
335-36. See also Eve, Jewish Context, pp. 174-216.

34. Armin Lange, “The Essene Position on Magic and Divination,” in Legal Texts and Legal
Issues: Proceedings of the Second Meeting of the International Organization for Qumran Studies,
Cambridge, 1995, ed. Moshe Bernstein, Florentino García Martínez, and John Kempen (Leiden:
Brill, 1997), pp. 377-437.

35. Lange, “Essene Position,” pp. 408, 433.
36. Lange, “Essene Position,” pp. 397-408.
37. Eve, Jewish Context, p. 216; see also Lange, “Essene Position,” p. 435.
38. b. Sanh. 17a. Discussed in Janowitz, Magic, pp. 24-25.
39. b. Sanh. 17a, note 3 (Soncino, Talmud, p. 87).
40. b. Sanh. 68a.
41. J. A. Wagenaar, “‘A Woman Who Practices Sorcery, Shall Not Sustain Her Soul,’” ZABR

6 (2000): 189.
42. Wagenaar, “A Woman,” p. 186; b. Sanh. 67a.
43. TDOT 1:131, and also p. 134. See also J. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22 (New York: Doubleday,

2000), p. 1768.
44. TDOT 5:46; Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, p. 1765.
45. Strobel, Die Stunde der Wahrheit, pp. 81-86, focuses on the words of Jesus (spricht,

Sprache, demagogische Tricks, Demagoge), which makes Jesus a “misleader” (Verführer) and ulti-
mately exposes him to the accusation of blasphemy, pp. 92-94. But more than words are in-
volved here. Strobel is followed by Stuhlmacher, Jesus von Nazareth, Christus des Glaubens, pp.
42-43 n. 6. Betz, “Probleme des Prozesses Jesu,” pp. 575-80, 593-97, mentions Zauberer and
Wunder, but the focus remains on false teaching and misleading. Stanton, Jesus and Gospel, pp.
129, 135, 137, sees magic and false prophecy as “closely related,” but stops short of correctly seeing
them as two constitutive elements of a single crime. Stanton makes no mention of magic or
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false prophecy in connection with the trial of Jesus in his The Gospels and Jesus, 2nd ed. (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2002), pp. 281-88. Barry Blackburn, in Theios Aner and the Markan
Miracle Traditions, p. 258, mentions Deut 13, but only in pointing out that without invoking the
miraculous, Jesus remains simply another teacher whose opinions can be accepted or rejected
through ordinary debate: “Such sign-working [prohibited by Deut 13] is deceiving and seducing
precisely because of the widespread presumption that miracle-working demonstrates one’s
right to speak and act for God.” Bernard Jackson draws extensive parallels between the trial of
Jesus and the trial of Jeremiah, keying on Deut 18:18-22 and charges in both cases of false proph-
ecy; while Jackson mentions the miracles of Moses and Jesus in passing, he looks primarily at
the offending words of Jesus and Jeremiah; see Cardozo Studies in Law and Literature 4 (Fall
1992): 123-66; yet the lack of purported miracles by Jeremiah may be the needed factor that most
distinguishes the successful case of Jeremiah from the opposite outcome in the trial of Jesus. On
the connection between false prophecy and the utilization of magic in the Jewish context gener-
ally, see Garrett, Demise of the Devil, pp. 13-17.

46. Eve, Jewish Context, p. 17.
47. m. Sanh. 7.11. See further, Brigitte (Rivka) Kern-Ulmer, “The Depiction of Magic in

Rabbinic Texts: The Rabbinic and Greek Concept of Magic,” JSJ 27, no. 3 (1996): 289-303. As she
points out, “The centuries that followed the return from the Babylonian Exile in the sixth cen-
tury b.c.e. witnessed the growth and intensification of interest in magic in the Jewish sphere.
From the second century b.c.e. until the redaction of the Talmudic documents the Jewish per-
spective of magic was in a state of constant flux”; eventually “the rabbis in their legal and inter-
pretative literature generally tended to obliterate the vestiges of magic” (p. 289). Distinguishing
between beneficial magic and mere illusions, however, proved very difficult. The “rabbinic dis-
cussions of magic are very subtle and elaborate.” Janowitz, Magic, p. 20.

48. Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho 69.
49. b. Sanh. 43a. R. E. Brown, “The Babylonian Talmud on the Execution of Jesus,” NTS 43

(1997): 158-59. See also Josephus, Ant 18.3.63, and the Slavonic additions between War 2.174 and
175, which, although disputed, emphasize Jesus’ status as a wonder-worker and attribute his le-
gal difficulties to concerns about his miraculous powers.

50. Lactantius, Divine Institutes 5.3; PL 6:560-61. Regarding related comments from Justin,
Celsus, and other early Christians, see Stanton, Jesus and Gospel, pp. 135-39.

51. M. R. James, The Apocryphal New Testament (Oxford: Clarendon, 1969), p. 146. See also
Acts of Pilate 1.1: “They say unto him: He is a sorcerer, and by Beelzebub the prince of the devils
he casteth out devils,” in James, p. 96.

52. James, The Apocryphal New Testament, p. 151.
53. Josephus, War IV-VII, trans. H. St. J. Thackeray, LCL (Cambridge: Harvard University

Press, 1928), pp. 648-50.
54. Robin Margaret Jensen, Understanding Early Christian Art (London: Routledge, 2000),

figures 22, 30, 48, and pp. 120-24; Thomas F. Mathews, The Clash of the Gods: A Reinterpretation
of Early Christian Art, rev. ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), figures 34-37, 51, 65,
68, and pp. 54-91; Antonio Ferrua, The Unknown Catacomb: A Unique Discovery of Early Chris-
tian Art (New Lanark, Scotland: Goedes and Grosset, 1991), pp. 55, 150; Leonard Victor Rutgers,
Subterranean Rome: In Search of the Roots of Christianity in the Catacombs of the Eternal City
(Leuven: Peeters, 2000), p. 115. Likewise, the Infancy Gospel of Thomas had no compunctions
against recounting numerous magical feats performed by the childhood Jesus; for example, 2.1-
2; 3.3; 4.1; 5.1; 7.2; 8.2; 9.3; 10.2; 11.2; 12.2; 13.2. I thank Josh Probert for this art history.

55. Table VIII, 1b. Pliny quotes these words while discussing “the alleged power in incanta-
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tions” (Loeb edition, p. 475). W. Kunkel, An Introduction to Roman Legal and Constitutional His-
tory, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1973), p. 29.

56. Kunkel, An Introduction, p. 29.
57. Kunkel, An Introduction, pp. 13-14.
58. Smith, Jesus the Magician, p. 41, allowing that “whether or not used before Pilate, the

charge may have been brought against Jesus during his lifetime; its role in the gospels proves
that it was important in the hostility between the high priests and the early Jerusalem church.”
Smith does not mention the Jewish laws against magic, and he considers the stories in the Syn-
optic Gospels about a nighttime Jewish proceeding to be “fictitious” (p. 39).

59. A. Berger, Encyclopedic Dictionary of Roman Law (Philadelphia: American Philosophi-
cal Society, 1953), p. 573.

60. Berger, Encyclopedic Dictionary, pp. 572-73.
61. F. H. Cramer, Astrology in Roman Law and Politics (1954; reprint, Chicago: Ares, 1996),

p. 235.
62. Cramer, Astrology, p. 250.
63. R. S. Rogers, “Treason in the Early Empire,” JRS 49 (1959): 90-94. It would appear that

anyone, whether a Roman citizen or not, could commit treason.
64. Cramer, Astrology, pp. 78-79; Berger, Encyclopedic Dictionary, p. 418.
65. Cramer, Astrology, p. 249.
66. Cramer, Astrology, p. 238.
67. Suetonius, Tiberius, p. 36.
68. Cramer, Astrology, p. 277.
69. S. R. Llewleyn, NewDocs 1 (1976), doc. 12.
70. Rogers, Criminal Trials, identifies 106 named defendants accused of various forms of

maiestas, which is “more than one half of the recorded indictments” of all kinds (p. 195). The
parenthetical page references in the following text are to Rogers. See further Erich Koestermann,
“Die Majestätsprozesse unter Tiberius,” Historia 4 (1955): 72-106.

71. Cramer, Astrology, p. 249.
72. Smith, Jesus the Magician, p. 75, citing Sententiae Receptae Paulo Tributae 23.15-18.
73. Rogers, Criminal Trials, p. 140. The parenthetical page references in the following text

are to Rogers.
74. She was a great-granddaughter of Augustus.
75. Dickie, Magic and Magicians, p. 147.
76. Tacitus, Ann 4.22.
77. See Rives, “Magic in Roman Law,” p. 321, for an explanation of how veneficium is ex-

tended to include maleficium.
78. Dickie, Magic and Magicians, p. 156. Rives, “Magic in Roman Law,” p. 318, argues that al-

though the contents of this law are known to apply only to the area less than a mile outside of
Rome, the missing portions of the law (sections 2-4) likely contained information about cases
that took place more than a mile from Rome.

79. See Krzysztof Amielanczyk, “In Iudicio Convenire (Circumvenire): Judicial Crimes ac-
cording to the Lex Cornelia de Sicariis et Veneficis (81 b.c.),” Pomerium 2 (1996): 59-70, who
shows that the clause in the Lex Cornelia imposed capital punishment on judges who conspired
to execute an innocent defendant. Technically, this clause applied only to senators, but by the
time of Tiberius’s reign its scope may have expanded to provincial governors as well. I thank
Julie Frederick for researching these points about the Lex Cornelia.
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80. G. Lohfink, The Last Day of Jesus (Notre Dame: Ave Maria, 1984), p. 50, suggests that Pi-
late himself was at risk of being accused of maistas populi Romani.

81. S. Légasse, The Trial of Jesus (London: SCM, 1997), identifies maiestas as the reason for
the death of Jesus, concluding: “Jesus was executed for having laid claim to royal power over his
own people. Such a claim . . . fell under the accusation of crimen maiestatis populi romani.”
Légasse thinks, however, only in terms of political sedition or treason.

82. For example, D. Hanks, Christ as Criminal (Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen, 1997), p. 12.
83. I thank J. Bruce Prior, Kairos Research, 2004-04-05, for his assessment of the variant

readings in the manuscripts. The construction “unless + he/it was” is most often followed by a
noun or adjective, e.g., “unless he was a philanthropist and good man,” “unless God was the ab-
solutely free one,” “unless it was indivisible,” “unless it was the eternal truth,” “unless he was the
grandson of Kiron,” or “unless there was something earthlike in the cosmos”; but it is possible
for “unless + he/it was” to be followed by a participle, e.g., “unless he was the doer,” “unless it
were for hearing.”

84. Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, p. 204. In a similar way, in order for the literally compara-
ble Hebrew term po{ülê ‘awen (“evildoers” or “workers of iniquity”) to be connected with sor-
cery, “it has to be in a context which people already associated with supernatural forces.” Jeffers,
Magic and Divination, p. 104.

85. Suetonius, De vita Caesarum 6.16 (Nero).
86. R. Wilken, The Christians as the Romans Saw Them (New Haven: Yale University Press,

1984), p. 98. Perhaps to counteract such allegations, Didache 2.2, 3.4, and 5.1 specifically prohib-
ited Christians from any involvement whatsoever with magic, enchanted potions, divination,
sorcery, incantations, astrology, rites of purification.

87. Cramer, Astrology, pp. 222-23.
88. Smith, Jesus the Magician, pp. 30-36; Aune, “Magic in Early Christianity,” pp. 1523-44;

Shirock, “Whose Exorcists Are They?” pp. 41-51; C. K. Barrett, The Holy Spirit and the Gospel
Tradition (London: SPCK, 1947), chap. 4, “Conflict with Evil Spirits — Temptation and Exor-
cism,” and chap. 5, “Jesus as Miracle-Worker — the Words DYNAMIS and EXOUSIA.”

89. Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, pp. 190-207.
90. C. H. Kraeling, “Was Jesus Accused of Necromancy?” JBL 59 (1940): 153-57.
91. J. H. Elliott, 1 Peter (New York: Doubleday, 2000), p. 468.
92. “The repetition of hZs between h3 and allotriepiskopos indicates that our author has

passed from his catalogue of legal crimes to the social nuisance of interfering in other men’s
business and professing to put them to rights.” E. G. Selwyn, The First Epistle of St. Peter (Lon-
don: Macmillan, 1958), p. 225.

93. Tertullian, Scorp 12, and Tacitus, Ann 2.69, are cited by Selwyn, First Epistle, p. 225.
Elliott, 1 Peter, pp. 784-85, adds Cyprian, Quir 3.37, to the same effect, but nevertheless concludes
that “it is likely that kakopoios here refers in general to ‘one who does what is wrong,’ acting con-
trary to prevailing custom and norms of conduct.” Elliott, however, leans too heavily on 1 Pet
2:14 and 3:17, where the verbal form is not the same as 4:15, and he gives too little weight to the
noun list of crimes in the immediate context of 4:15. If Jesus had been falsely accused of sorcery,
the admonition to share his suffering but not as a sorcerer becomes all the more apropos.

94. See n. 28 above.
95. Bruce J. Malina, “Jesus as Astral Prophet,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 27, no. 3 (1997): 83-

98.
96. Robert L. Wilken, The Christians as the Romans Saw Them (New Haven: Yale University
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Press, 1984), p. 100, discusses how Celsus did not deny Jesus’ ability to work miracles but instead
attributed that ability to some training in Egypt.

97. Smith, Jesus the Magician, p. 31.
98. Smith, Jesus the Magician, pp. 36-43.
99. D. R. Catchpole, review of The Trial of Jesus, by S. Légasse, NovT 40, no. 3 (1998): 308.
100. T. O. Beidelman, review of Witchcraft and Its Transformations, c. 1650–c. 1750, by

I. Bostridge, Anthropos 93 (1998): 587.
101. He stated: “If any man thirst, let him come unto me, and drink,” for “out of [my] belly

shall flow rivers of living water” (Jn 7:37-38). Such claims evoke allusions to the Lord God as the
fountain of living waters (see Jer 2:13; 17:13), as well as the prophecy that living waters shall flow
from Jerusalem in the day of the Lord (see Zech 14:8).

102. B. J. Malina and J. H. Neyrey, Calling Jesus Names: The Social Value of Labels in Mat-
thew (Sonoma, Calif.: Polebridge, 1988), see “witchcraft accusations” as having only “two possi-
ble effects,” namely, expulsion or fission (see p. 29). They do not explore the legal effects of such
allegations, even in their otherwise fine discussion of the roles of negative labeling and status
degradation in the trial of Jesus, pp. 71-91. More is at stake in the capital trial of Jesus than
names alone.

103. Sherwin-White, Roman Society and Roman Law in the New Testament, p. 25.
104. Scrutinizing the legal and religious implications of crucifixion, which may have been a

Jewish form of execution at the time of Jesus and not merely a Roman procedure, see J. M.
Baumgarten, “Does TLH in the Temple Scroll Refer to Crucifixion?” JBL 91 (1972): 472-81;
O. Betz, “The Temple Scroll and the Trial of Jesus,” SwJT 30 (1988): 5-8; J. M. Ford, “‘Crucify
Him, Crucify Him’ and the Temple Scroll,” ET 87 (June 1976): 275-78; S. Rosenblatt, “The Cruci-
fixion of Jesus from the Standpoint of Pharasitic Law,” JBL 75 (1956): 315-21; M. Wilcox, “‘Upon
the Tree’ — Deut 21:22-23 in the New Testament,” JBL 96 (1977): 85-99; Y. Yadin, “Pesher Nahum
(4QpNahum) Reconsidered,” IEJ 21 (1971): 1-12.

105. See generally, G. Horowitz, The Spirit of Jewish Law (New York: Bloch, 1953), p. 646.
“By every unspecified death in the Torah strangulation is meant,” but stoning came to be in-
ferred, by analogy, as the preferred punishment for witchcraft. b. Sanh. 52b-54a. In later Jewish
law, suffocation was not used for sorcery.

106. W. R. Litchfield, “The Search for the Physical Cause of Jesus Christ’s Death,” BYU
Studies 37, no. 4 (1997-98): 98.

107. b. Sanh. 45b-46a.
108. Cramer, Astrology, p. 276.
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