The study of the historical Jesus has long been shaped by debates concerning the cultural and
religious environment in which Jesus lived. In his article ‘Jesus in Historical Context’, published
in Theology Today in 1993, E. P. Sanders seeks to situate Jesus firmly within the Jewish world
of the first century CE." Sanders challenges interpretations that portray Jesus as primarily
influenced by Greco-Roman culture and instead argues that Jesus’ teachings and actions
should be understood within the framework of Second Temple Judaism. The article contributes
to the broader scholarly movement often referred to as the “Third Quest” for the historical Jesus,
which emphasizes the Jewish context of Jesus’ ministry.

This review will analyse Sanders’ central argument, evaluate his use of historical evidence, and
consider his contribution to scholarly debates about the historical Jesus. While Sanders
convincingly demonstrates that Jesus operated within a Jewish cultural and religious context,
certain aspects of his argument rely heavily on assumptions about the reliability of the Gospel
traditions. Nevertheless, the article remains an influential contribution to historical Jesus
research by emphasizing the importance of understanding Jesus as a figure rooted within
Jewish society rather than separated from it.

Summary of Sanders’ Argument

Sanders begins by noting that modern scholarship has produced numerous competing
interpretations of Jesus. Some scholars have argued that Jesus was primarily shaped by the
wider Greco-Roman world, presenting him as a figure whose ideas reflected Hellenistic
philosophical traditions rather than Jewish religious thought. Sanders challenges this approach
by asserting that such interpretations underestimate the significance of Judaism in shaping
Jesus’ worldview.

Central to Sanders’ argument is the claim that Jesus lived within a thoroughly Jewish cultural
and religious environment. First-century Palestine was dominated by Jewish traditions,
institutions and theological debates. As a result, Sanders argues that Jesus’ teachings should
be interpreted in relation to contemporary Jewish ideas rather than external philosophical
influences.

Sanders also emphasizes the importance of examining the historical sources available for
reconstructing Jesus’ life. The primary evidence comes from the New Testament Gospels, which
were written several decades after Jesus’ death. Although these texts contain theological
interpretations, Sanders maintains that they still preserve valuable historical information when
analysed critically.

In addition to the Gospel accounts, Sanders points to other historical sources that illuminate the
social and religious context of first-century Judaism. These include the writings of the Jewish
historian Josephus?, archaeological evidence, and other contemporary Jewish texts. Such
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sources demonstrate that debates about law, ritual practice and messianic expectation were
central to Jewish society during this period.

According to Sanders, many of Jesus’ actions and teachings make sense only within this Jewish
context. For example, Jesus’ engagement with the Law of Moses, his interactions with other
Jewish groups, and his proclamation of the kingdom of God all reflect themes common within
Jewish religious discourse. Rather than rejecting Judaism, Sanders argues that Jesus
participated in ongoing debates about the interpretation and application of Jewish law.

Furthermore, Sanders challenges the view that Jesus intentionally founded a new religion
separate from Judaism. Instead, he suggests that Jesus saw himself as operating within the
existing framework of Jewish tradition. The separation between Christianity and Judaism
occurred only after Jesus’ death, as his followers interpreted his message in new ways.

Through this analysis, Sanders concludes that understanding Jesus within his Jewish context is
essential for historical reconstruction. Attempts to portray Jesus as detached from Judaism
distort the historical evidence and overlook the cultural environment in which he lived.

Critical Evaluation

Sanders’ article makes an important contribution to historical Jesus scholarship by emphasizing
the centrality of Judaism in understanding Jesus’ life and teachings. One of the most significant
strengths of the article lies in its engagement with the broader scholarly debate surrounding the
historical Jesus. By challenging interpretations that detach Jesus from Judaism, Sanders
addresses a long-standing tendency within earlier scholarship to portray Jesus as fundamentally
opposed to Jewish tradition.

In particular, Sanders’ approach represents a departure from earlier Christian interpretations
that presented Judaism as a legalistic or spiritually inferior religion. By situating Jesus within the
complex and dynamic environment of Second Temple Judaism, Sanders demonstrates that
Jesus’ teachings were part of a broader Jewish intellectual tradition. This perspective aligns with
the work of other scholars such as Geza Vermes® and N. T. Wright*, who likewise emphasize the
Jewish identity of Jesus.

Another strength of Sanders’ argument is his careful attention to historical context. Rather than
focusing solely on theological interpretations of Jesus’ teachings, Sanders examines the wider
social and cultural environment in which Jesus lived. His use of sources such as Josephus and
archaeological evidence helps to reconstruct the historical setting of first-century Palestine.

However, some aspects of Sanders’ methodology raise important questions. Although he
acknowledges the theological character of the Gospel narratives, his argument still relies heavily
on these texts as historical evidence. The Gospels were written several decades after the
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events they describe and reflect the beliefs of early Christian communities. As a result,
historians must exercise caution when using them to reconstruct the historical Jesus.

Some scholars have argued that Sanders underestimates the extent to which the Gospel writers
shaped their narratives to serve theological purposes. For example, the depiction of conflicts
between Jesus and certain Jewish groups may reflect tensions within early Christian
communities rather than historical events during Jesus’ lifetime. If this is the case, then Sanders’
interpretation of Jesus’ relationship with Judaism may require further critical examination.

Another potential limitation of Sanders’ argument is that it sometimes presents Judaism as a
relatively unified religious tradition. In reality, Second Temple Judaism was characterized by
significant diversity. Groups such as the Pharisees, Sadducees and Essenes held differing
interpretations of Jewish law and theology. While Sanders acknowledges this diversity, his
analysis could benefit from a more detailed exploration of how Jesus’ teachings related to these
various groups.

Nevertheless, these criticisms do not undermine the overall importance of Sanders’ contribution.
By challenging interpretations that detach Jesus from his Jewish environment, Sanders
encourages scholars to reconsider long-standing assumptions within historical Jesus research.
His work helped to shift the focus of scholarship toward understanding Jesus as a Jewish
teacher operating within the cultural and religious framework of first-century Judaism.

Conclusion

E. P. Sanders’ article ‘Jesus in Historical Context’ represents a significant contribution to modern
scholarship on the historical Jesus. By emphasizing the importance of situating Jesus within the
Jewish world of the first century, Sanders challenges interpretations that portray Jesus as
primarily influenced by Greco-Roman culture. His argument highlights the need to examine the
historical, social and religious environment in which Jesus lived.

The article’s strengths lie in its clear engagement with scholarly debates and its emphasis on
historical context. Sanders demonstrates that many aspects of Jesus’ teachings and actions can
be understood only when viewed in relation to Jewish traditions and practices. At the same time,
certain aspects of his methodology—particularly his reliance on the Gospel narratives—invite
further critical reflection.

Despite these limitations, Sanders’ analysis remains highly influential within historical Jesus
research. His work contributed to the broader shift in scholarship toward recognizing Jesus as a
figure deeply rooted within Judaism rather than separated from it. For historians seeking to
reconstruct the life and teachings of Jesus; this perspective provides a valuable framework for
understanding the complex relationship between early Christianity and the Jewish world from
which it emerged.
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