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In The Apocalyptic Jesus: A Debate, four eminent New Testament scholars debate whether or not Jesus was an apocalyptic prophet.  Robert J. Miller, a Scholar-in-Residence at the Westar Institute in Santa Rosa, CA., provides the introduction and sets the stage for the debate.  He pits a well-known, pro-apocalyptic scholar against three anti-apocalyptic Fellows of the Jesus Seminar. The Jesus Seminar has studied, debated and voted on more than 1,500 sayings of Jesus in the New Testament and use a color-coded method of rating them in terms of “What did Jesus really say?” within a narrow range of historical probabilities.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Funk, R.W., Hoover, R.W. and The Jesus Seminar, 1993. The Five Gospels, (New York: Poleridge Press), ix.] 


For the debate, Miller defines “apocalyptic” as God putting an end to the world as we know it to create a world of justice and peace.  In the context of Jesus’ apocalyptic orientation, he adds an expectation that this would happen soon, within the lifetime of Jesus’ followers and be followed by a visible, kingdom that would include his presence.[footnoteRef:2]  Miller kicks things off by reflecting on The Quest of the Historical Jesus[footnoteRef:3], by Albert Schweitzer, first published in 1906, and puts forward Schweitzer’s argument that the real Jesus of history was an apocalyptic prophet who spoke of a visible, imminent, coming kingdom of God. Miller discusses Schweitzer’s agreement with Johannes Weiss[footnoteRef:4], that scholars tend to reinvent Jesus in their own image and to fashion him, rather than strip him of all modern ideas and leave us with an apocalyptic Jesus [footnoteRef:5]. [2:  Miller, R.J. (ed.), 2001. The Apocalyptic Jesus: A Debate, Allison, D.C., Borg, M.J., Crossan, J.D., Patterson, S.J. (Santa Rosa: Polebridge Press), page 1.]  [3:  Schweitzer, A., 1910. The Quest of the Historical Jesus, A Critical Study of its Progress from Reimarus to Wrede, First English Translation, W. Montgomery, (Great Britain: A & C Black, Ltd.).]  [4:  Weiss, J., 1892. Jesus’ Proclamation of the Kingdom of God, R.H. Hiers, D.L. Holland (eds.) (Chico, CA.: Scholars Press Reprints and Translations).]  [5:  Schweitzer, Quest, page 239.] 

Dale Allison is Professor of New Testament Exegesis and Early Christianity at Pittsburgh Theological Seminary. He argues that Jesus was an apocalyptic prophet of the John the Baptist tradition.  He claims that Jesus’ followers adopted his apocalyptic views and carried them forward into early Christianity.[footnoteRef:6] Allison observes that Jesus shows up in most of the Christian literature with an apocalyptic bent, including the writings of Paul, the Synoptic Gospels, Q, John’s tradition and the Gospel of Thomas.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Miller, The Apocalyptic Jesus, page 109.]  [7:  Ibid, page 21.] 

Marcus Borg is Professor of Religion and Culture at Oregon State University and is a Fellow of the Jesus Seminar. Borg contends that Jesus was remarkable as a Jewish mystic, healer, exorcist, wisdom teacher, social prophet and movement founder.  He feels that these attributes best explain the Christian movement that followed Jesus.  According to Borg, Jesus was only secondarily apocalyptic, and he transcended the idea of being simply another, “God is going to fix it all soon prophet”[footnoteRef:8]. He posits that the early Church emphasis of “the way”[footnoteRef:9], of Jesus is much more difficult to explain if Jesus is primarily viewed as an apocalyptic prophet.	 [8:  Ibid, page 115.]  [9:  Ibid, page 133.] 

John Dominic Crossan is Professor Emeritus of Biblical Studies at DePaul University and a Fellow of the Jesus Seminar. He maintains that Jesus was eschatological but not primarily apocalyptic. Crossan subscribes to the view of John Kloppenborg[footnoteRef:10] that there were several periods of development in Q, the assumed sayings document used as a source of Jesus’ original sayings, that resulted in its stratification. He holds that Q evolved from early sayings that were later smoothed out, redacted and added to over the course of the first century, resulting in the gospel narratives we have today.  Crossan states on page 122; “As far as I am concerned, for example, a saying like Mark 9:1 (the kingdom will come in power in the life-time of the disciples) is apocalyptic.  If I thought Jesus said something like that, I would consider him not just eschatological, but apocalyptic.” He went on to say, “I consider that to be from Mark, not Jesus.”  Crossan complains that scholars such as N.T. Wright, Bruce Chilton, and Paul Fredriksen ignore either programmatically or practically, source-criticism and redaction-criticism, and that this creates a problem for scholars trying to recover what Jesus might have actually said.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Kloppenborg, J.S. 1987. The Formation of Q: Trajectories in Ancient Wisdom Collections, (Harrisburg: Trinity Press International).]  [11:  Miller, The Apocalyptic Jesus, page 123.] 

Stephen Patterson is Professor of the New Testament at Eden Theological Seminary and a Fellow of the Jesus Seminar. Patterson notes that the earliest quotes from Jesus, including the parables, conspicuously lack apocalyptic material.[footnoteRef:12] He cautions against a monolithic view of the early Church and failing to account for its diversity and inconsistency.  He believes the Biblical texts naturally show some stratification in the context of a movement that was forming and changing over the course of the first century.  Patterson points to compelling evidence of a sapiential substratum, that can be found beneath the apocalypticism of Mark and the Christian literature of the time with “Christianized strains of Hellenistic Judaism” in John, and “incipient Gnosticism” in the Gospel of Thomas[footnoteRef:13]. Patterson does not question whether there is apocalyptic material in the New Testament but wonders if that material originated with Jesus himself.   [12:  Ibid, page 124.]  [13:  Ibid, page 125.] 

All the contributors generally agreed that Jesus was influenced by the apocalyptic preaching of John the Baptist[footnoteRef:14], though there was little said in regard to the Baptist’s own apocalyptic influences, and to what extent Jesus may have shared those.  The Fellows of the Jesus Seminar held that key apocalyptic sequences (Mark 9:1, 13:30; Matt. 10:13) did not originate with Jesus, while certain present kingdom sayings did (Luke 11:22, 17:20-21; Matt. 12:28) showing that Jesus believed the kingdom of God was present at the time of his speaking and not a future manifestation that would come after his death.[footnoteRef:15] Allison on the other hand, reiterated that Jesus was the conduit between apocalyptic views of John the Baptist and expectations of the early Church, advocating that he must have been apocalyptic.  Allison defended a literal interpretation of statements originating with Jesus in the New Testament and Gospel of Thomas.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Ibid, page 140.]  [15:  Ibid, page 3.]  [16:  Ibid, page 117.] 

The debate over whether Jesus was an apocalyptic prophet hinges on the origin of certain statements attributed to him in the New Testament.  Assumptions regarding the inspiration of the Bible and the reliability of the text differed between these scholars.  While each of them seemed to agree that the gospels contain historical material based the writer’s memories of Jesus and other sources, some of them held that they also contain unreliable material based on the writer’s interpretation of the events and priorities surrounding the Christian movement during the first century, to the point of laying certain apocalyptic sentiments on the lips of Jesus in the text.  In their view, concerns over the ongoing Roman occupation, the destruction of the Jewish Temple, the reasons for Jesus’ untimely death and how to best understand the delay in a visible kingdom of God may have influenced the narratives, which were written decades after Jesus’ death.[footnoteRef:17]   [17:  Ibid, pages 112, 113.] 
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