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John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew, Volume I: The Roots of the Problem and the Person (Anchor Bible 
 Reference Library; New York: Anchor Doubleday, 1991).  484 pp. 
Idem, A Marginal Jew, Volume II: Mentor, Message, and Miracles (Anchor Bible Reference 
 Library; New York: Anchor Doubleday, 1994).  1118 pp. 
Idem, A Marginal Jew, Volume III: Companions and Competitors (Anchor Bible Reference Library; 
 New York: Anchor Doubleday, 2001).  703 pp. 
Idem, A Marginal Jew, Volume IV: The Enigmas Jesus Posed and Was.  Forthcoming. 
 
With three volumes—containing more than 2300 pages of exhaustive exposition and 
exegesis—already in print, and an additional volume forthcoming, it seems likely that John 
Meier’s truly magisterial study of the historical Jesus will remain the standard scholarly 
treatment of the subject for decades to come.  While some have argued that the historical 
Jesus is an irrecoverable or irrelevant figure, Meier eloquently demurs, opining that “no 
person of any religious persuasion can be considered truly educated today if he or she has 
not investigated to some degree what historical research can tell us about this enigmatic 
figure who unleashed one of the major religious and cultural forces of the world” (p. 4).  He 
introduces the provocative phrase “marginal Jew,” the title of all three published volumes, 
not as a definitive pedagogical moniker for Jesus’ actual identity, but as a deliberately vague 
and multifaceted appellation designed to highlight his presence on the historical, 
sociocultural, and economic periphery of the larger first-century world.  He envisions his 
final conclusions as the feasible product of a hypothetical “unpapal conclave” in which a 
Roman Catholic, a Protestant, a Jew, and an agnostic are placed within the Harvard Divinity 
School library (one of the few errors in his methodology, as another institution would surely 
have been more suitable) and forced to reach a consensus concerning Jesus’ identity and 
intentions (pp.1-2).  Given the extreme theological diversity of this composite group, any 
plausibly attainable accord would necessarily set aside questions of faith in favor of purely 
historical research and conjecture.  Furthermore, Meier notes that any modern critical 
attempt to explore the life and times of Jesus is illustrative only of the “historical Jesus” 
rather than the “real Jesus”; the latter term describes his complete intrapersonal and 
interpersonal experience during his lifetime, while the former refers to “the Jesus whom we 
can ‘recover’ and examine using the scientific tools of modern historical research” (p. 25).  
Thus Meier and his motley band of invented interpreters are in hot pursuit of a mere shadow 
of the itinerant charismatic prophet from Galilee—albeit a shadow with potentially profound 
implications for both the religious and secular worlds. 
 
The opening chapters of the initial volume are primarily dedicated to the evaluation of 
potential textual sources for the reconstruction of the historical Jesus, including the writings 
of Flavius Josephus and other contemporary Jewish and Greco-Roman literature, the 
canonical New Testament, and the later apocryphal corpus.  At the conclusion of this 
whirlwind survey, “The four canonical Gospels turn out to be the only large documents 
containing significant blocks of material relevant to a quest for the historical Jesus” (p. 139).  
Within the gospels, the most valuable independent strands of tradition are the Synoptic 
Sayings Source (commonly known as “Q”), the Gospel of Mark, and the Gospel of John—
which, despite the obvious critical problems posed by their respective theological thrusts, 
contain many of the earliest, most extensive, and most realistically extractable husks of 
biographical data regarding Jesus.  As for the remaining proposed source material, the 
autographic form of Josephus’ familiar Testimonium Flavianum, still detectable despite 
unmistakable traces of apologetic alteration by later Christian redactors, stands as an 
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important noncanonical confirmation of Jesus’ existence, ministry, and ultimate death by 
execution.  Rabbinic references, the agrapha, and the apocryphal gospels, however, are acutely 
disappointing in terms of historical yield, the claims of past and present scholars 
notwithstanding.  Meier concludes this inaugural section by providing an eminently 
enlightening ten-point list of primary and secondary criteria which will be applied to the 
remainder of the study (wryly labeled the “Rules of the Road”; pp. 168-183): 
 
Primary (especially valuable) 

• Criterion of embarrassment:  Given the likelihood that the nascent Christian 
community would have forgotten or eliminated historical details which painted Jesus 
in an embarrassing or detrimental light, any such details in the extant gospel record 
are more likely to be authentic.    

• Criterion of discontinuity:  Any recorded words or actions of Jesus which are 
incompatible with both his Jewish milieu and the attitudes and doctrines of the later 
church are more likely to be authentic (e.g., the prohibition of oaths; Matt. 5:34, 37). 

• Criterion of multiple attestation:  Any recorded words or actions of Jesus which 
appear in multiple independent strands of tradition (e.g., “Q,” Mark, John) are more 
likely to be authentic.   

• Criterion of coherence:  Any recorded words or actions of Jesus which are 
compatible with a significant amount of other seemingly authentic material are more 
likely to be authentic.  Naturally, this criterion must be used in conjunction with 
others.   

• Criterion of rejection and execution:  Given the veritable certainty of Jesus’ 
eventual arrest, conviction, and execution by Jewish and Roman authorities as a 
perceived political insurrectionist, any details which could conceivably explain or 
contribute to these events are likely to be authentic.    

Secondary (much more dubious; to be utilized in supporting roles only) 
• Criterion of traces of Aramaic:  Some scholars (e.g., Joachim Jeremias) have argued 

that recorded words of Jesus which possess Semitic grammatical or syntactical 
undertones are more likely to be authentic; however, this hypothesis does not 
account for the fact that many of the first followers of Jesus, who formed the 
foundation of the oral traditions which became the gospels, also spoke Aramaic.   

• Criterion of Palestinian environment:  Some scholars have argued that recorded 
words of Jesus which are compatible with the historical, sociocultural, or economic 
frameworks of first-century Palestine are more likely to be authentic; while this 
criterion is fairly valuable in its negative form (words which are incompatible with these 
contexts are not likely to be authentic), when viewed positively it is vulnerable to the 
same critiques as those mentioned immediately above.   

• Criterion of vividness of narration:  Some scholars (e.g., Vincent Taylor) have 
argued that vivid details, particularly those which play no significant role in the 
advancement of the narrative, are more likely to represent eyewitness accounts; 
however, this hypothesis suffers from the chronological and compositional gulf 
between the death of Jesus and the appearance of the canonical gospels.      

• Criterion of the tendencies of the developing Synoptic tradition:  Some scholars 
(e.g., Rudolf Bultmann) have argued that the Synoptic tradition evolved according to 
certain recognizable laws; however, recent respondents such as E.P. Sanders have 
cast significant doubt on the existence and/or potential application of these laws.  
Thus the value of this criterion is virtually nil.   
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• Criterion of historical presumption:  Some scholars have argued that in any 
critical evaluation of the gospel narratives, the burden of proof should rest upon 
those arguing against the historicity of these accounts; however, this hypothesis 
ignores the fact that from a realistic perspective, the burden of proof rests upon 
“anyone who tries to prove anything” (p. 183).  Furthermore, the critical study of the 
ancient world is not an “either/or” realm.  The wise exegete is forced to accept the 
existence of numerous situations in which the most judicious verdict is, 
unfortunately, “not clear.”  Thus the value of this criterion is virtually nil.   

 
With these useful tools in hand, Meier proceeds to an analysis of several fundamental issues 
of Jesus’ background, from birthplace to language and education to socioeconomic status to 
familial relationships.  Here the traditionally minded reader—particularly one of Roman 
Catholic stock—encounters a few potentially unsettling surprises, such as the observation 
that “the predominant view in the Gospels and Acts is that Jesus came from Nazareth and… 
only from Nazareth” (contra Matt. 2:1-12; Luke 2:1-7; p. 216).  An extended discussion of the 
early references to Jesus’ putative siblings, and the history of their interpretation, closes with 
the judgment that “from a purely philological and historical point of view, the most probable 
opinion is that the brothers and sisters of Jesus were his siblings” (contra the Roman Catholic 
doctrine of Mary’s perpetual virginity; p.332).  Meier concludes with a rough thumbnail 
sketch of Jesus’ circumstances, portraying him as the firstborn son of a family whose names 
suggest an affinity with Israelite nationalism; a speaker of Aramaic and Hebrew who may 
have acquired a smattering of Greek through basic business transactions; a passionate 
devotee of the Jewish Scriptures who may well have possessed the ability to read them for 
himself; a tradesman; and a member of the economic “middle class,” such as it was in first-
century Palestine (pp. 350-352). 
 
As the subtitle of the second volume indicates, three principal aspects of the historical Jesus 
serve as its primary foci: Jesus’ relationship to the enigmatic prophetic figure known as John 
the Baptist (his Mentor); his proclamation of the coming Kingdom of God (his Message); and 
his miraculous deeds as recorded in the gospels (his Miracles).  Following a comprehensive 
look at John’s character within the various canonical gospels—his presence within each of 
them is suggestive in itself—the veins of tradition which lie behind them, and the writings of 
Josephus, Meier presents the Baptist as another disproportionately influential marginal Jew.  
He was “an ascetic Jewish prophet” who appeared in the lower Jordan valley c. 28 CE and 
subsequently attracted a significant following with his proclamation of the need for 
widespread repentance in light of God’s imminent wrath.  One member of this following 
was Jesus, who was baptized by John in the Jordan shortly after the latter arrived on the 
scene and may have spent an extended period of time with him as an “apprentice” (p. 1041).  
The substance of John’s person and mission are indispensable for the proper appreciation of 
the man who followed in his footsteps, encompassing familiar themes such as a healthy 
eschatology; its frequent corollaries of sin, judgment, and repentance; baptism; and tragic 
death, through which John’s fate may have fueled Jesus’ own necrotic contemplations as a 
kind of “midrash incarnate” (p. 176).  Indeed, “Without John as his mentor and matrix, the 
Jesus of the public ministry is hardly intelligible” (p. 1041).  Finally, John’s linkage with the 
Kingdom of God in statements attributed to Jesus provides a natural bridge to the second 
portion of the work. 
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Discussion of the Kingdom of God and its relationship to Jesus begins with a nod to other 
relevant literature from the Palestinian Jewish milieu, including the Hebrew Bible, the 
Pseudepigrapha, and the Dead Sea Scrolls.  While the precise phrase “kingdom of God” is 
not found in early writings (it first appears in the Wisdom of Solomon, which has been variously 
dated between 220 BCE-50 CE; the phrase “kingdom of Yahweh” does appear in 1 Chron. 
28:5), the concept of divine rule is not unattested.  Sigmund Mowinkel and others have 
classified a number of psalms as “’royal enthronement psalms’ that celebrate Yahweh’s 
kingly rule over creation, Israel, and the history of both” (p. 245), a theme which also 
appears in familiar narratives such as the exodus from Egypt.  Among the Pseudepigrapha, 
the Testament of Moses (composed sometime between the Maccabean revolt and the Second 
Jewish War) and the Psalms of Solomon (c. 63-42 BCE) contain references to God as king, as 
do a number of texts from the Dead Sea corpus, including the Florilegium (4Q174) and the 
War Rule (1QM).  Eventually, “[T]he symbol of God’s kingly rule increasingly came to be 
connected with the hope that God would bring to an end the present state of the world and 
would embark upon a full and definitive rule over his rebellious creation and people”  (pp. 
348-349).  Much of Jesus’ teaching on the kingdom appears to be in line with this  
eschatological expectation, although his enjoinders to pray for its coming and to adopt a 
more righteous posture, together with more explicit statements (cf. Luke 11:20; 17:21) 
indicates the presence of a present element as well.  The exact nature of the connection 
between the present and the future kingdom is indeterminable, but this may represent a 
deliberate move on Jesus’ part; “it [the Kingdom of God] is a tensive symbol, a multifaceted 
reality, a whole mythic story in miniature that cannot be adequately grasped in a single 
formula or definition” (p. 452).         
 
At last Meier turns to the thorny question of Jesus’ miracles, a long-standing interpretive 
bugaboo for scholars, students, clerics, and congregants alike.  Regardless of one’s overall 
opinion of his analysis, his utter commitment to the subject cannot be denied; nine 
burgeoning chapters of dense, truly meticulous exegesis are presented here.  He begins with 
a three-fold definition of a miracle (p. 512): 
 

• 1)  An unusual, startling, or extraordinary event that is in principle perceivable 
by any interested and fair-minded observer 

• 2)  An event that finds no reasonable explanation in human abilities or in 
other known forces that operate in our world of time and space 

• 3)  An event that is the result of a special act of God, doing what no human 
power can do  

 
Since the seminal work of D.F. Strauss nearly two centuries ago, many notable questers of 
the historical Jesus have discarded the miracles as a scientific impossibility, or else placed 
them firmly beyond the reach of objective inquiry.  Not so with Meier; in his view, critical 
historians are able to test potential miracles against the first two segments of his proposed 
definition, if not the third.  As he writes, “the historian can ascertain whether an 
extraordinary event has taken place in a religious setting, whether someone has claimed it to 
be a miracle, and—if there is enough evidence, whether a human action, physical forces in 
the universe, misperception, illusion, or fraud can explain the event” (p. 514).  He then 
presents a pair of seemingly innocuous asides which, in reality, seek to “soften up” especially 
cynical readers: first, the suggestion that the long-standing view of the universe as a slave to 
immutable scientific laws is eroding in the wake of recent advancements in physics (e.g., 
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Heisenberg’s renowned “Uncertainty Principle”), and also the inconclusive but suggestive 
fact that a overwhelming majority of Americans still claim to believe in the possibility of 
miracles (pp. 519-520).  Exposition of the miracles themselves, which are divided according 
to exorcisms, healings, resurrections, and “nature miracles,” follows, with mixed results.  
Based primarily upon the criterion of multiple attestation—which in this case stresses the 
image of Jesus as healer—Meier holds that a number of healings originated with the 
historical Jesus, including that of the paralytic lowered through the roof (Mark 2:1-12), the 
paralytic by the pool of Bethsaida (John 5:1-9), Bartimaeus (Mark 10:46-52), the blind man at 
Bethsaida (Mark 8:22-26), and the blind man at Jerusalem (John 9).  Likewise, the raising of 
Jairus’ daughter (Mark 5:21-43 and parr.) is attributed to Jesus, although it may not have 
originally constituted an actual resurrection.  As for the ostensible “nature miracles” (an 
essentially unhelpful term, as it encompasses a startling array of often-disparate pericopes), 
only the feedings of the multitudes (Mark 6:32-44 and parr.; Mark 8:1-10 and par.) makes the 
cut.  But it must be stressed that the above judgments provide no indication as to whether a 
miraculous phenomenon actually occurred.  As Meier reiterates, “The goal is not to decide 
whether certain events in the life of Jesus were truly miracles… Rather, the goal is to decide 
whether some of the miracle stories in the Gospels go back to and reflect (in however an 
imaginative way) events that actually occurred in Jesus’ lifetime” (p. 968). 
 
The third and (currently) final volume in the study discusses the groups of Palestinian Jews 
with whom Jesus would have interacted, both explicitly and implicitly: his closest supporters 
and his religio-political competitors and opponents.  This is an essential step required to “put 
flesh and bone on the somewhat skeletal figure sketched in the first two volumes” (p. 5).  
Meier begins with Jesus’ partisans, from the nameless crowds to his intimate circle of friends 
and compatriots.  The common, often exuberant crowds are likely linked to the historical 
Jesus, and probably contributed to his eventual arrest and execution by attracting the 
attention of the authorities, but suggest that the majority of the Jewish population was 
content to observe Jesus in passing or accompany him briefly without embracing him and 
his prophetic movement wholeheartedly (pp. 29-30).  The more exclusive category of 
“disciple” (Gk. maqhth/ß) is marked by a number of distinctive traits, such as a call from 
Jesus himself, departure from home and hearth to accompany him, and physical and 
emotional risks as a result of association with him.  While the gospels do not use a feminine 
form of the term to describe the women who followed Jesus, Luke does identify Tabitha as a 
“female disciple” (Gk. maqh/tria) in the Acts of the Apostles (9:36), and also mentions that 
a number of unchaperoned women traveled with Jesus—a fact which is likely authentic 
according to the criterion of embarrassment.  Thus despite the lack of corresponding 
terminology, “the most probable conclusion is that Jesus viewed and treated these women as 
disciples” (p. 80).  The final group of followers considered is the Twelve, which Meier argues 
was an actual group of intimates of the historical Jesus despite the conclusions of some other 
scholars.  For Meier, the criteria of multiple attestation (lists of the members of the Twelve 
appear in Mark, Matthew, Luke-Acts, and John), embarrassment (Jesus was betrayed by one 
of the Twelve), and the rapid disappearance of the Twelve from the historical scene (which 
would argue against creation by the early church, as it possessed no comparable institution 
which would be buttressed by its existence) all argue for the historicity of the Twelve, which 
were likely envisioned by Jesus as “exemplars of discipleship” and “prophetic symbols of the 
regathering of the twelve tribes of Israel” (p. 148).        
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Jesus’ competitors and opponents are considered as carefully as are his supporters.  Meier 
begins with the Pharisees, a loosely organized religio-political group which was active prior 
to the First Jewish War and which was known for its meticulous interpretation of Mosaic 
Law; its struggles with other groups (including the nascent Christian community) over the 
proper interpretation of that Law; and its particular concerns for matters of food, purity, 
sabbath observance, and marriage and divorce; and its popularity among the populace (pp. 
313-330).  As Jesus’ approach and message differed from those of the Pharisees, it is not 
surprising that the gospels often place them at odds; “both Jesus and the Pharisees were 
competing to influence the main body of Palestinian Jews and win them over to their 
respective visions of what God was calling Israel to be and do at a critical juncture in its 
history” (p. 339).  Next come the Sadducees, a smaller party than their Pharisaic rivals, but 
one composed of social and economic elites and therefore quite powerful.  Meier helpfully 
delineates their differences from the Pharisees and other parties, the most familiar of which 
were their rejection of “traditions of the fathers” not present within the Mosaic Law and of 
the bodily resurrection of the dead and other apocalyptic elements (pp. 405-407).  Although 
they only appear once in the gospels (Mark 12:18-27), it is possible that a portion of this 
pericope does reach back to the historical Jesus (p. 431).  Finally smaller and/or more 
obscure groups such as the Essenes, Samaritans, scribes, Herodians, and Zealots are given 
brief treatments, with mostly negative results.  While the potential relationship between Jesus 
and the Essenes has been the subject of much scholarly and popular speculation, there is no 
conclusive evidence of a direct relationship between the two.  But even negative findings 
have positive implications, as they “serve the purpose of clearing the field of the oft-repeated 
but highly dubious claims about the groups with which Jesus interacted…” (p. 568).  The 
volume’s concluding essay, which naturally incorporates material from the preceding 
volumes, casts Jesus as an “Elijah-like prophet” moving throughout the country, interacting 
with and adapting to the richly diverse Jewish culture flourishing during this period.                       
 
Once the weary critic reaches the conclusion of a monumental study such as this one, it is 
difficult to determine where to begin.  The results of Meier’s voluminous efforts are 
remarkable; it seems that no historical, textual, or exegetical stones have been left unturned 
(with the exception of those which have been earmarked for the final volume).  
Nevertheless, certain aspects of the study provoke further stimulating discussion, if not 
outright criticism.  First, Meier’s judgment that the agrapha and the apocryphal gospels 
provide no insights into the historical Jesus is not universally accepted by the remainder of 
the scholarly community.  John Dominic Crossan, whose The Historical Jesus: The Life of a 
Mediterranean Jewish Peasant appeared in the same year as the initial volume of A Marginal Jew, 
places portions of the Gospel of Thomas and the Gospel of Peter, together with the Gospel of the 
Hebrews, within his “First Stratum” of traditions concerning Jesus.1  It should come as no 
great surprise, then, that his portrait differs dramatically from that of Meier.  How should the 
available sources best be catalogued and used?  Is it possible that Meier was too hasty in his 
elimination of noncanonical material, or is Crossan’s strategy faulty?  His advocacy of an 
extended period of ministry for Jesus (“over at least a year and perhaps as long as three years 
and some months”; vol. I, p. 382) also seems somewhat dubious given the apparently swift 
justice meted out to other contemporary prophetic or messianic claimants by the Romans.  
Josephus’ accounts of the demise of Theudas (Ant. 20.97-98) and of the Egyptian (20. 169-
                                            
1 John Dominic Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant (San Francisco: Harper 
Collins, 1992), 427-428.    
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172) strongly suggest that the Roman authorities acted quickly once a civil disturbance had 
appeared.  Surely the large crowds of eager followers which all of the gospels ascribe to Jesus 
would qualify as such a disturbance?  And occasionally, despite his concerted efforts to the 
contrary, it appears that Meier allows his theological presuppositions to subtly yet 
significantly influence his critical endeavors.  This trend surfaces occasionally in minor 
matters (e.g., his suggestion that Jesus was literate, highly unlikely given the incredibly low 
literacy rates which persisted among all but the economic and social elite until the time of the 
Industrial Revolution) and most notably in his discussion of miracles. How can the second 
portion of Meier’s definition of a miracle, “an event that finds no reasonable explanation in 
human abilities or in other known forces that operate in our world of time and space,” be 
applied by a modern critic to an ancient account, given the obvious differences in scientific 
and rational perception between the two?  Even if some healings and other miraculous deeds 
can be associated with the historical Jesus (an association which surely could have been made 
in fewer than 400 pages, given the high quantities of such pericopes throughout the gospels), 
where does that leave us?  What advancements have been made on this front?  In any case, 
these trifling questions and concerns pale in comparison with the larger scholarly value and 
import of this series.  E.P. Sanders must be seconded when he declares that it is “essential 
reading for New Testament scholars and students.  All who are interested in religious studies 
should find some way of familiarizing themselves with the author’s main views and 
methods.”2                       
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
     
 
 
     

                                            
2 E.P. Sanders, “Review of A Marginal Jew, Volume III: Companions and Competitors,” in Journal of Religion 84.4 
(2004), 609.   


