
• Among the plausible activities of Jesus, it seems likely that Jesus selected a small 
group of disciples who were expected to abandon their homes and occupations and 
gather around him 

o Many of the most renowned rabbis were surrounded by disciples, who were 
simply their students  

 The literal meaning of the Greek word mathetes is “learner” 
o Other aspects of Jesus’ disciples, however, differ from ancient norms 

 Much of Jesus’ teaching is conducted in public, rather than a private 
scholastic setting  

 The disciples do not select Jesus to be their teacher, but vice versa 
• Only two of the named disciples stand out in any respect  

o Judas Iscariot 
o Simon Peter/Cephas  

• The fact that the disciples are twelve in number should be understood symbolically, 
in relationship to his message of the kingdom of God; as ten of the tribes of Israel 
had been lost to conquest and dispersion, the number indicates the imminent 
restoration and reconstitution of the nation  

• Many of Jesus’ companions were deemed unrespectable by the standards of the day  
o Women 

 At best, second-class citizens in the Judaism of the day; men were 
advised to regulate their conversation with their own wives, let alone 
any other females  

 Nevertheless, women are depicted in his company, conversing with 
him, housing him, and eventually arranging for his burial   

o Commoners 
o Immoral/irreligious individuals ‘ 

 Jesus is frequently depicted as the friend of tax collectors and the 
“wicked” or sinners 

• The former individuals were particularly reviled, as he served 
as an agent of the Roman Empire, extorting his own people 
for a profit 

• Sinners were, by the standards of the time, actually and 
demonstrably evil; these are not limited to religious or ritual 
sins, but “actual sins” (murder, theft, etc.)  

• In the cultures of the Near East (both in ancient times and today), the act of sharing 
a meal imparted great social significance, indicating trust and respect on both sides  

o The accusations that Jesus was a glutton and a drunkard may be viewed in 
light of his decision to celebrate with those people with whom he was 
sharing the message of the kingdom of God  

 “kingdom parties”  
• The idea that people such as petty criminals and tax collectors would be admitted to 

the kingdom, and the fact that Jesus kept company with such individuals over those 
considered to be righteous to the majority of society, may rightfully be labeled as 
antisocial, as it was contrary to established social norms   

• The gospels relate thirty-three accounts of miraculous deeds of Jesus; the most 
common category of these deeds is that of healing  



o The high number of miracle stories in the gospels indicates a probability that 
Jesus’ contemporaries, both his partisans and his opponents, associated him 
with such actions       

o Of course, the modern word “miracle” does not belong to the ancient world, 
as it did not understand the natural world in the post-Enlightenment 
understandings of today 

 Miracle stories appear frequently in ancient literature, and other 
individuals were credited with similar deeds; thus Jesus’ miracles do 
not make him unique, but place him within an elite class of 
particularly powerful people    

• Jewish 
• Egyptian 
• Greco-Roman   

o The miracles did not prove Jesus to be the messiah, or that he was a divine 
being, as miracles were not necessarily a messianic trait and other people 
exhibited similar qualities  

• The fact that Jesus explicitly identifies his miracles with the kingdom of God 
indicates his belief that the kingdom was so imminent that its powers were “spilling 
over” into the temporal world  

o Exorcisms as the “reclaiming of territory” which, in the understandings of 
Jewish apocalypticism, had been usurped by the forces of evil  

o Miraculous powers are not his, but are those of the kingdom; Jesus is one of 
a number of agents of this power, in conjunction with his followers, etc. 


