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PART ONE  –  INTRODUCTION

The  remembrance  of  Jesus,  as  preserved  by  the  authors  of  the  synoptical  gospels,  mentions 

remarkably  often  people  identified  by  their  profession  as  τελῶναι.  These  τελῶναι  (often 

translated as toll collectors or publicans) appear in very diverse genres and in multiple sources. 

Τελῶναι  are  mentioned  as  a  benevolent  audience  of  John and as  table  companions  of  Jesus; 

furthermore Jesus is accused of being their friend, and in a parable Jesus compares the piety of a 

τελώνης and a  Pharisee  in  the Temple.  In  discussion with Pharisees  he  names  τελῶναι  (and 

prostitutes)  as  examples  of  how they  should  behave,  and in  other  instances  he  uses  them as 

examples of how one should not behave. Important sayings in which Jesus' own vocation is stated 

explicitly, are related to these τελῶναι. 

The aim of this thesis is  to offer a new historical  description and analysis of Jesus'  relation to 

τελῶναι. Questions which I would like to answer are the following: What did the profession of a 

τελώνης  entail,  and  what  would  be  a  good  translation  of  the  Greek  word?  What  was  the 

economic, sociological and religious position of a τελώνης in first-century Palestine? What is the 

most plausible way to understand Jesus' relation to τελῶναι in its Jewish context? In what ways 

did Jesus' fellowship with τελῶναι influence the early Christian community?

Recent  scholarship  on  the  historical  Jesus  paid  little  to  no  attention  to  these  questions.  The 

multiplicity  of  traditions  an  sich  already  deserves  extensive  research,  but  many  important 

questions related to these traditions make the lack of research even more clear.  Related to the 

question of this thesis is the topic of table-fellowship as an anticipation of the breakthrough of the 

Kingdom. Jesus' relation with tax contractors is also one of the problems in his relation with the 

Jewish leaders. The question whether repentance was an important part of Jesus' message may be 

answered with the help of the traditions mentioned earlier.  The diversity of the socio-economic 

background of Jesus' followers may be enlarged by his fellowship with tax contractors; not only 

poor people may have been his adherents. More important themes for the quest of the historical 

Jesus could be easily mentioned that are related to the present case.

This thesis has four main parts. In the following part a trustworthy historical understanding of tax 

contractors in Galilee in the time of Jesus will be sought. How was tax collecting arranged during 

the  reign  of  Herod  Antipas?  In  part  three  the  few  discussions  regarding  Jesus  and  the  tax 

contractors  in  recent  publications  on the  historical  Jesus  will  be  analysed.  The two important 
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authors in this chapter will be Sanders and Walker; the responses of Dunn, Ehrman, Meier and 

Wright to Sanders’ proposals will be discussed shortly. In part four topics regarding methodology 

will  be  discussed.  After  a  short  overview of  the  history  of  methodology in  the  quest  for  the 

historical Jesus, methodological questions themselves will come under discussion. The analysis of 

the  synoptical  sources  will  receive  the  required  space  in  part  five.  Which  origins  and 

interpretations of the multiple sources are historically most plausible, and what do they reveal 

about Jesus' relation to τελῶναι? The concluding chapter six will firstly differentiate the gospel 

authors  in their  depiction of  τελῶναι;  what are specific  accents  of  Luke,  Mark and Matthew? 

Thereafter  I  will  offer  a  new historical  description  and analysis  of  this  part  of  the  life  of  the 

historical Jesus.

* * * * *

Unless otherwise noted, Bible quotations are taken over from the New Revised 

Standard Version (1989) and Greek texts from the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae. 
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PART TWO –  A HISTORICAL  
SURVEY
2.0 The Question and the Sources

2.0.1 The Question

Through the centuries church fathers and scholars tried to clarify the position of τελῶναι in the 

New Testament by comparing them to workers in the tax systems of surrounding countries and 

cultures. Different conclusions have been drawn: τελῶναι should be compared to Roman publicani, 

their  subordinated  portitores or  to  Hellenistic  tax  contractors.1 After  extensive  evaluations  of 

historical sources Herrenbrück concludes that the biblical  τελῶναι definitely must be equated to 

this last option.

In the early church the Greek τελώνης was translated with the Latin publicanus. Unfortunately no 

historical information is denoted.2 Tertullian thought these publicani were Gentiles3, but although 

Jerome fought this claim by pointing to the τελώνης praying in the Temple and Zacchaeus who is 

said to be a son of Israel (Luke 18:10 and 19:9)4, the communis opinion did not agree with Jerome.

In  1640 Salmasius  defended the  idea that  publicani  were  Roman cavaliers.  If  this  is true,  the 

τελῶναι of the New Testament could not have been publicani, and therefore they must have been 

their employees, portitores. The Roman publicani were named δημοσιῶναι in Greek (parallel to 

τελῶναι) and had, according to Salmasius, a good reputation, in contrast to the portitores.5 These 

portitores (in Greek: ἐλλιμενισταί) gathered toll in toll stations and harbours. They often gathered 

more than what was prescribed, which caused their bad reputation. The idea that τελῶναι should 

be compared with the Latin portitores is still dominant in the biblical debate. 

According  to  Herrenbrück  there  are  three  problems  with  this  point  of  view.  First,  the  Latin 

tradition that compared  τελῶναι to publicani should be questioned. Second, publicani did not 

have such a good reputation as is described by Salmasius. Third, it is not convincing to equate the 

Greek τελῶναι with ἐλλιμενισταί.    

1 I  will  use  the  English  ‘Hellenistic  tax  contractors’  or  'tax  contractors'  to  translate  the  German 
‘hellenistischen Kleinpächter’, utilized by Herrenbrück.

2 F. Herrenbrück, "Wer waren die ‘Zöllner’?" ZNW (1981): 183.
3 Tert. Pudic. 9:5f.
4 Jerome in his interpretation of the prodigal son, Epist. 21,3,2f.
5 See for a discription of his point of view: Herrenbrück, Wer waren die ‘Zöllner’?, 184.
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I think it is clear by now that one of the major problems in identifying the synoptical τελῶναι is 

the plurality of languages. It turned out to be very hard to clarify why a certain Latin word, such 

as publicanus, should be compared to the Greek τελώνης and δημοσιῶνης, this is complicated by 

the observation that τελώνης does not have exactly the same meaning in Egypt and other regions. 

Above this, the Hebrew words for tax gatherers are not even mentioned. How do we know what is 

a correct Hebrew parallel of a certain Greek word? One of the major aims of this chapter is to find 

out what kind of professions are meant by the naming of τελῶναι in the synoptical Gospels. 

Herrenbrück has a proposal to clear up some things. He challenges the idea that the tax system of 

Palestine should be compared to the Roman system. With Rostovtzeff (1899) and Youtie (1937) he 

believes that  τελῶναι are neither portitores nor publicani, but Hellenistic tax farmers. He agrees 

with these  scholars  in  distinguishing  between Roman publicani  and Greek  tax  farmers.  Their 

proposal is to regard the Jewish τελῶναι in moral, social and economic aspects as parallels of the 

Hellenistic tax contractors. Another point of agreement is the refusal to depict τελῶναι as wicked 

people. These entrepreneurs were confronted with people who tried to circumvent the tax rules, 

they were given the unusual  opportunity  to become wealthier in an easy way and they were 

responsible for meeting the maximal demands of the rulers.

Herrenbrück doubts the following facets of Youtie’s argument: 1) Since Augustus changes were 

brought about in the way tax was gathered. Besides τελῶναι, government officials were appointed 

to gather tax,  2)  the idea that τελῶναι were employed by the Roman government,  and 3)  the 

conviction that the τελώνης had nothing to do with the gathering of tax itself.

In this chapter reasons and evidence will be given for the identification of the synoptical τελῶναι. 

Who were they? What can be said of the practice of farming taxes? What was the political, social 

and  religious  position  of  τελῶναι?  We  will  be  interested  in  Galilee  especially  because  of  its 

importance in the reconstruction of the activities of the historical Jesus.

2.0.2 The Sources

If  one  desires  more  information regarding  the  τελ ναιῶ  mentioned in  the  New Testament,  one 

should  examine  the  results  of  archaeological  excavations.  Although  archaeological  finds  are 
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heavily  dependent  on  interpretation  to  be  helpful  in  reconstructing  the  past  (archaeological 

reconstruction is not value neutral), they have some benefits when compared to literary sources. 

Archaeological findings have a less  complicated line to the contemporary politics,  culture and 

religion. 

Another  source  for  historical  reconstruction  are  ostraca  and  papyri.  By  these  fragments 

information regarding the daily practice of life is preserved. Compared to the huge amount of 

ostraca and papyri found in Hellenistic and Roman Egypt, the documents conserved in Palestine 

are few.6 Multiple ostraca and papyri do document taxes and tolls. The written traditions which 

are inscribed in metal, stone, ceramic and wood are often contemporary testimonies of Antiquity.7 

Some epigraphical data is relevant for this study, for example the tax law of Ephesus.

The  books  of  Flavius  Josephus  (36/27-100  CE)  are  the  most  important  extra-canonical  literary 

sources to reconstruct the culture, religion and politics of Palestine from approximately 100 BCE to 

100  CE.8 Especially  his  Bellum  Iudaicum and  Antiquitates  Iudaicae are  very  important  in 

reconstructing the practice of tax farming in Palestine.  The decrees of emperors and the Senate, 

which  are  an  integral  part  of  his  books,  deserve  special  attention.9 Another  significant,  but 

disputed, source for this reconstruction is the rabbinical literature. No part of this literature was 

written down before 70 CE, though the texts do discuss situations occurring before 70 CE. It often 

happens that contemporary elements (from the second century for example) are written about as if 

those  elements  already  existed  in  the  first  century  CE.  These  anachronisms  make  it  hard  to 

distinguish between valuable and less valuable historical information. When citing from rabbinical 

writings in a certain discussion, a critical evaluation of the historical information is indispensable.

Other important sources for information about taxes and its collectors in the world of the New 

Testament are the synoptical writings themselves. The canonical texts that mention τελῶναι will 

be discussed in chapter 5. 

6 J. Hengstl, et al, Griechische Papyri aus Ägypten: Als Zeugnisse des öffentlichen und privaten Lebens. (München: 
Heimerlan Verlag, 1978), 119.

7 T. Corsten, "Inschriften/Epigraphik," in Neues Testament und Antike Kultur. Band I. Prolegomena - Quellen -  
Geschichte (eds. K. Erlemann, et al; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 2004), 125.

8 M.  Vogel,  "Flavius  Josephus,"  in  Neues  Testament  und  Antike  Kultur.  Band  I.  Prolegomena  -  Quellen  -  
Geschichte (eds. K. Erlemann, et al; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 2004), 90.

9 The authenticity of these Roman documents have been the subject of much discussion. Could they be 
regarded as historically trustworthy? With Udoh and many other scholars I assume that every time some 
case is discussed by introducing a text of Josephus, this text should be reviewed critically, before a claim 
can be sustained. See F. E. Udoh, To Caesar what is Caesar's: tribute, taxes and imperial administration in early  
Roman Palestine (63 BCE-70 CE) (Providence: Brown Judaic Studies, 2005), 32-33.
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Problematic in reconstructing the system of taxation of Palestine in the first half of the first century 

CE is the lack of sources, combined with its political division. No archaeological or epigraphical 

sources from Galilee have been preserved dealing with taxation. Josephus is mainly describing 

Judea when he mentions taxes and related issues. The rabbinical literature has its own problems as 

commented above. The most straightforward texts are the gospels (at least one tax contractor is 

geographically located, that is to say in Capernaum), although by these texts alone, no system of 

taxation can be constructed.

After the death of Herod in 4 BCE Palestine is divided in parts ruled by Archelaus (from 6 CE his 

rule is succeeded by direct Roman rule), Philip and Antipas. Because of this division no sweeping 

statements  regarding  taxes can be made.  One should be  very  careful  in transferring pieces  of 

information from one territory to another. Based on the deficiency of sources there is, however, no 

other option.  To be able  to determine the function of  τελῶναι  in Palestine the evidence from 

different regions and times must be compared to each other.

As  uniformity  of  systems  of  taxations  in  the  different  areas  of  the  Roman  empire  cannot  be 

assumed, evidence from Aegyptus or Cilicia cannot be transposed directly to other contexts.10 In 

this chapter different systems will be examined; hereafter will be discussed to which system the 

evidence from Palestine might be compared most constructively.

2.1 Tax farmers in Greece.

Tax farmers  in  Hellenistic  Greece  leased all  kinds  of  taxes  from a polis,  including direct  and 

indirect taxes as well as fees.11 The licenses to gather taxes were divided by auction and were valid 

for one year. The person who offered most was given the rights.12 To complete the deal the tax 

contractor  needs  to  hand  over  sureties.  During  the  year  some  preliminary  payments  were 

required. 

10 Something comparable is done by the traditional exegesis in identifying the τελῶναι as Roman publicani.
11 See for example an overview of farmed taxes in Athene F. Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner: Historische  

und neutestamentlich-exegetische Untersuchungen (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1990), 39-40. Only the taxes of 
which it was not preliminary clear how much it produced were sold by auction. The other taxes (such as 
the tribute) were collected by officials.

12 See for different phases in the public sale Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 41.
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Although there might be a few exceptions, tax contractors (here called τελῶναι) have a negative 

image in most texts. Theokrit portrays for example the tax contractors as wild animals13: 

Θεόκριτος ἐρωτηθεὶς ποῖα τῶν θηρίων ἐστὶ τὰ χαλε-

πώτατα, εἶπεν ‘ἐν μὲν τοῖς ὄρεσιν ἄρκοι καὶ λέοντες,

ἐν δὲ ταῖς πόλεσι τελῶναι καὶ συκοφάνται.’

The Greek τελῶναι  must have trespassed the law quite often, which was possible in the Greek 

poleis  because  of  a  lack  of  control.  But  it  is  not  at  all  certain  that  all  the  texts  mentioning 

accusations  of  trespasses  by  tax  farmers  are  right  in  their  complaints.  It  might  be  that  the 

shortcomings of the taxpayers are projected onto the tax collectors. Sometimes it is not even the 

violation of the rules which is the issue; rather the burning question is the right interpretation of 

the rules (i.e., for whom are they most lucrative?). In an important part of the texts in which tax 

farmers are despised, the reason for this evaluation is not grounded in the profession an sich, but 

has to do with the general view of the aristocracy, according to Aristot. Rhet. II 23 it is morally 

legitimate  to  farm  out  taxes,  but  morally  illegitimate  to  farm  taxes.14 The  Greek  aristocracy 

regarded taxes positively, but those who collected it and became wealthy by it could not expect 

any appraisal. A distinction between texts originating from the lower classes and the texts that 

have their root in aristocracy can help in evaluating the moral evaluation of tax contractors in 

ancient texts.

2.2 Publicani in the Roman Empire 

In  the  Roman  Empire  the  taxes  were  also  sold  by  auction.  The  government  entered  into 

agreements with persons who were called  publicani.  Some of the publicani were self-employed, 

while others were part of a larger societas. The auction of taxes in the Roman Empire had begun in 

the third century BCE, but it became more widespread in the second century BCE.

13 Stob.  Ekl.  III  2:33.  Translation of  Herrenbrück,  Jesus und die  Zöllner, 86:  'Als Theokrit  gefragt  wurde, 
welche die reißendsten unter den wilden Tieren seien, antwortete er: In den Bergen Bären und Löwen, in 
den Städten τελῶναι und Sykophanten.'

14 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 91-92.
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2.1.1 Tasks and functions

The activities of the publicani in the second century BCE are mainly known by the writings of 

Polybios.15 The publicani took care of the provision for the legions and bought the rights to collect 

taxes and toll.16 In some regions there was only one societas that had the right to collect all taxes 

and tolls. In other regions there were more than one societas, all of them having the right to collect 

a part of the taxes and tolls.  A third task of the publicani was the management of such public 

properties as woods and saline. The fourth main task was the governance of public buildings.

The taxes that were sold for five years consisted of vectigalia as portorium (toll from ports, bridges 

and roads, but also the import and export duties),  scriptura  (the tax on cattle pastured on public 

lands), vicesima manumissionum (tax of five percent of the price of slaves when they were released), 

decima (tax of ten percent on the profit of agriculture), centesima rerum venalium (tax of one percent 

on the right to sell imported ware), vectigal foricarum et unrinae (entrance money for public toilets) 

et cetera.

2.1.2 Societates Publicorum

The auctions of the taxes was a task of the censores. Because these men were chosen for only five 

years the possibilities of abuse were minimized. Not all publicani were equites and not all equites 

were  publicani,  therefore  they  cannot  be  equated.  It  is  not  clear  at  all  how  much  equites 

participated in the societies.  The societates publicorum were rich enterprises that owned lots of 

buildings and hired, and partly owned as slaves, plenty of scribes, toll and tax collectors.17

The publicani  gained political  influence  that,  however,  is  often overestimated.  Their  influence 

declined; in the time of Augustus no political power of the societies is discernible. More and more 

taxes and tolls are farmed on smaller ranges. The last kind of tax that was sold by auction was 

probably the toll, which was the only tax that was gathered by publicani in the third century CE.18  

15 Pol.Hist.6:17 in translation by W. R. Paton (LBL): 'Through the whole of Italy a vast number of contracts, 
which it would not be easy to enumerate, are given out by the censors for the construction and repair of 
public buildings,  and besides this there are many things which are farmed, such as navigable rivers, 
harbours, gardens, mines, lands, in fact everything that forms part of the Roman dominion.' 

16 The right to gather toll was not primary a sovereign right of the government, in the eyes of the Roman 
power, but a consequence of the fact that the land was their property, see  Herrenbrück,  Jesus und die  
Zöllner, 99.

17 For an overview of functions of vicilus, dispensator, scrutator, contrascriptor et cetera, see Herrenbrück, Jesus  
und die Zöllner, 100.

18 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 100.
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2.1.3 Latin and Greek nouns

According to Herrenbrück an unambiguous identification of  the Greek  δημοσιώνης and Latin 

publicanus  and between  τελώνης and  portitor  is  not  possible.19 Τελώνης is  used  for  Roman 

publicani and for Hellenistic tax collectors. 

Because  the  different  words  used  have  different  meanings  in  different  circumstances  (or  tax 

systems) it is impossible to conclude based on the use of τελώνης that τελῶναι mentioned in texts 

from Palestine are to be placed in the hierarchy of Roman societatis publicorum.

2.1.4 Reputations

The ancient sources have a negative view of the publicanus / τελώνης, publicanus / δημοσιώνης 

and the  portitor.20 The  only  known exception is  Cicero;  although negative  statements  are  not 

absent in his works, as example of a positive quote, he did write in a speech to Plancius21:

'si vis, id quod tu huic obesse etiam putas, patrem publicanum; qui ordo quanto adiumento 

sit  in  honore  quis  nescit?  Flos  enim  equitum  Romanorum,  ornamentum  civitatis, 

firmamentum rei publicae publicanorum ordine continetur.' 

 

Asia is one of the regions in which a bad image of  τελῶναι is attested very frequently. Several 

times Plutarch mentions them, for instance when he wrote: ‘ὥστε τὴν Ἀσίαν αὖθις ἐνοχλουμένην 

μὲν ὑπὸ τῶν τελωνῶν.'22 

2.3 Tax farming in Egypt

In this paragraph the system of taxation in Hellenistic Egypt will be treated. As is rendered above 

Herrenbrück is convinced that the tax contractors of the New Testament should be compared to 

19  Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 101.
20 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 105.
21 Cicero, Planc., 23. Or in English (C. D. Yonge, 1891): ‘I will add, if you like, that which you consider is 

even an objection to him, that his father is a farmer of the revenues. And who is there who does not know 
what a great assistance that body of men is to any one in seeking for any honour? For the flower of the 
Roman knights, the ornament of the state, the great bulwark of the republic is all comprehended in that 
body. ’

22  Plut.Sert. 24:5. English translation (SvD): 'As Asia is again disturbed by tax farmers.’
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their parallels in Egypt. In his view Egypt is both cause and example of how taxation functioned in 

the first century CE. In order to distinguish between the Roman and the Hellenistic systems of 

taxation, the evidence from Hellenistic Egypt will be set forth.

Having  researched  the  sources  that  refer  to  taxing  in  Egypt,  Herrenbrück  concludes  that  tax 

collecting was outsourced to Hellenistic tax contractors. The different names used to describe the 

functions (names such as τελώνης and δεμοσιώνης) are interchangeable. 

There are differences in the naming of several functions in Ptolemaic and Roman times.  However, 

according to Herrenbrück, there are no differences in the structures of tax farming until the late 

second century CE.23 The thesis that Augustus changed this system suffers from a lack of evidence. 

In this section the evidence for this claim of Herrenbrück will be expounded.

2.3.1 Practice of tax farming in Egypt

Three extant documents are very helpful in reconstructing the Egyptian tax system. First we have 

the tax law of Ptolemaios II Philadelphos (259 BCE) in which the tax rules for the whole country 

are arranged (P. Rev.); secondly, the tax law of Ptolemaios V Epiphanes (204 BCE) that deals with 

the taxes of the district around Oxyrhynchus (UPZ I 112); and thirdly, two private notes (P.Tebt. III 

703 and UPZ II 225).24

These  texts  show  that  the  irregular  taxes  were  farmed  out  to  individual  or  collective  tax 

entrepreneurs.25 The more regular taxes were assembled by officials, just as in Greece. The sales of 

the taxes by auction were controlled by a royal secretary. The highest bid was published for ten 

days in two languages at the tax office. In these ten days it was possible to upgrade the proposal 

by at least ten percent. The person with the highest bid had thirty days to warrant his offer. If it 

proved impossible to gather the needed guarantees, the taxes were sold by auction all over again.

If  everything  went  all  right,  the  new tax  contractor  had to  pay  five  to  ten percent,  which he 

received back when he gathered the agreed amount of taxes. If he was not able to fulfil what he 

promised, he had to pay the remainder of the sum by himself, and he did not receive the deposit 

back. 

23 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 114-115.
24 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 111-114.
25 There is no evidence for the presence of Roman publicani in Hellenistic and Roman Egypt. The opposite 

is  claimed,  but  it  is  based  on  the  false  assumption  that  δεμοσιώνης  is  identical  with  the  Roman 
publicanus, see Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 109.

13



Most taxes were sold for a year. The agreement had its start at the first of Mecheir (this is the 

beginning of the fiscal calendar26). The range of sold taxes differed from the Roman system in the 

variety of its scope. In Hellenistic Egypt it was possible to buy the taxes for only one village, but it 

was also possible to farm taxes on a larger scale.

The tax contractor guaranteed the king the income from taxes. The king was given extra security 

by the paid deposit.  The tax farmers were supervised by the officials,  but these officials were 

checked by the tax farmers; in this manner the king was given security of income once more. The 

tax farmer collected the taxes himself, but had some people employed. It is not completely clear 

how to distinguish the several functions of these employees. It is claimed that the τελῶναι are to 

be regarded as the tax farmers, in opposition to the λογευται, who would have been the actual tax 

collectors.  This  distinction  is  based  on  information  concerning  salt  taxes.27 However,  this 

distinction between τελῶναι and λογευται is arbitrary due to lack of evidence. With these records 

we do have an idea of the practice of collecting the taxes. The tax collector 'went from village to 

village, collecting in the taxes, banking them and completing his paper-work.'28 He stayed in each 

village several days. They worked under oath and were subjected to a monthly reckoning of dues. 

That the tax farmers had a part in the collecting of taxes is made plausible by the appearance of 

Greek names: ‘In the salt-tax receipts from Upper Egypt, the predominance of Greek names for the 

officials involved implies some active involvement of the tax-farmers.'29 These tax collectors had 

administrators employed with Egyptian names.

2.3.2. Taxes and tax contractors

A lot of different taxes were farmed. The range of taxes cannot be reduced to some indirect taxes 

such as toll or market tax.30 Both indirect and direct taxes were farmed, with the latter (taxation of 
26 In Hellenistic  Egypt there were two calendars,  the traditional  Egyptian and the fiscal  calendar. They 

differed by seven months. The fiscal calendar was introduced by the Ptolemees and started probably just 
before the harvest season. See for deviations  W. Clarysse and D. J.  Thompson,  Counting the people in  
Hellenistic Egypt.  Volume 2. Historical Studies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,  2006),  75. ‘Like 
much else in Egypt, tax-collection in effect followed the agricultural year. The actual salt-tax levy started 
in late May (...), after the harvest and two months into the fiscal year. It went on through the summer, as 
the waters started to rise; by the time that the Nile flood peaked in September, most of the dues were in – 
at  least  according to the Vienna  accounts.’  Clarysse  and Thompson,  Counting the  people  in  Hellenistic  
Egypt, 78.

27 Clarysse and Thompson, Counting the people in Hellenistic Egypt, 59-70.
28 Clarysse and Thompson, Counting the people in Hellenistic Egypt, 75.
29 Clarysse and Thompson, Counting the people in Hellenistic Egypt, 76.
30 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 115-116. See for an overview of farmed taxes Herrenbrück, Jesus und 
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traffic, bath and industry) even more extensively than the former. For this reason we should speak 

about tax instead of toll.

Tax farming was  not  an unambiguous  activity.  As in modern times,  people  disliked giving a 

serious part of their income to the government and tried to find ways to evade these taxes (see for 

example P.Cairo Zen. II  59240). Smuggling was a substantial threat to the government, practised 

by persons of both higher and lower social classes.

But tax farmers were not innocent regarding illegal activities either. Several texts that have been 

preserved mention the abuse of power by the tax farmers. A good example is the letter of Addaios, 

who wrote in 258/7 BCE to Zenon about the trespasses of the tax farmers.  Addaois related that he 

was robbed of his wine.31 Even though he is declared to be in the right by the officials, he still did 

not receive his wine back. That is the reason for writing Zenon.

It is therefore highly interesting that texts have been conserved in which conditions of tax farming 

are  regulated.  In  UPZ  I  112  the  terms  of  Ptolemaios  V.  Epiphanes  for  tax  farming  in  the 

Oxyrhynchinic  district  are prescribed (204 BCE).  First  it  is  made clear that tax farmers should 

gather their taxes in a legal and fair manner, and secondly, they should execute the law and rules 

in a friendly way.32  

The τελῶναι in Egypt must have been wealthy people. Herrenbrück demonstrates this by quoting 

several sources. His most important text is a personal letter (the only one known that deals with 

the social position of tax farmers) from the early second century BCE. In this letter the addressee 

must know that he does not have the high position of a tax farmer; he is a subordinated official 

and  must  behave  accordingly:  ‘(Γ)νῶθι  διότι  οὐ τελωνίας  προέστηκας  ἀλλὰ χειρισμοῦ 

ἀβαστάκτο[υ], ὥστε πρὸς ταῦτα ἐχὼν κατάλ[ηγε ?’ 33

The tax  farmers  in  Egypt  collected  all  kinds  of  taxes,  which brought  along different  kinds  of 

responsibilities. They were responsible for the income of the government, but were dependent on 

the people who had to pay the taxes. Because those liable to tax were not always willing to pay 

taxes, the tax farmers needed to make realistic arrangements to be able to pay the king what was 

promised. All this complicated the moral evaluation of these self-employed persons. At least by 

die Zöllner, 119. 
31 P.Cairo Zen. III 59375 in Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 126. 
32 See Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 129. 
33 P. Teb. III (1) 758. German translation in  Hengstl, et al,  Griechische Papyri aus Ägypten: Als Zeugnisse des  

öffentlichen  und privaten  Lebens, 281:  Mach'  Dir  klar,  dass  Du kein  Abgabenpachtunternehmen leitest, 
sondern nur einen unerträglichen (= d.h. geringen) Posten hast'.
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one part of the society the tax farmers were despised.  When the Palestinian Jewish τελῶναι are 

compared to their Egyptian  Jewish colleagues, it is striking that so few negative accounts of the 

Egyptian τελῶναι are preserved.34 

No  hard  distinctions  can  be  made  between  Ptolemaic  and  Roman  times  in  Hellenistic  Egypt 

regarding  tax  farming.  Tax  farmers  were  despised  men,  but  they  were  not  hated  more  than 

officials such as the practores. There is no evidence for claiming that tax farmers were more reviled 

than other tax gatherers. Through selling the taxes by auction the king or emperor was assured of 

his income, which was guaranteed by strict rules, par example those regarding a pledge. The tax 

farmer  was  subject  to  extensive  supervision.  'Schwere  steuerliche  Belastung,  Schmuggel, 

Steuerflucht und scharfe Kontrolle bedingten einander.'35 Or in the words of Youtie36:

'Attempts by tax-farmers to abuse their Privileges for personal enrichment and complaints 

by taxpayers must have been frequent in all periods. This is the sort of thing for which a 

sensible man needs no evidence. History cannot be written without regard to the eternal 

verities of human nature. The paucity of evidence may be due only to the whims of the 

capricious goddess who guides the fortune of discoverers.  Yet,  if  several hundred such 

complaints were preserved, we should be no nearer the truth. A complaint is not proof of 

the crime. The desire to avoid payment of a tax is little short of universa and concealments 

of  property  as  well  as  protest  against  high  assessments  are  not  unknown even in  our 

enlightened age. It should weigh with us somewhat that in the first century of our era the 

Egyptian government experienced considerable difficulty in getting tax-farmers to take up 

contracts willingly. The business was not profitable.'

In the sources the Greek τελώνης, ἑξειλϕώς and δεμοσιώνης are interchangeable. They describe 

small tax farmers who controlled fees,  direct and indirect taxes.   There is  no evidence for the 

presence of Roman publicani in Egypt.

34 Contrary to Herrenbrück, I do not think it is wise to assume that Jewish tax contractors in Egypt were 
socially and religiously integrated. There is a lack of evidence, which should not be used as basis for an 
argumentum ex silentio. See Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 216-217.

35 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 158. 
36 Youtie as quoted in Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 160. 
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2.4 Tax farming in Palestine

In  this  section  the  system  of  taxation  in  Palestine  will  be  examined.37 Because  of  the  lack  of 

evidence from the first  century CE, the preceding centuries will  be part  of this survey. Before 

arriving at  Roman Palestine,  the taxes under Ptolemaic,  Seleucid and Hasmonean rule will  be 

treated.

2.4.1 Ptolemaic ages

A few sources from the Ptolemaic era have been preserved in which tax and tax collectors are 

mentioned. The two Zenon Papyri38 from Gaza and Tyros point at the presence of  τελῶναι like 

those who were present in Hellenistic Egypt. 

In a letter of Philotas to Zenon (258 BCE) a reference to τελῶναι is found for the first time in the 

Palestine context.39 The export of certain slaves from Gaza to Egypt is considered here. Philotas 

and his colleagues have a conflict with a τελώνης named Herodus. They cannot reach consensus 

regarding the amount of taxes that should be paid. It is not clear what kind of taxes are involved, 

whether sale taxes or export taxes.40 Herekleitos wrote Zenon in the year 257 BCE on the topic of 

an attempt to evade taxes.41 This text refers to the declaration of slaves and cargo. That the practice 

of tax farming is more widespread becomes also clear in C.Ord.Ptol, there comparable practices in 

Syria  and Phoenicia  are  mentioned.42 This  occurrence  makes  clear  that  the  custom  cannot  be 

reduced to the coastal regions. 

Josephus relates the story of Joseph, the son of Tobias in his  Tobiadenerzählung (Ant. 12,157-236). 

Joseph travelled in the third century BCE to Egypt, to pay the ϕόρος on behalf of his uncle. By this 

37 As above, the kind of taxes will be restricted mostly to non-religious taxes. Although this distinction is 
somehow an anachronism, I think it is justified because of the distinction in nature of the political leaders 
(Roman command) and religious leaders (Jews), cf.  E. W. Stegemann and W. Stegemann,  Urchristliche  
Sozialgeschichte:  die  Anfänge  im Judentum und  die  Christusgemeinden  in  der  mediterranen  Welt (Stuttgart: 
Kohlhammer, 1995), 109.

38 Zenon was a private secretary of Apollonius, who was the minister of finances of Ptolemy II Philadelphus 
and Ptolemy III Eugergetes in the third century BCE. Two thousand letters and other documents of his 
hand have been found in the first decennia of the twentieth century CE. Together these documents are 
named the Zenon Archive or Zenon Papyri. 

39 P. Cairo Zen. V 59804.
40 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 167.
41 P. Cairo Zen. I 59093.
42 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 172.

17



transaction some future troubles will be precluded. He turns out to be at Alexandria  during the 

annual sale of taxes by auction: 'ἔτυχεν δὲ κατ᾽ ἐκεῖνον τὸν καιρὸν πάντας ἀναβαίνειν τοὺς ἀπὸ 

τῶν πόλεων τῶν τῆς Συρίας καὶ  Φοινίκης πρώτους καὶ  τοὺς ἄρχοντας ἐπὶ  τὴν τῶν τελῶν 

ὠνήν: κατ᾽ ἔτος δὲ αὐτὰ τοῖς δυνατοῖς τῶν ἐν ἑκάστῃ πόλει ἐπίπρασκεν ὁ βασιλεύς.'43 The sum 

of the taxes of Celesyria, Phoenicia, Judea and Samaria was eight thousand talents worth.44 Joseph, 

having just been scoffed at by the bidders because of his poor clothing, thinks it has twice as much 

value and offers the king sixteen thousand talents. The king asks Joseph for his securities. He has 

none, but by calling the king and his wife in as securities he wins the sympathy and agreement of 

the king. Accompanied by 2,000 soldiers Joseph returns to his country. It seems that the taxes in 

Palestine were farmed out in Ptolemaic times just as they were farmed out in Egypt.45

2.4.2 Seleucid ages

Through his victory over Ptolemaios V Epiphanes (204-180 BCE) at Paneon in the year 200 BCE, 

Antiochus III (223-187 BCE) came into power in Phoenicia and Syria.46 His government took over 

existing structures, that were comparable to  their own; therefore no notable changes in the tax 

system can be assumed. 

In the year of his victory, Antiochus III wrote Ptolemaios, son of Thraseus and the first proconsul 

of Seleucid Palestine, a letter that is preserved in the Antiquitates of Josephus (12:138-144).47 In this 

letter Antiochus announces a decrease of the burden of taxation. He takes measures regarding 

several different taxes. For example, he lessens the tributum by one third.

Demetrios  I  Soter  (162-150 BCE) promised the Jewish people a far-reaching lowering of  taxes. 

Information about this can be found in a letter of which copies are saved in 1 Macc 10:25b-45 and 

Jos. Ant. 13:48-57.48  In 1 Macc 11:30-37 // Ant. 13:126-128 a letter is preserved from Demetrios II to 

43 Jos.Ant.12:169. English translation (William Whiston):’Now it happened that at this time all the principal 
men and rulers went up out of the cities of Syria and Phoenicia, to bid for their taxes; for every year the 
king sold them to the men of the greatest power in every city.’ 

44 Jos.Ant. 12:175-179.
45 Stegemann and Stegemann agree with Herrenbrück in this observation, see Stegemann and Stegemann, 

Urchristliche Sozialgeschichte, 109-110.
46 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 173.
47 At least a large part of the letter should be regarded as historically trustworthy, see Herrenbrück, Jesus  

und die Zöllner, 180.
48 Both versions probably have independent histories; therefore, to obtain historical information these two 

versions should be compared by a synoptic analysis.
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the high priest Jonathan  which reports that in the year 145 BCE a few new taxes are decreed.49 In 1 

Macc 13:36-40 Demetrios wrote a letter to the successor of Jonathan, the high priest Simon, in 

which  he  cancelled  taxes  (τελωνεῖν)  and the  crown  tax.  The  burden  of  taxation  is  lightened 

again.50

Although in Palestine taxes might have been levied less in Seleucid compared to Ptolemaic times, 

the territory continued to be charged with a heavy burden of taxation. In all likelihood this was an 

important reason for the Maccabean revolt.51 Antiochus IV was forced to raise the taxes because of 

the troubles with Rome: 'Der römische Druck auf die Seleukiden betraf also zunächst indirekt 

steuerlich auch Palestina.'52

Antiochus III took over existing administration of the Ptolemees in Syria and Phoenicia. It is not 

probable  that  the  Hellenistic  tax  collectors  were  replaced  by  Seleucid  officials.53 Τελῶναι  are 

mentioned later in texts from the Seleucid ages, and there is no evidence that the taxes that are 

mentioned  were  not  collected  by  these  τελῶναι.  According  to  Herrenbrück  'kann  und  muß 

angenommen werden, daß die seleukidischen τελῶναι als hellenistische Kleinpächter in dem zur 

Ptolemäerzeit üblichen Rahmen weiterhin tätig waren.'54 I do not agree with him in his tentative 

assertion; Herrenbrück has no hard evidence, although it is a plausible hypothesis.55

2.4.3 Hasmonean and Roman Ages

Because of the paucity of documentation it is not at all clear how the Hasmoneans organized tax 

collection  by  the  time  they  were  freed  from  the  Seleucids.56 In  the  year  142  BCE  Judea  was 

completely  freed  from  the  foreign  yoke.57 The  Hasmoneans  needed  a  lot  of  money  for  their 

manifold military campaigns. Through the writings of Josephus and 1Mak 15:28ff we know that 

they themselves now asked tribute from the territories they conquered between 142 BCE and the 

49 'And as for the other things which appertain unto us, from henceforth, of the tenth and the tolls that 
appertain to us, and the saltpits, and the crowns that appertain to us, all these we will bestow upon them.' 
1 Macc 11:35

50 Parallel information can be found in Jos.Ant. 13:213 and MegTaan § 6. 
51 See Stegemann and Stegemann, Urchristliche Sozialgeschichte, 110.
52 W. Stenger, " Gebt dem Kaiser, was des Kaisers ist...!" (Frankfurt am Main: Athenäum, 1988), 41.
53 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 182.
54 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 183.
55 Stegemann and Stegemann even restrain from any judgement, Stegemann and Stegemann, Urchristliche  

Sozialgeschichte, 110.
56 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 183.
57 1 Macc. 13:41. 
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complete  independence  of  129  BCE:  'κτείνας  δὲ τῶν  ἐπαναστάντων  ὑπὲρ  ἑξακισχιλίους 

Ἀραβίας  ἥπτετο  καὶ ταύτης  ἑλὼν  Γαλααδίτας  καὶ Μωαβίτας  φόρον  τε  αὐτοῖς  ἐπιτάξας 

ἀνέστρεψεν  ἐπὶ Ἀμαθοῦν. Θεοδώρου δὲ πρὸς τὰς εὐπραγίας αὐτὸν καταπλαγέντος  ἔρημον 

λαβὼν τὸ φρούριον κατέσκαψεν.'58 

In the year 161 BCE the Jews already made peace with the Romans:  'δόγμα συγκλήτου περὶ 

συμμαχίας καὶ εὐνοίας τῆς πρὸς τὸ ἔθνος τὸ Ἰουδαίων.'59 This non-aggression pact involved all 

countries  that  were  subject  to  Rome.  In  these  years  the  Jews  became  relatively  autonomous, 

independent both from the Seleucids and Rome. 'Unter den Hasmonäern blieb der Judenstaat auch 

steuerlich für rund 80 Jahre noch einmal souverän.'60

With the Roman conquest of Palestine the Jews were again obligated to pay tribute themselves. 

The conflicts of Gabinius with publicani discussed in ancient literature make clear that Pompey 

imposed tribute on the Jews; the Senate must have sold these taxes out to the publicani.61 The 

evidence is too scarce to determine the scale of this tribute.62 What can be assumed is that because 

of the lack of stability in the years 63 to 48 BCE, it must have been impossible during this time to 

collect  the  tribute  in  a  structured  manner,  at  least  in  those  areas  which  were  conquered  by 

rebelling  Hasmonean  princes.63 The  tribute  to  Rome  was  collected  in  a  very  infrequent  and 

unstructured  way,  probably  only  by  'gifts'  and  actions  such  as  the  looting  of  the  Temple  by 

Crassus (54 BCE).64

58 Jos. Bell. 1,89. English translation (William Whiston): 'And when he had slain more than six thousand of 
the rebels, he made an incursion into Arabia; and when he had taken that country, together with the 
Gileadires  and  Moabites,  he  enjoined  them  to  pay  him  tribute,  and  returned  to  Areathus;  and  as 
Theodorus was surprised at his great success, he took the fortress, and demolished it.' 

59 'A decree of the Senate concerning a treaty of alliance and goodwill with the Jewish nation.' See for the 
decree Jos.Ant.12:417ff and 1 Macc 8:23-32. Further elaboration of this accord can be attested in two other 
documents of later times, see Jos.Ant. 13:259-266 and 14:247-255.

60 Stenger, " Gebt dem Kaiser, was des Kaisers ist...!", 41.
61 See for discussion regarding the sources that speak about Gabinius Udoh, To Caesar what is Caesar's, 12-22 

and Stenger, "Gebt dem Kaiser, was des Kaisers ist...!", 44-46.
62 Not much more can be said about this because of the lack of proof. Conjectures as the idea that Pompey 

forced the Jewish people to pay the same tribute as they have paid to the Seleucids or that Pompey asked 
the same tribute from the Jews as he asked of other part of the province of Syria, as can be attested in 
much literature of biblical scholars, is speculation. See for this discussion Udoh, To Caesar what is Caesar's, 
9-11.

63 'This means that for the six years following Pompey's conquest of Palestine, the publicani could not have 
collected tribute from the Jews.' Udoh, To Caesar what is Caesar's, 25.

64 Josephus probably thought of this event, when he wrote that the Romans 'enacted of us in a short space 
of time more than ten thousand talents'. Udoh, To Caesar what is Caesar's, 27.
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Palestine was divided in five districts.65 The territorial redistribution of Pompey included the loss 

of the city of Joppa. Judea’s only outlet to the sea was lost, which meant the deprivation of a trade 

route and the income that could be gathered by tolls.66 Publicani came into arrangements with 

Palestine's  capital  cities.  These  contracts  with  publicani  did  not  substitute  the  existing  tax 

farming.67 The τελῶναι farmed fees and other taxes, such as those taxes that had an irregular yield.

Julius  Caesar  was  thankful  to  the  Jewish  state  for  its  services  to  Caesar  in  the  act  of  the 

Alexandrian revolt in 47 BCE.68 A treaty of friendship with the Romans was made (Jos. Ant. 14:185-

186).  In  this  treaty,  Caesar  probably  expelled  the  publicani  from  the  province.69 The  word 

δημόσιῶνwαι should be interpreted as Roman publicani, not as Hellenistic tax contractors.  In no 

way did this mean that no money had to be paid to Rome any more. Probably the head of the 

Jewish state had to pay the tribute for Jerusalem (the Jewish state) and Joppa, the city that was 

given back to the Jewish state.70 The reorganization of the taxation in Jewish Palestine must have 

benefited both the Jews and the Romans: 

'Caesar cannot, therefore, be said merely to have spelled out all the regulations concerning 

taxation,  including  those  previously  established  by  other  magistrates.  Caesar's 

reorganization of taxation in the Jewish state was, at least in part, an effort to establish a 

rational system for Judea that would be beneficial to the Romans. From the point of view of 

the Jewish state, a departure from the previous chaos and the arbitrary exactions would be 

per  se  favorable.  The full  implications  of  Caesar's  reorganization  (...)  becomes  evident, 

65 Judea had three capital  cities:  Jerusalem,  Gazare and Jericho;  Amathus was the capital  of  Perea and 
Sepphoris of Galilee. See Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 186. According to Stenger this reorganization 
was not Caesar's, but existed already in Hasmonean times,  Stenger,  " Gebt dem Kaiser, was des Kaisers  
ist...!".

66 Udoh, To Caesar what is Caesar's, 9-11.
67 The publicani farmed the decuma and portoria and perhaps the stipendium, see Herrenbrück, Wer waren  

die ‘Zöllner’? 191. See also Stegemann and Stegemann, Urchristliche Sozialgeschichte, 111.
68 Udoh, To Caesar what is Caesar's, 31.
69 See for discussion regarding the texts available (Jos. Ant. 14:200-203; 206 and MegTaan § 9), Herrenbrück, 

Jesus und die Zöllner, 186-187. See for discussion of another text (Dio. Hist. 39.56.6.): Udoh, To Caesar what  
is Caesar's 18. He concludes the same as Herrenbrück, the publicani  have not been send away before 
Caesar. For Udoh it is not clear how taxes were collected by the government; it is certain only that taxes 
were delivered every year to the port of Sidon, see Udoh, To Caesar what is Caesar's, 56. It seems that Udoh 
is unfamiliar with Herrenbrücks dissertation.

70 Stenger, "Gebt dem Kaiser, was des Kaisers ist...!", 50-51.
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however, when it is seen not only in terms of percentages of produce paid to the Romans, 

but as a totality of grants and concessions.'71

Caesar must have decreased the amount of compulsory taxes, although it is not certain how much 

changed for an ordinary Jew.72 Antipater is made a Roman citizen, thus able to be appointed as 

procurator of the Roman republic in Judea.73 He was responsible for the transfer of the taxes to 

Rome. In the year 42 BCE Antony demanded more taxes again. Hereafter Palestine was freed from 

Roman taxes for three years during the Parthian invasion.74

Much is written about the taxation of Palestine under Herodian rule (37 to 4 BCE). By appointing 

Herod to the throne, the Roman Senate hoped to solve the troubles with the Hasmoneans and to 

preserve Judea in Roman control.75 The taxation of Herod has been an intriguing subject for many 

scholars. The financial abilities of Herod have been heavily debated.76 It is claimed that three kinds 

of  taxes  had to be paid under Herod.  Besides the Roman taxes  and the  Temple  taxes,  Herod 

burdened his citizens with his own exorbitant taxes.

An important  question is  whether the Jewish state under Herod was freed from direct annual 

tribute to Rome or that this remained unchanged since the conquest of the country by Pompey in 

63 BCE. The uncertainty is caused by the complete absence of evidence in Josephus for or against 

the idea of direct payment of the Roman tribute by the Jewish citizens.77 Udoh is convinced that 

the Herodians were not asked to pay an annual tribute. An important argument for his claim can 

be found in: 'τὰ δὲ καὶ ὑπὸ χρημάτων ὧν αὐτῷ δώσειν Ἡρώδης, εἰ γένοιτο βασιλεύς, ὑπέσχετο 

καθὼς καὶ πρότερον τετράρχης ἀπεδέδεικτο'78 Herod is made king, partly because of the money 

he has given and promised to give to Antony.79 'Rather  than demanding from the Herods an 

account  in  the  form  of  an  annual  tribute,  the  emperors  asked  for  friendship,  loyalty,  and  a 

71 Udoh, To Caesar what is Caesar's, 41.
72 Udoh, To Caesar what is Caesar's, 52.
73 Stenger, "Gebt dem Kaiser, was des Kaisers ist...!", 51.
74 Stenger, "Gebt dem Kaiser, was des Kaisers ist...!", 53.
75 Udoh, To Caesar what is Caesar's, 115.
76 Herod is either seen as the man who caused a bankruptcy of Palestine or he is regarded as the man who 

made Palestine prosper.
77 See  Udoh,  To Caesar  what  is  Caesar's, 102. Stegemann and Stegemann claim that  Judea was required 

tribute  at  least  during  the  reign  of  Antony  and  Octavian,  Stegemann  and  Stegemann,  Urchristliche  
Sozialgeschichte, 111.

78 Jos. Ant. Jud. 14:382. English translation (William Wishton): 'because Herod offered him money to make 
him king, as he had formerly given it him to make him tetrarch'. 

79 Udoh, To Caesar what is Caesar's, 143.
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competent administration of their domains. In the case of Herod, at least, friendship and loyalty 

were demonstrated by military support and the exchange of gifts.'80

It is not clear at all what taxes were paid in the kingdom of Herod; the many lists that have been 

published should be regarded as highly speculative.81 It is unsure what kind of taxes existed and to 

what extent there was continuity between the system of taxation of Caesar and the Herodians.82 

With certainty it can be assumed that a land tax, toll and duties and a tax on sales must have had a 

place in the Herodian system of taxation. It can be claimed with a high degree of plausibility that 

the Jewish state was exploited by Herod. This must have raised the different initiatives after the 

death of Herod to reform the political system.83

After the dethroning of Herod Archaelaus (6 CE) Judea was directly ruled by the Roman command 

again. Taxes had to be paid to the Romans immediately (for the first time directly to the emperor, 

'to  Caesar  what  is  Caesar').84  The  new system of  taxation did  not  remain  without  protests.85 

However  the  taxes  were  not  collected  by  the  Roman  publicani  or  Roman  officials,  but  were 

probably sold by auction again.86 Unfortunately no detailed information is preserved. It is also 

unclear how much tax was paid in practice. Different estimations have been made, ranging from 

12 to 50 percent.87 Whatever the percentage was, Judea might have been taxed heavier than the 

average region.88 

80 Udoh,  To Caesar what is Caesar's, 158-159. See for opposite view (Herod was obliged to pay the tribute) 
Stenger, " Gebt dem Kaiser, was des Kaisers ist...!", 54.

81 Those lists  are most of the times eclectic  compositions of Ptolemaic,  Seleucid and Roman systems of 
taxation. See Udoh, To Caesar what is Caesar's, 160.

82 Nevertheless, some things can be said based on the sources, see for an overview of different taxations 
especially Udoh, To Caesar what is Caesar's, 159-180.

83 See Stegemann and Stegemann, Urchristliche Sozialgeschichte 112. and Stenger, " Gebt dem Kaiser, was des  
Kaisers ist...!", 54-56.

84 See for information concerning the census Stegemann and Stegemann, Urchristliche Sozialgeschichte, 112.
85 The revolt of Judas of Galilee was directed at the census of Quirinius. See also G. Theissen and A. Merz, 

The historical Jesus: a comprehensive guide (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998), 142-143.
86 Stegemann and Stegemann, Urchristliche Sozialgeschichte, 112.
87 See  for  an  overview  of  different  judgments  and references  Stegemann  and  Stegemann,  Urchristliche  

Sozialgeschichte, 113-114.
88 Tacitus mentions the lightening of the heavy taxation of Palestine in the time of Caesar (Tac.Ann. 2:42): 'et 

provinciae Syria atque Iudaea, fessae oneribus, deminutionem tributi orabant.' (English translation (A.J. 
Church and W.J. Brodribb): 'The provinces too of Syria and Judæa, exhausted by their burdens, implored 
a reduction of tribute.') Sanders is persuasive in stating that we should not overestimate the total of taxes. 
According to him it is misleading to speak of a double tax as something special when compared to other 
countries and times. Before Herod there had always been religious and non-religious taxes. Nothing new 
was introduced by the coming of the Romans. Rome was even kind of flexible concerning Palestine taxes. 
Moreover, many other regions had a dual system of taxation. And Herod created a lot of wealth. His 
huge architectural projects (Caesarea and Jericho) caused an increasing of employment and prosperity. 
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2.4.4 Herod Antipas

‘As the primary locus for the historical Jesus, Galilee provides the historical context that has the 

potential to verify or undermine certain proposals about the historical Jesus.’89 Therefore what can 

be said about the system of taxation under Herod Antipas in Galilee is especially important. In 

recent  literature  the  Jesus  movement  has  been explained by  pointing  at  the  heavy burden of 

taxation, laid on Galilee by Herod Antipas. It was necessary for this king to ask a lot of his citizens 

because of his building projects.90 Freyne claims that the retainer classes might have benefited from 

these projects, but definitely at the expense of the poor.91 Horsley and Draper wrote something 

comparable in harsh words:

‘For Jesus and his Galilean neighbors and kinsfolk, Antipas’s programs of city-building and 

tax  collection  were  not  simply  dangerous  threats  to  their  livelihood and time-honored 

techniques of farming and fishing: they posed an unprecedented attack on the very basis of 

the village that they and their ancestors had faithfully maintained for hundreds of years. 

(...) it would be a projection of early modern times to imagine that the Galilean peasants 

received any mutual benefits from these cities suddenly imposed on the landscape or even 

that they interacted in any active way with Sepphoris and Tiberias – other than rendering 

up their produce in taxes, of course.’92

The success of a ruler was mostly determined by his relation with Rome. It  was important to 

provide marks of honour, temples, coins, cities and festivals dedicated to the emperor, protection 

of the borders, and military support when necessary.93 Taxes were of less importance. Although 

there is a lack of evidence, it should be concluded that Herod Antipas was a minor client ruler. He 

Sanders is however too optimistic in claiming that the levy of Palestine was nothing else than that of 
every other region. E. P. Sanders,  Judaism : practice and belief, 63 BCE-66 CE (London; Philadelphia: SCM 
Press ; Trinity Press International, 1992), 159-169. Merz proposes a distinction between the objective and 
subjective burden of taxation, see A. Merz, "Mammon als schärfster Konkurrent Gottes. Jesu Vision vom 
Reich Gottes und das Geld," in  Gott  oder Mammon. Christliche Ethik und die Religion des Geldes (Linzer 
Philosophisch-Theologische Beiträge; ed. S. J. Lederhilger; Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2001), 60. 

89 M. H. Jensen, Herod Antipas in Galilee: the literary and archaeological sources on the reign of Herod Antipas and  
its socio-economic impact on Galilee (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006), 5.

90 See Udoh, To Caesar what is Caesar's, 180.
91 S. Freyne, Jesus, a Jewish Galilean: A New Reading of the Jesus Story (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 2004), 134-135.
92 R.  A.  Horsley  and J.  A.  Draper,  Whoever  hears  you  hears  me:  prophets,  performance,  and  tradition  in  Q 

(Philidelphia: Trinity Press International, 1999), 58-59.
93 Jensen, Herod Antipas in Galilee, 227-228.
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was inconspicuous regarding his wealth and cruelty,  and did not possess the qualities to gain 

promotion.  According  to  Jensen  his  unimportance  can  be  deduced  from  the  following 

observations: 1) there have been instances when promotion was a possibility, but never realised; 2) 

Herod Antipas made in four cases wrong decisions,  from Rome's point of view; 3) he had no 

perception of strategy; 4) he dedicated too few marks of honour to the emperors. 

There is no information available from Galilee in the first century CE regarding the function and 

social position of τελῶναι. It is most plausible to assume continuation of the structures from the 

time before the reign of Herod Antipas. 

2.4.5 Rabbinical sources and the τελῶναι

The  first  rabbinical  texts  in  which  tax  contractors  are  named come from the  third  generation 

Tannaits (130-160), although older traditions are preserved in it. Because substantial changes have 

been acted out in the system of taxation already in the beginning of the second century CE, it is 

difficult to distinguish what aspects of the traditions might be considered as older than 100 CE.94 

Herrenbrück defends the thesis that the technical terms used reflect more the situation of the third 

instead of the first century CE.95 And of course, the situation of the second or third century may 

not be projected onto the first century CE.

Of course, different words in a different language are used in the rabbinical literature for people 

who collect taxes. Mokhes are held responsible for the pass toll, wares toll, bridge toll, road tax, tax 

on purchase and sale, market taxes and house taxes. The scope of  mokhes  can therefore not be 

reduced to tolls only.96 Mekhes (toll/tax) is as a broad notion as the Greek τέλη is. Mokhes should be 

compared  with  the  Greek  τελώνης  and  δημοσιώνης,  which  points  at  the  Hellenistic  tax 

94 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 193.
95 One of the examples discussed by Herrenbrück is the following: 'R. Gamli'el sagte: Mit vier Dingen zehrt 

dieses Reich an uns: mit seinen Abgaben, Bädern, Theatern und annonae.' For Herrenbrück it seems most 
plausible  to see  in  this  statement a reflection on the third century CE;  the  annona militaris became a 
separate (heavy) taxation in the end of the third century, see Herrenbrück, Wer waren die ‘Zöllner’?, 194. 
Before this time annona were required irregularly, related to a eventual march of soldiers through the 
region. Herrenbrück interprets the annonae in this text as standardized tax, which is not comparable to 
earlier  practices,  of  which  marks  have  been  preserved  in  the  gospels  (see  Mat  5:41  and also  Mark 
15:21/Mat 27:32). Herrenbrück sees his thesis confirmed by bShab 33b. In this text the public buildings of 
the Romans are mentioned; these were, however, not built in Palestine before Nero/Vespasian (that is: not 
before 56 CE).

96 Some texts mention only the collecting of toll at roads and boundaries, in the second and third century 
the tax farming was probably reduced to this kind of taxes. See Herrenbrück, Wer waren die ‘Zöllner’?, 196.
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contractors and probably also the Roman publicani.97 There is no proof for equating mokhes with 

portitor.98 

The Hebrew gabba'in (which derives from the verb 'to collect') should be regarded as a translation 

of  the  Greek  πράκτωρ  and  λογευτής.  These  men  were  either  employees  of  tax  contractors, 

liturgical tax collectors, tax collectors of the poor, or they were treasurers.99

The  mokhes are described as humans who do not live according Gods law. They are mentioned 

among murderers and robbers100:

שהן של בית המלך אף על,   נודרין להרגין ולחרמין ולמוכסין שהיא תרומה אף על פי שאינה תרומה

.פי שאינן של בית המלך

 ,  , אף בשבועה,  חוץ מבשבועה ובית הלל אומרים בכל נודרין .בית שמאי אומרים

לא יפתח לו בנדר,  .בית שמאי אומרים

אף יפתח לו,  .ובית הלל אומרים

במה שהוא מדירו,  .בית שמאי אומרים

אף במה שאינו מדירו,  .ובית הלל אומרים

אמרו לו אמור קונם אשתי נהנית לי ואמר קונם אשתי ובני נהנין לי,  .כיצד

אשתו מתרת ובניו אסורין,  .בית שמאי אומרים

אלו ואלו מתרין,  .ובית הלל אומרים

'Men may  vow to  murderers,  robbers,  or  tax-gatherers  that  what  they  have  is  Heave-

offering even though it is not Heave-offering; or that they belong to the king's household 

even though they do not belong to the king's household. The school of Shammai say: They 

may so vow in any form of words save in the form of an oath. And the school of Hillel say: 

Even in the form of an oath. The school of Shammai say: A man should not be first with a 

97 This proposal is confirmed by the bilingual tax law of Palmyra, see  Herrenbrück,  Jesus und die Zöllner, 
196.

98 Stenger  cannot  believe  that  the  τελῶναι  of  the  gospels  were  wealthy  people,  they  must  have  been 
employees  of  the  real  τελῶναι.  The  distinction  between the  τελῶναι  and αρχιτελῶναι  may  not  be 
forgotten. See Stenger, "Gebt dem Kaiser, was des Kaisers ist...!", 66.

99 See for an overview Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 197. Stenger agrees with this distinction, although 
he reduces the scope of tax farming of the mokhes to tolls, see Stenger,  "Gebt dem Kaiser, was des Kaisers  
ist...!", 66.

100 M.Ned 3,4. Translation of Danby, see H. Danby, The Mishnah: Translated from the Hebrew with introduction  
and brief explanatory notes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1933), 267.
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vow (but he should vow only under constraint). And the school of Hillel say: He may even 

be first with a vow. The school of Shammai say: Only in a matter over which a vow is 

imposed. And the school of Hillel say: Even in a matter over which no vow is imposed. 

This, if they had said to him, 'Say, Konam be any benefit my wife has of me!' and he said, 

'Konam be any benefit my wife and my children have of me!' the school of Shammai say: 

His wife is permitted to him and his children are forbidden. And the school of Hillel say: 

Both are forbidden.'

This text (probably the oldest preserved mentioning  mokhes) gives the different opinions of the 

house of Hillel and Shammai; however it cannot be concluded that the discussion goes back to a 

pre-70 CE event.101 In this discussion it  becomes clear that it  was allowed to lie to murderers, 

robbers and mokhes.  It is granted to say that something has been levied when it has not, at least in 

the case of emergency, as is the example in this text. Notwithstanding these special circumstances, 

one thing can be concluded: the mokhes were Jewish people, although they did not belong to the 

Pharisaic community.102 

In another text (bShevu39a) mokhes are mentioned again parallel to robbers.103 It is said that if one 

member of a family is a tax contractor, all members are tax contractors. Less negative notions can 

be found in Midrash Tanhuma to Gen 12:10; here is sketched a mokhes, who had the right to look 

into the wares transported by a person when he suspects the person of tax evasion.104 Nothing 

negative is said here. A positive view on mokhes and gabbai is attested in an anonymous Baraita in 

bSan 25b; it is positive in so far as it assumes that at least some part of the tax gatherers did not 

take  more  than  was  allowed:  'Von  den  Steuereinnehmern  (gabba'in)  und  Abgabenpächtern 

(mokhsin) glaubten sie anfangs, sie nehmen nur das, was ihnen gesetzlich festgesetzt ist, als sie aber 

sahen, dass sie mehr nehmen, erklärten sie sie als unzulässig.'105

The moral evaluation of mokhes and gabbai is not uncomplicated in the rabbinical literature. This is 

displayed once more in the comparison made by Herrenbrück of several instances where these 

professions are placed among other doubtful ways of gathering income.106 Sometimes it is stated 

101 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 198.
102 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 199. They must have been sensitive for the notion of 'heave-offering'.
103 See for discussion of this text: Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 200.
104 Tan Lekh lekh 5. Compare Tan.Bu teruma (to Ex 25:1). See Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 200-201.
105 Translation as in Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 202.
106 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 207.
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that their offences cannot be compensated, while at other instances reimbursement is a possibility. 

With Herrenbrück the following can be concluded107: 1) Although it is sometimes regarded as very 

problematic, repentance is possible for  mokhes, with reimbursement as a necessary condition; 2) 

There  is  very  clear  distinction  between  a  Pharisaic  associate  (haver) and  a  mokhes,  but  by 

abandoning ones profession purity is possible for a mokhes; 3) The differences between mokhes and 

Pharisee are insurmountable.

Although no clear-cut Rabbinical sources regarding the system of gathering taxes is known, the 

distinction  between  mokhes and  gabbai  may  point  at  a  continuation  of  the  presence  of  a 

'Hellenistische  Kleinpächter'.  Although  there  is  no  hard  proof  for  regarding  these  mokhes as 

wealthy people who bought the taxes by auction, there is less evidence for identifying them as 

portitores. Therefore it may be assumed as plausible that the Hellenistic system of taxation, which 

continued to exist in Seleucid and Hasmonean times, was still present under the Roman rule of the 

first half of the first century CE.

2.5 Tax contractors and social history

In this paragraph 'a model of ancient societies', as proposed by Stegemann and Stegemann, will be 

applied  to  the  social  position  of  tax  contractors  in  first  century  Palestine.108 The  societies  of 

antiquities can be differentiated in two or three strata. According to Stegemann and Stegemann no 

middle class existed in the Palestinian society.109 There was a small group of elites and all the rest 

of the people belonged to one group, namely the powerless.110 There were two ways to enter the 
107 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 208.
108 Stegemann  and  Stegemann,  Urchristliche  Sozialgeschichte Their  proposal  is  based  at  the  vertical  and 

horizontal  dimensions in the model of Lenski,  see  G.  E. Lenski,  Power and privilege:  A theory of  social  
stratification (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1966), . See for an overview of scholars who adapted his ideas to 
the Palestine context, D. C. Duling, "Empire: Theories, Methods, Models," in The Gospel of Matthew in its  
Roman Imperial Context (Early Christianity in Context); eds. J. Riches and D. C. Sim; London: T&T Clark, 
2005), 64.

109 A  middle  class  can  be  and  is  reconstructed,  but  this  is  problematical  according  to  Stegemann  and 
Stegemann. One reason for this claim is the lack of a middle class in the description of ancient societies in 
the  literary  sources  of  antiquity  itself,  it  probably  would  be  an  anachronism.  See  Stegemann  and 
Stegemann, Urchristliche Sozialgeschichte, 70-71.

110 Aristotle distinguished between the 'mass' and the 'elite'. Stegemann and Stegemann trust ancient sources 
for their classification, though they might rely too much on these sources, which all have their origin in 
the  higher  classes.  A  point  of  view  from the  lower  classes  might  give  another  perspective.  See  for 
problems with sociological demarcations in ancient history  N. Morley,  Theories, models and concepts in  
ancient history (New York: Routledge, 2004).
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elite  community,  via  wealth  or  power  (most  of  the  time  the  latter  was  a  consequence  of  the 

former). If a person was not rich and did not have an important job, he could not belong to the 

elite.111 Because  the  two groups  are  differentiated  themselves,  Stegemann and Stegemann use 

'Oberschichtgruppen' and 'Unterschichtgruppen' to make a distinction between the elite and the 

non-elite. I will use 'upper classes' and 'lower classes' as translations of these notions. 

To  the  upper  classes112 belong  the  political  leaders,  like  members  of  the domus  Caesaris,  ordo  

senatorius and ordo equester. These people had special privileges. A second group are those men and 

women who had some power as a result of their wealth only. The third group existed of freedmen 

and  women,  slaves  and  released  slaves,  who  functioned  as  high  employees  of  their  lords, 

categorized by Stegemann and Stegemann as retainers. These persons were completely dependent 

on  the  power  of  their  lords  and  were  able  to  profit  from  the  'Lebenschancen,  Einfluß  und 

Privilegien' of their lords.113 Because of this relationship they are part of the higher classes, but 

because of their dependence on external power they should be distinguished from the actual elite. 

These wealthy people separated themselves from the poor by their  clothing and eating habits. 

Besides money, land and property were very important.114

Those people who must be considered as part of the lower classes were powerless folks. Of course, 

relatively great differences between groups existed, based on environment (city or countryside), 

income and status.  Stegemann and Stegemann make a distinction between the relatively poor, 

those living above subsistence level, and the absolutely poor, those living below subsistence level.

Under Roman rule the only Jewish persons who were part of the higher elite were the Herodians, 

although even they did not exceed a provincial status. Examples of retainers include those who 

were employed in archives, libraries and other public institutes, but also Roman soldiers who held 

high office,  such as  a  centurio or  primipilus,  Pharisees115,  scribes  and priestly families.116 Jewish 

retainers who were dependent on the Herodians for their livelihood were, amongst others, the 

members of the Sanhedrin and local magistrates. Another important group are the οικονόμοι, the 
111 Stegemann and Stegemann, Urchristliche Sozialgeschichte, 70.
112 Who probably  formed 1  to  5  per  cent  of  the  members  of  society,  if  their  families  are  included,  see 

Stegemann and Stegemann, Urchristliche Sozialgeschichte, 78.
113 Stegemann and Stegemann, Urchristliche Sozialgeschichte, 72.
114 The  Herodians  possessed  large  estates,  but  also  gave  parts  of  it  to  their  officials  and  favourites  as 

expressions of thanks. Stegemann and Stegemann, Urchristliche Sozialgeschichte, 124.
115 The Pharisees belong to the higher classes because of their education and their ancestry, see Stegemann 

and Stegemann, Urchristliche Sozialgeschichte, 145.
116 Stegemann and Stegemann, Urchristliche Sozialgeschichte, 78.
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financial  administrators  who  are  mentioned  in  the  New  Testament  twice.117 According  to 

Stegemann and Stegemann, tax contractors must have been retainers.118

If  tax  contractors  are  to  be  considered  retainers,  the  model  as  proposed  consolidates  some 

observations rendered above. As retainers tax contractors were part of the higher classes, although 

dependent for their power, status and protection on people who had a higher  position in society. 

To remain protégées of their superiors it was necessary for them to satisfy the conditions of their 

agreements. Because the aim of the accords was maximal profit for the government, the goals were 

not reached easily. In order to assemble sufficient taxes they needed the cooperation of all people, 

including that of the lower classes, which constituted more than 90 percent of society. Because the 

lower classes lived on, just above, or for a great part even below subsistence level, these people 

tried by every means to circumvent the taxations. Tax contractors practised their profession in 

great insecurity. They were dependent on both the elite and the masses, but both parties tried to 

get the most for themselves.

Another observation that follows from the model of Stegemann and Stegemann is that Pharisees, 

just as tax contractors, belong to higher classes, although they also are at the bottom of these higher 

classes. Pharisees and tax contractors were comparable to each other with regard to social rank. 

They were not part of the elite, but were subsidiary to them. Because of their wealth or profession, 

however, they should be considered as part of the higher classes.

2.6 Conclusions

After having compared the evidence concerning taxes in Palestine in the first century CE with the 

evidence from earlier centuries, Hellenistic Egypt, Greece and the Roman societatis publicorum, 

some things have become clear, while many other things did not. Because of a lack of evidence (no 

epigraphical  or  archaeological  findings,  no  papyri  or  ostraca  have  been  preserved  from  first 

century  Judea  or  Galilee)  and  problems  with  those  texts  regarding  taxes  that  we  do  have, 
117 See Luke 12:42 and 16:1ff.
118 The αρχιτελώνης Zacchaeus must have been very rich, the prosperity of Levi/Matthew might have been 

less exorbitance,  Stegemann and Stegemann,  Urchristliche Sozialgeschichte, 123. Saldarini does also place 
both Pharisees and tax contractors in this retainer class, see A. J. Saldarini, Pharisees, scribes and Sadducees  
in  Palestinian  society (Edinburgh:  T&T Clark,  1989),  42. So does  Duling,  see  Duling,  Empire:  Theories,  
Methods, Models, 65.
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discussions about the function and social position of τελῶναι cannot be definitively concluded.

Notwithstanding, several observations seem very plausible and are useful in reconstructing the 

relationship of Jesus with the τελῶναι. The τελῶναι that are mentioned in the synoptic Gospels 

should not be regarded as employees (portitores) of a Roman societatis publicanorum. The Roman 

publicani have been in Palestine since the reign of Pompey, but left the country by a verdict of 

Caesar. The function and social position of τελῶναι can therefore also not be based on the position 

of  portitores  in a Roman societatis  publicorum. It also can be concluded,  even aside from the 

evidence from biblical sources, that it is false to regard τελῶναι as non-Jews. The profession of the 

τελῶναι is clarified by the interpretation of Ptolemaic and Roman papyri and ostraca. Their task is 

clearly distinguished from the task of Roman publicani in the scope and duration of tax farming. 

The tax system introduced by the Ptolemees was probably continued by the succeeding rulers. 

Herrenbrück is  highly confident that  'die  (ptolemäisch-)hellenistische Kleinpacht kontinuierlich 

über die seleukidische und hasmonäische Zeit bus zumindest gegen Ende des 1. Jahrhunderts n. 

Chr.  in  Palästina  vorauszusetzen  ist.'119 Herrenbrück  is  not  enough aware  of  the  hypothetical 

quality  of  this  reconstruction.  There  is  too  little  evidence  for  claiming  anything  more  than 

plausibility.    

What can be reconstructed as plausible on the available sources? The Palestinian τελῶναι farmed 

fees and taxes. The following fees are mentioned in the Palestinian context: market fees, road toll, 

fees for the use of harbours, transport fees and perhaps fees for money exchange. There is proof for 

the farming of the following taxes120: stipendium / tributum, taxes on houses, taxes on markets, 

taxes on purchases and sales, excise taxes and angeria (compulsive accommodation of soldiers and 

compulsive presentation of transport (horses)). In Judea the tributum was a heavy burden; it is 

said that the taxes on purchase and sale are oppressive. Together with the religious taxes and the 

special taxes of different emperors it seems that the country was levied heavily. 

A good translation for τελῶναι is tax contractors; they did not only gather the taxes (as did the 

πράκτωρ), and they bought not only tolls. As in Greece and Egypt the Palestinian τελῶναι farmed 

a lot of different taxes. Probably the taxes were sold by auction every year. The rules regarding tax 

119 Herrenbrück, Wer waren die ‘Zöllner’?, 189.
120 See for information about a supposed distinction between direct and indirect taxes  Herrenbrück,  Wer  

waren die ‘Zöllner’?, 190-191. For Herrenbrück it is clear that such a distinction is an anachronism.
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farming were very strict in Egypt. Because of the many farmed taxes, different τελῶναι could 

simultaneously be present in one region. 

The Palestinian τελῶναι were moderately rich, just as their Hellenistic, Ptolemaic and Seleucid 

parallels were. They belong to the social higher classes of the society. The τελῶναι were despised 

by many (but there are several exceptions that are inconsistent with the idea that τελῶναι were 

socially and religiously disintegrated); this was for a large part the result of the lack of strict rules 

as were present in Egypt. It was possible for the τελῶναι to extort people, and so they probably 

did. The heavy burden of taxation and the accompanying circumvention of the taxes may not be 

lost out of sight. The tax contractors must be regarded as part of the elite, but as retainers they 

were dependent on their superiors. The latter tried to gain maximal profit by selling the taxes to 

the highest bidder. As persons who invested lots of money and were dependent on something as 

hated as taxes for their living, their social and economical position was very precarious. 
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PART THREE  –  JESUS  AND  THE 
TAX CONTRACTORS  IN 
CONTEMPORARY  RESEARCH

3.0 Introduction

In the last decades a large number of books on the historical Jesus have been published. Although 

texts which refer to tax contractors form a substantial part of the synoptic traditions, there has not 

been much attention paid to them in the books written on Jesus.121 The attitude of Jesus towards 

tax  contractors  has  not  moved  beyond  the  traditional  interpretation.  Research  done  by 

Herrenbrück122 regarding  the  organization  of  tax  collecting  and  the  social  position  of  tax 

contractors have not been incorporated into the reconstruction of the historical Jesus. 

Two exceptions can be made. First, E.P. Sanders discussed the relation between Jesus and the tax 

contractors,  even  though  this  discussion  is  subordinated  to  his  aim  to  make  clear  that  the 

dissension between Jesus and the Pharisees must not be limited to conflicts regarding purity rules. 

After having rendered the argument of Sanders,  the reflections on his case by Ehrman, Meier, 

Wright and Dunn will  be depicted. Secondly,  W.O. Walker Jr.  tried to reconstruct the relation 

between Jesus and the tax contractors. Moreover, he wondered if Jesus had ever been a friend or 

even an acquaintance of tax contractors. His questions stem from the topic of the attitude of Jesus 

to  the  contemporary  Zealots.  After  the  discussion  of  these  authors  I  will  summarize  the 

contribution of Herrenbrück to the quest for the historical Jesus. Hereafter, some observations and 

perspectives will be set forth.

121 As examples of important books which do not deal with tax collectors in some extent: J. D. Crossan, The  
Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant (New York: HarperOne, 1993); M. Hengel and A. 
M. Schwemer, "Jesus und das Judentum," (2007);  G. Theissen and A. Merz,  Jesus als historische Gestalt 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2003); G. Vermes, The Religion of Jesus the Jew (Augsburg: Fortress 
Press, 1993).

122 Herrenbrück, Wer waren die ‘Zöllner’?, 178.
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3.1 E.P. Sanders

In his famous book Jesus and Judaism, Sanders discusses the place of sinners in the kingdom of God 

not  only  in  the  preaching,  but  also  the  practices  of  Jesus.123 Because  the  full  number  of  texts 

regarding sinners is  of a considerable amount (multiple attestation in content),  is  preserved in 

various types, such as accusations, parables and reports (multiple attestation in forms) and because 

sinners  were  not  warmly  accepted  in  the  early  church  (criterion  of  discontinuity),  Sanders 

concludes that it is very probable that some of these traditions could be traced back to pre-Easter 

times. In the remainder of the chapter his major aim is defending a distinction between sinners and 

amme ha-arets.  Jesus was not  criticized by Pharisees  for breaking purity codes in eating (table-

fellowship) with common people and offering forgiveness to them. Sanders asserts that the ground 

for the debate between Jesus and the Pharisees derives from the observation that Jesus included 

the wicked in the kingdom of God with outrageous entry requirements: 'Jesus offered the truly 

wicked – those beyond the pale and outside the common religion by virtue of their implicit or 

explicit rejection of the commandments of the God of Israel – admission to  his group (and, he 

claimed the kingdom) if they accepted him.'124

In this context Sanders discusses those traditions that mention tax collectors. Tax collectors are 

sinners  par  excellence.  Sinners  and tax  collectors  are equated because  all  of  them are traitors. 

Sinners (the  wicked or  professional sinners) betray God and his law, and tax collectors collaborate 

with  Rome.  'There  was  no  neat  distinction  between 'religious'  and 'political'  betrayal  in  first-

century Judaism.'125 Tax collectors are good examples of the  resha'im (Hebrew for sinners) in the 

Psalms, who are trying to defraud the poor and live their lives as if there is no God.126 

There was a lot of tax to be gathered in Galilee because of the large amount of food production in 

the  region  and  products  that  had  to  be  imported  from  outside.  Sanders  makes  a  distinction 

between tax officers and publicani. The biblical figures are tax officers, and as employees were not 

as wealthy as publicani, but probably wealthier than an average fisherman or farmer.127 

123 E. P. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), 174-211. Sanders clarified his proposal 
in his later and more popular written book on Jesus, E. P. Sanders, Jezus, mythe en werkelijkheid (Kampen: 
Averbode; Callenbach, 1996; originally published in 1995 as The Historical Figure of Jesus), 273-283.

124 Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 210.
125 Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 178.
126 Sanders, Jezus, mythe en werkelijkheid, 274.
127 Sanders does not clarify on which grounds he assumes these characteristics,  Sanders,  Jezus,  mythe en  

werkelijkheid, 274.
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The story of the calling of Levi (Mark 2:13-17 and pars.) is unrealistic to Sanders; it is unimaginable 

to accept as true that Pharisees came all the way to Galilee to find out why Jesus ate with sinners. 

As with most of the 'I am' or 'I came' phrases, the logion of Jesus in this pericope does not seem 

authentic. But the charge of the Pharisees (Ὅτι μετὰ τῶν τελωνῶν καὶ ἁμαρτωλῶν ἐσθίει;) is 

claimed to be authentic. Just as the charge, which can be found in Q, may be regarded as having a 

pre-Easter  history:  “ἦλθεν  ὁ  υἱὸς  τοῦ  ἀνθρώπου  ἐσθίων  καὶ  πίνων,  καὶ  λέγουσιν,  Ἰδοὺ 

ἄνθρωπος φάγος καὶ οἰνοπότης, τελωνῶν φίλος καὶ ἁμαρτωλῶν.“ (Mat 11:19; cf. Luke 7:34). By 

the introduction to the three parables (the Lost Sheep, the Lost Coin and the Prodigal Son), Luke 

associates tax contractors and sinners with what is lost in the parables.128 It is Sanders’ opinion that 

this redactional framework is fitting. 

These traditions make clear that Jesus regarded 'the lost' as the object of his mission. These lost 

people should therefore not be interpreted as the poor,  amme ha-aretz or common people, but as 

wicked. Again, tax collectors are prime examples of traitors or professional sinners.

If purity is not the focus of the Pharisees, what is then the offensive element in Jesus’ behaviour in 

the eyes of the Pharisees? If it is considered that everyone would have welcomed the repentance of 

tax collectors, and repentance is not central in the preaching of Jesus, the problems with a right 

understanding of the tradition becomes clear.129 Sanders has a fresh alternative to the traditional 

explanation which focused on ritual purity.130 Jesus included sinners in the kingdom of God 'while  

they were  still sinners  but  also  without requiring  repentance as  normally  understood'.131 In  this 

model it can be clarified why Jesus was accused of being a friend of sinners.132 Three passages are 

important: the call of Levi (Mark 2:13-17 and pars.), the question about fasting (Mark 2:18-22 and 

128 Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 179.
129 Sanders,  Jesus and Judaism, 204. According to Sanders, repentance is no main theme in the preaching of 

Jesus, but it is in the theology of Luke. Several times Luke adds repentance to words of Jesus which can 
be found without this addition in Mark and Matthew (the  message of Jesus is not that the lost sheep 
should repent (Luke), the shepherd searches after the lost sheep (Matthew). The Jesus of Luke would 
therefore not have raised questions by the Pharisees. Zacchaeus does repent, however not even in Luke 
on the initiative of Jesus, See Sanders, Jezus, mythe en werkelijkheid, 279.

130 A distinction between a  conditional forgiveness of Judaism and an  unconditional  forgiveness of Jesus, as 
argued by Jeremias, is anachronistic nonsense to Sanders. If repentance succeeds forgiveness instead of 
preceding it, the only change is a different theological emphasis, how could this cause the charges uttered 
by the Jewish leaders? See Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 204-205.

131 Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 206. Emphasis is his.
132 Sanders supports his thesis by comparing the teaching of Jesus to the teaching of John the Baptist, where 

the latter preached repentance and righteousness in a traditional way, Jesus proclaimed the inclusion of 
sinners. John has therefore not been accused for being a friend of sinners. See Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 
206.
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pars.) and the story about the follower of Jesus who asks if he can first bury his father (Luke 9:59-

60 and par.). Sanders assumes Jesus had at least one tax collector in his circle, and of this one it is 

not said that he repented, returned what he had taken illegitimately and lived the rest of his life 

according the law. According to Sanders the two other stories affirm this observation.133 

In Sanders’ proposal Jesus was questioned by the Pharisees not because of his table-fellowship 

with common people, which would have been against the purity laws. The reason for the disputes 

was Jesus offering salvation to  wicked  people without  requiring  of  them traditional  repentance, 

restitution and offering in the temple which were obligated by law. 'God zou er zelfs de bozen in 

opnemen.  Jezus  wilde  niet  dat  de  bozen  intussen  slecht  bleven,  maar  hij  stippelde  geen 

programma uit om tollenaars en prostituees in staat te stellen op een minder dubieuze manier hun 

kost te verdienen.'134

3.2 Responses  of Ehrman, Wright, Meier and Dunn

3.2.1 B.D. Ehrman

Sanders’  proposal  did not  remain without  critical  responses;  he  had already declared that  his 

thesis  about  the  relation  between  Jesus,  the  sinners  and  the  Pharisees  was  in  some  way 

unconventional. Bart Ehrman was one of the scholars who read Sanders’ book and thought it was 

necessary to combat its ideas. In the paragraph 'Salvation for Sinners' of his book The Apocalyptic  

Teachings of Jesus he writes that he agrees with Sanders that the 'sinners', who inherit the kingdom 

before the 'devout’ religious folk, should not be interpreted as an equivalent for 'non-Pharisees'.135 

However,  these  sinners  will  enter  the  kingdom  of  God  before  the  righteous  if they  repent. 

Repentance is a very important aspect in the preaching of Jesus according to Ehrman. He does not 

agree with Sanders’ proposal that the notion of repentance is secondary in the story of the Lost 

Sheep and the Jesus tradition in general.

Ehrman demonstrates this by a reference to Jesus' words about John the Baptist (Mat 21:32): 'for 

John came to you in the path of righteousness, and you did not believe him; but the tax collectors 
133 It is disputed by Mark 1:44 only, the story of cleansed leper. But by mentioning the visit of theTemple and 

a restitution (offering) here, the lack of such actions in other instances is  therefore more remarkable, 
Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 207.

134 Sanders, Jezus, mythe en werkelijkheid, 283.
135 B. D. Ehrman,  Jesus: Apocalyptic Prophet of the New Millennium (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 

150-152.
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and prostitutes believed him.' The members of the last two groups are changed by what they hear. 

Thus, there is a change when the sick are healed and when a lost sheep returns to the stable.  

In another section of his book, Ehrman discusses the social position of tax collectors in first century 

Palestine.136 First he acknowledges the authenticity of the traditions which associate Jesus with 

people who had a very low social position in society, 'it is multiple attested all over the map.' In 

determining the social  rank of  tax collectors,  Ehrman goes along with the traditional  view,  in 

which the τελῶναι are employees of large (Roman) tax-collecting corporations. These taxes were 

used to build up the country and protect it against the neighbours. 

These  employees  were  despised  because  of  their  dishonesty  and  their  service  to  a  foreign 

government. Jesus places these outcasts in the apocalyptic context where the low will go before the 

high. The tax collectors are placed by Ehrman besides the Samaritans, the leper and the demoniacs 

of the other stories of the gospels. 

3.2.2 N.T. Wright

In the second volume of his trilogy on ‘Christian Origins and the Question of God’ N.T. Wright 

discusses Sanders’ proposal regarding Jesus’ attitude to tax collectors.137 He agrees with Sanders 

when he states that repentance, in the way it is employed in the gospels, should not be interpreted 

in the old-fashioned, traditional way. But he disagrees on the view that repentance is no central 

component of the preaching of Jesus. It was Jesus’ urging the people to follow him that provoked 

problems.138 Repentance  bears  eschatological  and  political  notions.  Restoring  the  Kingdom  is 

always  joined  with  a  call  for  repentance.  But,  as  said  by  Wright,  this  repentance  is  also 

characterized by a changing view on political revolts. A personal dimension of this concept is not 

unfamiliar to Jesus.  The public  of  his preaching was directed to repent.  The  wicked should no 

longer be wicked. What caused a scandal is that Jesus did not require those who had been wicked  

people to go to the Temple to do the activities related to repentance in the traditional way. Wright 

agrees also with Sanders in this. According to Wright, however, there is no difference when Jesus 

is compared to John the Baptist in these matters of repentance. What is scandalous about Jesus’ 

136 In  the  section  'Jesus,  the  Wicked,  and  the  Outcast',  Ehrman,  Jesus:  Apocalyptic  Prophet  of  the  New  
Millennium, 187-188.

137 N. T.  Wright,  Jesus  and the  Victory  of  God (Christian  Origins  and the  Question  of  God;  Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 1996).

138 Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, 247.
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preaching is the centrality of his own mission and personality, the claim that the restoration of 

Israel was inaugurated and that he himself had the right to stipulate the conditions for entering the 

new Israel.

3.2.3 J. P. Meier

In his extensive project 'A Marginal Jew' J.P. Meier mentions tax collectors several times.139 He is 

most broad in examining the already mentioned pericope where Jesus is compared to John (Mat 

11:18-19). Meier contrasts Jesus and John; the latter is the traditional proclamator of the  dies irae, 

the  former ‘offered an easy,  joyous  way into  the  kingdom of  God.’140 Jesus  would  have been 

rejected by many because of his flamboyant lifestyle and his tendering God’s forgiveness without 

including the traditional ways of repentance. He depends on the work of E.P. Sanders for this 

interpretation. In repeating Sanders’ distinction between the sinners and the amme ha-aretz he tries 

to explain to his readers how scandalous the behaviour of Jesus was in the eyes of the Jewish 

leaders.  Meier  regards  the  tradition  as  probably  authentic  because  this  saying  can  hardly  be 

attributed to the early church since: 1) Jesus is depicted as a prophet, as nothing more than John, 

and 2)  Jesus  is  associated  with unhelpful  notions  such as  ‘glutton’,  ‘drunkard’  and ‘friend of 

wicked  people’.141 Moreover,  post-Easter  discussions  between  the  Jesus  movement  and  their 

Jewish environment were not about table fellowship; the question was whether the crucified Jesus 

must be regarded as the expected messiah.  

By comparing four texts (Mat 21:31-32, Luke 3:10-14; 7:29-30 and Josephus,  Ant.  18.45.2. §116-19) 

which deal with the kind of public addressed by John (and Jesus), Meier accepts as plausible that 

‘socially disputable Jews’ (in the eyes of the religious leaders) came to be baptised by John, which 

would  include  a  subsequent  refraining  from  sinful  behaviour.142 The  approach  of  Jesus  is 

comparable to some extent (contact with morally marginal people and the vision of God’s coming 

reign), but deviates in his programmatic move toward the outcasts and his focus on Gods merciful 

nearness.143 

139 Although expected, John Meier does not discuss tax collectors at any considerable length in the third 
volume on the list: ‘Companions and Competitors’.

140  J.  P.  Meier,  A Marginal  Jew.  Rethinking the  Historical  Jesus,  Volume Two:  Mentor,  Message,  and Miracles 
(Anchor Bible Reference Library; New York: Doubleday, 1994), 149.

141 He  again  agrees  with  Sanders  in  regarding  this  saying  as  a  good  example  of  using  criterions  of 
authenticity as fair and fruitful methods, see Meier, Mentor, Message, and Miracles, 150-151.

142 Meier, Mentor, Message, and Miracles, 169.
143 Meier, Mentor, Message, and Miracles, 161.
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3.2.4 J.D.G. Dunn

In  the  first  volume  of  'Christianity  in  the  making'  James  D.G.  Dunn  searches  for  reliable 

information about Jesus as he is remembered by his first followers.144 In chapter 13 Dunn discusses 

the  different  audiences  of  Jesus.  Israel,  the  poor,  sinners,  women  and  Gentiles  are  treated 

sequentially. The paragraph on sinners is of special interest for our subject of research. Dunn starts 

by observing that one of the few sayings in the synoptic tradition which deals with his personal 

commission mentions sinners as his audience.145 The saying which is most reliable can be attested 

in Mark 2:17: 'οὐκ ἦλθον καλέσαι δικαίους ἀλλὰ ἁμαρτωλούς.' Because this saying is a response 

to the criticism of the Pharisees that Jesus ate with toll collectors and sinners, it is of serious weight 

for the discussion of the relation between Jesus and the τελῶναι. The parallels in Mat 9:12-13 and 

Luke  5:31-32,  other  variations  and elaborations  can  well  be  explained,  according  to  Dunn,  as 

consequence  of  different  forms in  the  oral  traditions.146 As  it  is  hardly  credible  that  the  early 

Church invented a tradition in which Jesus saw his mission especially focused on sinners, it is very 

likely that the earliest Christians remembered Jesus as a friend of sinners.147 Dunn concludes the 

following: 1) Jesus is remembered as criticized by associating him with sinners; 2) sinners is often a 

parallel of τελῶναι; and 3) Jesus is often criticized because of his dining with such people. Dunn 

recalls Sanders’ discussion regarding the differences between the  amme ha-aretz and the sinners. 

Where Sanders accuses Jeremias of being too undifferentiated regarding sinners in contemporary 

Judaism,  Dunn accuses  Sanders  of  a  lack of  nuance  concerning the  grounds  for  regarding  an 

individual as 'sinner' in Second Temple Judaism.148 There has never been a uniform view on the 

borders of the Torah; there has always been discussion regarding whether a certain action broke 

the law. 'Sin' is at any time and any place differently formulated. Moreover, in Second Temple 

Judaism 'sinner' is also used as a 'boo-word' aimed at members of the group to scare them off a 

certain conviction.  In a lot  of  literature  of  those days 'the term 'sinners'  does not  denote non-

144 J. D. G. Dunn, Jesus remembered (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2003). 
145 Dunn,  Jesus  remembered, 526. The  two  other  sayings  are  (however  not  as  reliable  as  the  one  under 

discussion) Mat 15:24: 'Οὐκ ἀπεστάλην εἰ μὴ εἰς τὰ πρόβατα τὰ ἀπολωλότα οἴκου Ἰσραήλ.' and Luke 
4:18f: 'Πνεῦμα κυρίου ἐπ’ ἐμέ, οὗ εἵνεκεν ἔχρισέν με εὐαγγελίσασθαι πτωχοῖς...'

146 Dunn, Jesus remembered, 527.
147 Dunn calls attention to the relatively large amount of elaboration Luke gives to this theme of the attitude 

of Jesus to righteous/unrighteous people: 'We may conclude that even if Luke has elaborated the motif, 
there was a motif in the earliest memories of Jesus' mission to be elaborated.' Dunn, Jesus remembered, 528.

148 Dunn, Jesus remembered, 529.
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practising, law-defiant Jews, those who would be generally regarded as law-breakers, but Jews 

who practised their Judaism differently from the writer's faction. They were 'sinners', that is, law-

breakers, but only from a sectarian viewpoint and only as judged by the sectarians' interpretation of 

the law.'149 For our understanding of Jesus as he is remembered this brings a new perspective to 

the discussion. Jesus is criticized by people whose self understanding was characterized by the 

notions  of  'righteousness'  and  'law-observance'.  The  term  'sinners'  is  used  in  a  factional  and 

polemical sense which is comparable to the use of it in the literature of the Second Temple Period.

These Pharisees are, however, named by Jesus as ἰσχύοντες and δικαίοι. Even if these terms are 

used  in  the  same  fractional  and  polemical  sense  as  'sinners',  Jesus  does  not  challenge  their 

righteousness at this instance, 'only the pejorative sinner'.150 The term may not be used as a 'term of 

dismissal' by righteous people. To Dunn the remembered Jesus fought a too narrow understanding 

of God's covenant; he fought factionalism. 'He protested against a righteousness which could not 

recognize covenant loyalty unless it accorded with its own terms and definition.'151 

According  to  Dunn  Sanders  underestimates  the  significance  of  repentance  in  the  message  of 

Jesus.152 However,  even though repentance of sinners was important to Jesus, his focus was at 

something else, namely the deconstruction of the fabricated internal boundaries in Israel: 'Jesus (...) 

was  more  critical  of  those  who  dismissively  condemned  'sinners'  than  of  the  'sinners' 

themselves.'153 Dunn, as a consequence, partly disagrees with Sanders in his criticism of Jeremias' 

identification of sinners with the amme ha-aretz; Sanders neglected too much the polemical use of 

the term 'sinners'. 

According  to  Dunn  the  τελῶναι  should  be  regarded  as  collectors  of  indirect  taxes.154 He 

distinguishes between supervisory officials and their employees, they had especially a concern for 

levying the transport of goods. Τελῶναι were prototype sinners, partly because they sustained 

Herod´s building projects and his tribute paid to Rome. More important was their extortion of the 

tax-payers for their own benefit. Even these τελῶναι were not dismissed by Jesus; they were part 

of Israel as all other Jews, although it was more necessary for them to repent than for other Jews. 

Those  people  who  were  depicted  by  the  'chief  opinion-formers  of  the  day'  as  sinners  were 

149 Dunn, Jesus remembered, 530.
150 According to Dunn Jesus does not even deny that the term 'sinner' sometimes might be adequately used 

(Dunn refers to those texts which connect sinners to repentance). Dunn, Jesus remembered 531.
151 Dunn, Jesus remembered, 532.
152 Which can be quite well compared to the reactions of Wright, Ehrman and Meier.
153 Dunn, Jesus remembered, 532.
154 Dunn, Jesus remembered, 533.
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welcome in the kingdom of God.155 That such a message was not welcome to the 'chief opinion-

formers of the day' becomes clear in the sources preserved about the Jesus as he is remembered.

3.3 W.O. Walker jr.

In an out of the ordinary article, published in 1978, William Walker sheds new light on the relation 

between Jesus and the τελῶναι, with the aim to criticize counterarguments for the idea that Jesus 

and the zealots have so much in common that a disciple of Jesus could be a zealot at the same 

time.156 Besides zealots (in the gospels we know of one person who is referred to in this way, and it 

is not even certain that Simon the Zealot was a zealot in the political meaning of the word), tax 

collectors are mentioned as followers of Jesus. However, these two groups have contrary concerns. 

The second group earns its money by the alien occupation that the first group tries to overthrow. 

As a result it assumed that at least one or both had to abandon their previous way of life to be able 

to  live together as  pupils  of  Jesus.  In  the  article  Walker  tries  to  demonstrate  that  the  relation 

between Jesus and the tax collectors is not as straightforward as often assumed. Problems Walker 

mentions are: 

1) There are no references to tax collectors in the New Testament except in the synoptic gospels. 

2) The synoptic tradition preserved negative sayings about the tax collectors (Walker cites Mat 

5:46-47 and 18:15-17). Next he discusses the references where Jesus has a more positive relation 

with the tax collectors on the face of it: 

The passage which tells about Jesus’ complaints concerning his critics (Mat 11:18-19a; cf Luke 7:33-

34) consists of a parallelism of the charge against John and the charge against Jesus himself: “For 

John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, “He has a demon”; the Son of Man came 

eating and drinking, and they say, “Look, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax-collectors and 

sinners!”. The reader denounces the first charge as ridiculous; as a consequence the reader should 

also denounce the second charge as ridiculous. This text does not necessarily prove that Jesus was 

associated with tax collectors.

In Mat 21:31-32 a possible  second positive reference to tax collectors  might be found. The tax 

collectors and prostitutes are said to go into the kingdom before the religious leaders. But one 

155 Dunn, Jesus remembered, 534.
156 Wm O. Walker Jr., "Jesus and the Tax Collectors," Journal of Biblical Literature 97 (1978): 221-238.
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cannot conclude that the tax collectors are good examples; maybe the religious leaders are only 

worse than the tax collectors and the harlots. In reading it this way, it is a negative statement about 

both parties.

Tax collectors are associated with sinners, ‘those who are sick’ and Gentiles. Repentance is often 

implicitly or explicitly connected to the passages that deal with tax collectors.157 This is true for 

example in the story of Zacchaeus and the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector in the 

Temple; in both stories the tax collectors repent. 

3)  The  most  references  to  close  contact  between  Jesus  and  tax  collectors  are  accusations  of 

outsiders. It is not evident that these accusations are based on facts. Even when this accusation is 

rooted in the fact that tax collectors were part of Jesus’ hearers, this does not mean Jesus ate with 

them.158 'I strongly suspect that the charges against Jesus of associating with tax collectors would 

quite generally be dismissed as untrue, or at least as exaggerations.'159

4) The two passages in the gospels where Jesus does have table fellowship with tax collectors are 

probably artificial constructs (Mark 2:13-17 and pars. and Luke 19:1-10).

The first story is constructed by a combination of the two logia of Jesus: 'Those who are sick need a 

physican' and 'He is eating with tax collectors'. The story of Zacchaeus is an extended version of 

the first one, verses 8 and 10 are enclosed by Luke. If this is true, this passage does not provide 

independent information of Jesus' relation to the tax collectors. 

5) Only Matthew mentions a tax collector in the list of twelve disciples (Mat 10:2-4; cf. Mark 3:16-19 

and Luke 6:14-16). It is not clear why Matthew is called a tax collector here and why he changed 

‘Levi’ into ‘Matthew’ in 9:9. Was this man one of the twelve disciples? 

Moreover, also the story of the calling of Levi/Matthew might only be a variation of the calling of, 

for instance, Simon. If this is the case, the story is not of any historical value. 

6) The Greek translation of the Aramaic word  tĕlānê as  telōnai, might be incorrect. The Aramaic 

tĕlānê, stands for 'to play' or 'sport', but has associations with 'sinners' and 'harlots'. It may be only 

a synonym of 'sinners'.  If 'sportsmen' is a right translation, it does make Jesus even more pro-

Roman in his sympathies and thereby anti-zealot. 

157 Walker is aware of the fact that repentance is a particular theme for Luke. He endeavours to make clear 
that Luke does not have more sympathy per se towards tax collectors than Matthew has.

158 Walker cites Lk 15:1-2: ‘Now the tax collectors and "sinners" were all gathering around to hear him. But the 
Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, "This man  welcomes sinners and  eats with them." The 
charge of the Pharisees and the teachers does not follow from the first sentence.

159  Walker, Jesus and the Tax Collectors, 231.
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Walker concludes that it is uncertain that Jesus ever entered into association with tax collectors. On 

the basis of the evidence it can neither be claimed as sure or as unsure.160 

3.4 F. Herrenbrück

In this paragraph I will summarize and evaluate the contribution of Herrenbrück to the topic of 

Jesus'  relation  to  tax  contractors.  Herrenbrück's  contribution  to  the  historical  position  of  tax 

contractor received enough attention in chapter 2, as Herrenbrück' exegesis of several pericopae 

will be discussed during chapter five, I will restrict myself to his conclusions regarding the more 

general picture of Jesus' fellowship with tax contractors.

According to Herrenbrück tax contractors were socially and religiously integrated in the Jewish 

society  and  they  were  benefited  with  power  and  wealth.  If  one  regards  them  as  religiously 

marginalized people, who lived in the margin of society, as typical examples of sinners, then one 

does no justice to the historical situation. Herrenbrück tends to make tax contractors examples of 

the  amme ha-aretz instead of  the notorious sinners.161 The contrast  between tax contractors and 

Pharisees is a contrast between Pharisaism and non-Pharisaism. 

The phrase 'πολλοὶ τελῶναι καὶ ἁμαρτωλοὶ' should not be understood as 'many tax contractors 

and other sinners', but as 'many sinful tax contractor'. One of the consequences from this claim is 

that  the  tradition  was  useless  for  the  debate  regarding  Gentiles  in  the  early  Church.  This 

translation combined with the lack of interest in tax contractors in the early Christian communities, 

must lead to the conclusion, according to Herrenbrück, that Jesus' fellowship with tax contractors 

is not used in the debate regarding the place of Gentiles. The traditions are preserved because of 

their historical value, not because of their applicability. 

The charge that Jesus was a friend of sinful tax contractors has its origin in a pre-Easter context. 

Jesus was a friend of tax contractors, there are only two instances which might led to different 

conclusion, but these pericopae (Mt 5:46 and 18:17) should be understood as Syrian catechesis.

Jesus' relation with tax contractors may not be understood as an enactment of God's program for 

the marginalized. Jesus' mission is aimed at the whole of Israel, persons from the retainer classes 
160 In the last paragraph of the article the author tries to supply reasons to explain how these traditions came 

into existence, if they are not pre-Eastern. He provides two: 1) the church wanted to justify the fact that 
not only righteous, but also unrighteous people belonged to her circles; and 2) the traditions are created 
in polemic against Judaism; they might even be part of a pro-Roman apologetic attitude. 

161 See especially Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 229-235.
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included. All members of Israel should accept the Pharisaic halacha as their religious standard. 

The negative response of the Pharisees to the mission of Jesus caused a more reserved attitude 

towards  them  (Mt  21:31-32,  Lk  18:14  and  Lk  7:29f.).  According  to  Herrenbrück,  one  cannot 

circumvent the conclusion that Jesus' response to the Pharisees in Mk 2:17 should be understood 

ironically: the so-called healthy people display the typical features of sickness.

3.5 Conclusions  and orientations
What can be said about the relation between the historical Jesus and tax contractors after having 

examined contemporary research? Although there is a lack of publications on the attitude of Jesus 

regarding  τελῶναι,  some  important  parts  of  the  topic  have  not  remained  unnoticed.  A 

constructive outcome of Sanders’ argumentation is his view on Jesus’ position regarding the topics 

of repentance and forgiveness.  According to him Jesus offered  wicked people  entrance into the 

kingdom of God. He offered them forgiveness of their sins, without requiring of them preliminary 

repentance. Jesus did not encourage sinners to repent in a traditional manner; that is, no Temple 

was  necessary  for  entrance  into  the  kingdom of  God.  This  was  the  offensive  factor  from the 

perspective of the Pharisees, but also for (though from a different point of view) Meier, Ehrman, 

Dunn and Wright. For these scholars (Meier the least) Sanders goes too far in minimizing the role 

of  atonement  in  the  teaching  of  the  historical  Jesus.  Additional  investigation  of  the  historical 

sources  is  necessary  to  give  more  clarity  concerning  the  relation  between  Jesus,  forgiveness, 

sinners and the Temple.  The relationship of Jesus and John the Baptist  is  foundational for the 

whole of this discussion.

Another positive result of Sanders’ proposal is his contest of the traditional view on the Pharisees 

and their  relation to  Jesus.  Wright,  Meier,  Dunn and Ehrman all  broadly agree  with Sanders’ 

analysis  of  the  Pharisaic  approach  to  purity.  Traditional  exegesis  assumed  that  the  Pharisees 

disliked Jesus relationship with tax contractors, because of the impurity of these sinners. Although 

Sanders might have a good point, his understanding of the Pharisees is too optimistic and too 

holistic. Differentiation of the group of Pharisees is indispensable. Has a uniform Pharisaism ever 

existed? And if  so,  is  it  certain that the attitude of the Pharisees regarding purity is  described 

adequately by Sanders? The polemic nature of sayings and accusations is brought out convincingly 

in the discussion by Dunn. Further research cannot ignore the context out of which originated 

calling certain persons 'sinners'. It is striking that none of these scholars try to reconstruct a full 
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picture of the relation between the historical Jesus and tax contractors. All restrict themselves to 

discussions regarding specific traditions. No Gesamtsbild was formulated by one of them.

The  question  regarding  what  the  offensive  element  in  the  practices  of  Jesus  was  will  be  an 

important angle in discussing the biblical sources. What can be said of his approach to sin and 

impurity? To answer this question an evaluation Jesus’ relation to other sinners or retainers might 

be helpful. A critical examination of the sources is obligatory. William Walker is extremely critical 

towards the conception of Jesus as a friend of tax contractors; he scrupulously analyses all the 

sources which mention τελῶναι. Although this is a good initiative, his study needs improvement. 

No clear method is used. He approaches every tradition with criteria that might lead to a negative 

conclusion concerning the authenticity of the text. His study is guided by his biased dismissal of 

the possibility of a good relationship between Jesus and the tax contractors. Jesus was not a friend 

of tax contractors according to Walker, but rather a friend of zealots. In the next chapter a clear and 

coherent method for the approach of the synoptic sources will be sought.

A further topic not treated in the discussed literature is the social position of tax contractors. Tax 

contractors might have had approximately the same position on the social ladder as Pharisees. 

They were wealthy people, although they depended for their income upon people who despised 

them (the tax payers) and their lords, who tried to get the most out of them as possible. Had this 

any influence on Jesus’ relationship with tax contractors? And what consequences follow from the 

idea  that  Jesus  might  have  had members  of  the  higher  classes  as  disciples?  To  answer  these 

question the contribution of Herrenbrück is indispensable. He is, besides Walker in a more modest 

sense, the only one who discusses Jesus' relation with tax contractors somehow all-embracing. At 

this instance I will utter a few possible objections against Herrenbrück's reconstruction: Firstly, 

Herrenbrück's denial of the relation between Jesus' fellowship with tax contractors and the place of 

Gentiles in early Christianity is unconvincing to me. Secondly, his equitation of tax contractors and 

the  amme ha-aretz do I regard as a simplification of reality. Thirdly, I question his thesis that we 

should understand Jesus' words in 2:17 ironically. All these objections and related issues will be 

treated in part five.

Keeping all these thoughts at the back of our mind, it is time to proceed and discuss the criteria for 

reconstructing this part of the life of the historical Jesus.   
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PART FOUR  –  CRITERIA  FOR  
RESEARCHING  THE HISTORICAL  
JESUS

4.0 Introduction
The search for the historical Jesus had intrigued many scholar since the 19th century and it still 

continues to trigger the interest of many. However, very different results have been claimed and 

different criteria have been used. In this part I try to give an answer to the following question: 

what are credible criteria to distinguish between the historical Jesus and the Jesus of faith, as he is 

preserved in the writings of the New Testament? First a short overview will be given of the quest 

and its criteria, thereafter I will position myself in the debate and discuss some critiques.

This chapter can be regarded as a introduction to the following parts. Before synoptical sources 

will be analyzed, a description of the utilized criteria may be helpful. 

4.1 Historical Overview of the Quest for the Historical 
Jesus

4.1.1 Leben-Jesu-Forschung

In the 19th century biblical scholars tried to reconstruct a historically reliable biography of Jesus.162 

The newly reconstructed Jesus of Nazareth was used as a critical opposite to the dogmatic Christ 

of the Church. The theological and ethical aspects of the picture of Jesus were of special value for 

these scholars. Their aim was not formulating a non-theological picture of Jesus; rather it was an 

alternative,  but  theological  view.  The  main  factor  in  distinguishing  between  authentic  and 

inauthentic Jesus traditions was, what later would be called,  the criterion of differentiation (or 

162 See for an overview of the history of the search for the historical Jesus J. Klausner, Jesus von Nazareth: seine  
Zeit, sein Leben und seine Lehre (Jerusalem: Jüdischer Verlag, 1952); Sanders,  Jesus and Judaism, 1-58; J.P. 
Meier,  A Marginal Jew. Rethinking the Historical Jesus. Volume One (New York: Doubleday, 1991); Wright, 
Jesus and the Victory of God, 13-82; G. Theissen and D. Winter, Die Kriterienfrage in der Jesusforschung : vom 
Differenzkriterium zum Plausibilitätskriterium (Freiburg,  Schweiz;  Göttingen:  Vandenhoeck  & Ruprecht, 
1997), 1-7; Theissen and Merz, The historical Jesus: a comprehensive guide, 2-11; S. E. Porter, The Criteria for  
Authenticity in Historical-Jesus Research. Previous Discussion and  New Proposals (JSNTSS; Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 2000), 28-123; Dunn, Jesus remembered, 67-97; J.D.G. Dunn and S. McKnight, The historical  
Jesus in recent research (Grand Rapids: Eisenbrauns, 2005).
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dissimilarity).  The  criterion  was  applied  one-sidedly  to  early  Christianity.  Traditions  which 

challenged confessions of the early church may be regarded as authentic.

With the  start  of  the  new century  this  quest  for  the  historical  Jesus  was  criticized by several 

developments, which led to a new phase in the scholarly debate.163  Through the publications of 

William Wrede it became clear that even the earliest sources (which were regarded as very helpful 

in distinguishing between the historical and kerygmatical Jesus) could not been seen as unbiased 

texts (the 'messianic secret theory' was a main factor in the creation of the gospel to Mark). K.L. 

Schmidt demonstrated the fragmentary character of the sources by noting that all traditions were 

collections of small units which had their history in the early church. Gradually it became clear 

that it was very hard to reconstruct the life of Jesus based on these prejudiced traditions. A highly 

influential thesis was Albert Schweitzer's idea that the reconstructed biographies of Jesus do more 

to clarify the world view of the author, than to provide a fair reconstruction of the historical Jesus.

As a reaction to these new results the dialectical theology (initiated by Rudolph Bultmann) arose. 

According to this theology the world and God are opposites who met each other in the coming and 

departing  of  Jesus.  Its  concern  was  the  'daß'  of  Jesus,  not  the  'was'.  Dialectical  theology 

concentrates on the works of God in the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus; thus the teachings of 

the pre-Easter Jesus became of less importance for Christian faith. The only starting point for the 

quest of the historical Jesus in this paradigm followed from the claim of Bultmann that the post-

Easter Christology was already present in the pre-Easter teachings of Jesus.

4.1.2 New Quest

In the 'New Quest', a phase in the search for the historical Jesus which flourished from the fifties to 

the eighties of the 20th century, the kerygmatic Christ was compared to the teaching of Jesus before 

his death. Was there continuity between the exalted Christ and the rabbi who gets angry in the 

Temple? Scholars in this quest were convinced that it is possible to distinguish between authentic 

and  unauthentic  sayings  of  Jesus.  It  was  regarded  as  possible  to  deduce  a  minimum  of 

unquestionable sayings. The methodological approach is characterized by their criterion of double 

differentiation: a saying can be ascribed to Jesus if it cannot be derived from Judaism and cannot 

be attributed to earliest Christianity. If the words attributed to Jesus in the Gospels differ from 

both Judaism and Christianity they are of some kind of absolute originality, and therefore they 

163 Theissen and Merz, The historical Jesus, 5-7.
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must have roots in the life of Jesus.

Other scholars found this criterion of double dissimilarity dubious. Their criticisms included the 

claims that the method of this search was not value neutral  enough, the biased preference for 

orthodox sources had not yet been eliminated, and heterodox sources were not treated equally. 

Orthodox Christianity was clearly demarcated from heterodox movements. Evaluating the New 

Quest, critics concluded that the scholars who applied the criterion of double dissimilarity had a 

theological  interest  to  differentiate  between  Judaism  and  Christianity.  A  new  phase  in  the 

academic search for Jesus could not fail to come.

4.1.3 Third Quest

The Third Quest for the historical Jesus can be distinguished by its social-historical,  instead of 

theological interests.164 Facets of the life of Jesus are directly linked to phenomena in the social 

context of Palestine. The 'Jesus movement' can be compared to renewal movements of other times 

and places. There is continuity between the life of Jesus and the circle of his earliest followers after 

his death. 

The Jesus of the 'Third Quest' is a Jew among Jews; the content of his preaching is firmly rooted in 

the Jewish tradition. In this new phase, the conviction dominates that the characteristics of the 

kerygmatic Christ are rendered by the Jewish tradition, so there is continuity from Jesus to Christ 

in this manner.

More attention than ever is paid to non-canonical sources to reconstruct the historical Jesus. The 

Gospel  of  Thomas  and  the  reconstructed  Logia  source  become  more  and  more  important, 

especially if these sources are regarded as (relatively) independent from the synoptic gospels.

The methodological criterion to differentiate between authentic and unauthentic traditions of Jesus 

is also changed. The criterion of double differentiation is succeeded by the historical criterion of 

plausibility; what is plausible in the Jewish context and makes clear the origin of Christianity, may 

be regarded as authentic.165 

164 See for an overview of scholars which might be classified as 'adherents' of the Third Quest, Wright, Jesus  
and the Victory of God, 84.

165 Sanders cites Klausner as an early prophet of this paradigm shift. The test of Klausner is (in the words of 
Sanders): '(A) good hypothesis with regard to Jesus' intention and his relationship to Judaism should (…) 
situate Jesus believably in Judaism and yet explain why the movement initiated by him eventually broke 
with  Judaism.'  Sanders,  Jesus  and  Judaism,  18. Klausner  did  not  write  about  methodology,  but  the 
connection is clear: 'Wir sehen zwei Tatsachen vor uns: erstens, daß Jesus als Jude geboren wurde, in 
Israels Mitte lebte und starb und in jeder Beziehung Jude war; zweitens aber, daß seiner Jünger und noch 
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4.2 Criterion of Historical Plausibility

Theissen, Winter and Merz have proposed a new formulation of this criterion of plausibility.166 

Their proposal illustrates that they are good examples of scholars of the New Quest. Where often 

an undefined criterion is assumed and applied, they try to outline an extensive methodology.

4.2.1 On historical authenticity

The search for the historical Jesus is often aimed at distinguishing authentic from inauthentic Jesus 

traditions.167 There are, however, a few difficulties with applying the notion of authenticity to the 

words of Jesus and the events in his life.

A  major  problem in  the  use  of  'authenticity'  is  that  we  are  not  dealing  with  relics,  but  with 

linguistic  events.  Knowledge of  content  and context  of  a  saying are  necessary to  differentiate 

between those traditions that are authentic and those that are inauthentic. To accept a saying as 

authentic one must know whether it fits its historical context, which depends on the meaning of 

the saying. A saying which is attributed to Jesus, as for example 'I came not to call righteous, but 

sinners' (Mk 2:17), changes its meaning according to whether it is an authentic Jesus tradition or 

should be attributed to one of his followers. In the former case it may enlighten Jesus vocation, 

while  in  the  latter  case,  we  are  dealing  with  a  post-Easter  christological  saying.  '(T)he 

interpretation and a judgment about a saying's authenticity mutually condition each other.'168 The 

same counts for the events in Jesus' life. The interpretations of these events make it plausible or 

implausible that they fit Jesus' Jewish context, which is a condition for authenticity. 

The search for the  ipsissima verba  of Jesus is too problematic to be continued. Problems with the 

mehr deren Jünger sich von Israel entfernten, oder vielmehr daß die übergroße Mehrheit der Juden die 
Lehre Jesu nicht annahm, sich ihm während seines ganzen Lebens widersetzte, und selbst dann nicht 
christlich  wurde,  als  schon  die  ganze  Welt  sich  immer  mehr  dem  Christentum  genähert  hatte.  Das 
Christentum wurde in Israels Mitte geboren, aber Israel als Volk hat es mit aller Macht zurückgestoßen. 
Wo liegt der Grund dafür?' Klausner, Jesus von Nazareth, 7. Wright poses that the traditional criterion of 
double dissimilarity should be replaced with a 'criterion of double similarity: when something can be 
seen to be credible (…) within first-century Judaism, and credible as the implied starting point (…) of 
something in later Christianity, there is a strong possility of our being in touch with the genuine history 
of Jesus', see Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, 132.

166 Theissen and Winter later extended and clarified this proposal, see Theissen and Winter, Die  
Kriterienfrage in der Jesusforschung: vom Differenzkriterium zum Plausibilitätskriterium. 

167 See  G.  Theissen  and  D.  Winter,  The  quest  for  the  plausible  Jesus:  the  question  of  criteria (Louisville; 
Westminster John Knox Pr, 2002), 191-200.

168 Theissen and Winter, The quest for the plausible Jesus, 194.
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ipssisima vox of Jesus came also to light too, therefore it became more and more clear that the search 

for individual authentic traditions was surrounded by too many difficulties to be central and that 

it might be more rewarding to focus on the whole life of Jesus.

At least it has become clear that every statement about the authenticity of a particular tradition 

cannot be detached from the larger picture. The more general the statement about Jesus is, the 

larger the degree of plausibility or implausibility can be. But both are inter-dependent; we 'can 

thus speak of a hermeneutical circle between the plausibility of a comprehensive picture of Jesus 

and the plausibility of evaluations about details of his ministry and message.'169  

 

4.2.2 On historical plausibility

The plausibility mentioned in the criterion is a relative plausibility and is characterized by inter-

subjectivity, probability and fallibility.170 The notion of subjectivity makes clear that a person who 

searches for the historical Jesus is personally involved in the inquiry. Theissen and Winter use the 

concept of inter-subjectivity to illustrate that a person is always part of a scholarly community.171 

With  these  communities  individual  scholars  share  their  methodology  and  suppositions.  'We 

perceive  from  the  past  that  which  we have  understood  from  the  transmitted  content  of  the 

documents and consider to be true.'172 

Probability is included in this methodology because an accepted theory is only accepted in view of 

alternative theories. One theory is more true than another theory, therefore more plausible. The 

degree of the historical plausibility of a certain tradition is always determined by an individual 

appraisal. 

A judgment of a certain theory can never be claimed to be final. '(A) judgement about plausibility 

can be falsified, and progress in academic knowledge may make it obsolete.'173 This fallibility is 

never a simplistic fallibility;  a better theory must be available.  If  a word of Jesus comes to be 

regarded as inauthentic, besides the fact that the new theory must be defended, there must also be 

an explanation as to how such an inauthentic word could take shape in earliest Christianity. This 

sophisticated falsificationism goes for the historical plausibility of both the overall picture of Jesus 

169 Theissen and Winter, The quest for the plausible Jesus, 201.
170 See Theissen and Winter, The quest for the plausible Jesus, 201-204.
171 This is comparable to reader-response theories in general: 'any reading is conditioned to at least some 

extent by the reading or interpretive community to which the individual reader belongs.' Dunn about the 
the theory of S. Fish, Dunn, Jesus remembered, 95.

172 Theissen and Winter, The quest for the plausible Jesus, 202. (Emphasis is theirs)
173 Theissen and Winter, The quest for the plausible Jesus, 203.
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and a single tradition. 

As a consequence, it becomes important within the concept of plausibility to avoid a discussion 

restricted to depicting a certain  tradition as  authentic  or  inauthentic.  Dealing with plausibility 

means trying to find an answer to the question of 'how the extant tradition may receive the most 

satisfactory historical explanation, whether this is by tracing it back to Jesus or explaining it from 

some other historical context.'174

4.2.3 Plausibility of Historical Effects

All  the  available  sources  that  might  contain  authentic  words  of  Jesus  are  part  of  the 

Wirkungsgeschichte of Jesus.175 For one part the Christian traditions and the historical Jesus have 

been  drawn apart;  a  consequence  of  this  is  that  recalcitrant  elements  deserve  special  interest. 

Another  part  of  the  traditions  might  be  coherent  with the  historical  Jesus.  The  plausibility  of 

influence has two foci. It is aimed at both incoherent and coherent elements in the traditions. 

If  a  word of  Jesus  is  handed down in the Christian tradition,  which does not  have a  specific 

Christian  touch  and  cannot  be  traced back  to  early  Christianity,  it  is  deemed to  be  probably 

authentic.176 This is comparable to the positive use of the criterion of dissimilarity towards early 

Christianity. The elements that now can be regarded as tendentious came into being because of 

(among other things) Easter experiences, the formation of the church, the mission to the Gentiles 

and  the  rise  of  a  high  Christology.  The  elements  that  contradict  the  latter  developments  are 

historically plausible.177

The plurality of early Christianity is not only a problem, but it is also a chance for reconstructing 

174 Theissen and Winter, The quest for the plausible Jesus, 204.
175 See for criterion of plausibility of historical effectsTheissen, et al, The quest for the plausible Jesus, 173-179.
176 Dunn wrote that 'any feature which is characteristic within the Jesus tradition and relatively distinctive of the  

Jesus tradition is  most likely to go back to Jesus,  that is,  to reflect the orginial  impact made by Jesus' 
teaching and actions on at least several of his first disciples.' Dunn, Jesus remembered, 333.

177 Theissen and Winter point out two problems. First,  how can we distinguish between recalcitrant and 
non-recalcitrant elements in the Jesus tradition to make a distinction between authentic and inauthentic 
elements? If a certain word of Jesus is recalcitrant in a certain layer, how do we know that this word was 
also regarded as recalcitrant in an older layer? Second, because of the plurality of early Christianity it 
may be assumed that there also was a plurality of relatively independent Christian sources. At the time 
the gospels that are available to us were written, independent sources might have been consulted. How 
do we know that 'recalcitrant elements' should be traced back to the historical Jesus and not to older, 
independent Christian sources? No definitive answers can be given. It does make clear that no uniform 
Wirkungsgeschichte existed, by reconstructing the development of different sources combined with the 
mentioned criteria, the least we can conclude is that 'we stand nearer to Jesus here than elsewhere.' See 
for discussion and examples Theissen and Winter, The quest for the plausible Jesus, 175-177.
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the  historical  Jesus.  When traditions  in  independent  sources  cohere,  they might  go  back  to  a 

historical reality. What is new in the proposal of Theissen, Merz and Winter is the position of this 

criterion among the others. The criterion of coherence was always used as a supplement to the 

criterion of double dissimilarity. Words or acts of Jesus were regarded as authentic if they cohered 

with words of Jesus which passed the test of double dissimilarity.  It  now has an independent 

function; it should be employed as a self-reliant method.178 Applying the criterion of coherence 

implies that if  particular words or acts are preserved in independent traditions,  they might be 

ascribed to the influence of the historical Jesus.

This  criterion  functions  in  several  manners:  1)  Cross-section  evidence:  If  formal  motives  and 

structures are attested multiply in independent sources, it is probable that the historical Jesus used 

these formats.179 For instance, it is very probable that Jesus told parables. 2)  Genre-constancy:  If a 

specific motive or feature is manifest in different sorts of traditions (parables, apothegms, logia et 

cetera) it may go back to the historical Jesus. 3)  Multiple attestation: If words or acts of Jesus are 

preserved  in  independent  sources180,  that  is,  if  there  are  independent  different  versions  of  a 

particular story, they may be authentic.

The  criterion  of  historical  plausibility  of  influence  combines  different  criteria.  The  criterion  of 

dissimilarity towards Christianity is combined with the criterion of recalcitrant elements. Together 

they differentiate between plausible and implausible attributions to Jesus. They focus on elements 

which make clear the distance between Jesus and early Christianity. Another criterion which is 

taken on is the criterion of coherence of sources. Hereby the coherent elements in independent 

traditions  are  used  to  retrace  the  historical  Jesus.  The  continuity  between  Jesus  and  early 

Christianity is the focal point of this aspect. 

4.2.4 Plausibility of Historical Context

To enlarge the historical plausibility of particular traditions the above discussed criterion must be 

combined with the criterion of plausibility of context.181 This criterion is also bipartite; it looks after 

178 Theissen, Jesus als historische Gestalt, 336. and Theissen and Winter, The quest for the plausible Jesus, 177.
179 'We can thus document the presence (synchronically) of recuring parabolic forms that cannot be traced 

back to a tendency in early Christianity, and which at the same time (diachronically) confirm a tendency 
to deviate from them, that is, to transmit them with nonparabolic elaborations.' Theissen and Winter, The  
quest for the plausible Jesus, 178.

180 Theissen reckons with three independent sources, Mark, Q and Thomas.
181 See for the criterion of plausibility of context, Theissen and Winter, The quest for the plausible Jesus, 179-188.
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the credibility of a tradition in the historical Jewish context of Jesus. The other focus is on the 

particular individual character of the acts and words of Jesus in this Jewish context. The criterion 

of dissimilarity towards Judaism is reformulated by this.

The criterion of dissimilarity is reformulated because it is not what cannot be retraced to Judaism 

which may be regarded as authentic, but only that which can be traced to Judaism. This criterion of 

contextual  appropriateness  makes  it  possible  to  judge whether  a  certain  reconstruction  of  the 

historical Jesus is plausible. It therefore is really helpful to find out as much as can be known about 

first century Galilee and Judea.182 The religious, sociological and psychological context of Jesus is 

consequently of great importance for the reconstructing of the historical Jesus. A tradition has a 

greater historical plausibility if this tradition is comprehensible in its historical setting.  

As a consequence for the historical Jesus, this entails that if a certain word, which is ascribed to 

Jesus, cannot be distinguished from Jewish parallels, this does not mean that the plausibility of this 

reconstructed Jesus is affected. '(C)orrespondence with its Jewish context is a necessary (though 

not a sufficient) condition for the recognition and identification of sayings as authentic sayings of 

Jesus.'183 

It  does  not  follow  from  all  this  that  Jesus  had  no  discussions  with  his  fellow  Jews.  These 

discussions  were,  however,  discussions  in  the  area  of  the  Judaism(s)  of  his  day;  it  was  not  a 

discussion with Judaism. With a critical approach of particular practices Jesus was firmly rooted in 

the  Jewish  tradition.  Jesus  was  a  Jew among Jews.  The less  Jewish  Jesus  is  portrayed  by the 

sources, the greater the chance that we deal with creations of early Christianity.

The second part of the plausibility of context is aimed at the contextual distinctiveness of Jesus. 

Although there is a connection with the criterion of double dissimilarity, differences may not be 

overlooked. The traditional criterion of double dissimilarity searched for words and acts of Jesus 

that were without parallel and that could not be derived from contemporary Judaism and early 

Christianity.184 However,  the  search  for  the  distinctiveness  of  Jesus  cannot  be  otherwise  than 

contextually bound.185 The reconstruction of the individuality of Jesus can only be plausible if this 

182 Theissen  and Winter,  The quest  for  the  plausible  Jesus, 204-207. This  does  not  signify,  as  sometimes  is 
proposed, that the options which Jesus had at his disposal should be uncovered. The pursuance of that is 
too optimistic. A more realistic alternative is to search for more general options. What can be assumed 
concerning the possibilities of a Jew in 1st century Palestine?

183 Theissen and Winter, The quest for the plausible Jesus, 207.
184 See for problems with the traditional application of this criterion Theissen and Winter,  The quest for the  

plausible Jesus, 185.
185 A 'dissimilar Jesus' is no Jesus, see Dunn, Jesus remembered, 332.
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individuality is colored by its historical context. Three phases of research are necessary to succeed 

in this search: 1) Persons and groups who were contemporaries of Jesus must be set forth.186 In 

order to reconstruct the individual profile of Jesus it is necessary to be able to compare him to 

others. 2) The search for Besonderheitsindizien is an important step in exploring the distinctiveness 

of Jesus. The presence of a Besonderheitsindiz does not guarantee the authenticity of a tradition. It is 

useful  for  the  reconstruction  of  the  distinctiveness  of  the  historical  Jesus  in  general.  3) 

Distinctiveness  means  most  of  the  time  an  original  combination  of  existing  elements.  The 

individual parts may have parallels, but the combination of these parts may lead to the contextual 

distinctiveness of Jesus.

The criterion of plausibility of historical context consists of several parts. It deals with the necessity 

of considering Jesus as a Jew among Jews. If a tradition is unthinkable in the Jewish context of first 

century CE in Palestine and Galilee, it is very improbable that the tradition is authentic. Therefore 

the  hard use  of  the  criterion  of  double  dissimilarity  to  recover  the  singularity  of  Jesus  is  not 

tenable.  There  are  some  indications  for  the  possibility  of  reconstructing  the  contextual 

distinctiveness  of  Jesus,  although  it  is  difficult  to  determine  the  historical  plausibility  of  a 

particular tradition about the distinctiveness of Jesus.  

4.2.5 Comprehensive Historical Plausibility

The  overall  picture  of  the  reconstructed  historical  Jesus  needs  coherency  to  be  plausible 

(Gesamtplausibilität).187 Not only the inner coherence of the reconstructed Jesus is required, but also 

the  coherence  of  the  reconstructed  Jesus  and  the  historical  context  of  Judaism  and  early 

Christianity is a condition for historical plausibility.188 The plausibility of historical context and 

influence  may  not  be  forgotten  in  the  reconstructed  overall  picture.  Jesus  combined  Jewish 

elements in an unconventional way189; hereby he became a cause of the exile of early Christians out 

186 Theissen  and Winter  mention  as  examples  the  Teacher  of  Righteousness,  Judas  of  Galilee,  John the 
Baptist,  the Pharisees,  the Esseens and the Sadducees.  Theissen and Winter,  The quest for the plausible  
Jesus, 185.

187 Theissen and Winter, The quest for the plausible Jesus, 188-191.
188 The preaching and 'theology' of Jesus may have incoherent facets, this does not harm the plausibility of 

the Gesamtsbild. A comparable claim is made by Dunn; the question again and again will be not simply 'Is 
this detail or that detail historically plausible/reliable?' but 'Does this particular story or teaching build 
into a coherent and consistent picture of the person who made the impact evident in the broader picture?' 
'What  was  the  impact  of  this  person  which  resulted  in  this  episode  or  saying  being  originally 
formulated?' Dunn, Jesus remembered, 334.

189 Meier brings in Beethoven as example: 'Perhaps Beethoven's uniqueness is to be located instead in the 
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of Judaism.190 Theissen and Winter summarized it in the following words:191 

'The  combination  of  different  elements  in  the  life  of  Jesus,  who  represents  a  unique 

constellation in the context of Judaism and at the same time permits the recognition of a 

meaningful  conjunction with the origin of early Christian faith that is  in the process of 

separating from Judaism – and to that extent is also 'unique' – is a criterion for historicity. 

We speak of comprehensive historical plausibility.'

4.2.6 Critiques concerning the criterion of historical plausibility

The goal of the search for the historical Jesus is regarded by many as unrealistic and unachievable. 

How  can  certainty  be  achieved  by  dividing  different  sayings  and  stories  into  categories  of 

authentic and inauthentic? If it is possible to conclude by diverse criteria that some traditions are 

older than our sources, how can be held for sure that these traditions are pre-Easter?192 Different 

methodological  approaches  have  been  tried;  each  has  had  its  own  reception,  and  none  has 

remained without critics,  including the proposal  of  Theissen and associates.  In this  paragraph 

some difficulties will be discussed.

Although Porter193 thinks that the introduction of the notion of plausibility is a useful addition to 

the debate about the criteria for the search for the historical Jesus, he is very critical of the claim 

that something new has been introduced in the discussion: 'When one looks more closely at his 

(Theissen's, SvD) programme for historical-Jesus research, however, one sees that there is a shift in 

emphasis rather than a genuine shift in method.'194 His most important critic regards the proposed 

concept of Gesamtplausibilität. According to Porter this criterion cannot be applied without a certain 

special configuration of his personality, talent, production, and career, seen as a whole in a particular 
historical context, rather than in any one aspect of his work, seen in isolation.'  Meier,  A Marginal Jew.  
Rethinking the Historical Jesus. Volume One, 174.

190 '(H)e is the cause of as historical sequence of events that lead beyond the boundary of Judaism.' Theissen 
and Winter, The quest for the plausible Jesus, 190.

191 Theissen and Winter, The quest for the plausible Jesus, 190.
192 Hollander, for example, is sceptical because of the oral phase in the history of tradition when he writes: 

'Consequently, the search for the  ipsissima vox  or the  ipsissima verba of the historical  Jesus necessarily 
comes to a dead end. In other words: the oral phase behind our gospel texts and pre-gospel sources 
makes it,  historically speaking,  impossible for us to ascribe any saying to the historical  Jesus.'  H. W. 
Hollander,  "The  Words  of  Jesus:  From  Oral  Traditions  to  Written  Record  in  Paul  and  Q,"  Novum 
Testamentum 42 (2000): 354.

193  Porter, The Criteria for  Authenticity in Historical-Jesus Research, 113-123.
194  Porter, The Criteria for  Authenticity in Historical-Jesus Research, 121.
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amount  of  authentic  traditions.  In  order  to  distinguish  between  authentic  and  inauthentic 

traditions Theissen is forced to use the traditional criteria. It seems that Porter has forgotten the, by 

him acclaimed, notion of plausibility. An overall  picture of the historical Jesus is  not plausible 

because  some  authentic  traditions  cohere.  If  this  were  the  case,  it  indeed  would  have  been 

necessary to apply the traditional criteria. However, the overall picture of the historical Jesus is 

more plausible if the plausibilities of reconstructed parts of the life of the historical Jesus cohere. And 

the plausibilities of the reconstructed parts of the life of the historical Jesus are enlarged by the 

plausibility of the Gesamtsbild. The methodological change in the new proposal is not understood 

in its full sense by Porter. It is not possible to consider certain individual traditions as certainly 

authentic.  Closest  are  those  elements  which  are  recalcitrant  in  the  early  Christian  tradition. 

Because of problems with this criterion it is impossible to obtain an absolute minimum to which 

the criterion of coherence can be employed. This endeavour is consequently abandoned by this 

new formulation. The traditional criteria have not been abandoned completely together with their 

traditional goal, but are formulated in a more positive manner.195 Because the search is no longer 

for authentic elements but rather for a plausible picture of the historical Jesus, the criteria are used 

in a probabilistic mode. This means that all-important is the plausibility of the larger image of the 

historical Jesus. At stake are both sayings and stories; in depicting Jesus as apocalyptic prophet, 

wisdom teacher, healer and exorcist, one tries to prevent oneself from partiality.

The  concept  of  plausibility  is  another  difficult  issue  for  Porter.  It  is  unclear  to  him  how  the 

introduction of plausibility is to be understood and how it functions. Unfortunately Porter himself 

is not clear in his hesitation. Plausibility is worked out by Theissen and Winter with the help of the 

notions of inter-subjectivity, probability and fallibility.196

According  to  Tom  Holmén  the  criterion  of  double  dissimilarity  which  Theissen  resists,  is 

superseded by a new version of the criterion.197 In the newer versions it is  used only to claim 

authenticity for a tradition; it cannot be used to claim inauthenticity. The criterion can only be used 

if some dissimilarity is present. At all other instances the criterion cannot function. Holmén brings 

195 Therefore  the  following  statement  of  Porter  seems  inappropiate  to  me:  'Much  of  Theissen's  reaction 
against the criterion of dissimilarity is against the double form, which (...) has already come under serious 
attack. Nevertheless, he ends up preserving the criterion of double dissimilarity, even if it is in a modified 
form.' Porter,  The  Criteria  for   Authenticity  in  Historical-Jesus  Research.  Previous  Discussion  and  New 
Proposals, 121.

196  I will not repeat what has been said before.
197 T. Holmén,  "Doubts about Double Dissimilarity:  Restructuring the Main Criterion of Jesus-of-History 

Research," in Authenticating the Words of Jesus (eds. B. Chilton and C. A. Evans; Leiden: Brill, 1999), 
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up Meyer's  criticism of  the  criterion  of  double  dissimilarity.198 According  to  both of  them the 

dissimilarity towards Judaism is unavailing. In the search for the historical Jesus it is assumed that 

early Christians would not invent traditions that were against their own interests, regardless of 

whether these traditions had a relationship to Judaism or other religions. Dissimilarity towards 

Christianity  is  therefore  sufficient  for  claiming  authenticity.  The  only  possibility  of  inventing 

traditions that is relevant for applying the criterion of double dissimilarity is the inventing of those 

traditions that were against the interest of earliest Christianity. No traditions were invented which 

cohered with the Jewish context, but were opposed to Christian interests. Traditions that were not 

deviant from contextual Judaism and not against the interests of early Christianity are not part of 

the criterion of dissimilarity. As the dissimilarity towards Judaism should not be included in the 

criterion of dissimilarity, the picture of Jesus will be less biased (less anti-Jewish). 

This keen observation does not, however, affect the criterion of historical plausibility. The criterion 

of double dissimilarity is not applied in a manner as described by Holmén. It is not applied as a 

strict guide for asserting authenticity for a certain tradition. It is used to reconstruct a plausible 

picture of the historical Jesus:  that which is plausible in the Jewish context and makes clear the 

origin of Christianity may be part of the Gesamtplausibilität. In the model of Theissen et.al. even the 

criterion of dissimilarity towards Judaism is somehow abolished, only the traditions which sound 

Jewish might  be regarded as  historically  plausible:  'Was 'jüdisch'  plausibel  ist,  genießt  für  die 

Rückführung auf Jesus hohe historische Plausibilität.'199

In his book 'Jesus remembered' James Dunn struggles with the methodological problem of how the 

object of the Jesus research should be formulated. Are we searching for an objective biography of 

Jesus the Jew, the earliest layers of the traditions known to us, and what can be said about the 

different phases in the formation of the tradition? According to Dunn neither the Jesus as he knew 

himself, nor an objective perspective, is retrievable. What is retrievable is the impression (impact) 

that the earliest followers got of Jesus, the events and teachings200 that have been preserved in the 

Jesus tradition.201 We cannot find another Jesus than the Jesus who made this impact, behind which 
198 Holmén, Doubts about Double Dissimilarity: Restructuring the Main Criterion of Jesus-of-History Research, 52.
199 Theissen  and  Winter,  Die  Kriterienfrage  in  der  Jesusforschung:  vom  Differenzkriterium  zum 

Plausibilitätskriterium, 211.
200 'If I am right, however, what we are looking at in the Jesus tradition, and what we are looking for through 

the Jesus tradition, is one whose mission was remembered for a number of features, each illustrated by 
stories  and  teaching  and  performed  in  the  disciple  circles  and  church  gatherings,  though  not  yet 
(properly speaking) 'documented' (the literary paradigm).' Dunn, Jesus remembered, 332.

201 Dunn,  Jesus remembered, 329. 'In short, there is a 'historical Jesus', or better, a historic Jesus, who is the 
legitimate and possible goal of further questing. Not a quasi-objective Jesus, Cynic or otherwise, who 
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it is impossible to look.202 As a consequence of this impact the Christian community arose. This 

community is not only a safeguard of the impact of Jesus; it is also part of the impact itself.203 The 

traditions were originally preserved orally; by and in the performative variations in the tradition, 

we can still  hear  the  stories  as  they  have  been  told  in  the  earliest  phases.  'The  only realistic 

objective for any 'quest of the historical Jesus' is Jesus remembered.'204 I wonder what is new in this 

proposal. It is broadly recognized that the Jesus of the historical quest is not identical to the Jesus 

as he knew himself  and was known by his relatives,  friends et cetera.  As example,  E.P. Meier 

distinguishes  between  the  real  and  the  historical  Jesus.205 The  real  Jesus  is  unknown  and 

unknowable to us. The sources are too restricted, with only a couple of sayings and stories from 

only a year of three or four having been preserved. These sources do not intend to supply the 

necessary  elements  which  are  required  for  a  historical  biography.  The  historical  Jesus  is  a 

construct, but the only realistic object of the search. To Meier this historical Jesus may have some 

elements in common with the real Jesus but nothing more.206 For Dunn the gap between the real 

Jesus and the remembered Jesus is unbridgeable. To Meier it is not possible to know how much the 

historical  Jesus  covers  the  real  Jesus.  The  addition  of  Dunn  to  the  discussion  only  gives  a 

clarification or new formulation of the object of the search of the historical Jesus.  That is,  it is 

impossible  to  retrieve  anything as  historical  older  than the  Jesus  as  he  is  remembered by his 

earliest followers.207 

may or may not be significant for Christian faith. But the Jesus who historically speaking was significant 
for the first flowering of Christian faith. Such a quest, I believe, has good hope of success.'  Dunn,  Jesus  
remembered, 335.

202 'The primary formative force in shaping the Jesus tradition was the impact made by Jesus during his 
mission on his first disciples.' Dunn, Jesus remembered 882. This impact was the impact of the call to faith 
in pre-Easter times.  

203 'The impact itself, in large part, took the form of tradition.' 'That impact-expressed-in-verbal-formulation 
was itself the beginning of the Jesus tradition proper (...) as the disciple groups met together to share that 
tradition,  no  doubt  regularly  in  the  context  of  the  shared  meals  which  had  themselves  been  so 
characteristic of Jesus' mission.' Dunn, Jesus remembered, 883.

204 Dunn, Jesus remembered, 335.
205 Meier, A Marginal Jew. Rethinking the Historical Jesus. Volume One 21-40. See for confusions and restriction 

of the German distinction between 'historisch'  and 'geschichtlich',  Meier,  A Marginal  Jew.  Rethinking the  
Historical Jesus. Volume One, 26-31.

206 Meier, A Marginal Jew. Rethinking the Historical Jesus. Volume One, 25.
207 Theissen wrote a hermeneutic essay regarding this gap: 'Kriterien der Jesusforschung und der garstig 

breite Graben der Geschichte: Hermeneutische Aspekte der Kriterienfrage' in  Theissen and Winter,  Die  
Kriterienfrage in der Jesusforschung: vom Differenzkriterium zum Plausibilitätskriterium, 233-269. Hermeneutic 
consciousness  has  two  implications:  'Einerseits  macht  sie  die  unausweichliche  Veränderung  unseres 
Verhältnisses  zur  Vergangenheit  durch  das  moderne  Bewußtsein  bewußt.  Andererseits  stellt  sie  die 
Frage, was trotz des relativierenden historischen Bewußtseins weiterhin Geltung besitzt.' (234) According 
to Theissen theology cannot do otherwise than accommodate the plausible nature of the reconstructed 
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4.3 Criteria for the Historical Jesus  and the Tax 
Contractors. An Orientation.
In the previous section the methodological tools for approaching the historical Jesus have been 

discussed.  In  this  subdivision  preparations  for  the  next  chapter  will  be  made.  What  can  be 

expected when the criterion of historical plausibility is applied as method to those traditions that 

narrate the relationship between Jesus and the tax contractors? What is plausible in the Jewish 

context and makes clear the origin of Christianity may be regarded as authentic. If we want to 

know whether the reconstructed Jesus had a relation (and if so, how it should be characterized) 

with  tax  contractors,  the  stories  and  sayings  of  Jesus  that  deal  with  this  content  should  be 

examined on their plausibility of both context and influence.

As Winter and Theissen made clear, a proposed reconstruction of the attitude of Jesus towards the 

tax contractors should, and it can not be otherwise, be qualified by inter-subjectivity, probability 

and fallibility. My hypotheses will not be the final words on the subject. And if it is necessary to 

minimize the plausibility of a certain tradition about τελῶναι, this does not go without proposing 

how that tradition (if non-authentic) came into existence.  

One part of the criterion deals with the Jewish context of Jesus. With the so-called Third Quest the 

Jewishness of Jesus regained its importance. Whatever Jesus might have been, it is certain that 

Jesus was a Jew. Therefore his sayings and behaviour should be understandable at least on some 

level for his fellow Jews. The reconstructed connection between Jesus and the τελῶναι should be 

conceivable  in  its  context.  Although  no  straightforward  identical  parallel  of  his  behaviour  is 

required, the plausibility of authenticity is increased if Jesus can be placed, including his criticized 

association with tax contractors, in a contemporary discussion. He may advocate a new position in 

this discussion (or make a new combination of existing elements), but the reconstruction should be 

plausible  in  its  historical  context.  By  comparing  the  traditions  concerning  Jesus  and  the  tax 

contractors to the attitude of other Jews towards them the degree of plausibility might become 

Jesus. The hypothetical character of every reconstruction brings along an awareness of the possibility that 
it  could also  be another  way.  This  makes clear  that  there is  something about  which  hypotheses  are 
developed.  Certainty  of  'daß'  follows  from  the  hypothetical  'was'.  The  plausible  nature  of  the 
reconstructed Jesus can also be accommodated, because of the hypothetical nature of all existence. Not 
only is our knowledge characterized by plausibility, but everything is characterized by trial and error. 
The whole of Christian religion is falsifiable, this might tone down the problems with the hypothetical 
nature of the reconstructed Jesus. Another way of cushioning the hypothetical character is an aesthetic 
approach of Jesus. 'Dichtung versöhnt mit der Überholbarkeit unseres Wissens.' (269) Theissen locates the 
final comfort in faith. Belief in the God of the Gospel is believing that God accepts us with our fallible 
knowledge.
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clear.  Historical  information  regarding  the  social  and  economical  class  of  τελῶναι  is  another 

essential  part  in  finding  out  whether  a  tradition  is  historically  plausible.  The  information 

assembled in chapter I will be used as manual. 

The second part of the criterion deals with the (dis)continuity between Jesus and early Christianity. 

By comparing the teachings of Jesus to the teachings of the early church coherent and incoherent 

elements  might  come  to  light.  These  coherent  and  incoherent  elements  might  help  in 

reconstructing  a  historical  plausible  account  of  the  origin  of  those  traditions  that  preserved 

information about Jesus' affiliation with τελῶναι. In the criterion of plausibility of influence the 

criterion of dissimilarity towards Christianity and the criterion of recalcitrant elements are brought 

together.  What makes clear the origin of Christianity may be considered as authentic. To know in 

how much it is historically plausible that Jesus associated himself with tax contractors in a certain 

manner, it is necessary to search for elements in this reconstruction that might have been one of the 

occasions that led to the development of Christianity. The handling of incoherent elements might 

be important for the underlying question. If Jesus was a glutton, a drunkard and a friend of tax 

contractors and sinners, and he already was accused by contemporary Jews because of this, than 

this tradition might be unwelcome to early Christians.  It  might be a good example of the just 

mentioned recalcitrant elements. In order to gain a more solid footing it will be necessary to search 

for information about the orientation of the early Christians towards tax contractors and other 

people with comparable professions and social ranks.

The  search  for  the  attitude  of  the  historical  Jesus  towards  τελῶναι  may  not  be  limited  to 

evaluation of the authenticity of separate traditions. The object of research is a full picture. The 

most important question to answer is the following: how should the relation between Jesus and the 

tax contractors be set out to be historically most plausible? The authenticity of a particular saying 

of Jesus regarding τελῶναι is of secondary concern.  The overall picture needs coherency to be 

plausible. Not only the inner coherence of the reconstructed attitude of Jesus towards τελῶναι is 

required,  but  the  coherence  of  this  relation  and  the  historical  context  of  Judaism  and  early 

Christianity is a condition for historical plausibility. Also important is the relation between the 

reconstructed fellowship with tax contractors and the overall picture of the historical Jesus in all its 

complexity.
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PART FIVE –  JESUS  AND  THE TAX 
CONTRACTORS
5.0 Introduction
Τελῶναι and Jesus are brought together in the synoptic gospels in several different genres and 

sources. Our sources describe meetings between Jesus and tax contractors; tax contractors are used 

as central figures in his parables and as examples in his ethical admonitions. In this chapter all the 

pericopae  will  be  discussed in  which  one  or  more  τελῶναι  is  of  any  significance.  Questions 

concerning the history of development, the historical context and the conceivable interpretations 

will receive attention. All of this is done in the perspective of the criterion of historical plausibility, 

that  is,  the  plausibilities  of  historical  context  and  historical  effects.  Not  all  traditions  can  be 

discussed in the same way; depending on the source and its format, sections may differ in their 

outline.

5.1 Stories of fellowship

5.1.0 Introduction to the Calling of Levi in Mark 2:13-17

The story of the calling of Levi is placed right after the start of the ministry of Jesus in the gospel of 

Mark.208 After his baptism by John, the temptation by the devil and the arrest of John, Jesus starts 

to  teach  (1:15):  'Πεπλήρωται  ὁ  καιρὸς  καὶ  ἤγγικεν  ἡ  βασιλεία  τοῦ  θεοῦ·  μετανοεῖτε  καὶ 

πιστεύετε  ἐν  τῷ εὐαγγελίῳ.'  In  this  outline  of  his  program,  Jesus  as  reconstructed  by  Mark 

combines the call to repentance, which makes clear to the reader the relation between John and 

Jesus (see 1:4),  and the notion of the kingdom.209 The teaching of Jesus begins along the Sea of 

Galilee, where the calling of Simon and Andrew (1:16-18: 'Δεῦτε ὀπίσω μου') and the calling of 

208 See for discussion of this text  R. Pesch, "Das Zöllnergastmahl (Mk 2, 15-17)," in  Mélanges Bibliques en  
hommage au R.P. Béda Rigaux (eds. A. Descamps andde R. P. A. Halleux; Leuven: Duculot, 1970), 63-88; P. 
Fiedler,  Jesus  und die  Sünder (Bern:  Lang,  1976),  119-129;  E.  Arens,  The  Elthon-sayings  in  the  Synoptic  
Tradition: A historico-critical Investigation (Freiburg: Universitätsverlag, 1976), 28-63; A. Y. Collins,  Mark 
(Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress, 2007), 189-196.

209 The notion of the kingdom is not explained yet in the gospel so far and will not become as plain as the 
notion of repentance in this gospel either. The question to what extent the meaning of 'kingdom of God' 
was presumed to be known by the reader is interesting, but cannot be discussed here.
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James  and John (1:19-20:  'καὶ  εὐθὺς ἐκάλεσεν  αὐτούς')  are  situated.  Together  they went into 

Capernaum (1:21). In the local synagogue the first opposition between Jesus and the Jewish leaders 

is recorded (1:22): 'ἦν γὰρ διδάσκων αὐτοὺς ὡς ἐξουσίαν ἔχων καὶ οὐχ ὡς οἱ γραμματεῖς.' The 

new teaching is spread throughout the region of Capernaum (1:29). In this synagogue the first 

exorcism takes place (1:23-25). Hereafter in the house of Simon, Jesus cures Simon's mother-in-law 

(1:29-31).  More healings and exorcisms are mentioned in 1:32-34.  From here on Jesus'  mission 

expands beyond the boundaries of Capernaum (1:35-39). Jesus' fame becomes more well known by 

the healing of a leper (1:40-45). In 2:1 Jesus returns to Capernaum and heals a paralytic. Although 

the scribes do not utter their reservations in public, the first face-to-face confrontation between 

Jesus  and the scribes  takes  place  in this  context  (2:7):  'Τί  οὗτος  οὕτως λαλεῖ;  βλασφημεῖ·  τίς 

δύναται ἀφιέναι ἁμαρτίας εἰ μὴ εἷς ὁ θεός;'.

All this has been narrated when the narrator recounts the story of the call of Levi and the related 

discussion of Jesus and the scribes of the Pharisees. It is the first of a sequence of controversy-

dialogues.210 Because of the clear association of Jesus with the tax contractors, this story is one of 

the most important passages for our research. At this point it is most extensively told that Jesus 

had  table-fellowship  with  tax  contractors,  and  this  fellowship  is  even  explained  to  critical 

outsiders. Several elements in this story are elaborations of topics earlier mentioned in the gospel: 

the mission statement of Jesus (1:15) is worked out;  the relation between Jesus and the Jewish 

leaders (1:22 and 2:7) is clarified; and the fifth disciple is called.

5.1.1 The tradition and its Jewish context

Various reasons are given in defence of and against the historical plausibility of the story. It is 

claimed that because there is no lack of time and place, it might be concluded that we are not 

dealing with a tradition formulated as a reaction to problems in early Christianity and therefore 

might  regard  it  as  a  authentic  tradition.211 Pesch  calls  it  a  'konkrete  Überlieferung';  he  also 

considers the lack of interest regarding problems in the Christian congregations an argument for 

210 Mk 2:1-3:6. According to Pesch were 2:15-3:6 part of a pre-Markan collection, Mark added to it the story 
of the verses 2:1-12 and constructed the verses 13 and 14 to create a smooth narrative, see  Pesch,  Das 
Zöllnergastmahl  (Mk  2,  15-17), 149-151. For  a  good overview  of  the  many  positions  scholars  assume 
regarding the possibility of reconstructing a pre-Markan collection of stories, see Collins, Mark 181-183.

211 Although the historical happening may have received a new meaning in the Christian community, see for 
example  (discussing  the  Matthean  parallel)  E.  Ottenheijm,  The  Shared  Meal  -  a  Therapeutical  Device, 
(forthcoming, N.T.).
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authenticity.212 Since most of the time no description of place is given with apophthegms, cases in 

which  places  are  mentioned  deserve  special  attention.  As  Capernaum  is  mentioned  here  and 

locating a tax office in Capernaum might only be imaginable until 39 CE, it might be plausible that 

the combination of tax contractors and table-fellowship is older than the Markan gospel.213 These 

arguments and their counter arguments will be discussed below, a concise examination of the text 

as preserved will precede them.

5.1.1.1 Form critical analysis

Before anything can be said about the historicity of the table-fellowship as described in Mark 2:13-

17 and parallels,  it  is  necessary to have a look at the story as it  is  preserved. If  the story is  a 

construction of the gospel author in which he combined independent elements and formats, then 

the story needs another approach than if it is plausible that the story existed as such before the 

author wrote his gospel.214 If the story is a combination by the gospel author based on the format of 

the calling of disciples (as in 1:16-18), the format of table-fellowship, a separate saying of Jesus 

without context (the saying about the physician 2:17) and conventional opponents (in this case the 

scribes of the Pharisees), then the focus of the investigation is aimed more at theological goals of 

the gospel  author than at  reconstructing the historical  Jesus.  A substantial number of scholars 

regard the origin of  the pericope in the way just  described;  therefore their  arguments  will  be 

discussed in this paragraph.

Verse 13 seems to be an editorial instrument to connect the preceding to what follows. The words 

'πάλιν' and 'τὴν θάλασσαν' refer to the passing of the Sea of Galilee in 1:16. The verses 2:14-16 are 

comparable to 1:16-20 in both genre and setting.215 Some verbal forms of 2:14 are the same as those 

of 1:16 ('παράγων ' and 'εἶδεν'), others differ (the 'λέγει' of 2:14 is in present tense while 'εἶπεν' of 

212 Pesch, however, does nuance his thesis. By the sequential mentioning of 'sinners' and the saying about 
the  physician,  it  becomes  clear  how  the  object  of  interest  for  the  early  church  changed  from  tax 
contractors to sinners in general. See  R. Pesch,  Das Markus-Evangelium. 1. Teil (Herders Theologischer 
Kommentar zum Neuen Testament; Freiburg: Herder, 1984), 164. But this regards a later version of the 
story.

213 G. Theissen,  Lokalkolorit  und Zeitgeschichte  in  den Evangelien:  ein  Beitrag zur Geschichte  der  synoptischen  
Tradition (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1989), 127. This argument of Theissen will be discussed 
extensively later on. 

214 Cf. the consequences of a changing view on the origin of a tradition for its interpretation as stated in 
section 4.2. 

215 See also Collins, Mark, 190.
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1:16 is in aorist tense).216 'καὶ ἐδίδασκεν αὐτούς' recalls the teaching of Jesus, of which is already 

spoken in 1:21-28 and 1:39. 

The controversy-dialogue (2:15-17) is thus preceded by two redactional scenes. Verse 13 seems to 

be constructed as an introduction to the calling of Levi in verse 14.  Collins goes even further, 

contending that it is likelier that the verses 13-14 are constructed as an introduction to 15-17.217 

That  the  story  of  table-fellowship  with  tax  contractors  and  sinners  might  have  had  its  own 

independent history is also supported by the 'καί γίνεται' of verse 15.218 The name of Levi might 

originally have been preserved with the story of verses 15-17.219 If so, then the calling of Levi is 

probably a late construction based on the combination of calling stories (1:16) and the story of the 

table-fellowship (2:15-17).220 This seems to be plausible. According to Pesch, the story about the 

table-fellowship with tax contractors 'ist ein apophthegmenartig auf die Antwort Jesu zugespitztes 

Streitgespräch'221 This story is well constructed: first an offensive situation is depicted (verse 15), 

followed by criticism by opponents (verse 16) and concluded by Jesus’ response to their criticism 

(verse 17). A unity of these verses in the Markan source may be assumed, even though they may 

have been reworked by Mark.

The two sayings of Jesus in verse 17 have been an important focus of discussion; it has been argued 

216 In both situations the disciple is called to follow Jesus from his professional setting.
217 See for this opinion Collins, Mark, 191.
218 Which is also preserved by Matthew (9:10),  but deleted by Luke (5:29), see also  Fiedler,  Jesus und die  

Sünder, 119.
219 Verse 15a is not comprehensible in itself. It is unclear to whom the words 'αὐτὸν' and 'αὐτοῦ' refer. Do 

they refer to Jesus or to Levi? It seems obvious that Jesus is meant by 'αὐτὸν', but the right understanding 
of 'αὐτοῦ' might be more complex. Do they enter the house of Levi or Jesus' house? It is most plausible 
that at least Mark (but Matthew and Luke also) interpreted it as the house of Levi, referring to the tax 
office (τὸ τελώνιον) of verse 14. See for example Collins, Mark, 191. Pesch reconstructs the opening verse 
in the older version of the story as: 'Καὶ γίνεται κατακεῖσθαι αὐτὸν ἐν τῇ οἰκίᾳ Λευὶ τοῦ Ἁλφαίου', 
Pesch,  Das Zöllnergastmahl (Mk 2,  15-17), 72. In the synoptic parallel in Matthew, the name of Levi is 
changed into Matthew, and after the name of Matthew in the list of apostles his profession 'tax contractor' 
is added (Mat 10:3). I think it implausible that this correction of Matthew (or an early copyist, see Meier) 
has any significance for the reconstruction of Jesus' table-fellowship with tax contractors; the change of 
Levi into Matthew is quite comprehensible,  even though the precise motive is  untraceable,  see  W. D. 
Davies and D. C. Allison Jr,  The Gospel according to St Matthew. Volume II (ICC; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 
1991),  98-99; J.  P.  Meier,  A Marginal  Jew.  Rethinking the  Historical  Jesus.  Volume Three:  Companions and  
Competitors. (New York: Doubleday, 2001), 201. If the author of the gospel knew that Matthew was a tax 
contractor and therefore combined the list of apostles with the calling of a tax contractor (see Luz,  Das 
Evangelium  nach  Matthäus.  2.  Mt.  8-17,  42-43), then  this  tradition  is  a  separate  attestation  of  Jesus' 
fellowship with tax contractors. This can, unfortunately, not be proved or disproved.

220 See also Pesch, Das Markus-Evangelium. 1. Teil, 164; Fiedler, Jesus und die Sünder 120. The calling of a single 
disciple is probably a later form, compared to the calling of a couple. Cf. Luke 5:10 and John 1:43.

221 Pesch, Das Markus-Evangelium. 1. Teil, 164.
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whether  these  two  sayings  were  part  of  Mark's  source  or  not.  According  to  Pesch  it  can  be 

assumed:  'Daß  bereits  beide  Sprüche  (V.  17bc)  im  vormarkinischen  Text  zum  Antwort  Jesu 

gehörten, kann nicht bezweifelt werden.'222 He also concludes about an earlier stage: 'V. 17c muß 

also  als  Abschluß  der  ältesten  Fassung  von  Mk  2,15-17  gelten.'223 These  two  sayings  will  be 

discussed below at some length.

As has  been described in  chapter  two,  William Walker  regarded the  story  as  a  fabrication of 

Mark.224 The story is too incredible and composed too badly to be older than the gospel of Mark.225 

The saying of Jesus about the physician circulated independently and was embedded by Mark in 

this  story.  The saying is  also preserved in early  Christianity independently.226 The other older 

element in this story is the charge that Jesus ate with tax contractors and sinners.227 As this charge 

is  mentioned as  an insult  to  Jesus,  it  should not  be  concluded that  Jesus  was  a  friend of  tax 

contractors based on this text.228

222 Pesch, Das Zöllnergastmahl (Mk 2, 15-17), 73.
223 Pesch, Das Zöllnergastmahl (Mk 2, 15-17), 75.
224 Walker, Jesus and the Tax Collectors, 232-233. Walker agrees in this with Bultmann, see R. Bultmann, Die  

Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1967), 16. See also Kathleen 
Corley who wrote an interesting paper regarding the women with whom Jesus had table-fellowship, K. 
E. Corley, "Jesus' Table Practice: Dining with 'Tax Collectors and Sinners', including Women," SBLSP 32 
(1993):  In the larger cultural context of the Roman Empire at the time of Jesus the participation of women 
in communal meals was rising. As conservative men were unhappy with this novelty, they started to 
depict those women as 'slaves', 'courtesans' and 'prostitutes', regardless of their social status. According 
to Corley tax contractors and sinners are directly associated with prostitutes. The phrase 'tax contractors 
and sinners'  is  only used to depict  some persons as opponents,  it  is  'a  topos in  Greco-Roman Jewish 
polemic'.  Corley,  Jesus'  Table  Practice:  Dining  with  'Tax  Collectors  and  Sinners',  including  Women, 447. 
According to her it is unlikely that Jesus dined with real tax contractors.
To Corley it is clear that women were part of the group of 'sinners'. (Important for her argumentation is 
the text Mt 21:31-32, which mentions tax contractors and prostitutes.) That Jesus dined even with women 
makes him 'a participant in the social progressivism of his day, as were Cynics and others who allowed 
women to attend philosophical symposia or other public meals.' As women of lower classes were used to 
have table-fellowship with men, it is clear to Corley that the women we are dealing with had a more 
wealthy background. The women were members of the retainer, priestly or merchant class. 'As members 
of a priestly class, social groups such as Pharisees and scribes would have expected peasant women to 
serve and be present for meals, or for slavewomen and prostitutes to join men at dinner. They would not 
have expected women from their own class to participate in meals in this manner, except perhaps at 
Passover.' Corley, Jesus' Table Practice: Dining with 'Tax Collectors and Sinners', including Women, 457.

225 Luke and Matthew change things  a  little  to  make it  more  credible.  Only  Luke can  make this  story 
comprehensible according to Walker.

226 The second part of the saying is quoted in II Clement as scripture (II Clem. 2:4), see also Barn. 5:9 and 
Just. Apol. I, 15:8. 

227 Walker, Jesus and the Tax Collectors, 230ff.
228 Just as the rest of the insults that are preserved in Mat 11:18-19a and Luke 7:33-34 are not to be taken 

seriously by the readers of the gospel: ἐλήλυθεν γὰρ Ἰωάννης ὁ βαπτιστὴς μὴ ἐσθίων ἄρτον μήτε 
πίνων οἶνον,  καὶ λέγετε,  Δαιμόνιον ἔχει·  ἐλήλυθεν ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐσθίων καὶ  πίνων,  καὶ 
λέγετε,  Ἰδοὺ ἄνθρωπος φάγος  καὶ  οἰνοπότης,  φίλος  τελωνῶν  καὶ  ἁμαρτωλῶν.'  (Lukean version) 
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Although Walker  has  some strong arguments  and even shares  the  methodological  premise  of 

sophisticated  falsificationism  discussed  in  chapter  three,  by  explaining  how  this  inauthentic 

tradition came into being in earliest Christianity, but I will give the story some credit. There are 

several reasons why the tradition that Jesus ate with tax contractors is historically plausible; those 

will be discussed in the next section. In section 5.1.1.2 I will discuss the format of the tradition and 

possible consequences of this format for the reconstruction of the historical Jesus. In 5.1.1.3 the 

presence of a tax contractor and a tax office in Capernaum will be discussed. The question of the 

right understanding of the table-fellowship and its contextual plausibility will be treated in 5.1.1.4. 

A short excursus about Jesus' table-fellowship with a Pharisee in Luke 7:36-50 will be the topic of 

the section 5.1.1.5. In 5.1.1.6 the question of the presence of Pharisees as contemporaries of Jesus in 

Galilee will be answered. The possibility of the authenticity of the ἦλθον-saying will be discussed 

in 5.1.1.7, and in 5.1.1.8 the combination of 'τελῶναι' and 'ἁμαρτωλοὶ' will receive the attention it 

deserves. In all these sections I will seek to answer the question of how the story of the table-

fellowship with tax contractors should be understood to be credible in its Jewish context.

At this point I conclude that there are several solid arguments against the unity of verses 13 to 17. 

Verses 13 and 14 are most plausibly an editorial introduction to verses 15-17. The latter verses were 

part  of  the  Markan source.  I  think it  impossible  to  determine  whether  the  name of  Levi  was 

preserved with this earlier source or not. Even if 13-14 are an editorial introduction to the story 

based  upon  the  calling  of  disciples  in  1:16-20,  this  does  not  rule  out  the  possibility  that  the 

information which can be attested in these verses is of historical value. 

5.1.1.2 Form of tradition and authenticity

Jesus' words in verse 17 ('Οὐ χρείαν ἔχουσιν οἱ ἰσχύοντες ἰατροῦ ἀλλ’ οἱ κακῶς ἔχοντες· οὐκ 

ἦλθον καλέσαι δικαίους ἀλλὰ ἁμαρτωλούς.') fit well into the category of apophthegms229, which 

consist for the greatest part  out of controversy-dialogues.  The form in which the discussion is 

preserved  is,  according  to  Bultmann,  familiar  to  another  collection  of  writings: 'Diese  Art  zu 

More will be said about these verses in paragraph 5.2.2.
229 In the debate both the terms apophthegms and chrias are used. The difference between both words may 

be: apophthegms are focused on the author of the sayings, and for chrias the context to which sayings are 
applied are of  more importance.  Apophthegms can have a narrative framework or can be preserved 
without context. See Theissen, Lokalkolorit und Zeitgeschichte in den Evangelien, 119; Theissen and Merz, The  
historical Jesus: a comprehensive guide, 191. Because of the focus on the person of Jesus in the gospels I will 
use the word apophthegm.
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disputieren ist die typisch rabbinische.'230 Bultmann gives ten examples in which rabbis answer a 

question with a counter question. He does also encounter the question of whether the synoptic 

examples  of  such apophthegms could also  be understood without  the direct  context.  In other 

words, is it possible that the apophthegms had a history independent of the context? According to 

Bultmann, this might be possible for Jesus' word in Mk 2:17, which is comprehensible without the 

narrative composition and might have been preserved individually before the story was written as 

a whole.231 Verses 15-17 are composed to give the word of Jesus a context. The composition is, 

however,  unconvincing to Bultmann. It is unclear from where and why the scribes came and  at 

what moment the scribes met the disciples (was this during or after the meal?).232

Theissen contends that Bultmann overvalues the Jewish character of the apophthegms. There are 

also  variants  of  non-Jewish  apophthegms  and  chrias  in  Antiquity.233 In  both  contexts  the 

apophthegms provide a critical view of conventions and other 'self-evident' opinions. Therefore 

they are widely used in the cynic tradition. The Jesus traditions differ in the way they portray the 

persons involved. Opponents of Jesus are neither anonymous people nor famous individuals such 

as Alexander the Great. Also the individuality of Jesus is not as important as in other traditions; 

Jesus is a (more correct may be: the) representative of a group, which he forms with his disciples.234 

A distinction between the apophthegms of Jesus and the rabbinic traditions is that in the latter 

opponents of each other have a comparable strength of argumentation. In the Hellenistic parallels 

the argumentation of the opponents is as weak as often is the case in the Christian traditions. Even 

if one wants to deny this opposition and claim that there are parallels in the Rabbinical literature, 

than the format cannot be used as an argument for its Jewish context of origin

According to Bultmann the existence of parallel forms in rabbinic literature has no consequences 

for the authenticity of the apophthegms. It only makes clear that parts of the synoptic traditions 

230 R. Bultmann,  Die Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition. Mit einem Nachwort von Gerd Theissen. (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1995), 42.

231 Bultmann,  Die Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition, 48-49. Bultmann thinks that stories most of the time 
were composed based on words of Jesus: 'Jedenfalls (...) haben in allgemeinen die Worte eine Situation 
erzeugt,  nicht  umgekehrt.'  With  regard  to  Mk 2:17  Bultmann  is  quite  sure  that  Jesus'  word had an 
independent history. Bultmann, Die Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition, 16.

232 See also Collins, Mark, 192, although she thinks it is quite comprehensible how rumours get around in a 
small village such as Capernaum. The plausibility of Pharisees in Galilee will be discussed below.

233 Theissen,  Lokalkolorit und Zeitgeschichte in den Evangelien, 121-123 and 128-131; Theissen and Merz,  The  
historical  Jesus, 192. See  especially  Theissen's  overview  over  the  scholarly  debate  after  Bultmann  as 
postscript in Bultmann, Die Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition, 433-435.

234 This might be more comprehensible when these traditions are situated in their historical  Sitz im Leben, 
namely, as traditions formulated by the Jesus movement.

67



have  their  roots  in  the  early  Palestinian  Jesus  movement.235 If  something  of  the  controversy-

dialogue can be traced back to the historical Jesus it is the saying, according to Bultmann. It is very 

probable that the early Jesus movement preserved words of Jesus, although it is even probable that 

this movement created their own words of Jesus.236 

The format of the text is not very helpful in trying to determine the plausibility of the tradition. 

The Jewish character of the apophthegms is overvalued, lots of Hellenistic parallels are preserved. 

Although apophthegms might deserve special attention for securing historically plausible events, 

the possibility that related sayings are ascribed to Jesus wrongfully,  for more of less righteous 

motives,  cannot  be  excluded.  An examination of  the  content  of  the  apophthegms is  therefore 

required in all cases. 

5.1.1.3 Tax contractors and tax-office in Capernaum

Most of the time no description of place is preserved with apophthegms. In Mk 2:13-17 there are 

two exceptions. In 2:14 a sea is mentioned (τὴν θάλασσαν), which is, clarified by Mk 1:16-20, the 

Sea of Galilee. There the calling of Levi is situated, and the table-fellowship of Jesus receives a 

fixed location herewith. The tax-office ('τὸ τελώνιον' in 2:14) is located in Capernaum (2:1) and/or 

along the  sea  (2:13).237 In  this  paragraph  I  will  discuss  whether  this  information  is  helpful  in 

evaluating the plausibility of the tradition. 

According to the text as it is preserved, the tax-office was probably located outside of Capernaum 

235 Bultmann, Die Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition, 49.
236 The latter is, according to Bultmann, most probable in words of Jesus that quote scripture, see Bultmann, 

Die  Geschichte  der  synoptischen  Tradition, 51. See  for  the  invention  of  controversy-dialogues  in  the 
Christian,  but  also  rabbinic  tradition  Bultmann,  Die  Geschichte  der  synoptischen  Tradition, 52-54. It  is 
plausible that, unlike miracle stories (which were preserved by ordinary people), the apophthegms are 
preserved by the preachers and teachers of earliest Christianity (Theissen, Lokalkolorit und Zeitgeschichte in  
den Evangelien, 121.). (In the context of words of Jesus, opponents are described as members of different 
groups and the group of insiders is differentiated; several times a disciple is mentioned by his name. In 
miracle  stories  the  group of  disciples  is  regarded as  a  unity,  and the  stories  are  preserved from an 
outsider  perspective.  See  Theissen,  Lokalkolorit  und  Zeitgeschichte  in  den  Evangelien, 122-123.)  Jesus  is 
regarded as  a teacher  among teachers;  his  opponents  are  scribes,  Pharisees  and Sadducees.  In these 
discussions arguments are used by scribes, Pharisees and Sadducees. This information can be applied in 
two ways. Either it  is  historically plausible that these traditions are authentic  Jesus traditions,  or the 
traditions have this form because earliest Christian teachers and preachers were still used to arguing in 
this manner and therefore created the apophthegms to consolidate their own opinion regarding a certain 
issue.

237 The Sea of Galilee ('Lake of Tiberias') is mentioned as the context of Calling of Levi in the Gospel of the 
Ebionites (fourth fragment).
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(ἐξῆλθεν in 2:13); therefore it might have been located at a border.238 According to Theissen this 

might be the basis of an argument advancing of the plausibility of the tradition. As this region was 

separated  in  two  parts  only  from  4  BCE  to  39  CE,  Capernaum  and  Bethsaida  were  indeed 

separated by a boundary in the time of Jesus. After 39 CE the region became a unity again and no 

tax  office  was  necessary  anymore  at  this  location.239 Theissen  concludes  from  this  that  this 

apophthegm is preserved in Galilee, by people who knew that there once had been a tax office in 

the  neighbourhood  of  Capernaum.240 Most  probably,  the  story  as  preserved  has  its  origin 

somewhere before 39 CE. Even though such an argument would be welcomed by the purpose of 

this research, I regard it as untenable. The location as preserved in the gospel is very likely an 

addition of the gospel author; the location of the tradition can be explained very easily from the 

context of the story in the gospel. It seems unwise to me to use an editorial introduction as an 

argument for the authenticity of the story. Even though, as I am well aware, if tax offices were only 

located at regional borders, then it would have been a fortuitous choice to locate the story here. 

However,  as  hopefully  has  become  clear  in  chapter  2,  a  major  problem  with  Theissen's 

argumentation is  that tax contractors gathered more than boundary tolls.  Other kinds of taxes 

were gathered by them also, such as market fees and fishing taxes. Therefore I cannot otherwise 

conclude than that this argument of Theissen, which advances the plausibility of the tradition, is 

invalid. The localisation of the tax office in Capernaum is of no use in establishing whether the 

table-fellowship of Jesus and the tax contractors should be regarded as authentic. 

The question regarding the kind of taxes that might be collected by Levi has already been brought 

into the discussion. How should the profession of the tax contractor Levi be qualified? I do not 

agree with Collins when she writes: 'The term τελώνης could be applied to various officials of 

varying rank and status. The brief portrait of Levi in v. 14 suggests that he is one of those of the 

lowest rank, an employee who collected custom duties at a public building called a τελώνιον.'241 

This kind of statement is widespread in the discussion of the pericope, but any serious foundation 
238 Theissen, Lokalkolorit und Zeitgeschichte in den Evangelien, 127. If the tax office was located at the lake, then 

not only the travellers by road, but also those who travelled by boat could be levied, see R. T. France, The  
Gospel of Mark: a commentary on the Greek text (NIGTC; Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans, 2002), 131.

239 Theissen is precautionary, the end of political borders does not have to mean that no toll was levied there 
anymore.  The  few  Palestine  tax  contractors  that  are  localized  in  literature  are  localized  at  borders, 
Zaccheus in Jericho (19:1ff), John (Jos.Bell. 2:287) and Levi in Mc 2:13-17. See  Theissen,  Lokalkolorit und 
Zeitgeschichte in den Evangelien, 128.

240 Theissen, Lokalkolorit und Zeitgeschichte in den Evangelien, 128.
241 Collins, Mark, 191.
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of this argument fails as a rule. It is not clear to me what in the text is a motive for regarding Levi 

as a τελώνης of the lowest rank, in the case that the concept of 'ranks' apply to the organization of 

the tax farmking. I think that Collins' theory is based on a presumption that Jesus could not have 

had 'friends' from higher social classes.

Cohering with chapter 2, the τελώνης should be regarded as a tax contractor, comparable to the 

tax contractors in Ptolemaic times, to be historically plausible. These tax contractors have bought 

the right to collect taxes, tolls and fees by auction. The amount of rights varied. The τελώναι often 

collected the money themselves. Their wealth differed too, but as the tax contractors were required 

to pay, at least partly, the sum of money in advance, some wealth should be taken for granted. 

Sociologically the tax contractors belonged to the retainers, that is, persons who were not part of 

the poor, but depended on the elite for their status. They had no other means of power than their 

wealth. The text does not contradict this; instead the number of people dining in Levi's house may 

point at a certain prosperity of Levi. In the text it is said that all reclined ('συνανάκειμαι') at the 

table, which was a luxurious habit.  That the people reclined in the house of Levi points at his 

prosperity. Even though the text does not mention the number of tax contractors, nor does it give 

any information regarding the place where they practiced their profession, the fact that the text 

does speak about 'πολλοὶ τελῶναι' should be given some consideration. The mention of other tax 

contractors besides Levi consolidates that it is plausible to think of more taxes than boundary tolls 

only that were gathered in Capernaum by tax contractors. 

5.1.1.4 Table-fellowship

In the text Jesus is asked what he is doing: Ὅτι μετὰ τῶν τελωνῶν καὶ ἁμαρτωλῶν ἐσθίει;´ In 

this section I will discuss what it means to eat and to recline together242 with tax contractors in first-

century Judaism. As has become clear in chapter 3, the topic of Jesus' table-fellowship with all 

kinds of people has interested many scholars and led to very diverse observations and hypotheses. 

The main questions that need to be answered are the following: What was the aim of this table-

fellowship? To whom was this table-fellowship provocative and why?

242 The use of 'συνανέκειντο' points at reclining during a meal. This Greek and Roman style of eating was 
introduced in Jewish society where people were used to sitting at a table. This new style was probably in 
custom for special occasions. However, France is wrong when he writes: 'In using this more luxurious 
terminology, Mark may intend to hint at that greater messianic banquet which Jews expected at the end 
of the age.'  France,  The Gospel of Mark: a commentary on the Greek text, 132. People were accustomed to 
recline at a table in more circumstances, see for example t.Ber 4:8 in which is spoken about reclining at a 
table during communal meals.
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The reason why table-fellowship with tax contractors was provocative to some groups is regarded 

as very plain by many; Collins writes for example:

 

'It is relatively easy to explain the implied protest at Jesus' association with sinners. It was a 

commonplace  of  the  wisdom  tradition  that  the  wise  and  the  righteous  should  avoid 

association with the foolish and the wicked. Eating a meal in common is a rather intimate 

instance of association.'243 

This tradition is also rendered in a  rabbinic text in which six things are mentioned which every 

student should avoid. One of them is the following: 

'(E)r soll nicht in Gemeinschaft mit gesetzesunkundigen Leuten zu Tische liegen.'244 

The question that rose immediately from these quotations is the following: who are meant by the 

'foolish',  the  'wicked'  and  the  'gesetzesunkundigen  Leuten'?  This  question  has  already  come 

forward in the discussion of recent literature in chapter three; are 'sinners' to be understood as the 

ordinary Israelites (amme ha-aretz), or should it be interpreted as another category of people? In this 

paragraph these questions need to be answered also.

This kind of table-fellowship was not only a problem for Jews; the same sorts of convictions can be 

attested in non-Jewish texts. Table-fellowship with persons who have a reputation for shameful 

behaviour is regarded as morally deficient. Therefore it is unlikely that purity rules are the only 

concern here.245

However, it remains rather important in answering the question of what was so provocative in the 

table-fellowship of Jesus to know whether Pharisees tried to eat  their  food in a state  of  ritual 

purity, and whether they asked the  amme ha-aretz to do the same. Because of a lack of evidence 

243 Collins, Mark, 192. See Collins for relevant references to the Hebrew Bible. The question is, according to 
Collins, more complex than the quotation seems to presume; purity rules are at stake too. According to 
her  it  may  be  that  the  Pharisees  excluded  themselves  from  the  community,  just  as  the  group  did 
described in the Dead Sea Scrolls. Unfortunately her thesis is not elaborated enough to be convincing.

244 Berakhot 43b Bar, quoted from Strack/Billerbecks commentary to Mat 9:11, H. L. Strack and P. Billerbeck, 
Das Evangelium nach Matthäus:, Erläutert aus Talmud und Midrasch (München: Beck, 1978), 498.

245 See for examples of these non-Jewish texts Collins, Mark 194.
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there  has  been  an  elaborate  discussion  in  the  last  decades.246 After  having  investigated  the 

available  rabbinical  literature,  Harrington  claims  that  at  the  time  of  writing  the  Mishnah the 

haberim ate their food in a state of ritual purity, by which they distinguished themselves from the 

amme ha-aretz.247 It is not certain that we should relate the haberim to the Pharisees, although it is 

likely that they had overlapping concerns.248 To Harrington it is illegitimate to say that the idea 

that Pharisees ate their food in some sense in a ritual state of purity is an anachronism.249 In the 

Torah there are enough indications for such an interpretation; it is unlikely that rules regarding 

priestly food are extended to ordinary food, and at the time no priestly food existed anymore 

(because of the destruction of the temple). Further, several texts from the first century are available 

which speak of the purity of ordinary food.250 To Harrington it is clear 'that Pharisees did not adopt 

the total regimen required for a priestly way of living, they did think it important to eat like priests 

and to consider their own ordinary food as holy in some degree (…) In no way do the Pharisees 

think of themselves as priests, but they do strive for a holiness above and beyond what the Torah 

prescribed for the lay Israelite'.251 

I regard it as not at all problematic to assume that rules regarding priestly food are extended to 

ordinary  food at  a  time when no priests  practiced their  vocation because  their  sanctuary was 

destroyed. The transposition of purity rules valid for priestly foods to ordinary food would find 

many parallels in early rabbinic ages. Other rules connected to the Temple were transposed to 

situations where the Temple was unavailable (because it was destroyed). It is plausible to assume 

that Pharisees tried to do more than was required of lay Israelites by the Torah. But there is not 

enough evidence to take for granted that they tried to eat their food in a ritual state of purity.

246 In the discussion Neusner and Sanders claim the opposite  of each other.  According to Neusner,  one 
should try to eat all food in a state of purity as if one were a Temple priest. According to Sanders the 
Pharisees were only interested in the ritual purity of holy food. See E. P. Sanders, Jewish law from Jesus to  
the Mishnah: five studies (Canterbury: SCM Press, 1990); J. Neusner, From politics to piety: The emergence of  
pharisaic Judaism (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1973).  See for a good overview of the discussion and the 
topics related J. D. G. Dunn, "Jesus and purity: an ongoing debate," NTS 48 (2002): 449-467. See E. Regev, 
The Idea of Non-Priestly Purity in Ancient Judaism,  JSJ 31,2000, 176-202, for discussion of which persons 
observed non-priestly purity rules, what consequences it had for their daily life and the reason why they 
obeyed these rules. According to the author, not only Pharisees tried to live according this standard and 
the observance of these purity rules were used by Pharisaic individuals for the propaganda of their own 
doctrines.

247 H. K. Harrington, "Did the Pharisees eat ordinary food in a state of ritual purity?" JSJ 1 (1995). 
248 See besides Harrington, Ottenheijm, The Shared Meal - a Therapeutical Device
249 Harrington, Did the Pharisees eat ordinary food in a state of ritual purity?, 49.
250 Harrington refers to the Dead Sea Scrolls, Philo and synoptic sources.
251 Harrington, Did the Pharisees eat ordinary food in a state of ritual purity?, 53. 
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Even if we assume that Pharisees tried to eat their food as if they were priests, there is no hard 

evidence that they asked the amme ha-aretz to fulfil the purity rules to the same degree as they did 

themselves.252 It is even probable that the  haberim  did not have table-fellowship only with like-

minded people.  Nothing  in  the  synoptic  text  refers  to  purity  issues.  Therefore  the  discussion, 

which is invoked by the Pharisees, cannot be focused on ritual purity, an observation made also 

Ottenheijm.253

Ottenheijm discusses the text of t.Demai254: '‘Initially they said: a companion who has become a 

tax-collector, is removed from his membership of the association. They returned to this theme and 

said: as long as he is a tax-collector, he is untrustworthy; but should he give up his tax-collector's 

work, then he will be trustworthy again.’255 

There are two stages in this halacha; at first a complete rejection of tax contractors is demanded. 

Later  a  distinction  is  made  between  the  person  and  his  profession.  If  the  person  ends  his 

profession, he may be trusted. It is not clear whether the first or the second view gave rise to the 

questions of the scribes of the Pharisees. 

What  is  clear  to Ottenheijm is  that  Jewish leaders  are concerned about  Jesus'  table-fellowship 

because they regard him as a teacher of Torah. The wisdom tradition prescribed that such persons 

should not  have  dinner with people such as tax contractors. Teachers of Torah should eat with 

fellow teachers.256 'Let righteous men be your dinner companions, and let your glorying be in the 

fear of the Lord.'257 

That the position of Jesus is not completely unusual in its Jewish context becomes clear from a 

preserved  debate  between the  House  of  Hillel  and the  House  of  Shammai.  In  Avot  deRabbi 

Nathan258 Shammai and Hillel discuss who is suitable to become a student. According to the house 

Shammai, only righteous people can be educated.259 Everyone should be educated, according to 

252 Ottenheijm, The Shared Meal - a Therapeutical Device.
253 Ottenheijm, The Shared Meal - a Therapeutical Device.
254 t.Demai 3:4.
255 Translation of Ottenheijm as in Ottenheijm, The Shared Meal - a Therapeutical Device.
256 Cf. Luke 7:36; 14:1.
257 Sir 9:16.
258 Avot deRabbi Nathan A 3 (ed. Schechter, p.7b-8a).
259 According to the texts wealth and noble birth are other requirements. Besides the fact that this sounds 

historically implausible, it does not fit with the position of the House of Hillel, in which is spoken only of 
the moral quality of a potential student. The text as preserved might be corrupted or adjusted to another 
rabbinic discourse; originally the position of the House of Shammai spoke only about people with high 
principles. See Ottenheijm, The Shared Meal - a Therapeutical Device.
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the opinion of the House of Hillel, as a lot of sinners have become righteous people by the study of 

Torah:

'(For) Bet Shammai says: one must instruct a person only if he is wise and modest and is 

from a good background and rich.

And Bet Hillel says: one must instruct every man, for there were many sinners in Israel and 

they were brought into close contact with the study of the Torah and out of them came 

forth righteous, true and pure men.'260  

The tradition about Jesus can be seen as part of this discussion. With the House of Hillel, Jesus 

does not seem to regard morality as a condition for education. What is different in his position, 

compared to the one of the House of Hillel, is that Jesus actively seeks out sinners.261 Both welcome 

contact  between teachers  and sinners.  Through the  perspective of  this  discussion between the 

House of Hillel and the House of Shammai, it may be concluded that Jesus searched for table-

fellowship with sinners to give them the opportunity to repent. 262

The word ascribed to Jesus about the physician, 'Οὐ χρείαν ἔχουσιν οἱ ἰσχύοντες ἰατροῦ ἀλλ’ οἱ 

κακῶς ἔχοντες',  has  Hellenistic  parallels  as  well  as  relations  to  the  Hebrew Bible.263 A  good 

example of a non-Jewish parallel can be found in the work of Diogenes Laertius when he writes: 

'ὀνειδιζόμενός ποτ’ ἐπὶ τῷ πονηροῖς συγγενέσθαι,“καὶ οἱ ἰατροί,” φησί, “μετὰ τῶν νοσούντων 

εἰσίν, ἀλλ’ οὐ πυρέττουσιν.”264 The metaphor of illness is often used in depicting immoral life in 

Cynic-Stoic moral philosophy.265 The image of a physician in the Jewish tradition is for example of 

260 Translation of Ottenheijm as in Ottenheijm, The Shared Meal - a Therapeutical Device.
261 Ottenheijm, The Shared Meal - a Therapeutical Device.
262 Not all  rabbinical  texts are that  positive  about  the possibilities  of  repentance.  Ottenheijm writes  that 

according 'een kritischer  positie  is  het  echter  moeilijk  voor een tollenaar  om omkeer te  doen (t.Bava 
Kamma 10:14; vgl. b.Bava Kamma 94b). De reden daarvan is, dat hij de slachtoffers van zijn corruptie niet 
kan terugbetalen en dat maakt verzoening moeilijk. In dit perspectief verschijnt het optreden van Jezus 
dan  ook  als  een  radicale  variant  van  de  Farizeese  werkelijkheid.'  Ottenheijm,  The  Shared  Meal  -  a  
Therapeutical Device.

263 See  Pesch,  Das  Markus  Evangelium, 166  and  Collins,  Mark, 195-196. Contrary  to  what  is  sometimes 
claimed, there is no evidence for a all-embracing negative view of physicians in Jewish society, although 
ritual  impurity  could  not  always  be  avoided  by  physicians,  see  Ottenheijm,  The  Shared  Meal  -  a  
Therapeutical Device 

264 Diogenes Laertius, Vitae Phil., 6:6. Translation as in Collins,  Mark, 195: 'One day when he was censured 
for keeping with evil  men,  the reply made was:  'Well,  physicians are in  attendance on their patients 
without getting the fever themselves.'

265 Collins, Mark, 195-196. 
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great importance in Ex 15:26: 'He said, ‘If you will listen carefully to the voice of the Lord your 

God, and do what is  right in his sight,  and give heed to his commandments and keep all  his 

statutes, I will not bring upon you any of the diseases that I brought upon the Egyptians; for I am 

the Lord who heals you.'266 Obedience to the Torah is healing of sickness. In the saying of Jesus he 

himself is depicted as the healer. A novelty in the table-fellowship of Jesus is this focus on his own 

person.267

As  has  been  discussed  above,  the  Jewish  leaders  are  concerned  about  Jesus'  table-fellowship 

because they regard him as a teacher of Torah. Teachers of Torah should eat with fellow teachers. 

Comparable to the position of the House of Hillel, Jesus was benevolent in his willingness to teach 

any person. He differs from them in his actively reaching towards unrighteous people by dining in 

their homes. That may have been provocative to a number of Pharisees, especially when they were 

associated with the school of Shammai.

It was important to Pharisees with whom they ate, because dining was part of religious life:

 

‘(T)he meal was not regarded simply as a satisfaction of physical needs. It was a service as 

well, consecrated by benedictions; it was also a feast of reason. The keynote of this is struck 

in the saying of R. Simeon (Aboth, iii. 3): 'Three who have eaten at one table and have not 

said over it words of Torah, are as if they had eaten sacrifices of the dead (idols), for it is 

said: All tables are full of vomit and filthiness without  place (Maqom).'  This last word is 

taken in its secondary sense to mean the Omnipresent, God. 'But,'  continues R. Simeon, 

“three who have eaten at one table, and have said over it words of Torah, are as if they had 

eaten of the table of God (Maqom), blessed be he, for it is said: This is the table that is before 

the Lord.'268

266 There are of course relations between sin and sickness that caused some negative depiction of physicians, 
see for example Sirach 38:15: 'He who sins before his Maker, may he fall into the care of a physician.' A 
combination of physician and repentance is therefore quite comprehensible in this context.

267 Ottenheijm  accepts  this  saying  as  historical,  a  saying  in  which  the  historical  Jesus  included  a 
christological facet: 'The proverb of the doctor then embodies another Christological idea which probably 
already goes back to the historical Jesus.'  Ottenheijm,  The Shared Meal - a Therapeutical Device That the 
saying combines  the physician with ἰσχύω (and not with ὑγιαίνω as in  Luke 5:31) might  point  at  a 
Palestinian context of origin, Pesch, Das Markus-Evangelium. 1. Teil, 168.

268 I.  Abrahams,  Studies  in  Pharisaism and the  Gospels (The Library of  Biblical  Studies;  New York:  KTAV 
Publishing House, 1967), 55.
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Their  reticence  in  dining  with  people  whose  behaviour  might  be  immoral  was  part  of  their 

religious vocation.269 All this did not lead, however, to a completely separated culinary life. Several 

traditions required the rich to receive the poor in their own house.270 The Pharisees may have eaten 

with sinners, but mainly in their own homes: ‘It is not at all the case that a Pharisee would have 

declined to receive even “sinners” at his own table. But he might have refused an invitation to join 

them at their table, where the ritual and atmosphere could hardly fail to be uncongenial.’271

Here again the contextual individuality of Jesus may be elucidated; Jesus actively reached out to 

those who are regarded by the religious leaders as sinners, whereas the religious leaders waited 

for the moment the sinners returned to their religious leaders. ‘There was in the Pharisaism of all 

ages a real anxiety to make the return of the sinner easy. It was inclined to leave the initiative to 

the sinner,  except that it  always maintained  God’s  readiness  to take the first  step.  Jesus in his 

attitude towards sin and sinners was more inclined to take the initiative.’272

A too big differentiation should be avoided. Not only because of the methodological principle of 

contextual plausibility an sich, but also because of the continuity between certain Jewish traditions 

and Jesus'  approach.  This  mission towards sinners  was not  completely foreign  to first-century 

Judaism. People were urged to be peacemakers. A saying attributed to Hillel is a good example of 

this attitude: ‘Be of the disciples of Aaron, loving peace and pursuing peace,  loving mankind, and 

bringing them near to the Torah.'273 Or as in the commentary of Maimonides: ‘Whoever has it in his 

power to prevent others from sinning, yet leaves them in their stumbling, has no forgiveness.’274 

269 ‘When (…) we find that the “pure-minded in Jerusalem would not sit down to a meal unless they knew 
who their table-companions were to be” (Sanhedrin, 23a), the motive was neither pride nor exclusiveness, 
but a desire that the meal should not degenerate into mere eating and drinking. They would wish to be 
assured of the presence of fit comrades for learned and edifying discourse. They would not readily accept 
invitations to banquets at all, “the student who is always found at other people’s tables profanes the 
name of God” (Yoma, 86b, Aboth de R. Nathan, 1. xxvi.). The Rabbis were convivial, but not gluttons; and 
many of them would never eat outside their own homes except at a “meal of duty,” i.e. a semi-religious 
function, such as a marriage festivity.’  Abrahams,  Studies in Pharisaism and the Gospels, 56. Abrahams 
mentions other possible problems with table-fellowship; in respect to Gentiles he notes the possibility of 
mixed marriages, and regarding the amme ha-aretz, he names the fear that tithes have been neglected. 

270 See for example Isaiah 58:7.
271  Abrahams, Studies in Pharisaism and the Gospels, 56.
272  Abrahams, Studies in Pharisaism and the Gospels, 58. Abrahams uses the conceptual terms 'preventive' and 

'curative' to make clear the distinction: ‘One put it generally by asserting that the Rabbis attacked vice 
from the preventive side; they aimed at keeping men and women honest and chaste. Jesus approached it 
from  the  curative  side;  he  aimed  at  saving  the  dishonest  and  the  unchaste.’ Abrahams,  Studies  in  
Pharisaism and the Gospels, 59.

273 Mishnah Aboth, i, 12. See for the function of Aaron in this text  Abrahams,  Studies in Pharisaism and the  
Gospels, 60.

274 As in Abrahams, Studies in Pharisaism and the Gospels, 59.
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Looking for sinners was not an impossibility for Pharisees by definition.275 And therefore it may 

even be so that not all Pharisees were offended by Jesus' table-fellowship with tax contractors:

'Naturally, some religious teachers would have frowned upon this type of open fellowship 

with wrongdoers, which might call into question Jesus' integrity. But when Jesus explained 

the  meaning  of  the  effort,  finding  the  lost  and calling  the  sinner  to  training  in  Torah 

learning, the whole process was justified.'276

The  distinction  between  sinners  (the  wicked)  and  the  ordinary  people  (amme  ha-aretz),  as 

advocated by Sanders, is useful in this context.277 He is probably right when he claims that the 

Pharisees do not criticize Jesus because eating with  amme ha-aretz would be against the purity 

codes.278 His  new proposal,  however,  is  not  completely convincing and is criticized justifiably. 

According  to  Sanders  Jesus  offered  wicked people  participation  into  the  kingdom of  God.  He 

offered them forgiveness of their sins,  without requiring preliminary repentance.  Jesus did not 

encourage the sinners to repent in a traditional manner: that is, no Temple was necessary for the 

kingdom of God. According to Sanders repentance was no central issue in the preaching of Jesus. 

In my humble opinion this should be questioned. Even though repentance is not a topic in the 

gospel according to John (the words 'μετανοέω',  'μεταμέλομαι'  and 'ἐπιστρέφω' do not occur 

once in this gospel), repentance is a central aspect of the preaching of Jesus. The synoptic gospels 

display continuity between John the Baptist and Jesus (Mk 1:15 and par) in which repentance plays 

a major part.279 There is also the continuity between Jesus and his disciples, all of whom preach the 

275 According  to  Young,  two  attitudes  towards  sinners  were  present  in  early  Judaism.  One  regarded 
fellowship  with  sinners  as  an  association  with  sin.  The  other  looked  at  such  a  fellowship  as  an 
opportunity to bring back the unlawful people to Jewish faith. See for the positions of Hillel and Nittai 
the Arbelite, B. H. Young, The parables: Jewish tradition and Christian interpretation (Peabody: Hendrickson, 
1998), 196-197.

276 Young, The parables, 197.
277 See chapter 3 (especially 3.1) and Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 174-211.
278 Again, according to Ottenheijm there is no hard evidence that the Pharisees asked the  amme ha-aretz to 

fulfill  the purity rules in the same degree as they did themselves, nor is  there any evidence that the 
Pharisees regarded the amme ha-aretz as sinners, see Ottenheijm, The Shared Meal - a Therapeutical Device. 

279 Jesus requires repentance of both individuals and groups. Repentance is both a demand and a natural 
response to the Kingdom for Jesus. See for more references and differentiations between the gospels,  B. 
D.  Chilton,  "Jesus  and  the  Repentance  of  EP  Sanders,"  Tyndale  Bulletin 39  (1988):  1-19;  J.  Lunde, 
"Repentance," in  Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels (eds. J. B. Green and S. McKnight; Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity  Press,  1992),  669-673;  Dunn,  Jesus  remembered, 498-500;  C.  Claussen,  "Repentance,"  in 
Encyclopedia  of  the  Historical  Jesus (ed.  C.  A.  Evans;  New  York:  Routledge,  2009),  497-498. Further 
exposition of this topic is necessary. See section 3.2, for all critics of Sanders mention this point.
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necessity of repentance (Mk 6:12, Luke 24:47 et cetera). Thus, it is not the lack of repentance for 

entrance into the Kingdom that is offensive to some of the Jewish leaders. Repentance is required; 

the sick need to be healed. 

Jesus sought out sinners. He anticipated their own (or God’s) initiative. He differentiates himself 

from other Jewish leaders by claiming a position outside the Houses of Hillel and Shammai.

5.1.1.5 EXCURSUS:  Table-fellowship in Mk 2:13-17 and Lk 7:36-50

A teacher should have dinner with teachers. In Luke 7:36 Jesus is invited in the house of a 

Pharisee to eat with him280: 'Ἠρώτα δέ τις αὐτὸν τῶν Φαρισαίων ἵνα φάγῃ μετ’ αὐτοῦ· 

καὶ  εἰσελθὼν εἰς  τὸν  οἶκον τοῦ  Φαρισαίου  κατεκλίθη.'  What  are  the  similarities  and 

differences between this story and Jesus' table-fellowship with tax contractors? Levi and 

Simon belong to opposite groups, but in the same social category of retainers. In the story 

of Simon Jesus is explicitly invited to enter a house, while in the story of Levi this is not 

explicitly mentioned. In both stories there is an opposition between Jewish leaders (scribes 

of  the  Pharisees  Mk  2:13-17  and  one  Pharisee  in  Lk  7:36-50)  and  sinners  (a  number 

('πολλοί') of sinners in Mark and one sinner in Luke). In the story of Simon, the host is an 

interlocutor; does the same count for Levi? Or is Levi not so much a person as Simon is, but 

more an object of conversion? 

The Pharisee Simon has not such a negative image of Jesus that he doesn't want to invite 

Jesus into his house.281 Although Pharisees are opponents of sinners in the gospel of Luke, it 

is possible for a sinner to enter his house. The story goes beyond stereotypical imaginaries. 

Even though the presence of the sinner is a problem for Simon, his attitude towards the 

sinner represents generally accepted social conventions. This differs from the position of 

Jesus, who seems willing to break through these conventions. Jesus has a mission (Luke 

5:31-32) that contradicts the position of the Pharisee.282 

In both stories Jesus does not agree with the Jewish leaders and defends his behaviour 

towards the sinners. The responses to the leaders are not identical. In the story of Levi Jesus 

280 How ironic to place this story right after the accusation that Jesus ate and drank and was a friend of 
sinners (Luke 7:35). See also Luke 14:1-6 for a meal and a discussion in a house of a Pharisee.

281 '(T)he Pharisee has sufficient trust in Jesus' ritual purity to share a meal with him.' J. B. Green, The gospel  
of Luke (Cambridge: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1997), 308.

282 See for a further narrative analysis of this text in the context of the whole gospel, Green, The gospel of Luke, 
305-315.
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says something negative about the tax contractors and the sinners (they are sick and in 

need of  a  physician)  and something  positive  about  the  Jewish leaders  (they are  called 

'righteous'). In the story about Simon, Jesus, besides negative things said about the sinner 

('her sins, which are many'), also says something positive, which is even dominant ('she is 

forgiven for she loved much').  The Pharisee is  accused of not loving Jesus enough (the 

verses  44-46  describe  the  good  attitude  of  the  woman  and  the  bad  attitude  of  Simon 

towards Jesus). In this instance Simon may even be an object of conversion.283 

There are too many differences in text and setting to answer the questions as rendered 

above. The only thing that remains is that according to the preserved Jesus traditions, Jesus 

ate in the homes of very different kinds of people. He was present at a dinner of a fellow 

Torah teacher, as befits a good Torah teacher, but he was also present at a table at which his 

fellow Torah teacher would not recline.

   

5.1.1.6 Pharisees as contemporaries of Jesus in Galilee

All that has been said in the section above regarding Jesus'  dining practices in Galilee is  only 

historically plausible if Pharisees were actually present in Galilee in the time of Jesus. And this 

foundational  facet  is  seriously  called into  question in  recent  literature.  In  this  paragraph their 

presence/absence in Galilee will be discussed.284

The  first  century  teachers,  such  as  Hillel,  Gamaliël  and  Jochanan  ben  Zakkai,  were  the 

predecessors  of  the  rabbinical  tradition  that  rose  after  70;  they belonged to  the  group  named 

Pharisees,  so called by Josephus and the synoptic sources.285 The Pharisees that question Jesus' 

disciples are even more specified; they are named 'οἱ γραμματεῖς τῶν Φαρισαίων'.286 These scribes 

of the Pharisees might have been professional scribes, who tried to observe the law even more 

precisely than the rest of the Pharisees, although this thesis is highly speculative.287 

283 This may be too strongly expressed for this situation of disagreement between two Torah teachers.
284 Unfortunately this can be done only concisely. As far as I can ascertain no decisive answer is given, the 

question deserves extensive research. 
285 See for general information regarding the Pharisees Saldarini, Pharisees, scribes and Sadducees in Palestinian  

society, Sanders, Judaism : practice and belief, 63 BCE-66 CE, 380-451; P. J. Tomson, 'Als dit uit de Hemel is...'  
Jezus en de schrijvers van het Nieuwe Testament in hun verhouding tot het Jodendom (Hilversum: B. Folkertsma 
Stichting voor Talmudica, 1997), 35-39; Theissen and Merz, The historical Jesus 227-230; J. Neusner and B. 
D. Chilton, eds., In Quest of the Historical Pharisees (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2007).

286 It is understandable that early scribes inserted 'καὶ' between both groups to make things clearer; the lectio  
difficilior should be preferred however.

287 France,  The Gospel  of  Mark:  a  commentary  on the  Greek  text, 134. This  is  the dominant  view.  See for  a 
description of the other views M. J. Cook, Mark's treatment of the Jewish leaders (Leiden: Brill, 1978), 71-73, 
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Sanders assumes, based on Josephus, that Pharisees were only active in Jerusalem and Judea. And 

it is unimaginable, in his opinion, that Pharisees came all the way to Galilee to criticize Jesus' table-

fellowship.288 There are, however, some clues in Josephus for missions of Pharisees from Jerusalem 

to Galilee.289 J.P. Meier also regards it as implausible that Pharisees were present in Galilee in the 

first  half  of  the  first  century  CE.290 According  to  Pesch  Pharisees  were  probably  present  in 

Galilee.291 These contradicting opinions make clear that it will be difficult to claim the presence or 

absence of Pharisees in Galilee in this context.

There are, however, some reasons for my preference for their presence. The first possibility regards 

he names the following possibilities: 1) scribes are identical to Pharisees; 2) scribes cannot be reduced to 
the  Pharisees,  the  Sadducees  had  also  their  scribes.  See  for  an  interesting,  although not  completely 
convincing, argument that tries to conform this view with rabbinical sources J. W. Bowker, Jesus and the  
Pharisees (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973), 38-42. Tomson agrees with the second view; 
although he depends very strongly on only a few synoptic traditions (Mark 2:16; Luke 5:30 and Acts 
23:9),  he  does  compare  the  'γραμματεῖς'   to  the  'νομικοί'  (see  for  example  Luke  7:30)  and  the 
'νομοδιδάσλολοι'  (see Luke 5:17),  see  Tomson,  'Als  dit uit de Hemel is...'  Jezus en de schrijvers van het  
Nieuwe Testament in hun verhouding tot het Jodendom, 237-238. For a differentiated overview, see Theissen 
and Merz, The historical Jesus, 225-227; 3) all the scribes mentioned in the gospels should be regarded as 
Sadducees. 
The dominant view is based mainly on Mk 2:16 and 7:1-5. Cook claims that Mark interpolated the scribes 
at many instances in older traditions such as 2:15ff. He distinguishes between several sources; Mark knew 
a scribes source and an independent Pharisees/Herodians source. In the original scribes traditions Jesus 
did not dispute with scribes regarding the Law (this kind of disputation was only preserved in relation to 
the Pharisees). Scribes were in the original sources connected to Judea and Pharisees to Galilee. In both 
sources only one group is mentioned; therefore it is possible that Mark regarded them as non-identical. 
Cook, Mark's treatment of the Jewish leaders, 85-87. As according to Cook the scribes were not present in the 
original version of Mark 2:15ff., he states that we should not try to establish a historical reality beyond the 
phrase 'οἱ γραμματεῖς τῶν Φαρισαίων´. Cook, Mark's treatment of the Jewish leaders, 88-91. Most plausible 
to Cook is that the 'scribes' represent 'an early term of reference to Pharisees; 'Pharisees' is a common term 
in the time when, and the place where, the later material (…) was formulated.' Cook, Mark's treatment of  
the Jewish leaders, 96.

288 See section 3.1 for his statements and further references. 
289 See Jos, Vita, 189-198. 
290 Both John and the Acts of the Apostles mention Pharisees only in the context of Jerusalem. According to 

Meier  'it  is  perhaps  Mark's  artificial  theological  schema,  keeping  Jesus  in  Galilee  and  away  from 
Jerusalem until the final fatal week of his life, that necessitates putting most interaction with the Pharisees 
in Galilee. Historically, it may well be that interaction with the Pharisees, for the most part, took place in 
and  around  Jerusalem,  when  Jesus  came  on  pilgrimage  to  the  great  feasts  –  just  as  John's  Gospel 
intimates.' Meier, A Marginal Jew. Rethinking the Historical Jesus. Volume Three: Companions and Competitors, 
335-336. One  of  the  problems of  this  theory  is  that  the  Pharisees  are  not  mentioned  in  the  Passion 
narrative as part of the Jewish leaders of Jerusalem; this Passion narrative is a very old tradition. Besides 
this,  all  the  earliest  sources  affirm  that  Jesus  worked  in  Galilee,  see  Saldarini,  Pharisees,  scribes  and 
Sadducees  in  Palestinian  society, 291-292. As  Galilee  is  mentioned  as  the  context  of  stories  in  which 
Pharisees  have  their  part  and  some  of  these  traditions  are  pre-70,  Saldarini  does  not  regard  it  as 
improbable that Pharisees were present in Galilee.

291 Pesch, Das Markus-Evangelium. 1. Teil, 167.
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it as possible that Pharisees did come from Jerusalem to Galilee. Besides the clues in Josephus292, 

there is some evidence for this view in the Jesus tradition: Theissen and Merz point to Mark 3:22 

and 7:1 in which scribes and Pharisees are said to have came from Jerusalem to Galilee.293 The 

second possibility is that Josephus was wrong or incomplete; in this interpretation more credit is 

given to the gospels.  Although Josephus located the Pharisees in Jerusalem and Judea, Theissen 

and Merz mention, by way of explanation for their prevalence in Galilee in the synoptics,  the 

possibility that the Pharisaic movement extended its influence to Galilee at the beginning of the 

first century CE.294 As the Pharisees are not localised in Galilee by Josephus, they probably will not 

be part of the political, social or religious powers there, according to Saldarini.295 From this does 

not  follow,  however,  that  they  were  completely  absent  in  Galilee.  Both  explanations  do  not 

contradict Josephus' description. As their presence in Galilee was very recent and they were not as 

influential as in Judea, Josephus' omission is quite intelligible. 

In  the  letter  to  the  Philippians  (3:5) Paul  identifies  himself  as  a  Pharisee,  therefore  it  may be 

assumed that Pharisees were at least known, and maybe active, outside Judea and Jerusalem.296 

Another argument is related to the destruction of the Temple.  After its destruction in 70 CE, the 

Pharisaic movement went under the leadership of Yochanan ben Zakkai from the Jerusalem to 

Javne, and in 80 CE the Sanhedrin moved from Javne to Usha under the presidency of Gamaliel II. 

It  may be assumed that a condition for this last relocation was that Usha, which is  located in 

Galilee, was familiar with the Rabbinic or Pharisaic traditions. Thus a pre-70 presence of Pharisees 

in Galilean Usha may be assumed.      

For all this, I assume that Pharisees were, at least sometimes, present in Galilee. Whether they were 

continually present there, or irregular, it is hard to say and does not change anything absolutely 

for my argument. I am aware that this assumption cannot claim any certainty, but it is the most 

plausible option. It may be wise to assume, with Saldarini, that their social, political and religious 

power cannot be compared to their power in Jerusalem and surroundings.

292 See for  the  complexity  and interpretation  of  the  passage in  Josephus  Saldarini,  Pharisees,  scribes  and 
Sadducees in Palestinian society, 103-104. 

293 Theissen  and  Merz,  The  historical  Jesus, 226-227. They  are  not  certain  whether  Mark  is  reflecting  a 
historical situation ('forms of scribal learning spread from the capital to the 'province'?'),  or that Mark 
brings these groups to Galilee to anticipate their role in later conflicts in Jerusalem.

294 Theissen and Merz, The historical Jesus, 228-229.
295 Saldarini, Pharisees, scribes and Sadducees in Palestinian society, 292.
296 For further clues in  the life  and work of Paul for claiming that Pharisees  worked outside  Judea,  see 

Saldarini, Pharisees, scribes and Sadducees in Palestinian society, 292-293.

81



5.1.1.7 The plausibility of the 'I came' 

'Οὐκ  ἦλθον  καλέσαι  δικαίους  ἀλλὰ  ἁμαρτωλούς.'  The  'I  came'  phrases  are  not  historically 

plausible according to Sanders; therefore it seems quite comprehensible to him that the words of 

Jesus in Mark 2:17 are created by the early church. The phrase has an apologetic drive, because it 

partly defends the righteous people.297 Dunn regards the phrase as reliable.298 According to Arens, 

the words cannot be traced back to Jesus (ipsissima verba Iesu), but may contain the  ipsissima vox  

Iesu.299 Pesch writes that the ἦλθον-saying may be historically trustworthy, it is not as historically 

implausible as the ἦλθεν-sayings (the phrase 'son of man' is most often combined with 'ἦλθεν'); the 

inclusion of a negation in the ἦλθον-saying even gives the phrase a Semitic sound.300 According to 

Theissen  and  Merz  the  idiomatic  expression  'ἦλθον'  should  not  be  regarded  as  post-Easter 

Christology and is comprehensible in Jesus' Jewish context.301 A parallel to 'I came' occurs nowhere 

in the prophetic literature. It is, however, used as a formula for human messengers (Job 1:15ff) and 
297 See again section 3.1 or Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 175.
298 See section 3.2. or  Dunn,  Jesus remembered, 526. But also  Tomson,  'Als dit uit de Hemel is...' Jezus en de  

schrijvers van het Nieuwe Testament in hun verhouding tot het Jodendom, 112 and Ottenheijm, The Shared Meal  
- a Therapeutical Device regard it as plausibly authentic.

299 Arens,  The  Elthon-sayings  in  the  Synoptic  Tradition:  A  historico-critical  Investigation 337-339. The  words 
should be understood as a vocation-consciousness and not as a self-consciousness: 'it is the mission and not 
the 'missionary' that bears all the weight.'  Arens,  The Elthon-sayings in the Synoptic Tradition: A historico-
critical  Investigation 339. Arens  applies  the  traditional  criteria  for  authenticity:  Criterion  of  Multiple 
Attestation:  the logion is  not directly attested elsewhere in  the NT (there is  an echo in  1 Tim 1:15b: 
'Χριστὸς Ἰησοῦς ἦλθεν εἰς τὸν κόσμον ἁμαρτωλοὺς σῶσαι' and it is also preserved in early patristic 
traditions). Jesus' concern for the sinners is preserved in other forms too: parables (see for example Luke 
15:4-7), sayings (see Mat 11:19) and conflict stories (see Mark 2:6-10). Criterion of Language: 'A Semitic 
background is therefore not completely impossible for this logion, especially in view of the fact that the 
meaning the different forms have is more common in the Jewish than in the Greco-Hellenistic world.' 
Criterion of Coherence: the saying coheres with several other preserved Jesus traditions that deal with 
Jesus’ concern for the rejected. The Criterion of Distinctiveness: 1) the early Church would not have come 
up with the idea of dealing with those people who were regarded by Judaism as sinners; 2) the early 
Church would have been more precise (just as Luke adds 'εἰς μετάνοιαν'). And, according to Arens, it 
cannot be traced back to Judaism, for it is contrary to its generally-held exclusivism. Arens,  The Elthon-
sayings in the Synoptic Tradition: A historico-critical Investigation, 46-51.
See for a comparison of the self-awareness of Jesus and Hillel D. Flusser, "Hillel and Jesus: Two Ways of 
Self-Awareness,"  in  Hillel  and  Jesus.  Comparative  Studies  of  Two  Major  Religous  Leaders (eds.  J.  H. 
Charlesworth andL. L. Johns; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997), 71-107. Both teachers founded their self-
awareness on the importance of their mission, according to Flusser. There are differences, however; Jesus 
regarded himself as charged with 'the ultimate mission of his Father', while Hillel tried to be an example 
for his fellow Jews in a time of crisis. It is a distinction between 'a charismatic leader' and 'an existentialist 
philosopher'. For both teachers exaltation and humbleness as dialectic opposites are important keywords 
for their self-understanding. This depiction by Flusser can be disputed; is the self-awareness of Hillel not 
also heavily influenced by his faith in the special relation between God and himself (and other persons)?

300 Pesch, Das Markus-Evangelium. 1. Teil, 167.
301 'As the 'I came' cannot be derived from post-Easter Christology, but can be easily imagined in Judaism, 

Jesus would have spoken of himself in this way.'Theissen and Merz, The historical Jesus, 525.
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superhuman  messengers  (Dan  9:23;  10:14).  The  awareness  of  mission  is  attested  similarly  in 

sayings of contemporary figures, if we may trust Josephus.302

Contrary to Sanders, Dunn regards it as improbable that the early Church invented the saying. A 

saying in which Jesus focused his mission in essence towards sinners is more easily explained by 

the remembrance of early Christians who remembered Jesus as a friend of tax contractors and 

sinners.303 As it is unlikely to me that the early Christians invented this tradition, this observation 

combined with contextual credibility and the possibility of interpreting this saying without later 

Christological  terms,  this  Sendungsbewusstsein,  which  glimmers  through  this  saying,  may  be 

authentic. 

As has become clear above, I do not understand Jesus' words about the righteous ironically.304 This 

is affirmed by the preceding sentence about the physician. The righteous are the strong; the sinners 

are sick. The righteous people are, however, not in focus. Jesus questions the pejorative 'sinner' as 

used by the 'righteous',305 but only to the extent that naming some persons 'sinners' may not be 

sufficient reason for not searching their company.

5.1.1.8 Tax contractors and sinners 

Jesus enters the house of Levi the tax contractor and dines with him and other tax contractors, who 

were  not  only tax  contractors,  but  also  'ἁμαρτωλοί'.  In  several  pericopae they  are  mentioned 

alongside the tax contractors (the other instances are Luke 7:34 and 15:1, in this pericope: three 

times in verses 15 and 16 and once without them in verse 17, in which the tax contractors are 

included in the group of 'sinners'). The issue that will be discussed in this section is the question 

302 See  Jos.  BJ  3:400  (ἐγὼ  δὲ  ἄγγελος  ἥκω  σοι  μειζόνων)  and  4:219  (αὐτὸς  εἰσπεμφθείη  κατὰ  θεοῦ 
πρόνοιαν ὡς πρεσβευτὴς περὶ διαλύσεων). Theissen and Merz, The historical Jesus, 525.

303 See again section 3.2. or Dunn, Jesus remembered 528. See also Pesch, Das Markus-Evangelium. 1. Teil, 167-
168. The δικαίος should be understood not as the Christian righteous people, but as the Jewish zadikim. 

304 'Jesus bedient sich der Vorstellungen seiner Gegner, um sein Handeln zu rechtfertigen. Er ironisiert den 
Begriff  δικαίος  nicht,  schließt  die  'Gerechten'  nicht  aus.'  Pesch,  Das  Markus-Evangelium.  1.  Teil, 168. 
Although the term 'Gegner' might be too strong here. See for the opposite view Van Iersel for example, 
van B. M. F. Iersel,  Mark: A Reader-Response Commentary (JSNTSS; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 
1998), 154.: 'In 1.14-15 Jesus has come to Galilee to call all the Galilaeans to conversion and repentance. He 
addresses himself expressly to everyone who needs conversion, but to understand this as implying that 
there could be people among Jesus' listeners who need not change their conduct, would cause further 
misunderstanding. The implication of the saying is rather the opposite: properly considered, no one can 
regard himself or herself as 'righteous'.'

305 Dunn is exaggerating, when he writes: 'Jesus (…) was more critical of those who dismissively condemned 
'sinners' than of the 'sinners' themselves.' Dunn, Jesus remembered, 532. Nevertheless criticism towards the 
Jewish leaders is implied. Cf. Ezekiel 34 where God accuses the shepherds for their negligence and God 
himself says to come to bind up the crippled and strengthen the weak. 
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regarding the right understanding of Mark's phrase 'τελῶναι καὶ ἁμαρτωλοί'. The weight of this 

issue for the historical question of Jesus'  table-fellowship can easily be overestimated, as Jesus 

himself calls the tax contractors explicitly 'sinners' in verse 17. The answer to the question of how 

the phrase should be understood therefore does not influence Jesus' view of them. It is important 

for the right interpretation of the story as it is preserved by Mark.

This question is widely discussed, and I cannot do otherwise than give an overview of possible 

interpretations. It is possible, as Pesch states, that 'sinners' is a later addition to 'update' the story to 

the problems of the early church.306 The 'sinners' are added to the story to clear up the discussion of 

whether Gentiles could be part of the Christian community. (For equating sinners with Gentiles, 

see  Gal  2:15,  Luke  6:32ff  in  combination  with  Mt  5:47  and  Mk  14:41.)  Although  such  an 

interpretation is widespread, according to Herrenbrück it is not convincing.307 He points at the 

words which are changed from their position in verse 15, and the text of Luke 7:34, which makes 

this solution more difficult too.

If the whole story does not reflect a historical event, then it seems plausible that the author used a 

well-known rabbinical and Greek tradition of summing up classical sinners (although it is a rather 

short list here).308 A problem with this interpretation might be that 'ἁμαρτωλοί' is not a category of 

sinners; the two words are not equal. 

Another option is to understand 'καὶ'  epexegetically309,  as Herrenbrück does, according to him the 

phrase should be understood as 'the sinful  tax contractors'.310 More convincing is  Joel Marcus' 

proposal  to  understand the  'καὶ'  as  a  word that  can  generalize  and particularize.311 He  gives 

examples from classical Greek literature: 'Zeus and the gods' must be understood as 'Zeus and the 

other  gods'  and  'the  gods  and  Zeus'  as  'the  gods  and  above  all  Zeus'.  The  phrase  'the  tax 

contractors and sinners' should then be understood as 'the tax contractors and other sinners'.312 

306 Pesch, Das Markus-Evangelium. 1. Teil 165. See also Fiedler, Jesus und die Sünder, 144., for the opinion that 
the  second part  ('καὶ  ἁμαρτωλῶν')  is  an  addition  of  the  early  Christians,  to  defend their  openness 
towards Gentiles.

307 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 229-230.
308 Collins interprets it in this manner, see Collins, Mark, 194.
309 See § 442,6 in  F. Blass,  et al,  Grammatik des neutestamentarischen Griechisch (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 

Ruprecht, 1979),  See § 442,4b for their own understanding of the 'καὶ' in Mk 2:15.
310 And is comparable to the 'ἁμαρτωλός ἀνδρὶ' in Luke 19:7, see Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 230-231. 

The 'καὶ' in the Lukan replacement 'καὶ ἄλλων' needs another interpretation, Herrenbrücks thesis is not 
all-embracing,  it  must  assume  that  Luke  had  a  different  understanding  of  the  phrase  (or  changed 
consciously the function of the sentence).

311 See J. Marcus, Mark 1-7 (New York: DoubleDay, 2000), 226.
312 For a particularizing use of the word see the Lukan parallel (and also Mark 16:7).
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This interpretation seems most plausible to me, although it does not solve the question of whether 

'sinners' is a later addition to the story.

As has been discussed before,  Sanders  has  convincingly argued that  it  is  a  mistake  to equate 

sinners with the 'amme ha'aretz'. In the tradition as it is preserved, tax contractors are examples of 

wicked people, not only in the opinion of the Jewish leaders (16b) and the narrator (15), but also in 

the opinion of Jesus (17b). 

I regard it as plausible that 'καὶ ἁμαρτωλοί' is a later addition; this conclusion is not imperative, 

and it is not clear in which phase of the traditions these words are added. The counter-arguments 

of Herrenbrück are not convincing. A negative conclusion is, however, put into perspective by the 

fact that Jesus named them (the tax contractors) 'ἁμαρτωλοί'. The answer to the question whether 

'καὶ ἁμαρτωλοί' is a later addition does not change Jesus' view of tax contractors.

5.1.2 How is the story related to early Christianity, or the Plausibility of Historical Effects

In this section I would like to discuss whether the story of the calling of Levi was useful for the 

early Christians or not. What can be said about incoherency and coherency between Jesus and the 

early Christians? There are several aspects in this story that touch problems in early Christianity. 

For example, the discussion concerning with whom one was allowed to dine was very important 

and highly controversial. Diverse groups and persons debated whether it was permitted to have 

table-fellowship with Gentiles (see for example Acts 11:3).313 It would be very welcome to them to 

have a preserved Jesus tradition that could tip the scale in their favor.314 The discussion of the last 

paragraph will proceed from another perspective in this section.

It is, however, unexplainable why this early community would invent a tradition in which not 

ordinary sinners, but tax contractors play the lead. Tax contractors were wicked people according 

the Jewish leaders and were compared to murderers and robbers. If this whole story is invented 

for this purpose, it is hard to explain why tax contractors are mentioned here. In opposition to 

Corley, it seems unlikely to me that Mark or his source mentioned tax contractors as examples of 

sinners. It is more likely that the early community extended the story by the addition of sinners. In 

313 'Die  Kirche  in  Jerusalem  wird  gerade  noch  am  Untergang  vorbeikommen:  Sie  akzeptiert  die 
Tischgemeinschaft mit den Heiden und Heidinnen, die nun auch zu den Gläubigen zählen; sie anerkennt 
das von Gott gewirkte Verhalten des Petrus.'  F. Bovon,  Das Evangelium nach Lukas. EKK III/3 (Zürich: 
Benziger Verlag, 2001), 21.

314 As has been said before, for equating sinners with Gentiles, see Gal 2:15, Luke 6:32ff in combination with 
Mt 5:47 and Mk 14:41.
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an earlier stage of the story, the three additions of 'sinners' to tax contractors were not present. The 

combination was probably already part of the source used by Mark.315 By these additions the story 

is made up-to-date regarding the problems of the early Church:

'Mit der Erweiterung der Tischgemeinschaft um die 'Sünder' (VV 15-16) wurde vermutlich 

in der frühen Überlieferung ein innerkirchliches Problem zu lösen versucht: die Frage der 

Tischgemeinschaft  von  Juden-  und  Heidenchristen.  Jesus  erscheint  als  Autorität,  die 

urchristlich neue Praxis rechtfertigt.'316

Of course this addition does not prove the authenticity of the event. The only conclusion that can 

be  drawn  is  that  there  was  an  older  version  of  the  story  in  which  Jesus  ate  only  with  tax 

contractors and called them 'κακῶς ἔχοντες' and 'ἁμαρτωλούς'.

There may be one problem with the hypothesis. It is argued that 'sinners' is a later addition, meant 

to  justify  the  practice  of  table-fellowship  with  Gentiles.  Jesus  search  for  'sinners'  is  hereby  a 

construction of the early Church. In the case of the 'I came'-phrase, the implausibility of the notion 

that the early Christians invented a tradition in which Jesus is said to have come to seek sinners 

was used to claim its authenticity. Do these lines of reasoning contradict each other? I do not think 

so.  If  we  assume  the  existence  of  a  version  of  the  story  in  which  only  tax  contractors  are 

mentioned, then in response to the question of why he ate with tax contractors, Jesus generalizes 

by using the term 'sinners' instead of 'tax contractors'. If early Christians adapted the setting as 

described, by adding 'and the sinners' to it with their own table-fellowship with Gentiles in mind, 

then they continue the generalization started by Jesus' response.

Another facet of the story what might have been welcome to the early Christians is that not Jesus 

himself but his disciples are asked about the behaviour of their teacher. This could symbolize very 

well how the Christian community is the instrument for outsiders to gain information about Jesus:

'Bezeichnend is ferner, dass Mk 2,15f.; Mt 17,24 zwar nach dem Verhalten Jesu gefragt wird, aber 

die Frage nicht direkt an ihn, sondern an die Jünger ergeht: die Gemeinde ist das Medium, das für 

315 'Als  Tischgenossen  werden  πολλοὶ  τελῶναι  καὶ  ἁμαρτωλοί  genannt;  diese  Verbindung  ist  sicher 
vormarkinisch.' Pesch, Das Zöllnergastmahl (Mk 2, 15-17), 72.

316 Pesch,  Das Markus-Evangelium. 1.  Teil, 168-169. The problem of table-fellowship with Gentiles is  more 
likely  in  focus  than  problems  with  believers  who  have  sinned  after  their  baptism,  see  Pesch,  Das 
Zöllnergastmahl (Mk 2, 15-17), 82-84.
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den Aussenstehenden die Beziehung zu Jesus vermittelt.'317 

Levi’s  type of discipleship should be mentioned as another connection to the early Christians. 

Where the disciples are often asked to leave everything behind (see for example the calling of 

Simon and Andrew (1:16-18)) this disciple is not asked to leave his home. In his own environment 

he is able to serve the Jesus movement. Not all early Christians wandered as radically as Jesus did. 

The story of the calling of Levi might be an example for those Christians who remained in their 

own homes, using them to serve the Christian community. Levi is 'das Modell der Nachfolger, die 

nicht Haus und Hof verlassen'.318

It is hard to conclude anything about the plausibility of the story based on these last elements. The 

first observation is nothing more than a plain observation. I cannot imagine a reason why the early 

Christians would invent a tradition to defend that they were the agents of Jesus; this seems self-

explanatory to me in an age when Jesus was not part of the community any longer. What is more, 

Jesus answers the questioners  directly in verse 17.  That  Levi  is  an example of  a  stay-at-home 

supporter may be true, even though I regard it unlikely that the tradition is invented to defend 

their decision not to leave hearth and home. This topic is not under discussion in the story. If Levi 

was not asked to leave behind all he possessed, then it seems to me a justified conclusion of the 

early Christians to state that Jesus did not require all his disciples to become wanderers.  

5.1.3 Conclusions

The unity of the story of the calling of Levi and the succeeding story of the table-fellowship with 

tax contractors in Mark 2:13-17 is a late construction. Mark created verses 13-14 as an editorial 

introduction to the story. As the name of Levi is preserved only by these editorial verses, it is 

uncertain whether the name of Levi was preserved in the story of the table-fellowship. It can be 

concluded that the format of the text is an example of a controversy-dialogue, which is not helpful 

in determining whether we are dealing with an authentic tradition.

317 Bultmann, Die Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition, 50-51.
318 'Er  zeigt,  dass  man auch dadurch Nachfolge  praktizieren  kann,  dass  man sein  Haus für  andere  zur 

Verfügung  stellt.  Er  bleibt  in  seinem  Haus  wohnen,  so  dass  in  seiner  Gestalt  alle  Mitglieder  von 
Ortsgemeinden eine positive Identifikationsfigur finden konnten. Da Mk auch bei denjenigen, die seiner 
Einladung  in  sein  Haus  folgen,  von  einem  'Nachfolgen'  spricht  (Mk  2,15),  wird  damit  der  Begriff 
Nachfolge über den engeren Kreis der Nachfolger, die Haus und Hof verlassen haben, auf alle Christen 
ausgeweitet.'  G. Theissen,  Erleben und Verhalten der ersten Christen (Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlaghaus, 
2007), 339.
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I regard it as plausible that the tradition is a rendering of a historical event.319 Jesus ate with tax 

contractors. This was provocative to (at least a part of) the religious leaders. Jesus searched actively 

after those people the righteous called 'sinners'; this was beyond the border of what the religious 

leaders  regarded  as  compulsory  or  even  desirable.  Jesus'  reply,  both  17b  and  17c,  may  be 

historically plausible. Even if these words are inauthentic, they do render a convincing summary 

of  Jesus'  mission.  The phrase  should not  be  understood ironically;  those named righteous are 

righteous according to Jesus, while those named sinners are sinners. Jesus' fellowship with tax 

contractors is an implicit criticism of the religious leaders, in that he does what they ought to do: 

search after the lost.

It is probable that the sinners are added to the story of the table-fellowship at a later stage. The 

story of the table-fellowship of Jesus with sinners was helpful in the discussion of whether the 

early Christians were allowed to dine with Gentiles (Acts 15 and Gal 2). Their extension of the 

table-fellowship should not be regarded as unjustified; it was, according to the saying of verse 17, 

Jesus himself who started this generalization by naming the tax contractors sinners. 

5.1.4 Table-fellowship in Luke 15

Tax contractors are mentioned as companions of Jesus in the introduction to the parables of the 

Lost.320 In these verses the tax contractors and the sinners are coming near to Jesus,  while the 

Pharisees and the scribes grumble. The tax contractors and sinners appear to be those who have 

ears to hear and listen (14:35).321 The charge of the Pharisees and the scribes is comparable to the 

charge against Jesus as has been discussed in the analysis of Mark 2:13-17. The grumbling of the 

Jewish leaders does not remain unnoticed. Jesus answers them by telling a couple of parables 

(15:4-16:9). In these stories the recovering of what is lost is crucial. 

Chapter 15 of the gospel of Luke consists of four parts322: a) verses 1-3 are the introduction; b-c) a 

pair of parallel parables (4-6 and 8-9) including an application (7 and 10; d) verses 11-32 render a 

more elaborate parable that also deals with finding what was lost. 

319 'Jesus hat im Hause eines Levi mit einer  Schar von Zöllnern Tischgemeinschaft  gehalten.'  Pesch,  Das 
Zöllnergastmahl (Mk 2, 15-17), 78.

320 See for this pericope Fiedler, Jesus und die Sünder, 148; J. A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke X-XXIV 
(Anchor Bible 28A; Garden City: Doubleday, 1985), 1071-1082; Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas. EKK III/
3, 13-37; A. Oveja,  "Neunundneunzig  sind nicht  genug! (Vom verlorenen Schaf),"  in  Kompendium der  
Gleichnisse Jesu (eds. R. Zimmerman, et al; Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlaghaus, 2007), 205-219.

321 See Green, The gospel of Luke, 570.
322 See also Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke X-XXIV, 1072.
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By his introduction Luke immediately evokes the story of the Calling of Levi and the following 

table-fellowship as is preserved by Luke in 5:27-32. Luke elaborated on this theme in 7:28-35 (about 

these verses more in sections 5.2.1 and 5.2.2) and renders another depiction of tax contractors in 

the chapter under discussion. The topic will receive further attention in this gospel in the parable 

of tax contractor and the Pharisee in the Temple (5.3.1) and the story about Zacchaeus (5.1.4). There 

are a few obvious distinctions in this text, compared to the calling of Levi. In verses 1-2 it is the tax 

contractors and sinners who look for Jesus. Jesus receives them at his (unspecified) place. This 

differs from the story of the calling of Levi, in which Jesus enters the world of the tax contractors. It 

also deviates from the movement in the parables that follow; there the shepherd searches the lost 

sheep. In this pericope the focus shifts a little from table-fellowship to the teaching of Jesus (they 

came to 'ἀκούειν αὐτοῦ'), compared to the Calling of Levi. 

In this section the usefulness of the introduction for the purpose of this thesis will be valued. The 

combination of the setting, as it is depicted by Luke, and the parables of the Lost (especially the 

parable of the Lost Sheep) will be examined. And a convincing answer to the following question 

will be sought: does this tradition contribute to our understanding of Jesus' fellowship with tax 

contractors?

5.1.4.1 History of tradition of Luke 15:1-3

Verses 1-3 are very likely a Lukan composition.323 The parables are given a  Sitz im Leben by the 

gospel  author.  It  is  a  reworking  of  Luke 5:29-30;  the  agreements  are  clearly  noticeable  in  the 

following overview:

Luke 5:29-30 Luke 15:1-3
πολὺς τελωνῶν καὶ ἄλλων /  τῶν τελωνῶν 

καὶ ἁμαρτωλῶν / πολλοὶ τελῶναι καὶ 

ἁμαρτωλοὶ (Markan parallel)

πάντες οἱ τελῶναι καὶ οἱ ἁμαρτωλοὶ

Διὰ τί μετὰ τῶν τελωνῶν καὶ ἁμαρτωλῶν 

ἐσθίετε καὶ πίνετε;

Οὗτος ἁμαρτωλοὺς προσδέχεται καὶ 

συνεσθίει αὐτοῖς.
 οἱ Φαρισαῖοι καὶ οἱ γραμματεῖς αὐτῶν οἵ τε Φαρισαῖοι καὶ οἱ γραμματεῖς

323 Fitzmyer,  The Gospel  According to Luke X-XXIV 1072. The introduction does not even fit,  according to 
Fitzmyer; verse 3 speaks about a single parable, while three parables follow. Fiedler does not exclude the 
possibility that the introduction was part of Luke's source, see Fiedler, Jesus und die Sünder, 148.
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The parables might have been connected to the calling of Levi in older material used by Luke.324 It 

is quite reasonable to regard the parables as an elaboration, or a variant in the genre of a parable, 

of Jesus' saying about the physician and the 'I came' phrase that follows. The two parables may be 

very old; they might have been told as a pair by Jesus himself.325 

5.1.4.2 Synoptical problem

The first of the three parables is preserved by both Luke and Matthew.326 In this section I will 

shortly discuss the related synoptical problem. Matthew seems to be focused on the Christian 

community; he tells the story concerning the 'τῶν μικρῶν τούτων' (Mat 18:3-4, 6, 10, 14). It seems 

he is focused on people inside the Christian community.327 Matthew uses the word 'πλανηθῇ', 

while  in  applying  the  word  'ἀπολέσας'  Luke  seems  to  think  about  a  more  absolute  loss.  In 

Matthew it is not even stated that the shepherd finds the lost sheep, whereas Luke gives more 

attention to the actual finding of the lost. Another distinction is the addition of the forms of the 

root μεταν- by Luke, compared to Matthew. The one ('αὐτῷ') of Matthew 18:13 is specified by 

Luke as the sinner who repents ('ἑνὶ ἁμαρτωλῷ μετανοοῦντι'). And even Matthew's 'those who 

were  not  lost'  ('τοῖς  μὴ  πεπλανημένοις')  are  specified  by  Luke's  'δικαίοις  οἵτινες  οὐ  χρείαν 

ἔχουσιν μετανοίας'. The form of the parable of the Lost Sheep is better preserved in Matthew than 

in Luke.328 

 

5.1.4.3 Aim of the story

The parables of the lost sheep and the lost coin tell what Jesus has said in Luke 5:32 'οὐκ ἐλήλυθα 

καλέσαι δικαίους ἀλλὰ ἁμαρτωλοὺς εἰς μετάνοιαν' and what will be said in Luke 19:10 even 

324 Young agrees in this with Flusser and Lindsey, see Young, The parables, 190. This hypothesis assumes that 
the calling of Levi was part of Q, but it is not comprehensible why both Matthew and Luke separated the 
parables from the story of the calling of Levi/Matthew.

325 Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke X-XXIV, 1073. Fitzmyer points at Jeremias' research of the Lukan 
language to state that the two parables were not uttered by Jesus on the same occasion.  Fitzmyer is 
certain that the applications (verse 7 and 10) are not pre-Lukan; according to Fitzmyer, the story of the 
Lost Coin was probably part of Luke's Sondergut, as it is implausible that Matthew omitted this parable. 
Young however does regard verse 7 as an original part of the parable, B. H. Young, The parables, 195.

326 The parable does also have a parallel in the Gospel of Thomas (107). There is even an attestation in the 
Gospel of Truth. The latter is clearly under gnostic influence. See Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke  
X-XXIV, 1074. The variant in the Gospel of Thomas is clearly a later interpretation. The one sheep that is 
lost is the largest sheep. By this it is clarified how it is possible that shepherd left the ninety-nine. See also 
Young, The parables, 191.

327 Young, The parables, 190.
328 See also Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke X-XXIV, 1074.

90



more clearly: 'ἦλθεν γὰρ ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ζητῆσαι καὶ σῶσαι τὸ ἀπολωλός.' Jesus came to 

search for  what was  lost;  by clarifying this  goal  he  tried to  justify  his  behaviour  towards the 

Pharisees and the scribes.329 It is very well imaginable that these Jewish leaders were convinced by 

Jesus' explanation. These parables have the same two perspectives as Jesus’ saying in Mark 2:17. 

Namely, there are people who are lost, and there are people who aren't lost. It is the duty of those 

who name themselves the leaders of the people to search after the lost. It is both a justification of 

his own activity, as well as a criticism of the Jewish religious leaders, as they criticize the man who 

does what they ought to do.   

The  combination  of  table-fellowship  and  repentance  is  important  to  Luke  (which  is  a  Lukan 

invention, according to Sanders); the discussed text strives to make this clear.330 'The lost are found 

through active involvement and social interaction.'331 However, it is not only finding what was lost 

which is in focus, but also the joy of finding receives special attention.332 The image of a shepherd 

searching for lost sheep was already known from the Hebrew Bible and is in this context even 

more pregnant than in the discussion of the calling of Levi.333 By the telling of this parable Jesus 

may transpose this activity of God to himself and others.334 

5.1.4.4 Added value of the meeting of Jesus and the tax contractors in Luke 15:1-3

As  has  been  argued  above,  the  verses  that  narrate  Jesus'  encounter  with  tax  contractors  are 

probably a construction of the author. We can, however, conclude that he remembered Jesus as a 

man who met tax contractors. We are unable to know whether Luke had in mind other events in 

Jesus’ life, besides the calling of Levi and the story about Zacchaeus, or not. In this paragraph I will 

shortly discuss the thesis of Walker regarding this text, which has been mentioned in section 3.3.

According to his hypothesis, the fact that Jesus attracted tax contractors (15:1, they were 'αὐτῷ 

ἐγγίζοντες')  does  not  mean  that  the  accusation  of  his  opponents  makes  sense  ('Οὗτος 

329 This focus should be seen in the larger Jewish discussion regarding the following question: what is more 
important, the study or the practice of Torah?  Young,  The parables, 187-198. This discussion will return 
when Mat 21 is treated.

330 Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas. EKK III/3, 21.
331 B. H. Young, The parables, 198.
332 Young, The parables,  195. For another framing of the parables in its Jewish context see L. Schottroff,  The  

parables of Jesus (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2006), 151-156.
333 'For thus says the Lord GOD: Behold, I, I myself will search for my sheep, and will seek them out. As a 

shepherd seeks out his flock when some of his sheep have been scattered abroad, so will I seek out my 
sheep; and I will rescue them from all places where they have been scattered on a day of clouds and thick 
darkness.' (Ezekiel 34:11-12) See also Mat 10:6 and 15:24.

334 Young, The parables, 191-192.
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ἁμαρτωλοὺς προσδέχεται καὶ συνεσθίει αὐτοῖς).335 This non sequitur is overlooked by those who 

conclude from this passage that Jesus ate with tax contractors. Formally, Walker is right, there is 

no need to conclude that the accusation of the Jewish leaders is appropriate. However, a meeting 

of Jesus and the tax contractors is narrated, and Jesus’ seeking out of tax contractors is at least 

insinuated by the parable of the Lost Sheep. By the combination with the parable of the Lost Sheep 

his  argument  is  less  convincing.  The  shepherd  searches  for  the  lost  by  active  involvement; 

consequently it is more difficult to go along with Walker's non sequitur. If Jesus searched actively 

for the lost, then denying this table-fellowship is a less plausible inference. Of course, we don't 

know whether Jesus had this table-fellowship with tax contractors in his mind when he told this 

parable.

The setting as created by Luke was regarded by Luke as a appropriate introduction to the parables. 

The introduction is, however, heavily dependent other other traditions. If this is combined with 

the non sequitur argument, then I draw the conclusion that I cannot do otherwise than agree with 

Walker when he states that it would be unwise to regard this text as an independent proof for 

Jesus' table-fellowship with tax contractors.

R. Bultmann and G. Theissen

5.1.4.5 Conclusions

Verses 1-3 should not be regarded as an independent attestation of Jesus' table-fellowship with tax 

contractors.  But  the  tradition  does  reflect  that  Jesus  in  the  company of  tax  contractors  was  a 

familiar  picture  to Luke.  He regarded it  as  a  characteristic  facet  of  Jesus'  ministry.  That  Luke 

regarded the portrayal in verses 1-3 as an appropriate literary setting for the parables of the Lost 

gives us a hermeneutical key for his understanding of the parables. Although the introduction may 

not correspond grammatically to the parables, I do think that his interpretation is credible with 

respect to content. The parable of the Lost Sheep, seems to be a good elaboration of Jesus’ saying in 

Mark 2:17 (which is slightly revised by Luke in 5:32): 'Οὐ χρείαν ἔχουσιν οἱ ἰσχύοντες ἰατροῦ 

ἀλλ’ οἱ κακῶς ἔχοντες· οὐκ ἦλθον καλέσαι δικαίους ἀλλὰ ἁμαρτωλούς.' The traditions differ, 

among other things,  in genre,  but  they cohere with regard to the content.  They cohere in the 

(implicit) view that there are people who can be named 'lost', that Jesus' search after those 'lost' 

should justify his behaviour, that there are people who can be identified as 'righteous', and that 

Jesus' action is an implicit criticism of the Jewish leaders’ lack of action.  

335 Walker, Jesus and the Tax Collectors, 231.
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5.1.5 Zacchaeus in Luke 19:1-10

The story of Jesus' table-fellowship with Zacchaeus, as it is written down in Luke 19:1-10, is the 

third pericope discussed in this thesis in which Jesus has a meeting with a person who is tax 

contractor by profession.336 The description of the event precedes the parable of the Ten Servants 

(19:11-27) and Jesus' entrance into Jerusalem (19:28-44). It is preceded by the parable of the Widow 

and the Judge (18:1-8), the parable about the tax contractor and the Pharisee in the Temple (18:9-

14), Jesus' blessing of the children (18:15-17), his meeting with a rich and important man (18:18-30), 

a prophecy about Jesus death (18:31-34) and the healing of a blind beggar in the neighbourhood of 

Jericho (18:35-43). 

In this section the possibility of reconstructing the genesis of the story will be discussed. What can 

be said about the tradition as it is preserved, how is the story of Zacchaeus related to the story of 

the calling of Levi, and what are the implications of this tradition for our reconstruction of Jesus' 

relation with tax contractors?

5.1.5.1 History of Tradition

The form of the story of Jesus' visit to Zacchaeus is characterized differently by different scholars; 

it is regarded as a biographical apophthegm, but also as a controversy-dialogue and a conversion 

story.337 Verses  1  and  10  are  considered  redactional  by  most  scholars,  with  the  first  being  a 

localisation of the story and the second an unnecessary addition. According to Bultmann the story 

is no smooth unity.338 Verses 7 and 8 do not follow each other logically. Most plausible is that verse 

8 is secondary.339 Zacchaeus' statement disturbs the progress of the story, whereas verse 9 does fit 

336 See for  discussion  of this  pericope R.  Bultmann,  Die  Geschichte  der  synoptischen  Tradition. (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1995), 33-34 and 65-73;  P. Fiedler, Jesus und die Sünder (Bern: Lang, 1976), 129-
135; I. H. Marshall, The Gospel of Luke: a commentary on the Greek text (Exeter: Paternoster Press, 1978), 694-
699; J. A. Fitzmyer,  The Gospel According to Luke X-XXIV (Anchor Bible 28A; Garden City: Doubleday, 
1985), 1218-1227; F. Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1990), 275-281; G. Petzke, 
Das Sondergut des Evangeliums nach Lukas (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag, 1990), 165-170; M. C. Parsons, 
"'Short in Stature': Luke's Physical Description of Zacchaeus,"  New Testament Studies 47 (2001): 50-57;  F. 
Bovon,  Das Evangelium nach  Lukas.  EKK III/3 (Zürich:  Benziger  Verlag,  2001),  264-280;  H.  Klein,  Das 
Lukasevangelium (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2006), 597-603.

337 See for  diverse categorizations,  Bovon,  Das Evangelium nach Lukas.  EKK III/3, 269. He himself  attests 
characteristics of all the forms of 'Bekehrungs-, Vergebungs-, Heils- und Streitgesprächsgeschichte' in the 
story about Zacchaeus. Fitzmeyer categorizes it as a pronouncement-story, Fitzmyer, The Gospel According  
to Luke X-XXIV, 1219. 

338 Bultmann, Die Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition.
339 According to Bovon verse 19:8 is an integral part of the story Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas. EKK III/3, 

270.
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well to verse 7.340 Verse 8 is clearly Lukan with regard to content and language.341 The content does 

remind one of  the ethical  teaching of  John (Luke 3:10-14),  the parable of Pharisee and the tax 

contractor in the Temple (18:9-14) and the story about the rich man (18:18-23). The words 'σταθεὶς 

δὲ', 'εἶπεν πρὸς' plus accusative, 'κύριε' and 'τα ὑπαρχόντα' are typically Lukan.  

The  remainder  of  the  text  is,  according  to  Bultmann,  clearly  'eine  ideale  Szene,  eine 

weitergesponnene' variant of the Calling of Levi (Mk 2:13-17).342 Walker agrees with the proposal 

of Bultmann that the story is an extended version of Mat 9:9-13 / Mark 2:13-17 / Luke 5:27-32 and 

does  not  provide  independent  evidence  regarding  Jesus'  fellowship  with  tax  contractors.343 

Capernaum is changed to Jericho because of the preceding passage. Levi is changed to Zacchaeus 

because if the author of the story used Levi a second time, his plagiarism would be obvious. The 

name Zacchaeus is chosen because of its meaning. A translation for Zacchaeus would be 'who is 

innocent' or 'who is clean'; it is a Semitic name, thus Zacchaeus should be regarded as a Jew.

Even though this reconstruction is alluring, it is an unproven hypothesis, the plausibility of which 

varies per scholar.344 As there are many differences between the texts, and there is consensus that 

Luke did not made up the story by himself, it seems difficult to me to claim anything about the 

genesis of the tradition. It seems most plausible to me that the two stories were both present on 

'Luke's bookshelf'.345 Whether the story of Zacchaeus, as it was known by Luke, was a variation of 

the story of Levi, or whether both stories had their independent wording (and perhaps describing 

different events of the life of Jesus), cannot be reconstructed with considerable plausibility.

340 'The difficulty with v. 8 is that it breaks the connection between v. 7 (where the bystanders grumble) and 
v. 9 (which, despite the πρὸς αὐτὸν, appears to be addressed to them, since it refers to Zacchaeus in the 
third person); moreover, v.9 makes no allusion to the proposal of Zacchaeus in v. 8.' I. H. Marshall, The  
Gospel of Luke: a commentary on the Greek text (Exeter: Paternoster Press, 1978), 695. 

341 See Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke X-XXIV, 1219.
342 Bultmann, Die Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition. When this story is compared to the Calling of Levi, it 

is  remarkable  that  Zacchaeus  does  not  follow  Jesus  as  Levi  did.  According  to  Bultmann  this  is 
comprehensible as this story took shape in a time when being a Christian was no longer symbolized by 
following Jesus geographically.

343 Walker, Jesus and the Tax Collectors, 233-234.
344 See for example Klein: 'Daß sie aufgrund von Mk 2,14.15-17 enstanden ist, läßt sich nicht wahrscheinlich 

machen.'  H. Klein,  Das Lukasevangelium (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2006), 599. Or Marshall 
when he writes: 'Bultmann's view that it is a developed variant of the simpler story in Mk 2:14-17 is pure 
speculation; the preservation of the name Zaccheaus speaks in favour of its historicity.'  Marshall,  The  
Gospel of Luke: a commentary on the Greek text, 695.

345 See  also  Petzke:  'Es  muß  keine  direkte  Abhängigkeit  zwischen  beiden  Erzahlungen  angenommen 
werden; eher sind eigenständige Parallelerzählungen zum gleichen Thema (Jesus und die Zöllner) zu 
vermuten, wie es sie auch in der Wunderüberlieferung immer wieder gibt.' G. Petzke, Das Sondergut des  
Evangeliums nach Lukas (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag, 1990), 167.
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5.1.5.2 Zacchaeus' profession and restitution

Zacchaeus is called an 'ἀρχιτελώνης', a word which is a hapax legomenon, unknown in the Greek 

literature.346 It is plausible that the word is a translation of the Hebrew mokhes gadol or rav mokhes. 

The latter is most plausible, according to Herrenbrück, and would not refer to a tax contractor at a 

top position347, but rather to a  primus inter pares.348 Green thinks that the Lukan 'ἀρχιτελώνης' is 

not  a  job  title.  According  to  him 'it  is  clear  that  Zacchaeus  is  thus  presented as  a  person  of 

advanced status,  even if  only among other tax collectors'.349 Herrenbrück tries with might and 

main to avoid the possibility to claim, based on this text, that there were upper tax contractors and 

their employees, to whom the ordinary 'τελῶναι' refers in the gospels. Green's proposal does not 

affect the organisation of taxation as defended by Herrenbrück. Therefore it might be so that the 

'ἀρχιτελώνης' Zacchaeus had more money and status than most tax contractors, even though he 

was not the employer of the other tax contractors. But if the Greek  ἀρχιτελώνης is a translation of 

mokhes gadol or  rav mokhes,  then this may have implications for the historical evaluation of the 

tradition.  If  an Aramaic  context  of  the  wording  of  the  pericope should be  assumed,  then the 

tradition is relatively old and becomes more important for the question of this thesis.

The Lukan addition of fourfold restitution may be based on the Mosaic law. If a person stole one 

sheep, he or she should give four sheep back to restore the loss. See for example Ex 22:1 (in case of 

oxen, he or she should give five oxen for an ox) and 2 Sam 12:6 (this texts deals only with lambs).350 

According  to  Bovon,  however,  it  is  more  plausible  that  Roman  rule  prescribed  this  fourfold 

restitution.351 No decisive answer is required for the progress of this thesis; the observation that 

Luke again added the notion of repentance to an existing story is a sufficient conclusion.

5.1.5.3 Plausibility of Jericho

It is possible to regard the localisation of the story at Jericho as a literary determination of the 

346 Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas. EKK III/3, 272.
347 See Klein, Das Lukasevangelium, 600.
348 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner See also Herrenbrück for problems with stating that the author of the 

gospel created the word ἀρχιτελώνης. It is clear that Zacchaeus was a rich man. Hoehner states that tax 
contractors were not that rich: ´So numerous were they (the tax contractors, SvD) that it is improbable 
that they were all very rich. In fact Luke had to specify that Zacchaeus was not only a ἀρχιτελώνης but 
also very rich.' H. W. Hoehner, Herod Antipas (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972), 78.

349 Green, The gospel of Luke, 668.
350 See also Josephus who mentions this protocol,  Jos Ant 16.1.1.
351 Bovon,  Das  Evangelium  nach  Lukas.  EKK  III/3, 276. See  Herrenbrück  for  descriptions  of  restitutions 

(fourfold, fivefold and even tenfold) in ancient literature, Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 278-280.
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gospel author (based on the naming of Jericho in Luke 18:35). However, there are two reasons for 

regarding the localisation as an integral part of the source used by Luke. 

The Sondergut of Luke often mentions names of persons and places; therefore it is possible that the 

names of Zacchaeus and Jericho were part of Luke's Sondergut.352 The second line of thought that 

should be mentioned here, because of its dominance in the scholarly debate, is that Jericho has 

geographically  something  in  common  with  Capernaum.  Both  places  would  be  extraordinary 

suitable for tax offices.353

But, comparable to what has been said about Capernaum, there is no reason to assume that tax 

contractors were not widely spread over the country. That a tax contractor from Capernaum made 

it into the New Testament is chance, and the same counts for a tax contractor from Jericho. As tax 

contractors farmed different kind of taxes, which were not all dependent on boundaries and roads, 

it is hard to imagine why they were restricted to certain geographical areas.

Unfortunately, I cannot conclude otherwise than that it is not impossible that Jericho might have 

been preserved with the story. It is likely that Jericho was preserved either with this story or the 

preceding one, but no decisive choice can be plausibly made. But as argued above, it is of little 

importance for the topic under question. 

5.1.5.4 EXCURSUS: Zacchaeus: his appearance in the Lukan story

The outer appearance of Zacchaeus and his motions receive extraordinary attention in this 

story.  If  it  can  be  made  plausible  that  these  characteristics  are  artificial,  and  if  these 

fictitious facets of the story cannot be removed from the story without destroying the story, 

then it becomes more difficult to regard the story as a rendering of a historical event. In this 

paragraph the  characteristics  of  Luke  as  depicted in  the  story  will  be  valued for  their 

historical usefulness.

Zacchaeus was small of stature. According to many scholars the only reason for describing 

Zacchaeus in such a way is to make clear why he would climb a tree.354 This does not satisfy 

Mikeal Parsons, who claims that the author had more reasons to describe Zacchaeus as 

352 Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas. EKK III/3 271., Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke X-XXIV, 1222. 
353 According  to  Bovon  Jericho  would  have  been  a  suitable  place,  even  though  it  is  not  located  at  a 

boundary: 'Jericho lag nicht an der Grenze, aber es war von jeher eine wichtige Etappe auf dem Weg nach 
Jerusalem.' Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas. EKK III/3, 272.

354 See for example Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas. EKK III/3, 273.
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'ἡλικίᾳ μικρὸς'.355 With the help of  physiognomics he tries to make clear that in Antiquity 

people were accustomed to connect 'outer physical characteristics with inner qualities'.356 

Smallness in physical stature was, according to these theories, seen as reflecting a smallness 

in  spirit  ('μικροψυχία').  Being  small-minded  should  be  explained  as  having  low  self-

expectations  and  greediness.357 Both  connotations  fit  well  in  the  story  of  Zacchaeus, 

especially the second is ironic if the meaning of Zacchaeus' name and his profession are 

combined.358 The complaints  of the crowd in verse 7 are not mono-causal based on his 

profession;  'he was born a sinner,  as  evidenced by his  physical  size,  and he lived as  a 

sinner,  as  evidenced by his  cheating fellow countryfolk out of  their  money.'359 Kenneth 

Bailey made some other characteristics clear that depict Zacchaeus as a despised man. In 

the Middle East adult persons do not run and they do not climb trees.360 If a powerful man 

such as Zacchaeus runs and climbs a tree (19:4), these actions cause him to disgrace himself 

in public.361

I think it is hard to claim authenticity or inauthenticity of the story based on these kinds of 

details. Even though some characteristics of Zacchaeus are very suited to the purpose of the 

story, it cannot be made plausible that the characteristics are too fictitious to be true. But 

355 See  for  example  M.  C.  Parsons,  "'Short  in  Stature':  Luke's  Physical  Description  of  Zacchaeus,"  New 
Testament Studies 47 (2001): 50-57; Marshall, The Gospel of Luke: a commentary on the Greek text, 695-696.

356 Parsons,  'Short in Stature': Luke's Physical Description of Zacchaeus, 51. Several books were written under 
the title 'Physiognomica'. These theories were, outside this literature, also well known from fiction. 

357 See for ancient literature in which this is explained, Parsons, 'Short in Stature': Luke's Physical Description  
of Zacchaeus.

358 Zacchaeus´ name and appearance do fit well his profession and the statement the people in the text make. 
This observation could be used against the authenticity of the passage. As scientific research from the 
20th century has made plausible, outer appearances do not necessarily mirror one’s inner characteristics. 
Therefore  it  is  likely  that  it  is  more  than  coincidence  that  Zacchaeus  appears  according  to  the 
physiognomics. An invention of a tradition might be assumed. Although, a reworking of the story with the 
help of physiognomics cannot be excluded, nor the possibility that his outer appearance reflected the ideas 
of the people by accident. And what should also be considered is that according to this text Jesus breaks 
through these social conventions.
See Creed for the opinion that no conclusions should be based on the name of Zacchaeus; Luke 'nowhere 
uses names with a symbolic purpose.'  J. M. Creed, The Gospel According to St. Luke (London: Macmillan, 
1930), 230.

359 Parsons, 'Short in Stature': Luke's Physical Description of Zacchaeus. See Parson also for a description of the 
relation between physics and sin in the Jewish tradition.

360 The sycamore tree has a short but thick trunk, which grows in a flat direction and does not lose its leaves. 
It is unclear whether this kind of tree was found at Jericho. Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas. EKK III/3 
274. See also K. E. Bailey, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes. Cultural Studies in the Gospels (London: SPCK, 
2008), 178.

361 Bailey, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes. Cultural Studies in the Gospels, 177.
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none of these elements are of special value either for regarding this story as authentic or as 

inauthentic. 

5.1.5.5 Table-fellowship and the function of the story

In this paragraph the function of the story will be discussed from the perspective of the purpose of 

this thesis. What does Jesus' fellowship with Zacchaeus contribute to our historical knowledge of 

Jesus' fellowship with tax contractors in general?

The words 'σήμερον' and 'δεῖ' of verse 5 evoke the arrival of salvation.362 This is clarified by verses 

9 and 10. According to Marshall, hospitality is the condition for salvation; those persons who had 

table-fellowship with Jesus made clear their repentance by their hospitality. Jesus anticipated their 

repentance by inviting himself to someone's house.363 The representative of this salvation will stay 

at Zacchaeus' house ('ἐν τῷ οἴκῳ σου δεῖ με μεῖναι'). As in the story of Levi and the parable of the 

Lost Sheep special attention is given to the person of Jesus. 

Zacchaeus  is  an  adherent  of  Jesus,  but  not  a  follower  of  Jesus,  that  is,  he  is  a  'stay-at-home' 

supporter.364 These supporters were very helpful, and their importance is easily underestimated. 

'Providing hospitality for Jesus and his disciples when they came to town would have been no 

small burden and no small achievement.'365 The tax contractor Zacchaeus is not asked to give up 

his profession (cf. Levi), nor is there anything preserved which hints at such a consequence of his 

meeting with Jesus.366

The story of the blind beggar, which precedes the story of Zacchaeus in Jericho (18:35-43), should 

not be forgotten when one tries to understand the story of table-fellowship. Jesus stands with both 

the oppressed (the beggar) and the oppressor (the tax contractor).367 'Die hier dem Menschensohn 

zugeschriebene Funktion entspricht jener, die Gott als Hirte Israels in der Prophezeiung Ezechiels 

einnimt, wenn er sich mit seinem Diener David verbindet. Es ist vielleicht kein Zufall, wenn der 

362 Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas. EKK III/3, 274. 
363 M. J. Marshall, "Jesus: Glutton and Drunkard?" JSHJ 3 (2005): 47-60.
364 These supporters were not unimportant for the Jesus movement. 'By gifts of money, food, and lodging, 

they supplied Jesus' traveling band of disciples with the necessary support network for a period of over 
two years.(...) In any event, the support system reminds us once again that not all of Jesus'  adherents 
were desperately poor.'  Meier,  A Marginal Jew. Rethinking the Historical Jesus. Volume Three: Companions  
and Competitors, 631. Cf. Theissen's observations of the stay-at-home supporter Levi, see section 5.1.2.

365 Meier, A Marginal Jew. Rethinking the Historical Jesus. Volume Three: Companions and Competitors, 631. 
366 M.  Hengel,  "Eigentum  und  Reichtum  in  der  frühen  Kirche:  Aspekte  einer  frühchristlichen 

Sozialgeschichte,"  in  Studien zum Urchristentum. Kleine  Schriften VI (WUNT;  Tübingen:  Mohr Siebeck, 
2008), 375.

367 Bailey, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes. Cultural Studies in the Gospels, 180.
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Titel 'Sohn Davids' in der Perikope des geheilten Blinden (18,35-43) präsent ist, die ja unmittelbar 

jener  von  Zachäus  vorausgeht.'368 This  narrative  line  of  thinking  might  be  a  parallel  to  my 

statement  that  Jesus'  movement  was  appealing not  only to  people  of  the  lower  classes;  Jesus' 

mission was aimed at all members of Israel.

The Q-text of Luke 3:8 is an important key for the understanding of this pericope, especially for the 

last  two verses.369 Luke 3:8:  ´ποιήσατε  οὖν καρποὺς  ἀξίους  τῆς μετανοίας·  καὶ  μὴ ἄρξησθε 

λέγειν ἐν ἑαυτοῖς,  Πατέρα ἔχομεν τὸν Ἀβραάμ, λέγω γὰρ ὑμῖν ὅτι  δύναται ὁ θεὸς ἐκ τῶν 

λίθων τούτων ἐγεῖραι τέκνα τῷ Ἀβραάμ.´ Those people who appeal to their father Abraham 

need repentance, as their kinship does not secure anything. People who live outside the Jewish 

religious centre and do not appeal to their birth are asked the same. They need to repent, and 

Zacchaeus repents.  The lost  has been found.  This  man,  who is  despised by many,  becomes a 

prototype of a son of Abraham. 

The  later  addition  of  the  saying  'ἦλθεν  γὰρ  ὁ  υἱὸς  τοῦ  ἀνθρώπου  ζητῆσαι  καὶ  σῶσαι  τὸ 

ἀπολωλός' has parallels in Jesus' words in Mark 2:17, Mat 15:24: 'Οὐκ ἀπεστάλην εἰ μὴ εἰς τὰ 

πρόβατα τὰ ἀπολωλότα οἴκου Ἰσραήλ', the parable of the Lost Sheep, the Lost Coin and the Lost 

Son and Ezek 36. Ezek 34:16 LXX reads: 'Τὸ ἀπολωλὸς ζητήσω καὶ τὸ πλανώμενον ἐπιστρέψω'. 

The Lukan saying has included the first three words of this quote and added the characteristic 

'σῶσαι'. It is clearly a late addition to the story, even though it fits the story well.370

5.1.5.6 Conclusions

Bultmann's thesis that the story of Zacchaeus is a late elaboration of the story of Levi is highly 

speculative. It is irretrievable whether the two stories describe the same historical event or not. The 

preservation of Zaccheaus' name (and perhaps the city where he lived) makes its authenticity more 

plausible. The least that can be concluded is that Luke regarded the tradition as trustworthy. There 

is not enough evidence to deny that this tradition is an individual attestation of Jesus' fellowship 

with tax  contractors.  In the story Jesus'  presence  is  the  presence of  salvation;  his  own person 

receives special attention. Luke's redaction of the story fits well with his theological emphasis on 

conversion.

368 Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas. EKK III/3, 277-278.
369 Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas. EKK III/3, 277.
370 Fitzmyer,  The Gospel According to Luke X-XXIV, 1120., Bovon,  Das Evangelium nach Lukas. EKK III/3, 269. 

See for the historical plausibility of 'ἦλθεν' 5.1.1.7 and for 'ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου' 2.2.2.1.
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5.1.6 Was one of the twelve a tax contractor?

An important question for the reconstruction of the historical Jesus is whether one of the inner 

group of disciples has been a tax contractor. The question whether there have been a fixed group 

of twelve disciples during Jesus' ministry, will not be discussed here.371

The calling of Levi is part of a sequence of stories in which disciples are called. Simon and Andrew 

(Mk 1:16-18) and James and John (1:19-20) have been called by Jesus and became his disciples. As 

has been said before, the Calling of Levi (2:13-14) should be understood as a variant of these earlier 

callings. In Mark 3:13-19 the author of the gospel renders a list of the twelve disciples. In this list 

Simon is mentioned firstly (1:16),  then James and John (1:17),  Andrew (1:18) and then the list 

proceeds with names of disciples about whom no calling stories are preserved. Levi is not part of 

the list. As I have argued above, I regard the story of the Calling of Levi (2:13-14) as a creation of 

Mark,  based  upon  a  combination  of  the  calling  of  Simon,  Andrew,  James  and  John  and  the 

tradition  of  Jesus'  table-fellowship  with  tax  contractors  (2:15-17).  As  I  regard  this  story  as  a 

fabrication  of  Mark,  and  Levi  is  not  mentioned  among  the  twelve,  I  cannot  otherwise  than 

conclude that this Markan material does not suggest in any means that there have been a (former) 

tax contractor among the twelve.

Matthew and Luke both render the calling story as well  as the list of twelve disciples in their 

gospels, however, not without editorial reworking of these Markan traditions. One of the main 

changes of Matthew is the renaming of Levi, Levi is identified as Matthew, who was one of the 

twelve.372 The question I would like to answer in this paragraph is whether this change reveals any 

information about the profession of one of the disciples. There are several possible explanations for 

the Matthean change.373 It  is  possible that the author of the Gospel of Matthew knew that the 

Matthew mentioned in the list of twelve, has been a (former) tax contractor. He may have regarded 

Levi as a less important person than Matthew (he even may have not known a person called Levi 

who was called by Jesus personally as Simon and the others, as it was a construction of Mark) and 

felt free to combine his own source (Matthew was a tax contractor) with the calling story and the 

list of the twelve disciples into a coherent unity.374 It even may have been that according to the 

371 See for this discussion Theissen and Merz, The Historical Jesus, 213-217 and Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 98-
106.

372 Which even found its way in some manuscripts of the gospel of Mark
373 See Davies and Allison, The Gospel according to St Matthew, 98-99; J. P. Meier, Companions and Competitors, 

201,  J.  Gnilka,  Das  Matthäusevangelium.  1.  Teil,  (Herders  Theologischer  Kommentar  zum  Neuen 
Testament; Freiburg: Herder, 1985), 330-331 and Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus. 2. Mt. 8-17, 42-43.

374 See for a comparable position Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus. 2. Mt. 8-17, 42-43
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gospel author Levi and Matthew were the same persons. Levi may have been another name for 

Matthew just as other disciples had different names.375 Another option is that Matthew regarded it 

as inappropriate to narrate the calling of a person by Jesus who did not belonged to inner circle of 

disciples. The calling of the twelve was something special which could not be compared to the 

calling of other disciples.376 Therefore Matthew decided to change Levi into Matthew and added to 

Matthew in the list of twelve his profession: 'the tax contractor'. I regard it as impossible to decide 

between these options, no convincing arguments for one of the possibilities can be given. As a 

consequence the question whether Matthew was a tax contractor cannot be answered. 

In spite of the clues which hint at the presence of a tax contractor in the inner circle of disciples of 

Jesus, it is very hard to claim with reasonable plausibility that one of the twelve disciples was a 

(former) tax contractor.377 I regard it as possible that Matthew had such a profession, but because of 

difficulties with the origin of this tradition, this cannot be taken for granted. Jesus' fellowship with 

tax contractors  in general created the circumstances in which it  could have been possible,  but 

whether this possibility was realized is hard to say.

5.1.7 Stories of fellowship: some concluding observations

After  having  discussed  all  the  traditions  in  which  Jesus'  meetings  with  tax  contractors  are 

preserved, some findings may be summarized. As has become clear I regard it as plausible that 

there is a historical background for the depiction of Jesus in the company of tax contractors. There 

is coherency between different kinds of traditions, with not all of them directly speaking of tax 

contractors. The description of table-fellowship in Mark 2:15-16, Jesus' sayings in Mark 2:17, the 

parable of the Lost Sheep in Luke 15:3-7 and the story of Zacchaeus are closely bound up with each 

other. Jesus' preaching and activities must (and can) be understood in its Jewish context. If one is 

willing to do so, then it becomes clear how one should depict his contextual individuality. 

The historical and theological implications of the results of the preceding sections will be discussed 

in chapter 6. At this moment I postpone a plausible and coherent overall reconstruction of Jesus' 

fellowship with tax contractors. An examination of a number of other traditions is a condition for 

375 There are, however, some very clear problems with this interpretation: both names are Aramaic names 
and in case of the double names of other disciples an Aramaic name is combined with a Greek name and 
besides  this,  it  is  incomprehensible  why Matthew did not  combined both names by the phrase 'also 
named'. See Gnilka, Das Matthäusevangelium, 330.

376 See for a comparable view Schweizer, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus, 146.
377 See for a more positive conclusion Dunn,  Jesus remembered, 533: 'One of his close disciples was a telōnēs 

(Matthew/Levi).'
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this reconstruction; therefore I will turn in the next section to those traditions in which Jesus, John 

the Baptist and tax contractors are brought together.

5.2 Jesus  and John

The relation between Jesus and John has interested many scholars, with the result that a lot of 

different  reconstructions have been made. Divergent pictures were painted,  based on different 

theological presumptions and a lack of sources.378 In this chapter a comprehensive picture of John, 

in relation to Jesus,  will  not  be pursued,  but only one specific  facet.  Can something be made 

historically plausible about John's relation with tax contractors, and if so, what consequences does 

this have for the larger purpose of this research? If the traditions should be regarded as authentic, 

then  they  are  very  useful  for  the  interpretation  of  Jesus’  interaction  with  τελῶναι.  The  next 

question will be: to what extent is there continuity, and in what respects do Jesus and John differ in 

their approach of tax contractors? If the traditions are inauthentic, the invention of the traditions 

by the early Christian community needs explanation.

In this section the sources that mention tax contractors as an audience of John will be discussed 

(Luke 3:10-14 and 7:29-30), as well as the parable about the playing children (Mat 11:16-19 and 

Luke 7:31-35) and the text that renders Jesus' words after the parable of the two sons (Mat 21:28-

32).  In  this  section  Q,  the  Sondergut of  Luke  and  the  Sondergut of  Matthew contain  the  most 

important sources.

5.2.1 Tax contractors as the public of John in Luke 3:10-14 and 7:29-30

Both  texts  that  will  be  discussed  in  this  paragraph  tell  that  tax  contractors  were  part  of  the 

audience of John. The main question that needs to be answered is whether we are dealing with 

historically reliable traditions, or whether these traditions should be regarded as the creation of the 

post-Easter community (perhaps embodied by Luke in these instances).
378 Theissen  and  Merz  give  a  conventional  overview  of  the  similarities  and  differences  between  both 

prophets.Theissen and Merz,  The historical  Jesus, 208-211. Their  reconstruction is  criticized by Allison, 
according to whom there are not enough (reliable) sources about John the Baptist preserved to generalize 
about differences between both men. Theissen and Merz are too optimistic about what can be known 
about the Baptist. According to him it is, for example, impossible to claim that the notion of salvation was 
more present in the preaching of Jesus than in the preaching of John.  D. C. Allison, "The Continuity 
between John and Jesus," JSHJ 1 (2003): 6-27. 
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5.2.1.1 Tax collectors as John the Baptist's audience in Luke 3:10-14.

In Luke's rendering of the ministry of John τελῶναι are not absent.379 In Luke 3:10-14 they are 

presented as a group of people who came to John to be taught and baptised by him. The text is 

placed in between stories that do have a counterpart in Matthew. Scholars have often tried to 

answer the very obvious question of whether the tradition was part of Q, another source of Luke 

about  John,  or  whether  it  is  the  creation  of  Luke  himself  with  very  different  results.  In  this 

paragraph I would like to find out whether it is desirable to use this text for my reconstruction of 

Jesus and the tax contractors.

The text reflects the proper behaviour of people who claim to have repented as a result of the 

preaching of John. First he teaches the public in general (10-11)380; thereafter particular groups are 

educated (in 12-13 tax contractors and in 14 soldiers).

According to Luke τελῶναι came to be baptised by John and they asked him what they should do 

('Διδάσκαλε,  τί  ποιήσωμεν;').  The  answer  of  John  presumes  that  these  tax  contractors  were 

dishonest  people.381 He answered them that  they should not  ask more  money than what was 

appointed to them ('Μηδὲν πλέον παρὰ τὸ διατεταγμένον ὑμῖν πράσσετε').

From this message may be assumed that tax contracting was not an impossibility for the followers 

of John; they could remain with their profession, although an honest practice of their job was 

required.  But  what  can  be  said  about  the  reliability  of  the  tradition?  Does  it  give  historical 

information about John's audience? Or should it be considered as an anachronism, based on the 

life of the historical Jesus or the problems of the early Christian community?

The authenticity of this tradition is heavily disputed. Positions are divergent and not caused by 

theological background of the scholars only. According to Creed the text is not pre-Lukan, because 

of the implausibility that is was part of Q. As the text is not found in the Matthean parallel and the 

idiomatic Greek words which differ from the Semitic colouring of Q, it is probable that the text 

379 See  for  this  pericope  Creed,  The  Gospel  According  to  St.  Luke 46-55;  Bultmann,  Die  Geschichte  der  
synoptischen Tradition,  155; H. Schürmann,  Das Lukasevangelium, Erster Teil, Kommentar zu Kap. 1, 1-9, 50 
(Herders Theologischer Kommentar zum Neuen Testament; Freiburg: Herder, 1969), 166-169; Marshall, 
The Gospel of Luke: a commentary on the Greek text 141-144; F. Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas. EKK III/1 
(Zürich: Benziger Verlag, 1989), 173-175; Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 250-254; Green, The gospel of  
Luke 177-180; Klein, Das Lukasevangelium, 165-167.

380 In Matthew the Pharisees and Sadducees.
381 This might be emphasized by the 'δὲ καὶ' of verse 12.
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was not part of Q.382 Bultmann has the same sceptical approach: 'Ein katechismusartiges Stück, das 

naiv dem Täufer  in den Mund gelegt  ist,  als  ob Soldaten zum Täufer  gepilgert  wären.'383 Tax 

contractors  were  examples  of  converts  in  Jewish  Christian  communities,  as  were  soldiers  in 

Hellenistic communities.384 According to Luz, all this is confirmed by the stereotype question 'Τί 

οὖν ποιήσωμεν;'385 and the common Lukan language.386

All  of  the  above  has  been  questioned  by  scholars,  who  regard  the  sceptical  attitude  of  their 

colleagues as a 'ausgesprochen scheinkritische Behauptung'.387 Only one positive argument has 

been  brought  into  play  to  argue  the  authenticity  of  the  tradition.  According  to  Wink  it  is 

improbable that the early Christian community would suggest that simple repentance without any 

Christian  dimension  would  be  sufficient  for  salvation.388 Why  is  this  improbable?  The  early 

Christians were very well aware of both the continuity and the discontinuity between the Baptist 

and Jesus. They did not need to Christianize John completely; that would be unbelievable! Besides 

this, 'simple repentance' was not something totally alien to Jesus. Does John’s notion of repentance 

in this text differ from the repentance in the story of the calling of Zaccheaus?  

My main hesitation to regard this story as authentic is the great credibility that Luke invented the 

tradition. The text is very suited to Luke, it underlines a large number of main (theological) themes 

of his gospel:

'Luke is interested in 'multitudes', in publicans, and in soldiers, and it was worth while to 

shew that the same classes who were brought into contact with Jesus came also to John. The 

teaching of Jesus in the great sermon (c. vi.), his praise of the centurion (c. vii.), and his 

382 See Creed,  The Gospel According to St. Luke, 47-48. For a scholar who tends to the opposite opinion, see 
Schürmann, Das Lukasevangelium, Erster Teil, Kommentar zu Kap. 1, 1-9, 50 and 168-169.

383 According  to  Bultmann the  passage  is  probably  a  'relativ  späte  hellenistische  Bildung,  die  aus  dem 
überlieferten Wort V.11 (…) herausgesponnen ist'. See Bultmann, Die Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition, 
155.

384 Bovon,  Das Evangelium nach Lukas. EKK III/1, 174. See Herrenbrück for the possibility of regarding the 
soldiers as companions of the tax contractors, Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 250-251.

385 See Acts 2:37.
386 Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas. EKK III/1, 173.All this is questioned by Marshall who regards the text 

as authentic Baptist's teaching 'shaped by catechetical use', see Marshall, The Gospel of Luke: a commentary  
on the Greek text, 141-142.

387 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 253.
388 W. Wink, John the Baptist in the Gospel tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968), 19. See for 

a  very  optimistic  approach  of  the  authenticity  of  this  passage  C.  H.  H.  Scobie,  John  the  Baptist 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1964), 85.

104



welcome of Zacchaeus (c. xix.) are prepared for.'389

Therefore I choose to regard the authenticity of this tradition as implausible. It is unhelpful in 

reconstructing the relation between Jesus and the tax contractors. It is a construction of the early 

Christians (whether Lukan,  or prior to Luke,  is  of less  importance,  although I assume it  is  an 

invention of Luke) to underscore the cohesion of John and Jesus and to justify the behaviour of 

Jesus. The tax contractors in this passage are assumed to execute their profession fraudulently. 

They do not have to abandon their profession to become righteous people; a fair following of their 

profession is sufficient. 

5.2.1.2 Tax contractors as John the Baptist's audience in Luke 7:29-30.

Comparable  to  the  text  discussed  above,  Luke  has  another  short  section  that  is  lacking  in 

Matthew.390 After an evaluation of John by Jesus and before the parable of the playing children, 

which  will  be  discussed in  the  next  section,  a  text  is  incorporated  that  mentions  τελῶναι  as 

audience of John the Baptist. As this text has no part in the gospel according to Matthew, the same 

question crops up as the one of the section above: was the tradition part of Q, another source of 

Luke of was it created by Luke himself?

The gospel author's aim in verses 29-30 is not completely clear. Are they intended as direct speech 

of Jesus or as commentary of the narrator? If one chooses to regard them as direct speech, then the 

changeover between verses 28 and 29 is not smooth, and the verses are difficult to understand as 

direct  speech.  An important  reason for  regarding  the  verses  as  direct  speech is  the  supposed 

parallel with Mat 21:31-32 (which will be discussed below). If the other option is preferred, then 

the unannounced direct speech of verse 31 does not seem to fit.391 The start of direct speech with 

389 Creed, The Gospel According to St. Luke, 48.
390 See  for  discussion  of  this  text  Creed,  The  Gospel  According  to  St.  Luke, 104-109;  Schürmann,  Das 

Lukasevangelium,  Erster  Teil,  Kommentar  zu  Kap.  1,  1-9,  420-423;  Fiedler,  Jesus  und die  Sünder, 146-147; 
Marshall,  The Gospel of Luke: a commentary on the Greek text, 297-299; Bovon,  Das Evangelium nach Lukas.  
EKK III/1, 378-380; Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 262; Meier,  Mentor, Message, and Miracles, 167-170; 
Green, The gospel of Luke, 299-302; Klein, Das Lukasevangelium, 286-289.

391 See for an example of this position, Creed, The Gospel According to St. Luke, 108. He translates the Greek as: 
'When all the people and the publicans heard these words of Jesus, they justified God, while the Pharisees 
and lawyers who had not been baptized with John's baptism rejected the counsel of God.' Cf. the more 
common  translation  (NRSV):  '(And  all  the  people  who  heard  this,  including  the  tax  contractors, 
acknowledged the justice of God, because they had been baptized with John's baptism. But by refusing to 
be baptized by him, the Pharisees and the lawyers rejected God's purpose for themselves.)'
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'Τίνι'  without  introduction  is  rather  awkward.  It  seems  most  likely  to  me that  it  is  meant  as 

commentary of the narrator, although a decisive answer cannot be given.392 

Another important question discussed in the literature is the possible connection of these verses 

with the text of Matthew 21:31-32. The question is whether both texts are derived from a single Q 

saying. The direct and indirect verbal parallels are italicized below:

Matthew 21:31-32

λέγει  αὐτοῖς  ὁ  Ἰησοῦς,  Ἀμὴν  λέγω 

ὑμῖν  ὅτι  οἱ  τελῶναι καὶ  αἱ  πόρναι 

προάγουσιν ὑμᾶς εἰς τὴν βασιλείαν 

τοῦ  θεοῦ.  ἦλθεν  γὰρ  Ἰωάννης πρὸς 

ὑμᾶς  ἐν  ὁδῷ  δικαιοσύνης,  καὶ  οὐκ 

ἐπιστεύσατε αὐτῷ· οἱ δὲ τελῶναι καὶ 

αἱ πόρναι ἐπίστευσαν αὐτῷ· 

ὑμεῖς δὲ ἰδόντες οὐδὲ μετεμελήθητε 

ὕστερον τοῦ πιστεῦσαι αὐτῷ.

Luke 7:29-30

Καὶ  πᾶς  ὁ  λαὸς  ἀκούσας  καὶ  οἱ  

τελῶναι ἐδικαίωσαν τὸν  θεόν, 

βαπτισθέντες  τὸ  βάπτισμα 

Ἰωάννου· 

οἱ δὲ Φαρισαῖοι καὶ οἱ νομικοὶ τὴν 

βουλὴν  τοῦ  θεοῦ  ἠθέτησαν  εἰς 

ἑαυτούς,  μὴ  βαπτισθέντες  ὑπ’ 

αὐτοῦ.)

The similarities and dissimilarities are well set forth by Meier, and therefore a summary of his 

arguments will meet the needs of our purpose.393 The following facets in both texts are comparable 

to each other: 1) Both texts are later additions to already existing texts; 2) Both render two opposite 

reactions towards the preaching of John; 3) There is a description of the different groups regarding 

what they did and didn't  do and what the theological  consequences were;  4)  There are direct 

verbal parallels (οἱ τελῶναι and Ἰωάννης) and there is a less direct parallel (cf. ἐδικαίωσαν to ἐν 

ὁδῷ δικαιοσύνης). The differences are obvious and more weighty: 1) the words and content of the 

verses  differs  notably;  2)  Matthew  mentions  two  particular  groups  (tax  contractors  and 

392 For the position of regarding the verses as Lukan commentary, see J. A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to  
Luke I-IX (Anchor Bible 28; Garden City: Doubleday, 1981), 670-67;, Bovon,  Das Evangelium nach Lukas.  
EKK III/1, 378. Against  Schürmann,  Das Lukasevangelium, Erster Teil, Kommentar zu Kap. 1, 1-9, 420. The 
discussion becomes less important if we anticipate the observation that the verses are a Lukan construct 
anyway.

393 See Meier, Mentor, Message, and Miracles, 168-169.
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prostitutes), while Luke has a broader scope (all the people and the tax contractors); 3) the Jewish 

leaders have a different function and context; 4) As discussed above, the Lukan words may be 

meant  as  commentary  of  the  narrator,  while  Jesus  himself  speaks  the  words  in  the  gospel  of 

Matthew; 5) the theological consequences for both groups differ; 6) In the Lukan text, the baptism 

of John is the criterion of righteousness, in the Matthean text, however, repentance and God's will 

are in focus. The differences are far heavier than the similarities in my opinion; therefore I agree 

with Meier  that  a  Q-saying,  which is  the  basis  of  both sayings,  should not  be  assumed.  Both 

traditions are independent of each other.394 In a next section (5.2.3) the text of Matthew will be 

discussed.

In the most plausible reconstruction, the wording of the verses is explained as a recapitulation of 

what is said before by the gospel author. Several elements of the text have parallels in the earlier 

description of the preaching of John by Luke (3:1-20 and 3:7-14 in particular). The people (ὁ λαὸς 

in 7:29 and οἱ ὄχλοι in 3:7 and 3:10) are named as followers of John, together with tax contractors 

(οἱ τελῶναι in 7:29 and 3:12). Of the tax contractors it is clearly said that they came to be baptised 

(in  3:12  implicitly  by  John  and  in  7:29  explicitly)  in  both  instances  (ἦλθον  δὲ  καὶ  τελῶναι 

βαπτισθῆναι  in  3:12  and οἱ  τελῶναι  (...)  βαπτισθέντες  τὸ  βάπτισμα  Ἰωάννου  in  7:29).  The 

introduction of the Pharisees and the lawyers in verse 30 cannot be explained from chapter 3 so 

easily  (it  would  have  been  easier  to  demonstrate  the  dependency  if  Luke  had  addressed the 

sermon of John (3:7), which starts with 'Γεννήματα ἐχιδνῶν', at the Pharisees and Sadducees, as 

Matthew did (3:7)).

But if, however, the theory as is supported for the origin of Luke 3:10-14 makes sense (as is my 

opinion),  then  the  possible  problems  with  verse  30  as  detailed  above  can  be  explained  with 

comparable arguments. As it is plausible that Luke invented the tradition of Luke 3:10-14 based on 

traditions about Jesus to strengthen the continuity between him and John the Baptist, then it is also 

possible that Luke created the content of verse 30 himself. The content of this verse is, although, 

not as unconventional as the other part. Rejection of John by the Jewish leaders was widespread in 

the Christian tradition.395 Rejection of Jesus by the Jewish leaders was even more clear-cut.396 By 

this addition to verse 29 the continuation between Jesus and John is further consolidated.

394 See for the same conclusion Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 262. 
395 See the parallel of Luke 3 in Matthew 3.
396 See for a confrontation between Jesus and the Pharisees and lawyers for example Luke 5:17-26.
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As has become clear, I regard it as most plausible to interpret the reference to contact between John 

and τελῶναι in verse 29 as a recapitulation of what Luke wrote earlier (3:12-13). As the earlier text, 

this passage cannot be of any help in answering the question of this thesis.

5.2.1.3 Conclusion

In the discussion of the authenticity of the Lukan passages 3:10-14 and 7:29-30, I arrived at the 

conclusion that no plausible statement about the question of whether John the Baptist  had tax 

contractors in audience can be made. This part of the synoptics is not useful in reconstructing the 

historical John. I think even Meier goes too far when he applies his interpretation key 'similarity-

but-difference' to the relation between Jesus and John.397 According to him, Jesus as well as John 

did  not  avoid contact  with tax  contractors,  although the  difference  between both prophets  is, 

according  to  Meier,  that  Jesus  actively  sought  after  them,  whereas  John  'only'  lets  the  tax 

contractors visit him.398 John did not have an all-inclusive mission such as Jesus had. I think that 

Meier might be too optimistic regarding the possibility of reconstructing the historical John.          

As has been said above, the passages are quite interesting for topics regarding attitudes of early 

Christians towards persistent sinners (of which tax contractors might be examples), and they are 

relevant in uncovering their view on the relation between Jesus and John the Baptist.399 But in the 

reconstruction of the relation between Jesus and the tax contractors  they should be left  out  of 

consideration. 

397 Meier, Mentor, Message, and Miracles, 169.
398 According to Meier this is explained by John's way of living: 'Yet there is no indication that John went out 

of his way to pursue such marginal Jews. Indeed, his tie to the 'desert' (however widely that designation 
be interpreted), his need to have abundant water at hand for numerous baptisms, his own ascetic diet of 
locusts and wild honey, and perhaps his jaundiced view of what was going on in the Jerusalem temple, 
all kept him within a restricted area and thus kept him from a wide-ranging, all-inclusive mission. On the 
whole,  sinful  and therefore marginal  Jews came to the ascetic  and therefore marginal  John,  not  vice 
versa.' Meier, Mentor, Message, and Miracles, 169.

399 See for Tromp for a controversial view on the integration of John in Christianity by early Christianity, J. 
Tromp,  "John  the  Baptist  According  to  Flavius  Josephus,  and  his  Incorporation  in  the  Christian 
Tradition." in  Empsychoi Logoi - Religious Innovations in Antiquity (eds. A. Houtman, et al; Leiden: Brill, 
2008),  135-150.  According to him,  recalling  the discussion  initiated by Keim in the 19th century,  it  is 
plausible that John the Baptist outlived Jesus and was made his predecessor by early Christians to solve 
the competition between the followers of John and Jesus. 
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5.2.2 Jesus and John in Mat 11:16-19 and Luke 7:31-35

After the discussion of the relation between John and Jesus (Mat 11:2-11 and Luke 7:18-28) and the 

above discussed Lukan interpolation (7:29-30), both gospel writers render the short parable of the 

playing children and its explanation.400 The Son of Man, John the Baptist and this generation are 

compared to different groups of children who are singing to each other. The right interpretation of 

this  Q-text  is  not  easily  established.  In  this  section  the  authenticity  of  the  tradition  will  be 

discussed as well as the consequences verse 34401 has for the aim of this research.

5.2.2.1 The authenticity of the tradition

The pericope of Matthew is quite the same as in Luke, though there are a few differences that will 

not be discussed here.402 The authenticity of the parable itself (32) is not under discussion in the 

scholarly debate, where no arguments against its authenticity have been rendered.403 Verses 33-35 

are often regarded as an early Christian construction404, although it is incomprehensible, according 

to Luz, why the Christian community should be compared to children who are playing. According 

to  Luz  only  verse  35  is  secondary;  it  is  a  bridge  between 'this  generation'  and the  Matthean 

community.405 The main problem in ascribing the second part (verses 34-35) to the historical Jesus 

is the use of 'Son of Man' in this passage. 

To know whether the text is authentic, a discussion of the unity of the text is required. Jesus and 

John are presented by these texts as equals; both are emissaries of God who find the same rejection 

400 See  for  discussion  of  this  pericope  Creed,  The  Gospel  According  to  St.  Luke, 104-109;  J.  Jeremias,  Die  
Gleichnisse Jesu (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1972), 108-109; Fiedler,  Jesus und die Sünder, 136-
147;  Walker,  Jesus  and  the  Tax  Collectors, 230-231;  Bovon,  Das  Evangelium  nach  Lukas.  EKK  III/1, 
Herrenbrück,  Jesus und die  Zöllner, 255-262;  Meier,  Mentor,  Message,  and Miracles, 147-167;  Green,  The  
gospel of Luke, 302-305; Klein, Das Lukasevangelium, 286-291; P. Müller, "Von misslingenden Spiel (Von den 
spielenden Kindern) - Q 7:31-35," in Kompendium der Gleichnisse Jesu (eds. R. Zimmerman, et al; Gütersloh: 
Gütersloher Verlaghaus, 2007), 100-110.

401 In this section I will follow the Lukan numbering, unless otherwise mentioned.
402 The differences have mainly to do with style, there is no real difference in content. The double phrased 

question of Luke 7:31 is probably older than the one question of Matthew, see Herrenbrück, Jesus und die  
Zöllner, 255. Possible relevant differences will  be discussed below. See for the discussion whether the 
Lukan 'ἀλλήλοις' or the Matthean 'τοῖς ἑτέροις' is more authentic, Fiedler, Jesus und die Sünder, 136-138.

403 U. Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus. 2. Mt 8-17 (EKK; Benziger: Benziger Verlag, 1990), 184.
404 See for example Bultmann, who regards the parable itself as early, but the second part about Jesus and 

John as late,  Bultmann,  Die Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition, 186 and 216. Many scholars agree with 
Bultmann.

405 Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus. 2. Mt 8-17, 184. Meier supposes an original unity of the parable: the 
chiastic structure (a-b-b'-a') makes it implausible that two separate traditions have been joined together 
into this text, see Meier, Mentor, Message, and Miracles, 148. Verse 19e may be a later addition based on the 
presence of 'children' in both texts.
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by the people. As the early Christians tended to give Jesus a more important position than John, 

the text might be regarded as historically plausible.406 When this observation is combined with the 

memory  that  Jesus  was  accused  of  being  a  drunkard  and  a  glutton,  the  incredibility  of 

implausibility becomes clear.  It  is  hardly conceivable that the early church created a saying in 

which John was the equal of Jesus and that they invented the additional accusation.407 Even the 

topic of the pericope, fasting or celebration, was no issue in the early church, where the discussion 

was about something else. The discussion in this text fits best in a pre-Easter context.408  

The unity of the text is complicated by several factors. The use of the word 'ἦλθεν' is regarded as 

problematic.409 As the word is used in this text for both John and Jesus, it cannot be easily rejected 

as a Christian tendency to make clear Jesus' pre-existence.410 The use of 'Son of Man' does not make 

it necessary to consider the text as unauthentic. Meier gives three possible interpretations, in which 

case the parable can be regarded as authentic: 1) 'the Son of Man' is a late substitution of an earlier 

'I';  2)  if  someone believes that  'Son of  Man'  was originally  a very common synonym for  'I'  in 

Aramaic, then there also is no problem; 3) according to Meier Jesus could have used the phrase as 

a 'mind-teasing self-designation'.411

A third  thing  that  is  regarded  as  problematic  by  scholars  is  the  concluding  saying  about  the 

wisdom. The 'σοφία' should probably be understood as God’s plan of salvation, which is reaching 

its  climax.412 It  is  unclear,  however,  to  what  'all  her  children'  refers.413 The  most  obvious 

406 According to Meier  no real qualitative distinction is  made between the two men,  see  Meier,  Mentor,  
Message, and Miracles, 150.

407 'Moreover, one is left wondering why, if 11:18-19 is purely a secondary commentary on 11:16-17, the early 
church made such a special effort (1) to introduce the Baptist as commentary on a logion that did not 
suggest his presence, (2) make him a parallel figure with Jesus the Lord, (3) make this Lord the object of 
scurrilous mockery, and (4) associate the Baptist with a charge of diabolical possession, for which there is 
no evidence anywhere else in the NT or Josephus. The theory of creation by the early church thus turns 
out  to demand a great number of unverifiable  hypotheses  and contorted explanations.  That  11:18-19 
formed an original unity with 11:16-17 and was spoken by Jesus is the much simpler solution.'  Meier, 
Mentor, Message, and Miracles, 150.

408 See section  3.2.  A comparable  argument  can be  made  for  accusation  of  John the  Baptist,  see  Meier, 
Mentor, Message, and Miracles, 151.

409 The Matthean 'ἦλθεν' is regarded as more original than the Lukan 'ἐλήλυθεν'. 
410 See Meier for parallels in Josephus and a reflection on Bultmann's doubts,  Meier,  Mentor, Message, and  

Miracles, 151-152. See also the discussion of the Calling of Levi in section 5.1.1.7.
411 See Meier, Mentor, Message, and Miracles, 152. Luz concludes: the verses 31-35 'können durchaus auf Jesus 

zurückgehen.' Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus. 2. Mt 8-17, 187. (Emphasis is his) See also Dunn: 'Jesus 
himself  used  the  phrase  'the  Son  of  Man'.  J.  D.  G.  Dunn,  Jesus  remembered (Grand  Rapids:  Wm.  B. 
Eerdmans Publishing,  2003),  759; G.  Theissen and A. Merz,  The historical  Jesus (Minneapolis:  Fortress 
Press, 1998), 548.

412 Meier, Mentor, Message, and Miracles, 152.
413 The Lukan 'children' is probably more original than the Matthean 'works'. Matthew's version can easily 
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interpretation would be to interpret these children as Jesus and John; if this is right, Jesus and John 

are equalled again.414 It is not certain that these words were originally part of parable. As it is hard 

to imagine a Sitz im Leben for this individual saying, thus I prefer to regard it as a unity.415 

Another argument against its authenticity is brought into the discussion by Fiedler, according to 

whom the accusation against Jesus is much more plausible than the accusation against John, which 

is unimaginable.416 Therefore it is implausible that these verses were connected to the parable in 

pre-Easter times.417 This argument will be discussed below, when the interpretation of the charges 

is treated.

Although there are some serious arguments against the unity of the text, I regard it as plausible 

that the whole pericope (at least verses 31-34) is a reflection of words spoken by Jesus. I consider it 

as more plausible that the accusation against Jesus was preserved in the tradition, than that early 

Christians invented such a harsh word.418 

5.2.2.2 Jesus as τελωνῶν φίλος

Often it is explained that the children should be compared to 'this generation'419, although I think 

an  interpretation  which  tries  to  do  justice  to  the  chiastic  structure  should  compare  the 

disappointed group of children to the two prophets, Jesus and John.420 This generation did not 

be traced back to his theological preference (as an inclusio with 11:2 for example). In the version of Luke 
the children make an inclusio with the children at the market place, as this inclusio is over a shorter 
distance, it should be prefered.

414 The 'children' can be interpreted exclusively as Jesus and John, but another possibility is that they are part 
of the larger group of righteous people, as they can be found in the Jewish tradition. See for discussion of 
possible problem with the Lukan 'all' in this interpretation, Meier, Mentor, Message, and Miracles, 153.

415 See also Fiedler, Jesus und die Sünder, 139.
416 But see Meier, Mentor, Message, and Miracles, 151.
417 'Einen Hinweis, dass diese Vorwürfe ursprünglich nicht miteinander verbunden zu sein brauchten, kann 

man darin erblicken, dass des Täufers Besessenheit und Jesu Zöllner- (und Sünder) – freundschaft nicht 
eben  einfach  auf  einen  gemeinsamen  Nenner  zu  bringen  sind,  davon  ganz  zu  schweigen,  dass  die 
Lebensweise des Johannes an sich gar keinen Anlass bot, ihm jenen Vorwurf zu machen.'  Fiedler,  Jesus  
und die Sünder 139. See for the idea that Jesus was possessed by a demon Luke 11:15 / Mat 12:24.

418 Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus. 2. Mt 8-17, 187.
419 See for example Jeremias, Die Gleichnisse Jesu, 109.
420 See also Meier, Mentor, Message, and Miracles, 148-149. Although one should conclude then that the words 

of verses 31-32 are misleading. The chiastic structure of the text:

(a) Ηὐλήσαμεν ὑμῖν καὶ οὐκ ὠρχήσασθε· 
    (b) ἐθρηνήσαμεν καὶ οὐκ ἐκλαύσατε. 

(b) ἐλήλυθεν γὰρ Ἰωάννης ὁ βαπτιστὴς μὴ ἐσθίων ἄρτον μήτε πίνων οἶνον, καὶ 
λέγετε, 

Δαιμόνιον ἔχει· 
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listen  to  John's  preaching  about  the  dies  irae,  but  also  Jesus  the  glutton  could  not  expect  any 

appreciation. The second group, the 'ὑμῖν' of verse 17, rejects both the call to repentance of John 

the ascetic and the call of Jesus the eater. 

The accusation that Jesus was a 'φάγος' and 'οἰνοπότης' is repeated by Jesus in the renderings of 

the gospel authors. This accusation is often regarded as an exaggeration of the fact that Jesus did 

not fast, as did John, for example.421 As I have set out in chapter 3, Walker regards this accusation 

as false. It renders an 'essentially negative view of tax collectors', applied to discredit Jesus, just as 

claiming that John was possessed by demons was an effort to discredit John.422 Walker discusses 

the following possible grounds for the charge: 1) the text focuses on the contrast between Jesus and 

John, noting that Jesus was not as ascetic as John might be the only motive; 2) the eating and 

drinking habits of Jesus might have been criticized, although the content of the charge is a great 

exaggeration; 3) tax contractors and sinners may have been attracted by Jesus' preaching, although 

this does not necessarily imply that Jesus ate with them (cf. Luke 15:1-2: 'Now the tax collectors 

and sinners were all drawing near to hear him. And the Pharisees and the scribes murmured, saying, 

'This man receives sinners and eats with them'.'); 4) Jesus mentioned tax contractors, although his only 

aim was discrediting the people who were regarded as their opponents; 5) this text does not even 

claim that Jesus ate with tax contractors, 'the eating charge may be a later development'.423 Walker 

concludes:  'I  strongly  suspect  that  the  charges  against  Jesus  of  associating  with  tax  collectors 

would quite generally be dismissed as untrue, or at least as exaggerations.'424   

Mk 2:18-22 is a text yet undiscussed, though it is interesting because of both its place and content. 

Immediately after Jesus’ table-fellowship with Levi and other tax contractors, Jesus has another 

(a) ἐλήλυθεν ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐσθίων καὶ πίνων, 
καὶ λέγετε, 

Ἰδοὺ ἄνθρωπος φάγος καὶ οἰνοπότης, φίλος τελωνῶν καὶ 
ἁμαρτωλῶν.  

421 Allison argues, correctly in my opinion, that a lot of scholars enlarge this distinction between Jesus and 
John while contradicting counterevidence. Jesus was partly an ascetic just as John was, see Allison,  The  
Continuity between John and Jesus, 14-15.

422 'At a later stage of transmission, the church may have come to believe that the charge had been based 
upon actual fact; indeed, the charge itself might reflect a charge that was later brought against the church 
rather than a charge against the historical Jesus.'Walker,  Jesus and the Tax Collectors 230. Of Jesus is also 
said that he has a demon (Δαιμόνιον ἔχει·), see John 10:20.

423 Walker, Jesus and the Tax Collectors, 231.
424 Walker, Jesus and the Tax Collectors, 231.
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discussion regarding his eating habits.425 In this passage the teachings of the Pharisees and John the 

Baptist cohere, in that regular fasting was required. Jesus and John do have  diverging views on 

fasting, besides their many parallel teachings.426 This tradition coheres with the text here under 

discussion. We can assume that a different attitude of Jesus and John the Baptist towards food and 

drink is at the base of the two charges. Although Walker has a strong argument when he claims 

that  the charges do not  fit  the historical  reality,  I  reject  his  proposal  to regard both claims as 

completely nonsense.

Besides  the  possibility  of  dismissing  the  charges  as  untrue,  Walker  also  uses  the  term 

'exaggerations'. This last  expression  seems to be more proper. The distinction between the food 

habits  of  both  men  is  assumed,  and  therefore  the  first  half  of  the  next  sentence  will  not  be 

discussed any further: 'ἐλήλυθεν γὰρ Ἰωάννης ὁ βαπτιστὴς μὴ ἐσθίων ἄρτον μήτε πίνων οἶνον, 

καὶ λέγετε Δαιμόνιον ἔχει'. I regard the claim 'Δαιμόνιον ἔχει' as an exaggeration, whether this 

exaggeration has its origin in Jesus or in the implied 'you' (in λέγετε) is irretrievable. It might be so 

that John's eating habits (see for example Mark 1:6) may have been provoking even to conservative 

Jews.427 Another option is that something other than his eating habits has caused the charge, as 

repeated by Jesus. Jesus may have connected two issues to each other (fasting and possession by a 

demon) as if the one caused the other, while in reality something else in John's living and teaching 

caused disapproval by certain people. One can think about the baptism he required of the people 

for their salvation (see for example Mark 11:29-33), or another facet that was received by some as 

provoking that is not preserved in the available sources.428

As said above, that Jesus was questioned because of his eating and drinking is attested in several 

sources and seems to be historically plausible.429 How does this lead to the accusation that he was a 

'φίλος τελωνῶν καὶ ἁμαρτωλῶν'? In the opinion of Walker the charge against Jesus does not 

reflect reality. Jesus was not a friend of tax contractors and sinners. That he is named a friend of 

them seems to be based on his table-fellowship with them. Such a close association with sinners 

was  unheard  of.  Righteous  people  should  associate  themselves  with  righteous  people.  A 

425 'Some people' and not the 'disciples of Pharisees and John' are the questioners here that speak about the 
disciples in the third person, see J. Marcus,  Mark 8-16 (Anchor Bible; New York: Doubleday, 2000), 233. 
See Marcus also for the odd phrase 'disciples of the Pharisees'.

426 See here Tomson, 'Als dit uit de Hemel is...' Jezus en de schrijvers van het Nieuwe Testament in hun verhouding  
tot het Jodendom, 116-118.

427 Further research is required at this point.
428 This needs further research too.
429 Multiple attestation and the criterion of tendency induce me to assume this.
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comparison with the letter of James may demonstrate this point by a parallel regarding what it 

meant to be called a friend of sinners. In this letter it is claimed that one should strive to be called a 

'φίλος θεοῦ' and not a 'φίλος τοῦ κόσμου' (2:23 and 4:4). It might be expected that by his table-

fellowship Jesus will lower himself to the habits and unlawfulness of his fellows. That is one of 

reasons why according to some rabbis it was allowed to receive unrighteous people at your own 

table, but having dinner in the house of an unrighteous person was prohibited. The explanation 

Jesus gives after his  disciples  are questioned regarding his  table-fellowship with Levi  and the 

others  is  forgotten  or  not  taken  seriously  by  those  who  use  the  phrase  'φίλος  τελωνῶν  καὶ 

ἁμαρτωλῶν'  as  an insult;  he  explained his  behaviour  by  the  sayings:  'Οὐ χρείαν  ἔχουσιν  οἱ 

ἰσχύοντες ἰατροῦ ἀλλ’ οἱ κακῶς ἔχοντες· οὐκ ἦλθον καλέσαι δικαίους ἀλλὰ ἁμαρτωλούς.'. As 

has been laid out above, Jesus had an aim with his table-fellowship. He did not only seek their 

company because this provided him joy. No, he searched after them because they were lost. As 

this search was unconventional, the aim of his activity may be forgotten easily and gave rise to 

misunderstandings. This misunderstanding, or disagreement, can have caused the application of 

the epithet 'φίλος τελωνῶν καὶ ἁμαρτωλῶν'.

Jesus was not an ascetic as John was, but a 'φάγος καὶ οἰνοπότης'. That Jesus was no ascetic and 

celebrated the festivals makes clear that he had (at least partly) a  more liberal attitude to wealth 

than ascetics: 'Wer gerne feiert und das Fasten ablehnt, weil es in der messianischen Festfreude 

fehl am Platze ist (Mk 2,18ff.), sieht auch den Besitz nicht mit den kritisch-fanatischen Augen des 

asketischen Rigoristen.'430 The accusation of his opponents seems to cohere with a liberal view of 

wealth in certain circumstances. It might be illustrative for the fact that Jesus did not ask the tax 

contractors to abandon their profession.

430 Hengel, Eigentum und Reichtum in der frühen Kirche: Aspekte einer frühchristlichen Sozialgeschichte, 376.
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5.2.2.3 EXCURSUS: Jesus on property

This excursus will glance at Jesus' attitude towards money and property.431 I will use as 

basis the short study of Hengel, titled Eigentum und Reichtum in der frühen Kirche: Aspekte  

einer frùhchristlichen Sozialgeschichte  (published for the first time in 1973), Merz' extensive 

article Mammon als schärfster Konkurrent Gottes. Jesu Vision vom Reich Gottes und das Geld and 

Oakman's concise The Radical Jesus: You Cannot Serve God and Mammon.432 The section is set 

up  along  the  following  questions:  What  can  be  said  about  the  social-economic 

circumstances of Jesus' preaching? Is there evidence for a negative attitude towards money? 

Are there contexts in which Jesus values money or property positively?

Palestine in the time of Jesus was marked by political, economical and cultural instability. 

Since the conquest of Palestine by Pompey in 63 BCE the region was reigned by diverse and 

discontinuous  rulers  with non-Jewish and half-Jewish backgrounds.  Besides the normal 

taxes, the people were distressed by Temple taxes and tithes. As a result of these taxes the 

majority of the people were in a very precarious financial situation. A consequence of this 

was a growth of criminality; lots of poor people joined gangs of robbers, which troubled the 

everyday life of the wealthy and the merchants. Besides this economical instability, there 

was  also  a  cultural  crisis.  The  presence  of  the  Romans  and  the  Hellenization  of  the 

Herodians and the upper classes caused cultural instability. This led to uncertainty about 

the Jewish identity: how could they sustain their monotheistic belief in the God of Abraham 

when the Gentiles profaned the country and its sanctuaries? These degradations of their 

sovereignty  caused  political  and  religious  tensions,  concretized  by  the  rise  of  radical-

theocratic  and exclusive-monotheistic  movements.433 People longed for a Messiah and a 

theocracy.   

Jesus preached a radical observance to God. One of the implications of this message is the 

impossibility of chasing wealth and status. People are accustomed by their human nature to 

try to secure their necessities of life and life itself. Jesus opposes the idea that money and 
431 This topic does not always receive the attention it deserves in the search for the historical Jesus; it may be 

illustrative that no lemma or even a paragraph dedicated to this topic in the encyclopedias edited by 
Green and Evans, J. B. Green, et al, Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 
1992); C. A. Evans, Encyclopedia of the Historical Jesus (New York: Routledge, 2009), 54.

432 Hengel,  Eigentum und Reichtum in der frühen Kirche: Aspekte einer frühchristlichen Sozialgeschichte, 353-423; 
Merz, Mammon als schärfster Konkurrent Gottes. Jesu Vision vom Reich Gottes und das Geld, 34; D. E. Oakman, 
"The Radical Jesus: You Cannot Serve God and Mammon," BTB 34 (2004): 122-129.

433 The call  to tax denial  by Judas of Galilee  and Zaddok the Pharisee is  a good example. According to 
Josephus (Bell 2,118) they were willing to sacrifice everything for the absolute power of God. 
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status  are  the suitable  means  for  securing life;  only God can give security  of  life.  One 

should collect treasures in heaven instead of earthly treasurers (Mt 6:19-21 and Lk 12:16-21; 

16:19-31).  In  the  Jewish  tradition  the  idea  existed  that  heavenly  prosperity  resulted  in 

prosperity on earth. Jesus' position differs as he assumes that one’s heart is where one’s 

riches are. Radical trust of God’s ruling cannot go together with material securities. The 

radical-theocratic notion 'God will provide' is made concrete by Jesus' message to the rich: 

'sell your riches' (Mk 10:17-22) and to the poor: 'do not be anxious' (Mt 6:31-32 / Lk 12:29-

30a).

The vision of the absolute power of God cannot be combined with the service of money. In 

the Palestinian society there was a huge poor underclass and a very small upperclass that 

possessed almost all the wealth. Jesus criticized this unjust structure because of its social 

and political consequences.434 The reason that Jesus tried to convince his fellow Jews to 

change their life radically and did not preach a directly political message was, according to 

Merz, because while Jesus did assume that the Gentiles were not willing to listen (they had 

their own gods and idols), he believed that his own people should have known that a life in 

pursuit of riches was not compatible to the Jewish idea of charity and care for the poor. 

Another part of Jesus' criticism of money is aimed at the role of money in religious life. The 

collecting of money in the name of religion often resulted in a status symbol of the priestly 

aristocracy. He criticized the discrepancy between outward piety and enrichment at the 

expense  of  the  poor.  Jesus  purification of  the  Temple  (Mk 11:15-19  and pars.)  may be 

understood in this context. 

According to Jesus' preaching, the possibilities for handling money in a good manner are 

clear. One could live without money; Jesus promoted the wandering way of existence in the 

most radical way (Lk 10:4 and par. and Mk 6:8).  Jesus himself may not have possessed 

anything: 'The Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head' (Mt 8:20 and par.). A complete trust 

in God’s  providence  is  required.  The disciples  must  be an example  of  living one’s  life 

without material concerns.

There is, however, a context in which money can be valued more positively. When money 

is disconnected from social status and is shared in common, then it loses its evil power. 

434 See for a description of Jesus' criticism of daily necessity to look after food and clothing, his criticism as 
result  of  debt  problems  and the  social  criticism  implied  in  miraculous  healings,  Merz,  Mammon  als  
schärfster Konkurrent Gottes. Jesu Vision vom Reich Gottes und das Geld, 62-75.

116



People should live their life within the familia dei; in this family only God himself can be the 

pater familias. In the direct context of Jesus there were people with some wealth. One could 

think of the women who were providing for Jesus and his disciples (Luke 8:2-3 and 10:38) 

and the house of Simon Peter, which might have been used as a base for their wanderings. 

The observation that Jesus did not live the radical asceticism of John the Baptist (Mt 11:18, 

Mk1:6f.) also makes clear the more liberal side of his attitude towards money. One could 

further think of the discussion about the fourth commandment (Mk 7:9f. and pars.), charity 

(Mt 6:2; 25:40 and Lk 10:30-37) and the commandment not to ask back what one has lent 

(Mt 5:42 and parr.); all assume the possession of some amount of wealth.

According to Jesus the main problem with Mammon was not the presence of the Gentiles in 

their  country,  but  the hearts  of  men and women.  People tried to secure  their  life  with 

riches, while they ought to live their life radically in service of God. One should anticipate 

the arrival of God’s kingdom by the observance of God’s rules and the structures of the 

kingdom  'mit  ganzem  Herzen,  ganzer  Seele  und  seiner  ganzen  Kraft,  auch  der 

finanziellen'.435

5.2.2.4 Conclusion

Concluding, I agree with Walker that 'φίλος τελωνῶν καὶ ἁμαρτωλῶν' should be understood as 

an insult, one that does not cohere with reality if the insult is understood as it was meant by those 

who uttered the slander. I do justice to the parallel structure, as Walker does, but differ in the 

explanation of the charge against Jesus. Calling Jesus a friend of tax contractors and sinners does 

not cohere with reality. Jesus was not their friend in the manner that those who named him so 

meant.436

5.2.3 'The tax contractors go ahead of you' (Mat 21:28-32)

Another instance in which tax contractors are found in the narrative context of John the Baptist is 

Matthew 21:28-32.437 Matthew placed this text in the context of several confrontations between 

435 Merz, Mammon als schärfster Konkurrent Gottes. Jesu Vision vom Reich Gottes und das Geld, 89.
436 Although further  research of  the  relation  between 'friendship'  and 'table-fellowship'  may clarify  this 

question to some extent. See G. Stählin, "Philos," in Theologisches Wörterbuch zum Neuen Testament. Band IX 
(ed. G. Kittel; Stuttgart: Verlag W. Kohlhammer, 156-162. 

437 See  for  this  pericope  Jeremias,  Die  Gleichnisse  Jesu, 57;  E.  Schweizer,  Das  Evangelium  nach  Matthäus 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1973), 267-269; Fiedler, Jesus und die Sünder, 233-237; Walker, Jesus  
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Jesus and the Jewish leaders. Similar to the texts discussed above, tax contractors are mentioned 

here as  an audience of  John's  preaching,  although its  context  is  different.  Tax contractors  and 

harlots are mentioned here as counterparts of the Jewish leaders (at least more directly than was 

the case in Luke). The unity of the tradition is seriously questioned in modern literature, where it is 

uncertain whether the two parts of the text (the parable in the verses 28-30 and its explanation in 

31-32)  attune  to  one  another.  The  first  important  question  that  needs  to  be  answered  in  this 

paragraph is whether these two parts should be used to interpret each other, or whether the text of 

31-32 should be treated independently. The second question is to find out what interpretation of 

these last verses is most plausible, and what the consequences of this interpretation are for the 

reconstruction of Jesus' supposed fellowship with tax contractors.

5.2.3.1 The unity of the text and its interpretation

The text will be analyzed first concisely at the level of the narrative and will be succeeded by a 

more historical critical analysis. Jesus has a conversation with the Jewish leaders (23-27), in which 

he  is  asked  by  whose  authority  he  is  doing  'these  things'  ('ταῦτα').438 Jesus  does  not  answer 

directly, but asks them how they evaluate the activity of John the Baptist. As they refuse to answer 

this question, the reader expects a clear response of Jesus, but Jesus answers by the telling of a 

parable.

Jesus mentions John in this text because of their close relationship in this gospel. According to 

Matthew John is Jesus' precursor and they even preach the same message (cf.  3:2 and 4:17), so a 

question regarding the evaluation of John is somehow asking for an evaluation of himself. If the 

Jewish leaders  appreciate  John's  ministry,  Jesus can claim to be in harmony with him.  As the 

Jewish leaders chose not to answer, Jesus is not required to answer either.

Jesus asks them: what do you think? After the parable of the two sons Jesus asks the same again: 

what do you think, who did the will of his father? It is almost a rhetorical question, but the Jewish 

leaders answered in the only way possible: the first son.439

and the Tax Collectors, 226-229; Herrenbrück,  Jesus und die Zöllner, 262-267; U. Luz,  Das Evangelium nach  
Matthäus. 3. Mt 18-25 (EKK; Benziger: Benziger Verlag, 1997), 211-212; Young, The parables, 137; Schottroff, 
The parables of Jesus, 218-219.

438  This question is discussed earlier; the reader already knows that the father commended everything to 
Jesus (11:27).

439 The textual transmission of the text is very diffuse. It is not certain which son was the first, and which son 
did the will of the father, according to the Jewish leaders and Jesus. I go along with the text as proposed 
in NTG27, which follows ℵC* K W  Δ Π itc, q vg syr c, p, h al. Although the text of D ita, b, e, ff2, h, 1 syrs al, is the 
most difficult  reading (the first  son says 'no', but repents,  the second son says 'yes',  but does not do 

118



Jesus responds: the tax contractors and the harlots go into the kingdom before you. Verse 32 is an 

explanation of verse 31; the tax contractors and the harlots believed John440 when he came in the 

way of righteousness441, but you did not. 'The way of righteousness' probably includes both John's 

appeal to live a righteous life, as well as the righteous life of John himself.442 

The leaders of the people have not obeyed, not by their word and not with their deeds at a later 

time. The second son at least gave his word, whereas they are worse than both.443 Jesus’ saying 

about the kingdom of God turns upside down the expectation of the Jewish leaders. The dregs of 

society go in the way of righteousness, they bear the fruits of the kingdom, and their righteousness 

exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees (5:19-20). Doing the will of God with actions exceeds 

acknowledging the will of God in words.444 But an important focus of the text is the Jewish leaders’ 

absence, which may be even more important than the presence of the tax contractors and harlots. 

The latter are used to emphasize the absence of the first. 

As said before, the unity of this text is often questioned. The meaning of the parable (as it is told 

historically)  would  have  differed  from  the  interpretation  that  is  added  to  it  in  the  Matthean 

gospel.445 According to Luz the linking of the two parts seems at least an artificial construction: 

anything. The last son does the will of the father according to this reading.), I do not choose this option, 
as it is nonsensical and has inferior texts as witnesses. I regard it as a transcriptional error or an anti-
Pharisaic bias. I reject the different texts of B Θ f13 700 syrpal arm geo al, in which the first son says 'yes', 
but  does  nothing  and  the  second  son  says  'no',  but  repents,  as  most  authentic  because  of  their 
incoherency. There inferior texts bear witness, and this variation can be better explained as a variant of 
the text as proposed by NTG27, than the other way around. See B. M. Metzger, A textual commentary on the  
Greek New Testament. Second Edition (New York: United Bible Societies, 1998), 44-46.

440  See  section  5.2.1  and  5.2.2  for  tax  contractors  as  John’s  audience.  According  to  Luz  this  is  an 
anachronism, see Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus. 3. Mt 18-25, 212. See for an opposite position Meier, 
Mentor, Message, and Miracles, 169.

441  'ἐν ὁδῷ δικαιοσύνης' should probably understood as living a life according to God’s criteria, see Luz, 
Das Evangelium nach Matthäus. 3. Mt 18-25, 212. Cf. 7:13-14 where a way and a gate are spoken of in the 
context of a righteous life.

442 See P. Luomanen, Entering the Kingdom of Heaven: A Study on the Structure of Matthew's View of Salvation 
(WUNT; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1998), 162. Righteousness is fulfilled by John’s baptism of Jesus (3:15). 
Cf.  also  6:33:  ‘ζητεῖτε  δὲ  πρῶτον  τὴν  βασιλείαν  καὶ  τὴν  δικαιοσύνην  αὐτοῦ,  καὶ  ταῦτα  πάντα 
προστεθήσεται ὑμῖν’. Righteousness and the kingdom of God are closely connected to each other in the 
gospel of Matthew. 

443 An interpretation which  connects  the tax contractors and the harlots  to the first  son and the Jewish 
leaders  to  the  second son  is  problematical,  because  the  last  words  of  verse  32  mention  repentance, 
although repentance is mentioned in the parable only in connection to the first son.

444 Cf. 23:3, the scribes and Pharisees preach, but do not practice. The focus on deeds is toned down by the 
texts emphasis on believing. The three forms of the verb 'πιστεύω' (21:25 and 32) have an aorist form, 
which makes clear that the decision is  one made in  the past,  see  Luomanen,  Entering the  Kingdom of  
Heaven:  A Study on the  Structure  of  Matthew's  View of  Salvation, 163. Whether  a  person has  a part  in 
salvation depends on the person’s attitude towards John (and Jesus).

445 See for example Young, according to whom the main aim of the parable was 'reduced' to the discussion of 
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‘Wo bleibt der für das Gleichnis konstitutive Gegensatz zwischen Reden und Handeln? Haben sie 

(the Jewish leaders, SvD) denn zur Gottesreichsverkündigung Johannes’ und Jesu, deren Praxis Sie 

ablehnten, jemals ja gesagt? Und haben die Zöllner und Huren, die ihr gehorchten, sie zuerst mit 

Worten abgelehnt?’446 Luz even labels the compilation by the gospel author a flop.447

There are three possible reconstructions of the traditions that were at the basis of Matthew 21:28-

32.448 1) Matthew used a tradition in which a parable of Jesus had been preserved, dealing with the 

general  issue  'doing  and  acting  the  will  of  the  father'.  Matthew  gave  this  parable  a  specific 

interpretation (the verses 31b-32), which was relied on the preceding pericope (23-27). Such an 

understanding  of  the  wording  of  the  pericope  is  rendered  more  difficult  by  the  unmatthäisch 

language of verse 31. In this interpretation it is hard to regain any historical information about the 

relation between Jesus and the tax contractors, since the verses 31b-32 are a very late addition. In 

this combination a negative view of the Jewish leaders and a positive view of the tax collectors and 

harlots is present.449 2) If verse 31b was preserved independently of the parable (28-31a), which 

might be problematical for the reasons discussed above, then verse 31b deserves an interpretation 

on its own. 'Ἀμὴν λέγω ὑμῖν ὅτι οἱ τελῶναι καὶ αἱ πόρναι προάγουσιν ὑμᾶς εἰς τὴν βασιλείαν 

τοῦ θεοῦ.' If this phrase is uttered against the Jewish leaders, then no emphasis should be laid on a 

supposed  positive  attitude  of  Jesus  towards  tax  contractors  and  prostitutes.  Examples  of 

opponents of the Jewish leaders (from different social classes) are mentioned to offend the Jewish 

leaders, whose absence must be underlined. Only by placing this saying in a broader context of 

Jesus'  contact  with  tax  contractors  and  prostitutes,  may  a  positive  notion  of  these  groups  be 

assumed. 3) The remaining option regards the verses 28-31b as an unity. In this combination a 

negative view of the Jewish leaders and a positive view of the tax collectors and harlots is present, 

although the latter are not connected to John the Baptist.450

This last option is preferred by Herrenbrück. According to him there is no ground to deprive verse 

doing and hearing Torah: 'The surprise ending of the episode evokes the recognition that it is the first son 
who obeyed, though at first he insulted the dignity of his father. The parable emphasizes that it is never 
too late to make a decision and to act upon it.' Young, The parables, 137.

446 Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus. 3. Mt 18-25, 211.
447 See  also  Schweizer,  although  he  does  not  use  such  harsh  words,  Schweizer,  Das  Evangelium  nach  

Matthäus, 268. According  to  Schweizer,  the  parable,  if  authentic,   was  told  by  Jesus  without  the 
commentary of verse 31-32, but would have been ended with a simple response of Jesus, something like: 
'You have answered right'.

448 In all cases it is assumed that verse 32 is an addition of Matthew.
449 The tax contractors and harlots do the will of the father better than the Jewish leaders, who are offended 

by this statement.
450 As is the case in verse 32, see also Luke 3:10-14 and 7:29-30.
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31b of its authenticity.451 He points at the stereotypical turn of Jesus in this verse: 'Ἀμὴν λέγω 

ὑμῖν'452, the combination of 'οἱ τελῶναι' and 'αἱ πόρναι' does not have a synoptic parallel, the verb 

'προάγουσιν'  is incomprehensible without context and the phrase 'τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ' is 

unmatthäisch453 and  might  point  at  a  origin  older  than  the  gospel.454 As  'προάγουσιν'  is 

incomprehensible without a context,  it is implausible that verse 31b was ever preserved on its 

own. As the notions 'saying and doing' (28-31a) do not contradict verse 31b, Herrenbrück assumes 

that both parts were preserved together in the source of Matthew. Verse 32 is then an addition by 

the hand of Matthew.455 This addition is comparable to Luke 7:29ff456 and is directly dependent 

upon  verse  25  ('ἐπιστεύσατε  αὐτῷ'),  verse  30b  and  the  judgement  of  verse  31b.457 In  this 

interpretation the focus of the parable is not 'saying' and 'doing' in general, but doing the will of 

the father in 'einer ganz bestimmten, heilsgeschichtlichen Situation.'458 Accepting or rejecting the 

preaching of Jesus and John is the touchstone in the coming judgement. 

451 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 264-265.
452 Although the presence of Besonderheitsindizien is no argument for its authenticity, see chapter 3.
453 At four instances (6:33; 12:28; 21:31; 21:43) Matthew uses the phrase 'ἡ βασιλεία τοῦ θεοῦ', instead of his 

more common 'ἡ βασιλεία τῶν οὐρανῶν'. The proposal to regard 'ἡ βασιλεία τοῦ θεοῦ' as a realized 
kingdom, while 'ἡ βασιλεία τῶν οὐρανῶν' refers to a future kingdom, might be plausible in the case of 
12:28 (kingdom of God in a present meaning) and 19:23 (kingdom of heaven as a reality of the future), but 
'ἡ βασιλεία τῶν οὐρανῶν' has a present meaning at other instances. A clear terminological distinction 
cannot be made, see Luomanen, Entering the Kingdom of Heaven: A Study on the Structure of Matthew's View  
of  Salvation, 163-164. Gundry explains the use of 'ἡ βασιλεία τοῦ θεοῦ' in this text in relation to the 
parable, which mentions a father figure and therefore wants the author to give the kingdom a personal 
accent too, see R. H. Gundry, Matthew. A Commentary on His Literary and Theological Art (Grand Rapids: 
William B. Eerdmans, 1982), 423. The traditional explanation for Matthew's avoiding the term 'Kingdom 
of God', that Matthew wants to avoid the name of God for piety reasons, seems untenable to me. The 
word for 'God' appears fifty times in the gospel (including four times 'ἡ βασιλεία τοῦ θεοῦ'). Foster has 
an  alternative  explanation,  which  however  deserves  further  research:  'Rather,  the  KH  (Kingdom  of 
Heaven, SvD) was part of Matthew’s overall rhetorical and sociological strategy to reassure his readers 
that they were the true people of God and to undermine the criticism of the leaders of formative Judaism 
by impugning their character and their relationship to God.' R. Foster, "Why on Earth Use ‘Kingdom of 
Heaven’?:  Matthew's  Terminology Revisited,"  New Testament  Studies 48  (2002):  488. This  is  somehow 
comparable to the use of 'kingdom' and 'eternal life' in the gospel according to John.

454 See for the same conclusion,  Schweizer,  Das Evangelium nach Matthäus, 267; Walker,  Jesus and the Tax  
Collectors, 227, although it is not certain to Schweitzer that the saying originally was part of the same 
tradition as the parable. 

455 Even though this is seriously questioned by Jeremias: 'ein Gleichnis, das ursprünglich die Frohbotschaft 
rechtfertigen will (Ihr habt nicht gewollt, die Verachteten haben sich dem Rufe Gottes erschlossen, darum 
gilt  ihnen  die  Verheißung!),  findet  bei  Matthäus  durch  die  Beziehung  auf  den  Täufer  eine 
heilsgeschichtliche Anwendung, die ihm von Hause aus fremd ist'. Jeremias, Die Gleichnisse Jesu, 57. 

456 Although there is not enough evidence to assume dependency, see above.
457 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 266.
458 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 266. See also Mat 7:21.
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5.2.3.2 The text and the tax contractors

As had been discussed above, it is very probable that verse 32 is a later addition to the tradition. 

The naming of tax contractors and prostitutes in verse 31b ('Ἀμὴν λέγω ὑμῖν ὅτι οἱ τελῶναι καὶ αἱ 

πόρναι προάγουσιν ὑμᾶς εἰς τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ.') can easily be understood as an attempt to 

offend the Jewish leaders.459 The people who the teachers of Torah regard to be the last to enter the 

kingdom will enter it before themselves, or in the paraphrase of Walker: 'Why, I tell you, even the 

tax collectors and the harlots go into the kingdom of God before you.'460 I agree with Walker that 

the claim that Jesus had a positive attitude towards tax contractors and prostitutes does not follow 

logically from this saying. I do reject, however, his implicit denial of the possibility that this insult 

and a positive orientation towards tax contractors  can go together.  It  is  conceivable that  Jesus 

applies their view to certain groups (which is attested in the story of the calling of Levi and Jesus' 

repeating of the insult that he was a friend of tax contractors and sinners), without sharing these 

views. The answer to these questions cannot be based on this text only. Verse 32 makes clear which 

option is preferred by Matthew, according to whose interpretation Jesus had a positive view of tax 

contractors, as those who did believe in John the Baptist. The accuracy of Matthews claim can only 

be discussed in the reconstruction of the overall picture and will therefore be postponed for the 

moment.

A reflection on the composition of 'οἱ τελῶναι καὶ αἱ πόρναι' is as necessary as the composition of 

tax contractors and sinners that has been discussed earlier. Jeremias regards both tax contractors 

and prostitutes as good rabbinical examples of sinful professions, and that is a sufficient reason for 

mentioning them in these places.461 It is an unparalleled combination, and a combination of tax 

459 Cf. Mt 5:46-47 and 18:15-17. These text will be discussed below. Although it is an attempt at insult, the 
Jewish leaders are not excluded from the kingdom completely: 'Jesus tells them the parable in order to 
win them anew. They now, at last, should believe the praxis of righteousness and walk the path into the 
kingdom of God. Jesus does not say: You will not find the way; you are already lost. The parable and its 
application  are  intended  to  open up a  difficult  situation.  The  leaders  should  follow behind  the  toll 
collectors and the prostitutes; they should learn from them. The judgment remains for God to make. Jesus 
practices the love of enemies he taught, a love that never ceases to fight for people even if they repeatedly 
turn away.' Schottroff, The parables of Jesus, 219. This fits well with the parable, in my opinion, although 
her last sentence is rather tendentious, perhaps too rose-colored.

460 Walker,  Jesus  and  the  Tax  Collectors, 227. 'The  saying,  taken  on  its  own  terms,  is  by  no  means  a 
commendation of tax collectors and harlots, but rather a ringing condemnation of the Jewish religious 
leaders, who are regarded as even worse off (italicized by Walker) than the tax collectors and harlots.'

461 J.  Jeremias,  Neutestamentliche  Theologie.  1.  Die  Verkündigung  Jesu (Gütersloh:  Gütersloher  VerlagsHaus 
Reinhard Mohn, 1973), 111-112. 'Der Begriff Sünder (…) bezeichnete nicht nur ganz allgemein die, die 
Gottes Gebot notorisch mißachteten und auf die deshalb jeder mit dem Finger wies, sondern speziell dan 
auch Menschen, die verachtete Berufe ausübten.'
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contractors and sinners (as is known from Q, Mark and Lukan  Sondergut) would have sounded 

more natural.462 In the gospels there is only one other place where 'πόρναι' are mentioned, even 

though it is in quite another context (a son complaints to his father about his brother's improper 

behaviour in spending his money on prostitutes, Luke 15:30). There are, however, sources that 

mention women with indecent sexual behaviour, although the word 'πόρναι' is not used here. It 

might be that the reason for the combination of tax contractors and prostitutes is founded on Jesus' 

contact with tax contractors and prostitutes. I recall the tradition about the dinner in the house of 

the Pharisee (Luke 7:36-50). The woman is not explicitly called a prostitute; this, however, becomes 

plausible by the expression 'ἐν τῇ πόλει'.463 That Jesus associated himself with immoral women is 

also preserved in the stories of the Woman of Samaria (John 4:1-42) and the Adulterous Woman 

(John 8:1-11). Tax contractors and prostitutes seem to be examples of two kinds of people with 

whom Jesus had contact who were avoided by the religious leaders.464 Harlots were of the lowest 

possible social rank.465 Their sinfulness was probably difficult to overrate. Repentance was possible 

for prostitutes. Although they could never regain their purity completely, according to Philo, they 

should keep trying to avoid contact with priests.466 Even though there is less evidence for Jesus' 

fellowship with prostitutes  than for his  contact with tax contractors,  it  is  quite  likely that  this 

462 According to Fiedler, the same text was at the base of Luke 7:29, where the author changed 'prostitutes', 
however,  into  'all  of  the  people',  Fiedler,  Jesus  und  die  Sünder, 234-235.  Fiedler  does  not  clarify  the 
combination of tax contractors and prostitutes.

463 See  Bovon,  Das Evangelium nach Lukas. EKK III/1, 390; Marshall,  The Gospel of Luke: a commentary on the  
Greek text, 308.

464 According to Theissen, the positive attitude of Jesus against these prostitutes makes clear Jesus' sexual 
tolerance  towards  women.  See  for  discussion  about  the  tension  between  this  tolerance  and  radical 
tendencies in the preaching of Jesus and early Christianity, as an opposition to double moral standards, 
based on psychology of evolution, Theissen, Erleben und Verhalten der ersten Christen, 436-448.

465 See Duling, Empire: Theories, Methods, Models, 66.
466 Philo, On Monarchy, 2: VIII, translation as in  C. D. Yonge,  The works of Philo: complete and unabridged 

(Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers,  1993): 'But since the priest  was a man before he was a priest, and 
since he is of necessity desirous to indulge the appetites which prompt him to seek for the connections of 
love, he procures for  him a marriage with a pure virgin,  and one who is  born of pure parents,  and 
grandfathers, and great-grandfathers, selected for their excellency with reference both to their virtue and 
to their noble birth. For God does not allow him even to look upon a harlot, or a profane body or soul, or 
upon any one who, having put away her pursuit of gain, now wears an elegant and modest appearance, 
because such a one is unholy in respect of her former profession and way of life; though in other respects 
she may be looked upon as honorable, by reason of her having purified herself of her former evil courses. 
For repentance for past sins is a thing to be praised; and no one else need be forbidden to marry her, only 
let her not come near a priest. For the especial property of the priesthood is justice and purity, which 
from the  first  beginning  of  its  creation to  the  end,  seeks  a  concord utterly  irreproachable.'  Whether 
something comparable also applies to tax contractors and whether Pharisees avoided contact with both 
groups because they laid priestly restriction on themselves deserves further research but cannot be given 
here.
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fellowship was quite shocking to some of the Jewish leaders and that Jesus used this in a polemic 

sense in his discussions with the Jewish leaders.

5.2.3.3 Conclusions

I regard the combination of the two prophets and the tax contractors in this tradition as a late 

construction.  Verse  32  is  added  to  the  story  as  the  basis  of  Matthew  21:23-27  and  31b.  Tax 

contractors and prostitutes are mentioned in this text primarily to offend the Jewish leaders. Those 

people on whom they looked down the most were entering the Kingdom before them, according 

to Jesus. That tax contractors and prostitutes are mentioned makes it possible that more is meant 

than a simple offence. Jesus' fellowship with tax contractors (and prostitutes) opens the possibility 

that a positive attitude towards both groups is implied. 

5.2.4 Jesus, John and Tax Contractors: some observations

Not all traditions have turned out to contain authentic material.  Luke has elaborated on Jesus' 

fellowship with tax contractors in his emphasis on the continuity between John the Baptist and 

Jesus and his stress on conversion. In the texts where Jesus and John are compared to each other 

both are depicted as prophets, but they are also played off against each other, with Jesus as the 

prophet who eats and drinks and John as the ascetic. There is, however, not enough evidence to 

claim with a certain plausibility that Jesus, in his fellowship with tax contractors, imitated John the 

Baptist. The tradition of Mat 21:32 seems to assume this, but as this text is very unlikely authentic, 

it cannot be used as the foundation of the claim. Further implications for the reconstruction of 

Jesus' fellowship with tax contractors will be treated in chapter 6.

5.3 Tax contractors as subjects in the preaching of Jesus

In the synoptical traditions Jesus did not only have table-fellowship with tax contractors, he even 

mentioned them in settings  where  the  actual  presence  of  tax  contractors  does  not  have to  be 

assumed. The traditions that will be discussed in this section are mainly part of the Sondergut of 

Luke and the Sondergut of Matthew. The following traditions will be discussed: the parable of the 
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Tax Contractors and the Pharisee (Luke 18:9-14) and two places where tax contractors are used as 

negative examples for Jesus' audience (Mat 5:46 and 18:17).467

5.3.1 Tax contractor and Pharisee in the Temple in Luke 18:9-14

The parable  of  the tax  contractor  and Pharisee in the  Temple  does not  have a counterpart  in 

another gospel; it is part of the Sondergut of Luke.468 The parable is told after the discussions with 

the Pharisees (17:20-21) and his disciples (17:22-37) about the Kingdom of God and the parable of 

the Widow and the Unrighteous Judge (18:1-8), which is connected to the eschatological issue by 

the last sentence,  'when the son of man comes,  will  he find faith on earth? ('ἆρα εὑρήσει τὴν 

πίστιν ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς;')', and to the next parable by the activity of praying. In the next pericopae the 

notions  of  'faith'  and  'righteousness'  are  further  explored.  One  should  be  humble  as  the  tax 

contractor (18:14), one should receive the kingdom like a child (18:17), do Torah (18:20), give up 

one’s wealth (18:22), and if one chooses to leave his house, wife, brothers and children, he will 

receive manifold more (18:29-30).

The parable under discussion has a very clear structure. The reason for the telling is explained (9), 

the  setting  is  introduced  (10),  then  there  is  a-b-a-b-structure,  in  'a'  the  manner  of  praying  is 

depicted, in 'b' the content of the prayer (11-13), and in verse 14 follows the conclusion of the story 

and its  application.  Verses  9  and 14b are  regarded as  secondary  by  most  scholars.469 As  said 

previously, the question the parable tries to answer is, according to the gospel author (see verse 9), 

what is true righteousness? In this section the authenticity of the text and its implication for our 

knowledge about tax contractors and Jesus' relation to them will be discussed.

467 After having examined the unity and authenticity of Mat 21:23-32, it would have been possible to treat 
that pericope in this section.

468 See for discussion of the parable Jeremias, Die Gleichnisse Jesu, 95-99; Fiedler, Jesus und die Sünder, 228-233; 
C. Kähler,  Jesu Gleichnisse als Poesie und Therapie (Tübingen: Mohr, 1995), 190-210; Green,  The gospel of  
Luke, 644-649;  Schottroff,  The  parables  of  Jesus, 7-14;  Klein,  Das  Lukasevangelium, 581-586;  T.  Popp, 
"Werbung in eigener Sache (Vom Pharisäer und Zöllner) - Lk 1,9-14," in Kompendium der Gleichnisse Jesu 
(eds.  R.  Zimmerman,  et  al;  Gütersloh:  Gütersloher  Verlagshaus,  2007),  681-695;  Bailey,  Jesus Through  
Middle Eastern Eyes. Cultural Studies in the Gospels, 343-354.

469 See for overview Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 268. See for the Lukan language of verse 9,  Kähler, 
Jesu Gleichnisse als Poesie und Therapie, 191. Bultmann regards verse 14b as an attached saying of Jesus (cf. 
Lk 14:11 and Mt 23:12) that does not fit very well, as the tax contractor does not really humiliate himself. 
See Bultmann,  Die Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition, 193. Verse 14b is regarded as a later addition as 
this generalizes the concrete judgement of verse 14a. To Fiedler the whole parable is not authentic, with 
the main argument against its authenticity that the image of the Pharisee is a caricature, see Fiedler, Jesus  
und die Sünder, 229. This argument will be discussed below.
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5.3.1.1 The Pharisee and the tax contractor

In his  prayer,  the Pharisee thanks God for not being like certain other people and renders  an 

account of  his righteousness.  The Pharisee claims to fast twice a week, which is  more than is 

required; it is as 'a fence around the fence'.470 That the Pharisee likes to do what is supererogatory 

appears  also  from his  tithing.  According to  the  Old Testament  only grain,  oil  and wine were 

required to be tithed. By tithing everything, he again does more than is required of him.471 In the 

only words that are rendered from the prayer of the tax contractor, he asks God for mercy.472 An 

important question for our research is how we should understand the depictions of the Pharisee 

and the tax contractor in this parable. What imaginaries of both professions does the text assume, 

and how does the parable handle these expectations?  

The secondary literature adheres to contradictory readings of the parable. According to Schottroff 

we should not regard the Pharisee as a pars pro toto,  as a representative example of the whole 

group of Pharisees, and the same counts for the tax contractor.473 According to her both men do not 

act  as  would be  expected based on their  profession.  A Pharisee was expected to be  a  careful 

observer  of  the  Law,474 and a  tax  contractor  was  not  even  expected  to  visit  the  Temple.  The 

unexpected behaviour of both persons should make clear to the listeners that an easy distinction 

between 'we' and 'they', between 'righteous' and 'unrighteous', is not possible.475 The judgement of 

God will be different from what is expected.476

470 Bailey,  Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes. Cultural Studies in the Gospels, 348. See also  Popp,  Werbung in  
eigener Sache (Vom Pharisäer und Zöllner) - Lk 1,9-14, 686.

471 See Dtn 14:22ff. See Jeremias for possible interpretations of 'πάντα', Jeremias, Die Gleichnisse Jesu, 96. See 
for later developments in Rabbinical literature Bailey, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes. Cultural Studies  
in the Gospels, 348.

472 ‘The penitent publican’s prayer “God be merciful to me a sinner,” as well as his gesture (“he smote upon 
his breast”) are essentially Pharisaic; it is interesting to see Luke introducing this last ritualistic touch in 
an attack on ritualism.’ Abrahams, Studies in Pharisaism and the Gospels, 57. I regard it as very difficult to 
decide whether his prayer and gesture are specifically Pharisaic or a more general, cultural manner of 
expression. More convincing is Popp: 'In der Regel überließen die Männer der Antike dies zum Ritus der 
Totenklage gehörende Gebärde den Frauen.' Popp, Werbung in eigener Sache (Vom Pharisäer und Zöllner) -  
Lk 1,9-14, 688.

473 Schottroff, The parables of Jesus, 8.
474 'The implicit expectation directed at the Pharisee presumes a high regard for the Pharisaic movement.' 

Schottroff, The parables of Jesus, 8.
475 See Schottroff,  The parables of Jesus, 9. According to Jeremias not the behaviour of both persons, but the 

saying of Jesus in verse 14 was completely surprising. Jeremias, Die Gleichnisse Jesu, 98.
476 According to Jeremias the tax contractor quotes Psalm 51, in which it is said that a broken spirit is more 

welcome than a sacrifice.  The tax contractor  demonstrates  this  state of  mind by his  gestures (18:13). 
Jeremias, Die Gleichnisse Jesu, 98.

126



According to Herrenbrück, however, there is not enough evidence to understand both persons as 

caricatures. It is completely understandable that a Pharisee says grace and a tax contractor asks for 

mercy.477 The behaviour of both men would meet the approval of the parable’s audience (in Luke 

the disciples). The audience would have expected that both men would return home justified. (The 

latter,  however,  only  if  his  visit  to  the  Temple  was  accompanied  by  the  required  rituals  of 

repentance.) Nonetheless, only the tax contractor,  and not the Pharisee,  returns home justified. 

According to Herrenbrück this can be explained by the fact that only the tax contractor appeals to 

God’s mercifulness. The Pharisee does not ask for mercy; he thinks that his fasting and tithing is 

already more than required.478 Green adheres to a comparable position, claiming that for Luke the 

profession of a 'toll collector' is not sinful in itself:   

'It is not at all clear, however, that the toll collector needs to repent of specific wrongdoing 

(…) within Luke-Acts the vocation of a toll collector is not intrinsically sinful, irrespective 

of the labels provided toll collectors by others (v 11!). Like Peter (5:8), so the toll collector 

recognizes  his  state  of  unworthiness  before  God  and  confesses  his  need  for 

reconciliation.'479

Herrenbrück's  proposal  to  regard  the  content  and  gestures  of  the  Pharisee  as  realistic  is 

implausible. It is more convincing to consider the prayer as critical parody on a prayer of thanks.480 

Kähler gives the following characteristics which should make this clear481:  1)  the judgement of 

verse 14 makes clear that the narrator has a critical opinion of the Pharisee's prayer; 2) the humble 

attitude of the tax contractor makes clear the self-confident attitude of the Pharisee; 3) the naming 

477 See  for  Herrenbrücks  evaluation  of  Schottroff's  position  Herrenbrück,  Jesus  und  die  Zöllner, 271-273. 
Joachim Jeremias regards the content of the prayer of the Pharisee as representative. He quotes a prayer 
from the Talmud in which a person says grace for his social position (and see also his quote from the 
Dead Sea Scrolls, both quotes lack an understandable reference). Jeremias, Die Gleichnisse Jesu, 97.

478 This text also fits well in the inversion of what should be regarded as God’s aim and what not. 'Das 
eschatologische Sanktionsystem bleibt  erhalten, aber es belohnt und straft ganz anders,  entgegen den 
Erwartungen.' Theissen, Erleben und Verhalten der ersten Christen, 489.

479 Green, The gospel of Luke, 649. Emphasis is his.
480 'So führt wohl nichts daran vorbei, in Lk18,11f. eine kritische Parodie eines Dankpsalm zu sehen.' Kähler, 

Jesu  Gleichnisse  als  Poesie  und  Therapie 202. Cf.  Rau:  'Wir  haben  hier  keineswegs  das  neutrale,  um 
Objectivität bemühte Porträt eines Pharisäers vor uns, sondern eine äußert parteiliche Stellungnahme.' E. 
Rau, "Jesu Auseinandersetzung mit Pharisäern über seine Zuwendung zu Sünderinnen und Sündern: Lk 
15, 11-32 und Lk 18, 10-14a als Worte des historischen Jesus," ZNW 89 (1998): 18.

481 Kähler, Jesu Gleichnisse als Poesie und Therapie, 200-202.
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of the tax contractor in the prayer of the Pharisee is inappropriate in a prayer of thanks; 4) the 

arrogant view towards 'other people' does not have a parallel in a prayer of thanks; 5) the Pharisee 

mentions only cultic duties, while Pharisaism was characterized by the combination of cultic and 

social duties. Therefore I regard it as unconvincing to assume, as Jeremias and Herrenbrück do, 

that  the audience of  the parable was not  surprised until  the judgement of  verse 14.  After  the 

rendering of the two attitudes and the prayers in verse 11-12 and 13, it would have been clear to 

the audience with whom they sympathized. Verse 14 makes clear that not only the audience, but 

also God even sympathized with the tax contractor.482 The tax contractor who came to the Temple 

as  a sinner  (according to his  own words  and probably also  according the  expectations of  the 

listeners),  returned home483 justified (both the audience and God look at him with mercy). The 

Pharisee came as a righteous man to the Temple (at least from his own perspective and perhaps 

also  in  the  view of  the  audience),  but  does  not  return  home as  a  righteous  man (neither  the 

audience nor God appreciates his behaviour). The judgement of God turns out to be different than 

one could have expected when imagining a tax contractor and a Pharisee entering the Temple. 

'Selbst  ein  Phariäer  kann  das  an  der  Tora  geschärfte  Augenmaß  verlieren  und  zum  Sünder 

werden.'484 The Pharisee lacks social meekness and is not affected by the tax contractor. He does 

not seek the lost, but is self-content and even deprives God of the possibility of having mercy on 

the tax contractor.

The tax contractor and the Pharisee both did act otherwise than could have been expected. The 

Pharisee was not expected to behave arrogantly, and the tax contractor was not supposed to act 

humbly,  not  directly  because  of  his  extravagant  sins  or  even  his  collaborating  life-style,  but 

because of his social position: 'Einen relativ wohlhabenden und einflußreichen Mitbürger auffällig 

büßend sich selbst anklagen zu sehen, ist wohl als damals überraschender Zug der Erzählung zu 

werten.'485 (I  agree  with Kähler,  against  Schottroff)  Two examples  of  prosperous  citizens  with 

rivalling  social  positions  are  brought  together  in  this  parable  by  Jesus  in  an  unconventional 

manner. According to the parable it is impossible to anticipate the outcome of God’s judgement: 

482 'Er  (the  tax  contractor,  SvD) dürfte  nicht  nur  mit  der  Sympathie  der  Leserinnen und Leser  rechnen 
können, sondern genießt auch das Wohlgefallen Gottes.'  Popp,  Werbung in eigener Sache (Vom Pharisäer  
und Zöllner) - Lk 1,9-14, 683.

483 See for the opposition between Temple and house in the parable and in the context of Luke-Acts  J. H. 
Elliot, "Temple versus Household in Luke-Acts: A Contrast in Social Institutions," in The Social World of  
Luke-Acts. Models for Interpretation (ed. J. H. Neyrey; Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 1991), 213-217.

484 Popp, Werbung in eigener Sache (Vom Pharisäer und Zöllner) - Lk 1,9-14, 686.
485 Kähler, Jesu Gleichnisse als Poesie und Therapie, 195-196.
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'Die Barmherzigkeit Gottes bleibt unverfügbar, nur im Gebet zu erbitten und zu empfangen.'486

5.3.2 Tax contractors as negative examples in Mt 5:46 and Mt 18:17 

Two sayings in which Jesus seems to sustain a negative image of tax contractors are preserved in 

the gospel according to Matthew. In this section we will discuss their origin (can anything be said 

about their authenticity?) and the information these texts reveal about tax contractors. 

5.3.2.1 Matthew 5:46

In  Matthew  5:43-48  the  sixth  antithesis  of  the  Sermon  on  the  Mount  can  be  found.487 In  this 

pericope the commandment 'You shall love your neighbour and hate your enemy' is substituted by 

Jesus: one should even love his or her enemy. In the verses 46 and 47 two logia are included to 

make clear that the love of the neighbour does not exclude the love of the enemy. Jesus summons 

his audience to love so much that the enemies are included.488 

In this context Matthew uses tax contractors and Gentiles as negative examples. The righteousness 

of the followers of Jesus should go way beyond the border of the habits of tax contractors: 'ἐὰν γὰρ 

ἀγαπήσητε τοὺς ἀγαπῶντας ὑμᾶς, τίνα μισθὸν ἔχετε; οὐχὶ καὶ οἱ τελῶναι τὸ αὐτὸ ποιοῦσιν;'

The text is part of Q, but in the rendering of Luke there are some differences, of which the most 

important for the topic under discussion is Luke's 'οἱ ἁμαρτωλοί' instead of 'οἱ τελῶναι'. Which 

version should we regard as authentic? It is probable that Matthew provides the more original 

reading.  Luke's  generalization  of  'οἱ  τελῶναι'  (Mat  5:46)  and  'οἱ  ἐθνικοί'  (Mat  5:47)  into  'οἱ 

ἁμαρτωλοί' (Luke 6:32 and 33) seems to be secondary.489  

Luz thinks that is plausible to assume that the saying goes back to Jesus. The negative attitude 

towards tax contractors is no objection: 'Die negative Wertung der Zöllner und Sünder ist kein 

Gegenargument,  da das  Logion gerade um eines  Verfremdungseffekts  willen bei  landläufigen 

486 Kähler, Jesu Gleichnisse als Poesie und Therapie, 206.
487 See also Luke 6:32. For an extensive discussion of this text: Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 246-249; H. 

D. Betz and A. Y. Collins,  The Sermon on the Mount (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 294-
328; U. Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus. 1. Mt 1-7 (EKK; Benziger: Benziger Verlag, 1985), 305-319.

488 See Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus. 1. Mt 1-7, 312.
489 Marshall, The Gospel of Luke: a commentary on the Greek text, 262-263; Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke  

I-IX 640., Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus. 1. Mt 1-7, 306; J. M. C. Robinson, et al, The critical edition of Q 
(Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), 69-71.
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Urteilen anknüpft.'490 Betz also regards the anti-thesis of verses 43-44 as having its origin in the 

preaching of Jesus. His main argument is that no parallel saying can be found in contemporary 

Jewish sources.491 It does fit well in the overall picture of Jesus, and it is a good example of his 

exegesis of the Torah. He uses Jewish hermeneutics to interpret a certain passage innovatively, and 

his conclusions are compatible with common sense.

That the passage speaks of Gentiles (ἐθνικοί) pleads for consideration as an old tradition. It is 

hardly conceivable that Matthew introduced this word in a text aimed at a congregation consisting 

partly of Gentiles.492 If  the 'ἐθνικοί'  were part  of the older tradition,  then probably its  parallel 

(τελῶναι) was as well. 

According to Betz tax contractors are used here because of their unethical behaviour;  they are 

approaching the status of Gentiles (ἐθνικοί).493 Betz is right in regarding tax contractors as bad 

examples. However, no information about tax contractors should be derived from this text. The 

only thing that can be concluded from this text is that the audience of these words were expected 

to  have  negative  images  of  tax  contractors:  'Der  Sprecher  greift  hier  die  Vorstellung  seines 

Gegenübers  auf,  in  der  Annahme,  daß  dieser  eine  Identifikation  mit  dem  ungeliebten  bzw. 

Verhaßten τελώνης auf jeden Fall vermeiden will.'494 The text has its origin before Gentiles became 

part of the Christian community, and its inauthenticity cannot be proven.

5.3.2.2 Matthew 18:17

'He is for you as an heathen and a tax contractor' ('ἔστω σοι ὥσπερ ὁ ἐθνικὸς καὶ ὁ τελώνης').495 

In this community rule (18:15-20) it is explained how one should deal with persons who sinned 

490 Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus. 1. Mt 1-7, 307.
491 Jesus brings in a new interpretation, although preparations for this new interpretation were existing,Betz 

and Collins,  The Sermon on the Mount, 309. Jesus is apparently able to do, what no other Jew could, the 
invention of this saying. See also his references to scholars to whom he agrees. See Brooks for the opinion 
that the text is created by Matthew, S. H. Brooks,  Matthew's community: the evidence of his special sayings  
material (JSNTSS; Sheffield: JSOT, 1987), 102.

492 Matthew probably accepted it because it was part of an older tradition, see Betz and Collins, The Sermon 
on the Mount, 320. It is therefore quite obvious that Luke (or his source) changed both words into sinners 
(ἁμαρτωλοί).

493 Betz and Collins,  The Sermon on the  Mount, 319. According to Betz this  tradition is  older  than those 
dealing with converted tax contractors such as Levi and Zacchaeus.

494 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 249.
495 See for this text Bultmann, Die Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition, 151; Schweizer,  Das Evangelium nach  

Matthäus, 241-245; Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 244-246; Davies and Allison Jr, The Gospel according  
to St Matthew. Volume II, 781-791; Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus. 3. Mt 18-25, 44.

130



and do not  want to repent.  After  having talked to him or her  in the company of  one or  two 

witnesses but the person still does not want to repent, then the sinner should stand up before the 

congregation. If this does not help either, the community should regard him or her as 'ὁ ἐθνικὸς 

καὶ ὁ τελώνης'. 

Most scholars regard the saying as it is preserved in Matthew as a redactional revision of Q.496 

According to Luz the text is very old, although it cannot be traced back to Jesus: 'Die erweiterte 

Gemeinderegel V 15-17 stammt wohl aus einder juden-christliche Gemeinde, die sich noch als Teil 

Israels  versteht,  sich  noch  nicht  der  Heidenmission  zugewandt  hat  und  für  die  'Heiden  und 

Zöllner'  der  Inbegriff  von  Menschen  ist,  mit  denen  man  keine  Gemeinschaft  hat.497 Luz 

differentiates between this text and the text discussed the previous paragraph: 'Ihre Beurteilung in 

V 17b ist ganz unjesuanisch. Anders als 5,46f gibt es hier gerade keinen Verfremdungseffekt.'498 I 

agree with Luz, that the text has its origin before the early Christian community surpassed its 

Jewish boundaries. I do also agree with Luz that it is probable that it was created by this early 

Christian community. The discontinuity with other traditions about Jesus and the continuity with 

other early Christian traditions make this historically plausible.

The text assumes that it is impossible for tax contractors to be part of the religious community.499 

Tax contractors can only be part of the Christian community if they abandon their profession, 

according to this text. Although the calling of Levi may assume an abandonment of profession500, 

this requirement is not dependent upon the profession itself; all disciples leave their professions 

behind. In other instances, abandonment of profession is not even asked (see for John: Lk 3:10-14 

and for Jesus: Lk 18:9-14 and 19:1-10).501

As this tradition seems to contradict other Jesus traditions, it is necessary to find out how these 

words are related to the early Christian community. There are a few very close parallels to this 

text, although in those no tax contractors are mentioned. In 1 Kor 5:5 and Titus 3:10 people with 
496 See  Davies and Allison Jr,  The Gospel according to St Matthew. Volume II, 781; Luz,  Das Evangelium nach  

Matthäus. 3. Mt 18-25, 39.
497 Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus. 3. Mt 18-25, 40.
498 Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus. 3. Mt 18-25, 40. 
499 '(D)er 'Nicht-mehr-Heide' und der 'Nicht-mehr-Zöllner' werden in die Gemeinde aufgenommen, dagegen 

hat  sich  diese  nach  der  hier  zugrundeliegenden  Auffassung  vom  Heiden  und  Zöllner  nicht  nur 
unterscheiden, sondern völlig zu scheiden.' Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 245.

500 This is more clear in the calling of Matthew, in the parallel in the gospel of Matthew.
501 See Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 245-246.
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several forms of immoral behaviour are mentioned that should be neglected by the community.502 

This  may be regarded as  cohering with the text under discussion.  These observations make it 

plausible that this text should not be regarded as an authentic Jesus tradition.503 Jesus' saying about 

the tax contractors in Mat 5:46 may be one of the ingredients by which Mat 18:17 is created.

The  particular  phrase  'He  is  for  you as  an  heathen  and a  tax  contractor'  should  probably  be 

understood as a popular combination ('heathen' and 'tax contractor'), and it makes clear that tax 

contractors were no longer any part of the Jesus movement at the time of the creation of the saying. 

The text is 'keinesweges untypisch für eine christliche Gemeindeleitung', but cannot be combined 

with the attitude of Jesus towards tax contractors, as preserved in other traditions.504 It is quite 

comprehensible that this tradition made use of the tradition of Mat 5:46f.

5.3.3 Conclusions

Very different traditions have been discussed. The parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Contractor 

in the Temple is different in genre and has another source than the discussed words of Jesus in 

Matthew. The interpretation of the parable is very complex, while the interpretation of the latter 

traditions are easier. On the other hand, the question of authenticity of Mat 5:46 and 18:17 is more 

difficult than the authenticity of Luke 18:9-14.

All three traditions share a more or less negative view of tax contractors. The tax contractor in the 

Temple was not expected to behave in a humble way, and Mat 5:46 and 18:17 use popular views to 

make clear how one should live one’s life and how one should act with notorious sinners. 

The implications of these traditions for purpose of this thesis will be set forth in the following 

chapter.

502 Herrenbrück,  Jesus und die Zöllner, 245. 1 Kor 5:9-13: 'I wrote to you in my letter not to associate with 
immoral men ('πόρνοις'); not at all meaning the immoral of this world, or the greedy and robbers, or 
idolaters, since then you would need to go out of the world. But rather I wrote to you not to associate 
with any one who bears the name of brother if  he is guilty of immorality or greed, or is an idolater, 
reviler,  drunkard, or robber -- not even to eat with such a one. For what have I to do with judging 
outsiders? Is it not those inside the church whom you are to judge? God judges those outside. Drive out 
the wicked person from among you.' And Titus 3:10-11: 'As for a man who is factious, after admonishing 
him once or twice,  have nothing more to do with him, knowing that such a person is perverted and 
sinful; he is self-condemned.'

503 One of the other problems with the text’s authenticity is connected to the use of 'ἡ ἐκκλησία' in these 
verses. Although Dunn regards Mt 18:17 as redactional, he does not exclude the possibility that Jesus 
spoke about 'ἡ ἐκκλησία'. See for his discussion of ' ἡ ἐκκλησία', the Hebrew qahal, the Septuagint and 
the historical Jesus, Dunn, Jesus remembered, 513-514. 

504 Herrenbrück, Jesus und die Zöllner, 246.
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PART SIX  –  CONCLUSIONS
This last chapter consists of two parts. Before conclusions will be drawn about Jesus' relationship 

with tax contractors, an overview of the separate synoptic gospels will be given: how did Mark, Q, 

Luke  and  Matthew  render  the  them  available  sources  about  tax  contractors?  What  are  the 

functions of tax contractors in the particular gospels? What are the differences and similarities of 

the three synoptic gospels regarding tax contractors? In the second section a historically plausible 

comprehensive picture of Jesus' relation with tax contractors will be proposed. 

6.1 Mark, Q, Luke and Matthew

6.1.1 Mark: tax contractors as heirs of the Kingdom of God

In the Gospel according to Mark tax contractors are mentioned only once, exclusively in the story 

of the calling of Levi and the following table-fellowship (Mark 2:13-17). In all probability it should 

be assumed that verses 13 and 14 are an addition of Mark to an existing tradition. He has taken 

over verses 15 to 17 from a larger source. It is irretrievable whether information about the owner of 

the house or the name of one of the tax contractors was preserved in this tradition, although it 

seems likely to me.

The table-fellowship with tax contractors makes clear that Jesus had fellowship with people of the 

retainer classes. Tax contractors were comparatively wealthy people, although their social power 

was dependent on their money only.  As taxpayers were unwilling to pay taxes and the rulers 

wanted to get the most out of the people, the power and the wealth of the tax contractors had a 

very  insecure  basis.  The tax  contractors  were  despised by many,  especially  by Pharisees.  The 

scribes of the Pharisees questioned Jesus for they regard his fellowship with this kind of men at 

least as dubious. Jesus defends his behaviour with two sayings; firstly he applies a metaphor of the 

healing of the sick by a physician (2:17b). Just as a physician is required to visit the sick, so is the 

Torah  teacher  required  to  visit  those  people  who  need  Torah  the  most.  The  second  saying 

consolidates his  Sendungsbewustsein  by claiming more or less the same, only directly in religious 

terms (righteous people as  opposites  of  sinners  in 2:17c).  Jesus'  speaking about those who are 
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'righteous'  and 'healthy'  is  not  meant  ironically,  even though the  Jewish leaders  are  criticized 

implicitly for their passive attitude. 

Through  the  construction  of  verses  13  and  14  Mark  elaborated  on  Jesus'  fellowship  with  tax 

contractors. One of these despised men even became a disciple of Jesus. He is the fifth in the list of 

disciples, after the fishermen Simon and Andrew (1:16-18) and the fishermen James and John (1:19-

20). Levi, a man from the retainer class, becomes Jesus' disciple. In Mark's gospel Jesus did not 

have followers from the lower classes only.

Jesus' calling of Levi and the following discussion with the scribes of the Pharisees is one of the 

stories  that  clarify  Jesus'  mission.  After  Jesus'  message  in  1:15:  ‘The  time  is  fulfilled,  and the 

kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.’ the sayings of 2:17 are the 

next clear statements about his mission (between these two traditions his message has been made 

concrete). For Jesus, following one’s vocation meant to reach out to those people regarded by the 

righteous  as  sinners.  Especially  to  them  he  proclaimed  the  coming  of  the  kingdom.  By  his 

association with tax contractors he disassociated himself from Jewish leaders.

6.1.2 Q: tax contractors in the margin

In this thesis the plausibility of Q is assumed and has not been questioned. As a consequence this 

reconstructed document deserves the same attention as the synoptical gospels, therefore I will give 

a short description of Jesus' relation with tax contractors according to Q.

In Q there are only two instances that refer directly to tax contractors.505 In Q 7:31-35 the short 

parable of the playing children and its interpretation is included. In this text Jesus and John appear 

as contrasting figures, even though both of them appear as messengers of Wisdom. Together they 

are opposed to 'this generation', both of them are rejected by 'this generation'. Jesus brings in an 

accusation uttered against his own person; he would be a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax 

contractors and sinners. The only other pericope is Q 6:32: 'if  you love those loving you, what 

reward  do  you  have?  Do  not  even  tax  contractors  do  the  same?'  In  this  saying  a  morally 

insufficient behaviour of tax contractors is assumed and applied as a warning for 'the Q people'.

A text that has been important in this thesis and is part of Q, but will be left out of discussion here, 

is Q 15:4-5a: the parable of the Lost Sheep. In Q no direct or indirect connection is present between 

Jesus' search after what is lost and tax contractors, therefore I will leave this text out of discussion.

505 Q 7:29-30 is proposed by many as part of Q. I have questioned it earlier and therefore I will not discuss it 
as part of Q here. Because of the uncertainty of its origin the verses are placed between double square 
brackets in Robinson et al. The Critical Edition of Q, 138-139.
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As no information in Q is preserved about Jesus' fellowship with tax contractors in a more positive 

manner, Q 7:31-35 should be understood within the framework of Q as Walker proposed: Jesus 

was no friend of  tax  contractors,  just  as  John was not  possessed by a demon.  In  'the literary 

composition' of Q there is no positive relation between Jesus and tax contractors. The latter are 

only mentioned in an accusation against Jesus and are used by Jesus as examples of how one 

should not live his or her life. Tax contractors play a role only in the margin of Q.

6.1.3 Luke: the Lost returns by the preaching of John and Jesus

The tax contractors are mentioned more often in the gospel of Luke than in Mark's version (3 times 

in Mark, compared to 11 times in Luke), and they appear in more contexts (1, compared to 6). A 

first clear difference with Mark is the continuity between John the Baptist and Jesus regarding tax 

contractors, as has been constructed by Luke. Tax contractors are not only an audience of Jesus' 

preaching  (Luke  5:27-32;  7:29-35;  15:1-3;  19:1-10),  but  also  of  John's  (3:12-13;  7:29-30).  Jesus' 

fellowship with tax contractors was not unprecedented; John was his forerunner in the contact 

with tax contractors. It is part of the larger picture of Luke in which parallels between John and 

Jesus are highly important.

Luke's rendering of the story of the Calling of Levi has an emphasis on repentance. He changes 

Mark's 'οὐκ ἦλθον καλέσαι δικαίους ἀλλὰ ἁμαρτωλούς' into 'Οὐκ ἐλήλυθα καλέσαι δικαίους 

ἀλλὰ ἁμαρτωλοὺς εἰς μετάνοιαν.'  This  addition of  'to repentance'  is  characteristic  for Luke's 

gospel. Comparable additions by the hand of Luke can be attested in his rendering of the parable 

of the Lost Sheep (cf. Luke 15:7 to Mat 18:13) and the story of Zacchaeus (the insertion of what now 

is called verse 19:8). Jesus' fellowship with tax contractors was aimed at their conversion. This was 

not explicitly stated in Mark, and therefore Luke considered it as a necessary addition. Perhaps he 

regarded Jesus' defense of his behaviour in Mark 2:17 as insufficient. Repentance of the rich is 

characterized by giving up one’s (erroneously obtained) wealth (see besides 19:8 also 6:24, 14:25-

35, 16:1-31 and 18:18-27). The reason for this emphasis of Luke is of course his understanding of 

Jesus. According to him one of the main visions of Jesus was his substantiation of God’s preference 

for the poor (see Jesus' first preaching in 4:16-30).

A very important metaphor for the understanding of Jesus' fellowship with tax contractors in Luke 

is  the  shepherd  who  seeks  lost  sheep.  The  metaphor  of  the  lost  sheep  is  explicitly  used  in 

connection to tax contractors in the parable of the Lost Sheep in combination with the introduction 

(15:1-7) and Jesus' saying that concludes the story of Zacchaeus: 'For the Son of Man came to seek 
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out and to save the lost.’ This metaphor is not invented by Jesus or Luke. It was a widespread 

image used to describe God’s relation with his people. A direct parallel with Ezekiel's vision 34 

may be assumed for Luke 19:10, even though one could think of many other passages as well (for 

example Psalm 23 or  Isaiah 40:11).  In  Luke an identification of  Jesus  and God (or  David,  see 

Ezekiel 34:23) is based on this metaphor.

6.1.4 Matthew: tax contractors love your enemies

In  Matthew's  gospel  tax  contractors  are  mentioned  8  times  in  6  different  sections  (incl.  the 

mentioning of Matthew the tax contractor in the list of the disciples in Mat 10:3). In 3 of the 6 cases 

the Matthean story has no parallel in Mark or Luke. 

The  Matthean  rendering  of  Jesus'  relation  with  tax  contractors  is  complicated.  Images  of  tax 

contractors seem to contradict each other. Negative depictions of tax contractors (5:46 and 18:17) 

are incorporated, but one of the twelve disciples is explicitly called a tax contractor (10:3). The 

charge  that  Jesus  was  a  friend of  tax  contractors  (11:19)  could easily  be  understood from the 

perspective of 5:46 and 18:17 as an insignificant offense, if the gospel had not incorporated Jesus' 

table-fellowship with tax contractors (9:9-13).

Just  as  in  Luke,  the  parallelism between Jesus  and John is  corroborated  with  the  help  of  tax 

contractors. The already firm relation between both prophets (cf. 3:2 and 4:17) is confirmed by the 

sketching of  tax  contractors  as  an audience  of  John's  preaching (21:32).  This  parallel  is  not  as 

elaborated as in Luke. 

Matthew inserted a quotation of Hosea 6:6 in the discussion with the Pharisees in 9:10-13. This 

elaboration may be comparable to the Lukan addition of 'to repentance' for it emphasizes Jesus' 

defense of his behaviour; tax contractors and sinners possess the possibility of repentance and are 

required to do so. They need to love their enemies instead of only loving only those who love 

them; they need to be perfect as their heavenly Father is perfect (5:34-38). 

Within the framework of the gospel it is therefore clear that we should understand 'Matthew the 

tax contractor' as 'Matthew who formerly had been a tax contractor' and Jesus' table-fellowship 

with tax contractors as an effort to bring them back to the Torah. From this perspective it is not 

inconsistent for Jesus to use tax contractors as negative examples; a distinction between practicing 

tax contractors and former tax contractors is necessary to understand the gospel of Matthew as a 

narrative unity. By its rejection of the profession of a tax contractor, the Matthean gospel is closely 
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related to the Rabbinical tradition, according to which a tax contractors could only become an 

associate after having abandoned ones profession. 

6.2 Jesus, tax contractors and Comprehensive 
Historical Plausibility

After having examined all the sources available that depict Jesus in particular situations in relation 

to  τελῶναι,  an  overall  picture  should  be  sketched.  In  chapter  4  the  problems  with  the 

determination of specific traditions as authentic or inauthentic have been discussed. Comparable 

problems have become apparent in the course of the fifth chapter. A lot of biblical scholars regard 

themselves as competent and informed enough to be able to decide with virtual certainty between 

authenticity and inauthenticity for a specific tradition. As their opinions regularly contradict each 

other, prudence was required on my part. The choices I made cautiously between several possible 

interpretations should not and cannot be regarded as final answers. By the notions of fallibility, 

subjectivity  and  probability,  elaborated  by  Theissen  and  Winter,  these  experiences  and 

observations are integrated in the criterion of historical plausibility. In this last part of this thesis 

the observations of the preceding chapters will not be repeated, but I will try to make clear what I 

regard as the most plausible historical reconstruction of Jesus' relation to tax contractors. 

One of the consequences of the limited sources available is the impossibility of claiming a certain 

development of Jesus' preaching, which may actually have been a certainty in all probability.506 

Theoretically it is possible to speak about a development in Jesus' relation to tax contractors; it may 

have been that despite earlier experiences (such as described in Mark 2 and pars. and Luke 18 and 

19)  he  became  frustrated  with  them,  which  led  to  more  harsh  words  about  tax  contractors 

(Matthew 5:46 and 18:17). Or vice versa, the more harsh words are older, but his experiences with 

tax contractors led to a more positive attitude towards them. Such kinds of developments cannot, 

however,  be  claimed  with  reasonable  certainty.  They  are  less  probable,  and  therefore  less 

convincing, than a coherent picture. Coherency is therefore required in this thesis. The only option 

available to us is reconstructing a comprehensive picture of Jesus' relation to tax contractors. But 

before  I  propose  such  a  picture,  I  will  first  briefly  evaluate  the  search  for  the  historical  tax 
506 It cannot be excluded, however, that Jesus' message was incoherent, fickle and inconsistent, although this 

is less probable than claiming a development in his preaching; if his message was fickle, then it is, for 
example, more difficult to explain why Jesus gained a certain amount of popularity.
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contractors.

In  his  book  Herrenbrück  renewed  a  discussion  that  had  fallen  into  oblivion.  Even  though 

Herrenbrück  is  too  optimistic  about  the  possibilities  of  reconstructing  the  tax  system in  first-

century Galilee, he does clear up the social-economical position of tax contractors convincingly. 

Instead of what still is widespread in biblical scholarly understanding, the Roman system with the 

societas publicanorum should not be used to understand the profession of 'τελῶναι'. The Hellenistic 

system of tax farming, as introduced in Palestine by the Ptolemees, was most plausibly constitutive 

for the system of tax collecting in first-century Palestine. Therefore it should be concluded that the 

research of Wilcken, Rostovtzeff and Youtie has not received the attention it deserves.

Tax contractors were some kind of what we nowadays call  entrepreneurs. Different kinds and 

amounts of taxes and fares were sold by auction. The person who bid most was required to pay (a 

part of) the sum of money in advance. Hereafter the tax contractor was permitted collect the taxes 

he had farmed. As these tax contractors were required to pay money in advance, a certain amount 

of wealth can be assumed.

The immorality of tax contractors is easily and often overestimated. Their position between their 

lords  and the  taxpaying people was  very insecure.  The lords  tried to  get  as  much income as 

possible,  and  the  taxpayers  tried  to  dodge  the  taxes  whenever  they  could.  Especially  in  the 

circumstances  of  Palestine,  where  people  had  to  pay  their  taxes  directly  or  indirectly  to  the 

Romans (cf. the response of Judas of Galilee to the census of Quirinius), the tax contractors were 

often forced to take rigid measures.  

The  reconstructed  Jesus  should  be  plausible  in  its  Jewish  context  and  make  possible  the 

development of the Jesus movement. Jesus' activity and message should be understandable in its 

context, and the originality of his activity and message cannot be otherwise understood than as a 

contextual individuality. How does Jesus' mission fit in its Jewish context? As has been said earlier, 

according to particular traditions the righteous should avoid dinners with the unrighteous as part 

of their religious vocation. Whether there were Pharisees in the time of Jesus who strictly observed 

these rules is uncertain. It is probable that they (or at least a part of them) rejected invitations to the 

house of those whom they called 'sinners'. Jesus may have chosen a position in this debate by his 

table-practises, a position which was regarded as unlawful, at least by some. Another somewhat 
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comparable discussion is preserved between the House of Hillel and the House of Shammai. This 

discussion may even be more relevant and exciting than the discussion just mentioned, because 

one or both schools rejects teaching 'sinners' before their repentance. If an unrighteous man or 

woman has the will to be taught, then a Torah teacher is required to teach this person according to 

the House of Hillel ('many unrighteous became righteous by education'). According to the House 

of Shammai students are required to live their life according to moral values before Torah can be 

taught to them. In these texts, as well in the synoptical texts that tell about Jesus table-fellowship 

with tax contractors,  no issues regarding purity rules are mentioned.507 I  chose to assume that 

Jesus' association with tax contractors was not criticized because of purity rules in a strict sense. 

Jesus chose a position in the debates about the table-fellowship of the righteous by taking a more 

radical position than the House of Hillel did. Not only was a teacher allowed to teach unrighteous 

people Torah, he was even not required to await the initiative of the unrighteous, but anticipate to 

this by actively seeking after them. The ἦλθον-saying and the saying about the physician in Mark 

2:17 demonstrate how Jesus' own mission was an implicit critique against those Jewish leaders 

who did reject Jesus' behaviour. It can be imagined that Jesus used existing traditions about the 

pastor who takes care of  his  herd (especially Ezekiel  34) as inspiration and motivation for his 

mission (see Luke 15:1-7 and pars.).  Even if Jesus did not tell the parable about the lost sheep 

himself,  which I  regard  as  an unnecessary claim,  even then I  consider  the  parable  as  a  good 

illustration of Jesus' mission and motivation (of his  Sendungsbewusstsein). The genre-constancy  is 

very clear in this instance; the same motive is manifest in different sorts of traditions.

These preserved sayings and parables are most plausibly utilized as defence of Jesus’ behaviour 

towards the Jewish leaders. In these traditions he applies the categories of those with whom he 

entered  into  conversation.  The  words  'lost',  'sick'  and  'sinner'  should  in  the  first  place  be 

understood within this context (the notion of factionalism as advocated by Dunn makes sense 

here).  Only  secondarily  can  these  words  be  interpreted  within  Jesus'  mission  itself.  If  one, 

however, considers that Jesus chose to defend his own activity by naming those people 'sick' and 

'lost' (and calling the Jewish leaders the opposite: 'the righteous'), while he could have denied their 

'sickness' (towards the Jewish leaders), then it becomes clear that Jesus had a mission; he did not 

search for the company of tax contractors for his own entertainment. Herewith should be noted 

that the festal character of the table-fellowship must not be forgotten. The table-fellowship should 

507 Except  for  the  fact  that  Jesus'  application  of  the  metaphor  of  the  physician  might  have  brought 
connotations of purity rules to mind.
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be regarded as the breakthrough of the Kingdom of God. The table-fellowship has therefore at 

least two facets of meaning. The lost people need to be taught Torah, and in the fellowship with 

them  the  social  order  of  the  Kingdom  comes  to  light.  So,  I  regard  it  as  plausible  that  Jesus 

employed the same categorization as the Jewish leaders;  the tax contractors  were sinners  who 

needed repentance. Nevertheless, Jesus had a different attitude towards tax contractors; an active 

search for the lost was required of the Jewish leaders. Even though Jesus did not directly attack 

their designation as righteous people, he was at least critical of their attitude towards sinners. 

Now it becomes clear that Sanders' argument needs to be put into perspective (as Ehrman, Wright 

and Dunn already did in their own specific way). The Lukan emphasis on repentance (as it is 

preserved in the calling of Levi and Zacchaeus, the parables and several other instances) is not so 

much an addition of what was missing as an addition of an accent. A change of life was required 

of the sinners; they needed to live radically according to the Torah.508 But as the discussion with 

the Jewish leaders was not directly about Jesus' aim of his fellowship with tax contractors, but only 

about his association with them  an sich,  this proposed change of life was underexposed in the 

traditions. So it must be concluded that Jesus gave his vision of salvation an individual colour (by 

which he positioned himself in an existing debate), but Jesus should not be played off against 'the 

Jewish viewpoint' (against Sanders: repentance as part of Jesus' preaching should not be denied). 

Jesus required repentance of the lost, who should be restored to the herd. Parallel to the opinion of 

the House of Hillel Jesus did not demand repentance as an entrance requirement to the teaching of 

Torah.  It  is  uncertain in how much Jesus'  view of  repentance differed in meaning from other 

Jewish teachers.  It  is  probable that Jesus would acclaim the refund of falsely taken money (as 

Zacchaeus  did  according  to  the  Lukan  addition  of  19:8),  although  there  is  remarkable  little 

evidence  for  this.509 There  is  no  convincing  evidence  that  Jesus  demanded  especially  of  tax 

contractors that they should resign their jobs. 

508 'If we take all the eschatological motives in the ethic of Jesus together, it is striking that in them we once 
again find that tension between rigorism and acceptance that is characteristic of Jesus' interpretation of 
the Torah.  The poor and the marginalized are given an accepting ethic  of mercy;  the disciples,  both 
women and men, are given radical and rigorous commands to follow Jesus. But all are confronted with 
the call to repentance, a call that at the same time has both rigorous and accepting aspects: it compels 
them to change their behaviour radically in a painful way, but offers a chance specifically to those who 
had no chance according to traditional religious standards.'  Theissen and Merz, The historical Jesus, 378-
379.

509 Further research is required, in which Jesus' fellowship with tax contractors should be connected to other 
instances in which Jesus met wealthy people; for example, one could think of centurions and certain 
supplying women. See for an overview of the radical and the liberal attitude of Jesus towards wealth, 
Hengel, Eigentum und Reichtum in der frühen Kirche: Aspekte einer frühchristlichen Sozialgeschichte, 353-423. 
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Tax contractors are not ordinary examples of the amme ha-aretz (as Herrenbrück claims). They are 

opposites  of  the Pharisees,  but  their  social  status  is  comparable.  The tax  contractors  are  good 

examples of those people who were neglected by the Pharisees. So we can sociologically assume 

that tax contractors were part of the same social stratum as the Pharisees. It is therefore remarkable 

that the few times it is said that Jesus ate in the house of a person, that it is a house of those who 

were part of the higher classes. An interpretation of 'friend of the tax contractors' as 'friend of the 

rich' may be overstated and inappropriate, but it does make clear that in a comprehensive portrait 

of Jesus, his circle of acquaintances should not be reduced to people of the lower classes or even 

the outcasts. By his association with tax contractors he disassociated himself from the Pharisees.

The late  addition of  Luke 19:14b ('for  all  who exalt  themselves will  be  humbled,  but  all  who 

humble themselves will be exalted') may or may not be an appropriate elaboration to the parable 

of the tax contractor and Pharisee in the Temple, but it makes clear another important facet of 

Jesus'  preaching.  God’s  judgement is  not a  static  fact.  Presuppositions about right  and wrong, 

saved and doomed,  are  questioned by Jesus.  It  is  not  clear  beforehand who will  inherit   the 

Kingdom of God. Tax contractors are Jesus’ examples of people who were not expected by the 

Jewish leaders to receive salvation.

How Jesus'  preaching was  related to  that  of  John the  Baptist  is  historically  unrecoverable.  As 

claimed above,  Meier  is  too optimistic  about  the  possibilities  the  sources  offer.  Traditions  are 

invented in which John is a parallel to Jesus (continuity of tax contractors as an audience in Luke 

3:10-14 and 7:29-30), but it is irretrievable to what extent these 'inventions' were based on explicit 

remembrances about John, his general approach to 'outsiders', or on nothing else other than the 

Jesus traditions.

In early Christianity tax contractors were out of sight. They are not mentioned any longer, neither 

as  part  of  the community,  nor  as  conversation partners.  In  this  manner there  is  discontinuity 

between Jesus and the Christian community. However, remembrances in which Jesus ate with tax 

contractors  were considered as  a significant  part  of  the Jesus tradition.  Jesus'  contact  with tax 

contractors was important for the question of whether Gentiles were to be permitted into the early 

Christian community. Jesus' table-fellowship with tax contractors was probably a justification, or 

even a source of inspiration, for eating with Gentiles (see Gal 2 and Acts 15). Another facet in the 

traditions that appeared important for the early Christians was the fact that it was possible to be a 

follower of Jesus while one stayed at home. Not every disciple of Jesus was required to leave 
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hearth and home. Zacchaeus would become a prototype of many Christians, the patron of the stay-

at-home supporters.
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