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To Madeline and Spencer 
who are following the path of Jesus
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✦ viii ✦

J
esus of Nazareth is certainly one of the most 
influential men who ever lived. Many people are sure that 
he is number one on that list. Nearly two thousand years 

after he was brutally murdered by Roman soldiers, more than 2.2 
billion human beings attempt to follow his teachings and believe 
he is the Son of God. I am one of them, a Roman Catholic who 
was educated in religious schools all the way through college.

But I am also an historian who investigates the truth about 
important people. That is what I have done in this book. I 
believe that in order to understand what Jesus accomplished 
and why he paid with his life, we have to understand what 
was happening around him. It was a time when Rome domi-
nated the western world and allowed no dissent. Human life 
was worth little. Life expectancy was less than forty years and 
far less if you happened to anger the Romans.

For evidence about Jesus’s life, we look to the New Testament 

A NOTE TO READERS

In the Beginning . . . 
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A Note to Readers ✦ ix

gospels, accounts written by four of his friends. Admittedly these 
narratives concentrate on the evidence that Jesus was God, but we 
can gather facts about his life and times in them as well. In addi-
tion, the Romans kept good rec ords of the time and a few Jewish 
historians also wrote down the events of the day.

From these, I have gathered information and written a fact- based 
book about Jesus the man. I do not address Jesus as the Messiah, 
but as a man who inspired people in a remote part of the Roman 
Empire by preaching a philosophy of peace and love and who made 
very powerful enemies at the same time. This is a violent story 
about the punishment this man received because he upset the rul-
ing people in government and at his own temple.

I do not suggest that I know everything about Jesus. There are major 
gaps in his life, and at times I can only suppose what happened to him 
based upon best available evidence. The sources I used in researching 
the life of Jesus, and other books, websites, and DVDs that I think 
you might be interested in, are listed on the last pages of this book.

This is a story of the struggle between good and evil. Thank you 
for reading it.

New York
April 2014
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JESUS’S ORIGINAL DISCIPLES

MATTHEW: A tax collector.

SIMON (whom Jesus renamed Peter): A fisherman and one 

of Jesus’s inner circle; very active in preaching to 

the Jews after Jesus’s death.

ANDREW: Brother of Simon, a disciple of John the 

Baptist and then of Jesus; also a fisherman.

JUDAS ISCARIOT: The only disciple from Judea; betrayed 

Jesus for thirty pieces of silver.

PHILIP: A fisherman; preached in Samaria after Jesus’s 

death.

BARTHOLOMEW (or Nathanael): Watched and listened to 

Jesus before finally becoming a disciple.

THOMAS: Sometimes called Doubting Thomas because 

he  questioned Jesus’s divinity.

JUDE (or Thaddeus): Brother of James the Younger.

JOHN THE BELOVED: Brother of James the Elder; thought 

to be the closest to Jesus; lived to an old age.

SIMON THE ZEALOT: From Cana; thought to be a Zealot, a 

member of an extreme nationalistic group that 

hated Roman law.

JAMES THE ELDER: Brother of John; one of Jesus’s inner 

circle.

JAMES THE YOUNGER: Brother of Jude.

KEY PLAYERS

THE FAMILY OF JESUS

JOSEPH: Husband of Mary.

MARY: Mother of Jesus.

JESUS
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WRITERS OF THE BOOKS OF THE TANAKH, OR HEBREW 

BIBLE, WHO PROPHESIED THE COMING OF A SAVIOR

MOSES: Led the Israelites out of slavery in Egypt in    

about 1440 BC.

DAVID: King and poet who lived about 1000 BC.

HOSEA: King who lived about 750 to 715 BC.

MICAH: Lived about 750 to 686 BC.

ISAIAH: Lived about 740 to 681 BC.

ZECHARIAH: Lived about 520 to 480 BC.

PATRIARCHS OF THE JEWISH PEOPLE

ABRAHAM: According to Jewish tradition, 

the first to believe in one God.

DANIEL: A Jewish captive in Babylon who 

interpreted dreams and made 

prophecies.

DAVID: Second king of the Israelites, poet, 

and ancestor of Jesus.

ELIJAH: Prophet who foretold the coming 

of a Messiah.

ISAAC: The son Abraham was willing to 

sacrifice to prove his faith.

JACOB: One of Isaac’s sons; believed to  

be the father of the Jewish people 

whose twelve sons founded the 

twelve tribes of Israel.

JEREMIAH: A prophet who warned of, and 

witnessed, the destruction of Jerusa-

lem and the First Temple.

MOSES: The prophet who received the  

Ten Commandments from God and 

led the Jews out of Egypt.

SAMSON: A man of amazing strength who 

saved the Jews from the Philistines.

SOLOMON: Son of David; third king of the 

Israelites and builder of the First 

Temple.
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ROMAN RULERS AND ADMINISTRATORS 

DURING JESUS’S LIFETIME

AUGUSTUS CAESAR: Emperor from 27 BC to 

AD 14.

TIBERIUS: Succeeded Augustus as emperor 

and ruled from AD 14 to 37.

PONTIUS PILATE: Roman prefect, or governor, 

of Judea from AD 26 to 36.

HEROD THE GREAT: Reigned as king of the 

province of Judea from 37 to 4 BC; 

rebuilt and renovated the 

Second Temple in Jerusalem.

HEROD ANTIPAS: One of Herod the 

Great’s sons; a tetrarch, or 

administrator, of Galilee from   

4 BC to AD 39.

TEMPLE PRIESTS AND RELIGIOUS GROUPS

ANNAS: Patriarch high priest; father- in- law of Caiaphas.

CAIAPHAS: High priest of the temple; one in a family of 

priests.

JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA: Wealthy, influential Sadducee who 

became a secret disciple of Jesus and gave his 

tomb for Jesus’s body.

NICODEMUS: Influential Pharisee who questioned Jesus 

and became a secret disciple.

PHARISEES: Less wealthy, more liberal priests.

SADDUCEES: High- born priests who believed in the letter 

of the Mosaic Law.
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OTHERS

ANNA: Pilgrim at the temple who bore witness to the divinity 

of Jesus.

BARABBAS: Convicted thief who was freed as the people’s 

choice over Jesus.

JOHN THE BAPTIST: Preacher who foretold the coming of the 

Messiah; baptized Jesus.

JUDAS OF GAMALA: Jewish revolutionary crucified in the early 

first century.

LAZARUS: Resident of Bethany who hosted Jesus and the 

disciples during their last Passover together.

MARY AND MARTHA: Sisters of Lazarus.

MARY OF MAGDALA: A devotee of Jesus; witnessed his death 

and anointed his body.

SIMEON: Pilgrim in the temple who declared Jesus to be the 

Son of God.
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✦ xv ✦

T
he world Jesus was born into was changing. 
After hundreds of years of living a fairly consistent life 
under different invading armies, the Jews had been con-

quered by the Romans, who had altered the day- to- day life in 
Judea and Galilee. Long before the Romans, the Babylonians 
had invaded in 598 BC, followed by the Persians, the Egyp-
tians, and the Syrians. In 63 BC, the Romans slowly advanced 
from their strongholds around the Mediterranean Sea, engulf-
ing lands and peoples as they went.

And the Romans didn’t take control peacefully. They 
invaded towns and cities, stealing land by simply occupying it. 
Soldiers in the Roman emperor’s armies slaughtered anyone 

PROLOGUE

A CHANGING WORLD
63–6 BC ✦ JUDEA AND GALILEE
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xvi  ✦ A Changing World

who put up a fight or got in their way, even members of groups 
traditionally considered off limits to civilized invaders— women, 
the el der ly, and children.

Those conquered people who  were captured but not killed dur-
ing the Roman invasions  were kept as slaves. The Roman Empire’s 
economy depended on slaves to plant and harvest crops for its vast 

territories and to work producing 
things like jugs and other pottery. 
Those who had not fought and 
who lived in small villages like Naz-

areth  were left to plant their 
fields and work at the crafts 

they  were trained for. The 
one big change was that 
now they had to accumu-
late money in the form 
of coins to pay taxes to 
Rome and temple fees 
to the Jewish hierarchy 
in Jerusalem. For hun-
dreds of years before 
this, a farmer paid a 

An antique print of 
Roman soldiers in battle 
gear. [North Wind Picture 
Archives]
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A Changing World ✦ xvii

portion of his crop as a tax to his rulers. He bartered food for ser-
vices such as the repair of his roof, or goods such as a baby goat. 
Now the economy of Judea and Galilee had changed. The taxes and 
fees  were so steep that some people had to exchange all their crops 
for coins and did not have enough food to feed themselves. Most 
people suffered quietly. A few brave— or foolhardy— ones spoke 
out.

Under Roman rule, a rebellious person or tax avoider was often 
made an example of, sometimes given the ultimate punishment: 
crucifixion. Judas of Gamala was one such rebel. Judas was a learned 
man, and a husband and father, who longed to raise his children in 
a better world— a Galilee ruled by faithful Jews instead of the 
Roman puppets who crippled Judas and his people with unbearable 
taxes. Judas traveled through the farming villages and fishing ports 
of Galilee, preaching a message of revolt to the impoverished peas-
ants, urging them not to pay taxes to Rome or give a portion of 
their earnings to the temple in Jerusalem. He compared the taxa-
tion to a form of slavery and encouraged his fellow Jews to rise up 
against their oppressors. And he said that bowing down to Augus-
tus Caesar and Rome instead of the one true God was sinful. The 
Romans might have overlooked Judas as a religious nut, if he had 
not raised an army of peasants to attempt a violent overthrow of the 
Roman- sponsored government in Galilee. That action brought an 
immediate response: Judas of Gamala must die.

By order of Herod Antipas, the tetrarch or administrator of 
Galilee working for the Romans, soldiers captured Judas and began 
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xviii  ✦ A Changing World

the crucifixion pro cess. To discourage other dissenters, a crowd 
was encouraged to watch the agony of Judas. Jesus and many other 
Galileans bore witness to the horror.

✦ ✦ ✦ ✦ ✦

The soldiers of Antipas strip Judas of Gamala naked in the palace 
courtyard. They force him to his knees, facing a low post. He is tied 
to it with his hands above his head. Two soldiers pick up short- 
handled whips, whose leather lashes are tipped with lead balls and 
mutton bones. The soldiers stand ready to take turns striking Judas 
across his back, leaning into each blow with all their strength. As 
each lash is inflicted, the leather thongs tear open the skin and 
muscles, even as the lead and bone create deep bruising.

Judas cries out in agony as a soldier delivers another blast of 
leather onto his flesh. But he 
knows better than to curse 
his executioners, because that 
will only mean more blows. So he 
endures the torture. In moments, 
Judas is covered with blood.

As with all aspects of 
Roman execution, the 
stripping and lashing has 
a specific purpose: the 
public nudity humiliates, 
while the whip breaks 
Judas’s will so that he will 
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A Changing World ✦ xix

offer no re sis tance when nailed to the cross. Crucifixion, Roman- 
style, is not just a barbarous way to kill, but also a pro cess of mentally 
and physically destroying the victim— whether it be man, woman, 
or child. Judas will be nothing but an empty husk by the time he 
hangs from the cross.

Judas of Gamala lies limp and bleeding after the whipping. Sol-
diers then bring out a rough- hewn piece of lumber and hurl it to the 
ground. Despite the blood pouring down his back, Judas is forced to 
stand. His executioners lift this splinter- filled board onto his shoul-
ders. This will become the crossbar of his crucifix, and like all con-
demned men, Judas has to carry it outside the city walls to a spot 
where a vertical pole in the ground will form the second part. He 
will be nailed to that cross and left to die. His legs will be broken to 
make the torturous pro cess even more ghastly. He will hang in full 
view of thousands. Judas will be dead by nightfall— if he is lucky.

The story of Judas’s execution will be shared among the Jews of 
Galilee. But he is not alone. There are countless other would- be 
prophets who think violence can bring an end to Roman occupa-
tion. They will all pay for this conceit with their lives.

✦ ✦ ✦ ✦ ✦

The Jews  were a conquered people when Jesus was born. Although 
the Roman emperor had instructed his representatives to respect 
and not interfere with their religious traditions, all other aspects of 
their daily lives  were under his control.

What gave them the strength to endure hardship and humiliation 
under Roman rule was the knowledge that they  were a chosen people. 
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xx  ✦ A Changing World

In the Torah, the holy book of 
Jewish scripture, Moses says, 
“For you are a people holy to the 
Lord your God. The Lord your 
God has chosen you out of all 
the peoples on the face of the 
earth to be his people, his trea-
sured possession.” This chosen-
ness was matched with the 
promise from God that he 
would send a savior to free the 
people.

As the Jewish people waited 
for their savior and king, they 
maintained their faith in one 
God among the Romans, who 
believed in multiple gods and 
even that their emperor was a 
god. The Jewish people lis-
tened to preachers who traveled 

the lands speaking of prophecies soon to be fulfilled. And they 
journeyed each year to their birthplace for the census count, so the 
Roman emperor would know exactly how much money he would 
make from the people of Judea and Galilee.

Marble sculpture of Moses by Michelangelo made between 1513 and 1516 
for the tomb of Pope Julius II in Rome. [The Bridgeman Art Library]

Engraving printed in 1878 of an ancient Palestinian scroll 
of the Torah. [Mary Evans Picture Library]
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✦ BOOK I ✦
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✦ 3 ✦

J
oseph and Mary and their infant son, Jesus, 
barely get out of Bethlehem alive. Joseph awakes from a 
terrifying dream and has a vision of what is to come. He 

rouses Mary and Jesus, and they escape into the night.
Now soldiers are walking toward Bethlehem. They have 

come from the capital city of Jerusalem and are approaching 
this small town, intent on finding and killing a baby boy. The 
child’s name, unknown to them, is Jesus, and his only crime is 
that some believe he will be the next king of the Jewish people. 
The current ruler of the land, a tyrant named Herod the Great, 
is determined to ensure the baby’s death. None of the soldiers 
know what the child’s mother and father look like or the pre-
cise location of his home, so they plan to kill every baby boy in 

CHAPTER 1

THE MASSACRE 
IN BETHLEHEM
MARCH, 5 BC ✦ BETHLEHEM, JUDEA

Capture of Jerusalem by Herod in 36 BC. An illustration from a 1470 French 
translation of Flavius Josephus’s Antiquities of the Jews.  [The Bridgeman Art Library]
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Bethlehem ✦ 5

Bethlehem and the surrounding area. This alone will guarantee 
that the threat is eliminated.

Herod first learns about Jesus from travelers who have come to 
worship the baby. These men, called Magi, are astronomers and 
wise men who study the world’s great religious texts. Among these 
books is the Tanakh, a collection of history, prophecy, poetry, and 
songs telling the story of the Jewish people. The wealthy foreigners 
travel almost a thousand miles over rugged desert, following an 
extraordinarily bright star that shines in the sky each morning 
before dawn. “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews?” 
they ask on their arrival in Herod’s court. “We saw his star when it 
 rose and have come to worship him.”

Amazingly, the Magi carry trea sure chests filled with gold, as 
well as the sweet- smelling tree resins myrrh and frankincense. 
These are learned, studious men. Herod can only conclude that the 
Magi are either foolhardy for risking the theft of such a great for-
tune by carry ing it across the vast desert to get to Jerusalem, or that 
they truly believe this child will be the new king.

After the Magi ask their question, a furious Herod summons his 
religious advisers. He insists that these teachers of religious law and 
temple high priests tell him exactly where to find this new king.

The teachers whom Herod first interrogates are humble 
men. They wear simple white linen caps and robes. Then he moves on 
to the bearded temple high priests. They dress elaborately, in white 

The wealthy foreigners travel more than a thousand miles over rugged desert.
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6  ✦ YOUNG JESUS OF NAZARETH

and blue linen caps and turbans with gold bands on the brows, and 
blue robes adorned in bright tassels and bells. Over this they 

wear capes and purses decorated with gold and precious 
stones. Their clothing signifies their stature as high- level 

temple leaders. Herod demands of the teachers and 
priests, “Where is this so- called king of the Jews?”

“Bethlehem, in the land of Judah.” They quote ver-
batim from the prophet Micah, whose words are 

recorded in the Tanakh. Some seven centuries ear-
lier, Micah said that the person who would save the 

Jewish people would be born in Bethlehem. “Out of you 
[Bethlehem] will come . . .  one who will be ruler over Israel. . . .”

Herod sends the Magi on their way. His parting royal instruc-
tion is that they locate the infant, then return to Jeru-
salem and tell Herod the child’s precise location so 
that he can visit this new king himself.

The Magi see through this deceit. They never go 
back to Jerusalem.

✦ ✦ ✦ ✦ ✦

For centuries, Jewish prophets have predicted the coming of a new 
king to rule their people. They have prophesied five specific occur-
rences that would take place to confirm the Messiah’s birth.

The first is that a great star will rise in the east.
The second is that the baby will be born in Bethlehem, the small 

town where the great King David was born a thousand years ago.
The third prophecy is that the child will also be a direct 

An illustration of frankincense 
from a book on medicinal plants 
published in1887. The resin 
from this tree was used to make 
incense and perfume.               
[The Bridgeman Art Library]
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Bethlehem ✦ 7

descendant of David, a fact that can easily be confirmed by the 
temple’s meticulous genealogical rec ords.

Fourth, powerful men will travel from afar to worship him.
And finally, the child’s mother will be a virgin.
What troubles Herod most deeply is knowing that three of these 

events have occurred. He would be even more distressed to learn 
that the remaining two are also true. The child is from the line of 
David, and his teenage mother, Mary, attests that she is a virgin, 
despite her pregnancy.

Herod gazes out of his palace window, waiting to hear that all 
the baby boys in Bethlehem have been killed. He is afraid of what 
will happen if a king rises up to save the Jewish people. One result is 
likely: it will mean the end of his good life. Even though he is half 
Jewish, Herod’s allegiance is to Rome.

Judea is part, though only a small part, of the vast Roman 
Empire— a sprawling kingdom stretching the length of Eu rope, 
across Asia Minor, and including almost the entire Mediterranean 
rim. But Herod’s kingdom is different from any other under Rome’s 
iron fist: it is the only Jewish territory. The Jewish people are an 
ancient civilization founded on a belief system that is at odds with 
Rome’s. The Jewish people believe in one true God; the rest of the 
empire worships many pagan deities and even considers its emperor 
divine. Herod stands between the Jews and the Roman emperor 
Augustus Caesar in their uneasy relationship. Rome will leave the 
Jews alone as long as Herod keeps his people productive so they can 
pay the high taxes that Rome demands.
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Bethlehem ✦ 9

✦ ✦ ✦ ✦ ✦

Herod  doesn’t know it, but Jesus and his parents have already trav-
eled to Jerusalem twice before to pay visits to the great temple, the 
most important and sacred building in all Judea. Perched atop a 
massive stone platform that gives it the appearance of a fortress 
rather than a place of worship, the temple is a physical embodiment 
of the Jewish people and their ancient faith. The temple was first 
built by Solomon in the tenth century BC. It was leveled by the 
Babylonians in 586 BC and then rebuilt nearly fifty years later. 
Herod recently renovated the entire complex and increased the 
temple’s size. Now it is not just a symbol of Judaism, but of the king 
himself.

Eight days after Jesus’s birth, his parents made their first visit to 
the temple so that he might be circumcised. There the child was 
formally named Jesus. The second visit came when he was forty 
days old. The baby boy was brought to the temple and presented to 
God, in keeping with the laws of the Jewish faith. His father, Joseph, 
a carpenter, dutifully purchased a pair of young turtledoves to be 
sacrificed in honor of this solemn occasion.

Something very strange occurred as Jesus and his parents entered 
the temple on that day, something that hinted he might truly be a 
very special child. Mary, Joseph, and Jesus  were traveling quietly, 
not doing anything that would draw attention. Even so, two com-
plete strangers— an old man and an old woman, both of whom 

[next pages] Jerusalem as an artist imagined it may have 
looked in AD 65, drawn in 1887. [Mary Evans Picture Library]
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Bethlehem ✦ 13

knew nothing about this baby called Jesus or his fulfillment of the 
prophecy— saw him from across the crowded temple and came to 
him.

The approaching old man’s name was Simeon, and he was of the 
belief that he would not die until he laid eyes upon the new king of 
the Jews. Simeon asked if he might hold the baby. Mary and Joseph 
agreed. As Simeon took Jesus into his arms, he offered a prayer to 
God, thanking him for the chance to see this new king with his 
own eyes. Then Simeon handed Jesus back to Mary with these 
words: “This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of 
many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be spoken against, so that 
the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed. And a sword will 
pierce your own soul too.”

At that very moment, a woman named Anna approached. She 
was an eighty- four- year- old widowed prophetess, who spent her wak-
ing hours in the temple, fasting and praying. Simeon’s words  were 
still ringing in Mary’s and Joseph’s ears as Anna stepped forward 
and also praised Jesus. She loudly thanked God for bringing this 
special baby boy into the world. Then she made a most unusual 
claim, predicting to Mary and Joseph that their son would free 
Jerusalem from Roman rule.

Mary and Joseph marveled at Simeon’s and Anna’s words, flat-
tered for the attention, as all new parents would be, but also unsure 
what this talk about swords and redemption truly meant. They 
finished their business and departed into the bustling city of 
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14  ✦ YOUNG JESUS OF NAZARETH

Jerusalem, both elated and fearful for the life their son might be 
destined to lead.

✦ ✦ ✦ ✦ ✦

There are many more prophecies about the life of Jesus outlined in 
Scripture. Slowly but surely, as this child grows to manhood, those 
predictions will also come true. Jesus’s behavior will brand him as a 
revolutionary, known throughout Judea for his startling speeches 
and teachings. He will be adored by the Jewish people but become 
a threat to those who profit from the populace: the high priests, the 
temple elders, the puppet rulers of Judea, and most of all, the Roman 
Empire.

And Rome does not tolerate a threat. The Romans have learned 
and mastered the arts of torture and persecution. Revolutionaries 
and troublemakers are dealt with in harsh and horrific fashion in 
order that others won’t be tempted to copy their ways.

So it will be with Jesus. This, too, will fulfill prophecy.
All of that is to come. For now Jesus is still an infant, cared for 

and loved by Mary and Joseph. He was born in a stable, visited by 
the Magi, presented with their lavish gifts, and is now being pur-
sued by Herod and the Roman Empire.

And it is Joseph who will train the boy to be obedient and strong, 
to follow Jewish ways and obey Jewish laws.

207-57092_ch01_5P.indd   14207-57092_ch01_5P.indd   14 1/29/14   8:39 PM1/29/14   8:39 PM

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0805098771/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=oreillyhistorybooks-20&camp=1789&creative=9325&linkCode=as2&creativeASIN=0805098771&linkId=aa099f111290819e612b00470b861b12
http://www.kqzyfj.com/click-8139390-11811597-1444331022000?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.barnesandnoble.com%2Fw%2Fthe-last-days-of-jesus-bill-oreilly%2F1117137704%3Fean%3D9780805098778&cjsku=9780805098778
https://www.billoreilly.com/p/The-Last-Days-of-Jesus/The-Last-Days-of-Jesus/42334.html
http://www.indiebound.org/book/9780805098778?aff=henryholt1
https://geo.itunes.apple.com/us/book/the-last-days-of-jesus/id782956768?mt=11&at=1l3vqPU&ct=oreillyhistorybooks
http://www.audible.com/pd/Religion-Spirituality/The-Last-Days-of-Jesus-Audiobook/B00IOQ825C/
https://geo.itunes.apple.com/us/audiobook/last-days-jesus-his-life-times/id833943973?at=1l3vqPU&ct=oreillyhistorybooks&mt=3


207-57092_ch01_5P.indd   15207-57092_ch01_5P.indd   15 1/29/14   8:39 PM1/29/14   8:39 PM


	207-57092_ch00_5P.indd
	207-57092_ch01_5P.indd
	207-57092_ch02_5P.indd
	207-57092_ch03_5P.indd
	207-57092_ch04_5P.indd



